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Ripple

 

 

So this is what it feels like to stare death in the face. I’ve
always heard that your life flashes before your eyes, but with me
it was different.  I saw the faces of family and my friends
and then I saw “his life”; the Life of the man that I inadvertently
ruined.  It wasn’t supposed to be like this.  I wanted
those words to come out of my mouth but my brain was too scared to
send the proper signal.  Instead, I looked down the barrel of
his gun and the only words that I could produce were, “Please don’t
kill me”.

I saw his lips move in response to my plea but my ears had
turned semi-deaf.  I heard a human voice but couldn’t quite
make out what it was saying.  The gun was still pointing at my
head so I struggled to find something else to say to him.  I
had to convince him that my life was worth sparing. During the
search for the right words, my mind transported me back to the
beginning of the ripple which landed me into this deadly
predicament.

 

The clock read 10:42 when I went to bed.  Tomorrow was an
important day, my first day of work, so I decided to turn in
early.  Usually your first real job is crap, but not
mine.  Somehow, I managed to land a job at the most coveted
company in Apple Valley.  rLife, an insurance company, really
knew how to take care of their employees with decent pay, health
and dental insurance, stock options, and lots of vacation
time.  Their motto is “Happy employees make happy
customers”.  As simple as that sounds, it really
worked.   

I’m almost too excited to sleep but I need to be fit for my
first day.  I must have drifted off because I was jerked awake
by a thumping noise coming from my wall. My clock was slightly
blurry and read 12:08.  “Thump, Thump, Thump”.  It drove
me mad!   Just when I’d decided to get out of bed, the
thumping stopped.  ‘Hallelujah’ I thought and tried to go back
to sleep.  It wasn’t long before I heard “Thump, Thump, Thump”
again.   I quickly got out of bed, grabbed my robe, and
went to bang on my neighbors door.  Kaler opened the door with
a tennis ball in his hand. 

“Hi, I’m Trent from next door” I said trying to be as polite as
possible.

“I know who you are.”

“Are you bouncing a ball off the wall?  It makes a really
loud thumping noise and I really need to get some sleep.”

“That wasn’t me.”

“Are you sure?  I mean, you are holding a
ball.”  He gave me the meanest look and shut the door in my
face. 

I went back to my apartment and threw myself on the bed. 
“Please dear God let him stop bouncing that ball off the wall” I
prayed. 

“Thump, Thump, Thump”

“Thanks for listening, God” I said annoyed with the world.

With nothing left to do, I put my pillow over my head. 

 

Despite the lack of sleep, my first day of work was a
success.  I came home tired, but happy and feeling proud of
myself.  As I passed Kaler’s door, I got a whiff of his stinky
shoes which he kept outside his apartment door.  Inspiration
struck and in that moment I decided to get back at him.  If I
had known then what I know now, I would have simply kept walking
but there was no way for me to foresee the havoc my actions would
later unleash.  It all seemed so innocent…

 

Kaler tip toed passed his boss’s cubical hoping not to be
noticed.  He was relieved when he was sitting at his
desk.  As an editor for the local newspaper, Apple Valley
News, there was always a big pile of work waiting for him.  He
began his work thinking that he was off the hook until his boss,
Mr. Conner, entered his personal space twenty minutes later. Even
before Mr. Connor opened his mouth, Kaler knew their conversation
would end badly. 

“You’re late again, Kaler; 45 minutes to be exact.”

“I was only 30 minutes late.”

“Only?”

“You know what I mean.”

Mr. Connor noticed Kaler’s shoes.  “Okay, I’ll bite. 
What’s with the house slippers?”

“I couldn’t find my shoe and that’s why I’m late.”

“Are you telling me that you only own one pair of shoes?”

“As of now, I suppose I do. If you count these house shoes as
shoes” Kaler pointed to his fuzzy navy slippers.

Mr. Connor shrugged his shoulders.  “I’m sorry to do this
to you Kaler, but I warned you too many times about being
late.  You can stay the rest of the day if you want, but as of
tomorrow you don’t work here any more.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me! Come on Mr. Connor, don’t be like
that. I need this job.”

“Kaler don’t beg, it’s degrading. I’ll give you a good letter of
recommendation but that’s all I can do.” He patted Kaler on the
shoulder before leaving. 

Kaler looked at the pile of work on his desk. ‘Why should I do
any of this now’ he thought.  He packed his personal
belongings which included: a coffee cup, reference books, a big
cozy sweater, a few odd knick knacks, and a framed picture of his
girlfriend, Marcy.

 

Four months past… then five months. This was the sixth month
that Kaler was job hunting.  Since he had lost his job, he
lived in his sweat clothes and hardly left the apartment building.
He was removing a pile of bills from his mailbox in the apartment
lobby when Trent walked in, on his way home from work, wearing a
suit and tie.

“Hello” said Trent out of obligation.

“Hi” Kaler responded half rolling his eyes.

 Trent quickly checked his mailbox and continued walking
toward his apartment.  Kaler lingered at the mailbox sorting
through his mail. 

“Son of a fucking bitch!” Kaler suddenly yelled.  His
profanity echoed through the lobby reaching Trent’s ears.  He
stopped and looked back but was too far away to see what Kaler was
holding in his hands. It was obviously bad news.

Kaler just stood there re-reading the letter.  Was he
really holding an eviction notice? He knew that he was a bit behind
with his rent but an eviction notice?  Can they really do
that?  His world was spinning too fast and he was bouncing off
the hard concrete of reality.

 

There was a sinking feeling in Kaler’s stomach.  He knew
that finding another apartment with his current income of zero
dollars was not going to happen.  There were only two
options for him; the second being his last resort.  As he
walked closer to the phone his stomach twisted and turned.  He
felt nauseous but he forced himself to pick up the phone and dial
her number.  It was ringing…

“Hello” a warm voice answered.

“Hi Marcy.  It’s me, Kaler.” 

“What do you want?” The warm voice turned to ice.

“What do you mean?  Can’t I call my girlfriend?”

“Your girlfriend?  Kaler, I haven’t heard from you in two
months.  I even left a few messages that you never
returned.”

“You know I’ve lost my job.  I didn’t have any money to
take you out.  I was embarrassed so I didn’t call you.”

“Do you really think I’m that shallow?”

“Look, I’m sorry.  I know that I’ve messed up by not
calling but if you could forgive me. I really need your help. 
I was wondering if I could stay with you for a while until I get
back on my feet.”

Marcy hesitated before answering.  Kaler didn’t interrupt.
He held his breath hoping to hear a favorable answer.

“Kaler, I’m sorry but I’ve already moved on.  I’m dating
someone and I really like him.  If I let you move in with me
I’d only be sending him mixed signals.”  Her answer stabbed
him in the heart. 

“Oh…  I understand.  I guess this is goodbye
then.”

“Goodbye, Kaler” said Marcy with a quivering voice.

He hung up the phone.  His emotional pain was so severe
that it materialized itself with physical symptoms.  He ran to
the bathroom and threw up.  When he was done, he found himself
too weak to stand up so he laid on the bathroom floor and
wept. 

 

It was a busy Saturday afternoon.  Kaler’s mom was helping
him pack his belongings into large cardboard boxes. 

“Too bad that you have to move out.  I’ve always thought
this apartment was lovely.  I don’t know what my friends will
think now that you’re moving back in with me.”

Kaler rolled his eyes.  “It’s just a temporary arrangement,
Ma, until I get back on my feet.”

“You should have tried harder to keep your job.  You know
we’re going through a recession.  The new President is doing
everything he can to dig us out, but it’s going to take time. The
last President made such a mess of the economy.  Anyhow, my
point is, you should have known better.”

“Ma, it wasn’t my fault.”

“No, it’s never your fault…”  She continued rambling. 
Kaler tuned out and concentrated on packing.  Every now and
then he would look at her and nod without having heard a word she
said. That trick he learned ages ago during his
childhood. 

 

Packing didn’t take that long because Kaler didn’t have a lot of
stuff.  He began carrying the boxes down the stairs to the
moving van which his mother had rented.  Trent passed him on
his way up with two bags of groceries in his arms. There were no
exchanges of acknowledgement.  The two worked diligently on
getting their tasks done as quickly as possible.  Both of
their apartment doors were left wide open and Kaler glanced into
Trent’s apartment as he walked passed.  His eyes caught of
glimpse of something that he thought belonged to him and since
Trent was down the stairs retrieving more groceries, he went closer
to get a better look.   Kaler could hardly believe his
eyes.  ‘Why would he do this to me’ he thought.  All the
emotions were drained out of him and he was left hollow. 
Nothing made any sense. 

 

“Ma, I can finish up here by myself.  There’s only a few
boxes left.  Why don’t you drive the van home. The rest of the
boxes can fit in my car.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah, Ma.  Thanks so much for helping.”  Kaler gave
his mother a rare hug which startled her. 

“Are you feeling Okay?”

“What? Can’t I give my mother a hug?”

“Don’t worry, Kaler, it’ll all work itself out.  See you in
a bit.” 

 

Kaler was the opposite of a pack rat.  He threw away things
immediately if they were no longer needed or broken, but he kept
the shoe.  He was holding it in his left hand. 

“Why shouldn’t I kill you?”  Trent’s ears were now fully
functional. 

“I didn’t mean for any of this to happen.  My intention was
just to annoy you, not to destroy your life.”  He was in
tears. 

“You know, if you had stolen both shoes, I wouldn’t have wasted
time looking for them because it would have been clear that someone
took them.”  Kaler was speaking in monotone.

“I’m really sorry.  I don’t know what I was thinking”
sobbed Trent. 

“By taking one shoe, you took away my job, my apartment, my
girlfriend and, now that I have to live with my mother, my
freedom.”  Kaler paused before continuing. 

“You took away my life but I will not take yours.  Instead,
I’m going to change it” having said that, he put the gun in his
mouth. 

“No! No! Please don’t!” Trent pleaded franticly.  

There was a loud bang.  Trent was splattered with Kaler’s
blood. His ears went deaf once again and he fell to his knees and
bawled.  He was left alone to his own conscience and his soul
was in agony.  He wished that Kaler had killed him; it would
have hurt much less. He was now permanently scarred and forced to
carry around the guilt of having destroyed another man’s life.

“It all seemed so innocent” he cried.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Lucky Card

 

 

Jake was thrilled as his friends sang Happy Birthday to
him.  There were at least 25 people in their apartment living
room, some of whom he didn’t know.  His live-in girlfriend,
Jenna, had organized the whole thing.  She invited everyone
she knew, ordered party food through a catering service, and baked
the birthday cake herself.  It was Jake’s 30th
birthday and she wanted to celebrate it right.

“Blow out the candle and make a wish”, said Philip.  He was
Jake’s best friend. They knew each other since grade school and
Philip was always there through both good and bad times.  Jake
closed his eyes, made a wish, and blew out the one candle that was
on the cake.

“You know you’re old when there’s only one candle on the cake”,
joked Simon.   Simon was Jake’s business partner. 
They owned a small law practice called Berg and Matthews.

“All my body parts still work and I still have all my own teeth
so I’m doing pretty good for an old man” replied Jake. 

“That’s the perfect line to open your first present with” said
Jenna handing him a nicely wrapped small square box.  Jake
ripped the package open and pulled out a very sexy, black,
see-through night gown with matching underwear.

“I don’t think this will fit me, Sweetie”, said Jake completely
embarrassed. 

“Later we’ll test if everything on you still works” winked
Jenna.

The whole room laughed.  Jake grabbed Jenna and gave her a
big kiss and whispered “thank you” in her ear.

The party was a big success everyone had fun and when it was
over Jake still had lots of presents and birthday cards to
open.  There were the usual meaningless gifts: a tie, a coffee
mug, box of chocolates, a book.  Most of the cards had money
in them, except for one.  Instead of money, it had a little
card that read good luck on the front.  It looked like a
business card but on the back there were directions.  Jake
only read the first sentence, for maximum good luck place card in
your wallet.  What a cool gift, Jake thought.  He doubted
if it really worked but he put it in his wallet anyway.

 

“Good Morning”, Jake said to Laura the office secretary. 
She was standing in front of the juice machine.

“Good morning, Jake. That was a great party yesterday”.

“Glad you had fun” Jake smiled and walked in his office. 
Laura continued to fight to with the drinks machine.  It had
taken her money and failed to give her any orange juice. She
finally gave up and went back to her desk.  Jake went to the
machine about 15 minutes later.  Laura was busy on the phone
so she didn’t see when he went up to the machine.  If she had,
she would have warned him.  Jake put his coins in and pressed
the apple juice button.  The machine not only gave him the
apple juice but it also returned his money to him.  Laura
completed her phone call and notice that Jake had juice as he was
walking toward her desk.

“How did you get that? The drinks machine is broken” wondered
Laura. 

“Oh…maybe that’s why it gave me my money back” said Jake
enjoying his apple juice.  Laura knew that it was her money
that the machine gave to him but she couldn’t really tell her boss
that, so she let it go.

 

That afternoon Jake was in such a good mood that he decided to
treat Simon to lunch.  They decided to go to the little Greek
restaurant across the street. As the waitress brought the drinks to
their table she accidentally spilled cola on Simon’s expensive
suit.  Simon, being a gentleman, calmed her down and told her
that is was no big deal.   To make up for her mistake,
lunch was free.    When they went back to the office
Jake had three new clients eagerly waiting for him in the waiting
room.  Simon however, was not so lucky.  At the end of
the day, he went into Jake’s office and sat down with a troubled
look on his face.

“I can’t believe what bad luck I’ve had today” complained
Simon.  “My best suit is ruined and I’ve lost not one but two
of my best clients”. 

“It’s Friday, just go home, relax and try to enjoy your
weekend.  I’m sure that next week will be better”. That was
the only thing that Jake could say.  His day had been
wonderful but he couldn’t help feeling sorry for his partner’s bad
luck.

 

On Sunday Jake went fishing with his best friend Philip. 
It was a nice sunny day with a little breeze.  Philip had a
comfortable, medium sized boat that they took to the lake.  He
was really good at fishing and took it very seriously.  Jake
always made fun of him because on every fishing trip he wore this
old raggedy fishing hat.  He never told Jake that this hat was
so special to him because it was the last thing that his father had
given him before he died.  They were on the lake for about an
hour before either of them caught anything.  They spent the
time talking and joking around. 

“So, when are you finally going to ask Jenna to marry you?
You’ve been living together for about 3 years now.  What are
you waiting for”?

“I’m waiting for the right moment.  I was thinking about
taking her someplace romantic and making the proposal there. 
I have no idea how to buy an engagement ring.  They all look
the same to me.  Who helped you pick out Dana’s engagement
ring?”

“Dana was happy to pick out her own ring” laughed Philip. 
“I think you’re over thinking the whole thing”.

Just then a fish tugged on Jake’s fishing line.  He
struggled with the fish for a second before reeling him in.  A
minute later, another fish was on Jake’s line.  Then he caught
another one.  By the end of the fishing trip Jake had 15
fish. 

“How did you catch so many fish and I have no fish”, asked
Philip? He was more than just a little annoyed because he was
usually the one who took home lots of fish to his wife.

“It’s my lucky day”, said Jake.

The air conditioning in Philip’s truck had been broken for weeks
and it was hot outside.  They opened the windows so they
wouldn’t die of suffocation.  Philip decided to take the
highway home and as he was driving his fishing hat flew off his
head and out the window.  He couldn’t stop, he couldn’t turn
around, there was nothing he could do.  He was crushed.

“My hat, my hat, damn I can’t believe I’ve lost it.”

“It’s just a hat why are you so upset”, asked Jake?

Philip explained to him in tears why the hat was so important to
him. Jake didn’t know what to say.  All he could do was put
his hand on Philip’s shoulder to console him.

 

When Jake got home he kissed Jenna hello and handed her the
fish.  “Wow how did you catch so many fish”?

“I was lucky” answered Jake.  He had not told anyone about
the good luck card and now it was clear that it really brought good
luck.  He was a smart man and could easily see the string of
good luck that he had since his birthday: free juice from the soda
machine, free lunch, so many new clients, and now the fish. 
The lucky card had one side affect that he could not swallow. 
Every time that he had good luck the people around him had bad
luck.  And since he was always surrounded with friends, the
card stole their good luck and gave it to him.  He enjoyed
being lucky but not at the expensive of hurting his friends. He had
to get rid of the card.

 

The next day, as he was leaving for work, Jake took the card out
of his wallet and threw it in the trash can.  He felt extra
confident because it was garbage pickup day.  He wanted to get
the card as far away as possible.  He was surprised when he
noticed that he still had good luck.  Maybe it takes a few
days to wear off he thought. The drinks machine still gave him free
drinks and there were several new clients asking for him by
name.  Laura got stuck in the elevator for two hours and poor
Simon had a horrible day in court.   At the end of the
day, Jake searched in his wallet for parking money and was shocked
to see the card.   His heart raced with fear and he
hurried home.

 

When he got home he did all he could to tear the card.  It
should have been easy because the card was pretty thin.  It
felt just like a normal business card. He strained and strained,
pulling each end of the card vigorously with his hands but the card
just would not tear.  He quickly searched in the kitchen for
scissors.  This has to work he thought.  He began to cut
the card with the scissors but it would not cut.  It was like
trying to cut steel.  ‘Ok, I’ll just burn it’. He found some
matches and held the lit match at one end of the card.  He
waited, and waited till the fire almost burned his finger but the
card would not catch on fire.  He tried again and again but
the same thing happened each time.  The match burned down to
his finger but the card did not ignite. Then he came up with a
brilliant idea.  He would out smart the card. He hurried to
the store and bought himself a new wallet.  He left the card
in the old wallet and threw it away.  He thought that the card
would never find the new wallet. 

Jake woke up early the next morning to check if the card was
really gone.  To his dismay, he found the card in his new
wallet.  He decided to call in sick, at least then Laura and
Simon wouldn’t have their luck stolen.  He was scared,
frustrated, and out of ideas.  Jenna found him crying and
staring at the card.  She asked him what was wrong and he told
her the whole story.

“Let me see the card”.  Jenna grabbed the card and looked
at it.  “Good luck” she read aloud.  Then she turned the
card over.  “Oh it has directions: for maximum good luck place
card in your wallet.  When luck is no longer needed give card
to someone that is worthy.   This card is lucky and can
not be lost or destroyed”. 

“Did you try giving the card to someone,” asked Jenna.

“I’m so dumb” said Jake.  “All I had to do was read the
back of the card”.  He hung his head in his hands. 

“Don’t be embarrassed.  Sometimes the answer is too close
for you to see it and you need someone to point it out to you. You
should think about who you want to give the card to.”

“Do you have any suggestions”, asked Jake still embarrassed.

“You should probably give it to someone who is really down on
their luck and who doesn’t have so many friends.”

Immediately Jake knew who he wanted to give the card to. 
“Come with me”, he and Jenna drove to the park.  They walked
around until they saw the homeless man sitting on a bench.  He
had been homeless for years and he always sat on that particular
bench.  As they walked passed him they threw a dollar and the
card in his begging cup.

“Thank you”, said the homeless man.

That was the last time they ever saw the card.  Things got
back to normal pretty quickly after the card was gone.  Simon
made some new clients.  Laura finally got the drinks machine
to give her something to drink.  She, however, never took the
elevator again.  Philip’s hat was mailed back to him.  He
had forgotten that his name and address with written on the
inside.  The hat had tire marks all over it but he didn’t
care.  He still wore it on every fishing
trip.   

 

The homeless man was never again seen on the park bench.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Surrogate




The only thing that I have in common with these people is
geographical coordinates but, for some odd reason, they like
me.   They want me to be their friend: eat with them,
drink with them, laugh with them.  As they talk to me, I smile
and nod all the while thinking “I don’t like you”.  I wish so
much that I could say it to their faces, but I’m way too polite and
instead excuse myself by saying something to the effect of “see you
around”, which pretty much guarantees more future social contacts
with these people — that I don’t like. 

I admit I’m a little anti-social, but I do have one best Friend
by the name of Madra.  She’s the type of being that you can
bear your soul to without worrying about being judged.  She
passively listens, she doesn’t try to give unwanted advice, and
she’s always there when I need her.  Her only vice is food;
when she’s hungry she’ll bite you.   I don’t consider
this a flaw but rather an imperfection which enhances her
personality. 

I often invite Madra to my place of employment when I must work
late while everyone else goes home.  If any of the superior
scientist knew of this arrangement they would certainly reprimand
me for my insubordination, but how would they know?  As soon
as the clock strikes six there’s a mad dash for the door, leaving
me the tedious work that must be completed by the next
morning. 

I used to think that I was being treated like the bottom of a
totem pole but not anymore.   During these off hours I
get to experiment and hone my craft as a geneticist without the
seniors looking over my shoulder.  With Madra there to keep me
company, I work more efficiently because I am then able to justify
my proceedings to her.  I talk as I work and through this
action, I’ve almost completely eliminated human error. 

Of course, Madra has no clue to what my constant babblings might
mean but she bears it all in stride.  On occasion she barks a
blind remark of approval just to let me know that she’s listening.
That’s the kind of friend that she is; willing and ready to help in
any way possible.  I’d like to imagine that for her it isn’t
all boring.  I know that she enjoys my company as much as I
enjoy hers and being stuck here with me has to be better than
spending an evening completely alone at home.

There’s always so much work here at the lab.  We have
evolved into a species that no longer associate love and love
making into the reproductive equation.  I remember reading
about the baby booms of the 21st Century, and being
amazed that back then the only requirements needed to create
offspring was a healthy man and a healthy woman.  Although the
old procedure still works, people valuing cost as a status symbol,
pay us to do the work for them.  It is not uncommon to
overhear a conversation among proud parents concerning the cost of
their children’s birth.  Their complaints of high cost,
however, are something of a backdoor used to cover the
pretentiousness of bragging about their wealth.  Whoever said
that love makes the world go around was quite wrong as one can
plainly see that money has taken precedent. 

Having been a mother many times over, in the sense that I’ve
literally helped in the creation process of many children, I now
have a burning wish to make my own bundle of joy.  I suppose
this desire was inevitable due to being exposed so often to the
cute, soft, cuddly nature of babies themselves and my being a
woman. 

Driven by this desire and the ticking of my biological clock, I
began to examine my options.  My first option is to do it the
old fashioned way; one man, one woman, in complete erotic
bliss.  My main problem there, as I am a healthy woman, is
that I’m lacking in male companionship.  Perhaps this is
because I’m anti-social or could it be that I’m considered
homely?  I’ve never put much emphasis on clothes, hair,
make-up or shoes, but maybe I should have at least put forth a tiny
effort towards my outward appearance. 

I’ve been told by past lovers that I’m a beautiful woman
underneath my clothing and scolded for not having an interest in
sharing this beauty with the rest of the world.  I might have
taken the advice had I not been so stubborn but now it is too late
to go on the man hunt.  It would seem that ‘doing it the old
fashion way’ requires the luxury of time which I no longer
have.

My only other option involves completing the three part equation
which includes egg, semen, and surrogate.  If I were a thief I
would have access to all the necessary components at a very
reasonable price, but since my conscience forbids me of such a
thing, I have to dig deep to the very bottom of my half empty
pockets. 

I could save money by using my own supply of eggs but it would
be a very difficult task, indeed, to perform the extraction on
myself.  I’m not keen on the idea of asking for the assistance
of another doctor because it would raise too many questions that
I’m not yet willing to answer.  This leaves me no choice but
to buy the egg from an acceptable donor.

There are two kinds of surrogates: machine and living.  If
I had my own private lab, a machine surrogate would be the optimal
choice.  I would have an influence of the external and
internal stimuli during the gestation period.  The baby would
hear my voice and I would be certain that it has proper
nutrition. 

To secure my privacy, in such a personal matter, I have chosen
to purchase both egg and semen from two of the lesser annoying
candidates that I’ve interviewed.  The price, however, had
depleted my funds insufficient for the purchase of a living
surrogate.  This left me distraught with worry.  The
embryo cannot be implanted inside me for the same reason that I
could not use my own egg.  It would simply be impossible for
me to perform the procedure on myself.   

After much thought and deliberation, my only hope was to turn to
my dear friend Madra. 

19 Years Later

“Mom!  Mom!  I need your help with this stupid
application!”

“Why are you yelling?  I’m standing right here”.

“Oh, I didn’t see you.”

“What is the problem? It’s a standard application.  You’ve
been sitting at this table for an hour and you didn’t even fill out
your name.” 

I almost took the college application from him, but I restrained
myself.  My son, as intelligent, handsome, and masculine as he
was, was thoroughly lazy.  This laziness made him a master of
invention. He often used creativity, deception, and his superior
intellect to either lighten or weasel his way out of work
completely.

“Sorry, I’m not falling for that - I’m too stupid to fill out my
own application - trick.”

He looked at me and gave me that sly smile of his and wrote his
name neatly across the top of the application. 

“Well, will you at least sit with me then?”

“I’d love to.  I’ve been meaning to talk to you about the A
B C’s of your birth.”

“Mom, I know.  I’m adopted yada yada … ” he said
cutting me off. 

“Um, not quite” I said a little too abruptly for the delicate
conversation which was about to take place.  I did, however,
win his complete attention.

“What do you mean?”

“The adoption part was true in the sense that you are not my
biological son, but I lied when I told you that your surrogate was
machine.”

“Why does that make me nervous?”

I didn’t answer.  I wasn’t exactly sure how to tell
him.  I got up, went to the liquor cabinet and poured him a
strong drink.  I walked back to the table and placed it before
him. 

“Now, I’m really nervous.”  He took a little sip and braced
himself. 

“Remember Madra?”

“Oh no, you can’t change the subject now.” He said not quite
understanding what I was trying to tell him. 

“I’m not trying to change the subject.”  I looked at him
with begging eyes.  I didn’t want to have to say it out
loud. 

“Oh my God!” he exclaimed.  “That’s not possible!” He
turned his attention to an old photo of himself and Madra that was
hung on the wall.  The picture was taken when he was five
years old.  It captured a playful moment in which he was
petting Madra’s silky black fur coat and she returned the favor by
lovingly licking his face.  

“Our late Madra?” He asked in disbelief with his eyes still
glued to the picture. 

“It’s not that bad.”  I tried to calm him down but the more
I tried the angrier he became.  I was left hoping that he
wouldn’t notice the major error that I made upon naming
him. 

There was a long, awkward pause.  It was a menacing silence
that tortured me down to my bones.  When he finally did speak,
his words were stabbing.

“My name is Samuel Oliver Brown…   How very fitting,
Cindy.”

He had never in his life called me by my first name and I was so
hurt by it that I felt my heart skip several beats. 

The last words that I ever heard from my son were, “By the way,
that makes you the B.”

He stormed out the door and never returned.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Julius Kingsley

 

 

Julius Kingsley stared at his reflection in the bathroom mirror
– golden eyes, a small nose, full lips and hair so blond it was
almost white.  ‘I so don’t want to be me’ he thought. 
“Two weeks, I can handle two more weeks” he mumbled to
himself.  He finished brushing his teeth and prepared himself
for another day at Argo High School. 

 

Even though the windows were open, the classroom was still five
degrees too warm to concentrate.  Summer had arrived early
this year, if only the same were true for graduation.  Julius
looked out the window for lack of anything better to do.  He
heard Mrs. Penn’s voice in the background but it wasn’t until she
said the word quiz that he decided to paid attention. 

“I’m very disappointed with the overall results of last weeks
quiz.  I know that it’s hot and you all have summeritus, but
hang in there and make use of your higher brain functions until
summer vacation officially begins.”  She past out the graded
quizzes one by one making comments as she went by each
student. 

“Good job Mr. Kingsley” she said as she dropped his quiz on top
of his desk.   Julius was happy to see the B that was
written in red ink across the top of his work. 

“Excellent Mr. Bradey”

Julius turned his attention to Jim, who unfortunately sat next
to him, and saw the big A+ that Mrs. Penn dropped on his
desk.   He couldn’t believe his eyes.  ‘How did that
meathead get a higher score than me?’  This question
immediately ran through his head and without realizing it, his eyes
had affixed themselves onto Jim’s desktop.   

“What are you looking at, Freak?” Jim said to Julius as soon as
Mrs. Penn’s back was turned. 

“I was just admiring you’re A+” Julius said with a high pitched
crack in his voice. 

“Admire your own score” Jim snarled back while simultaneously
kicking Julius’s chair out from under him.  Both Julius and
his chair, which was attached to a big armrest, crashed loudly to
the floor.  All heads turned to look at him before
uncontrollable laughter spread through the classroom. 

“Class, that’s quite enough!” said Mrs. Penn trying to regain
order in her classroom.  

“Mr. Kingsley, please try and stay in your chair.”

Julius was about to defend himself but he felt Jim’s icy stare
on the back of his neck. 

“Sorry, Mrs. Penn” he said instead.  He picked up his
chair, sat down, and tried his best not to make eye contact with
any of the other students for the remaining class
period.   It felt like an eternity before the bell
finally rang but when it did, he was the first one out the
door. 

 

“Julius, over here” said Craig waving his hand in the air to get
his friend’s attention.  Julius signaled back to his best bud,
walked over to where he was sitting and dropped his trey of food on
the table. 

“Uh-oh, somebody’s upset” said Craig. 

“I can’t believe that Jim Bradey got a higher score on a math
quiz than I did.”

“Maybe he cheated.”

“That was my first thought too but Mrs. Penn makes it virtually
impossible to cheat in her class. During quizzes and exams she has
two student teachers come in to do nothing but watch us during the
test. Cheating would require some pretty crafty
scheming.”  

“Ouch!”

“Jim kicked my chair right out from under me during class today
and left me there looking like an idiot in front of the entire
class.”

“Wait a minute… he did that to you but you’re more concerned
that he got a higher score on a quiz?”

“Well… yeah, I guess.  He’s Jim, people know he’s a prick
but I didn’t think he had any brains.”

“Ever heard of evil geniuses?”

“Oh no, don’t do that.  Jim and the word genius don’t
belong in the same sentence.  In fact, they don’t belong on
the same page or in the same book.”

“Whether you believe it or not, Jim is actually quite smart” a
soft voice said.  Julius was caught off guard.  Bethany
Karpinsky was standing directly behind him. 

“Hi Beth, I didn’t mean that in a bad way.”  Julius tried
to cover.

“How else did you mean it then?”

“Well… um…”

“Yeah, like I thought” She walked away and took her place at the
popular table.  Julius hung his head in his
hands. 

“After all these years you still have the hots for Beth”
commented Craig.

“I do not!”

“You don’t really expect me to believe that, do you?”

“Is it that obvious?”

“Oh yeah!  That’s probably why Jim treats you like
crap.  He doesn’t want you stealing his girlfriend.”

“That is so much bull! Beth made her choice years ago and Jim
isn’t exactly the insecure type.  He’s a jerk by nature.”

The bell rang.  The cafeteria quickly cleared.

“Later, Craig”

“See ya”

 

The rest of the school day was pretty standard but Julius was
happy to be walking home.  The weather was beautifully warm
and the trees were already a nice shade of green.  As the wind
blew softly, Julius was reminded of the Beth’s perfume which
smelled like Gardenias.  He began to daydream and didn’t see
the elderly Mrs. Harriett struggling with her groceries down the
sidewalk. 

Mrs. Harriett saw him coming but, being 85 years old, wasn’t
fast enough to get out of his way.  He crashed into her nearly
knocking her down.  She dropped her bag in the process and now
groceries were spread all over the sidewalk.

“Young man, what’s the matter with you?  Is there something
wrong with your eyes?”

“I’m so sorry, Mrs. Harriett.  Here, let me help
you.”  Julius quickly gathered all the food and put them back
into her bag.   

“I guess I was daydreaming” he said while he worked. 

“About a girl” Mrs. Harriett said finishing his thought.

“Ah… well… yeah” answered Julius. He had no idea why he told her
that he had been daydreaming. 

“Don’t be embarrassed, darling.  A pretty little thing like
you shouldn’t have girl trouble.”

“I’m Julius”

“Darling, I know who you are.  You don’t have to tell
me.  I’ve watched you play in the sandbox when you were in
diapers with your pale and shovel.  Good Lord, I’m old! 
Help me carry all that stuff in, would you?”  They were
standing almost right in front of her house.   

Julius carried the groceries up the steps.  When she opened
the door he stepped into a very clean and tidy living
room.   He was surprised to see modern furniture and
décor.  It was not the usual old folks home and it didn’t have
that old people smell. 

“Put the groceries on the kitchen table please.  Would you
like something to drink?” She opened the kitchen window and lit
some incense to freshen up the room.

“No Ma’am, I must be going; I’ve got finals to study for.” 
Julius felt a tickle in his nose.  It took a few seconds
before a humungous sneeze finally escaped. 

“ah ah raah!”

“Good Lord!  I’ve never heard anybody sneeze like that
before.  You better take care of that if have final exams
soon.”

“Yes, Ma’am” said Julius hold his nose.  Mrs. Harriett
searched for some tissue that was hidden in her purse.  As she
handed it to Julius she looked into his watery eyes. 

“Cats eyes” she said fearfully and back away from him. 

“Please leave my house” she said firmly.

“Have I done something wrong?”

“Please leave my house” and she backed away even further from
him. 

“Okay, sorry for the trouble with the groceries.”

He left her house wondering why she was all of a sudden afraid
him.

 

The last few days went by in a blur, but today is
different.  All the events of today will be etched into the
minds of the students who had the misfortune of taking part,
especially Julius.

All through history class Julius wiggled in his chair wondering
why he had not gone to the bathroom during break.  The lecture
went through one ear, missing his brain, and out the other. 
‘Who cares about the past?  I’m about to pee my pants’ he
thought.  His brain did, however, pickup on the words pop
quiz.  Just Great! Now he was not even allowed to ask for the
bathroom pass.  Class rules strictly forbade anyone from
leaving during any form of exam.  He stared at the questions
that were dropped on top of his desk.  Multiple choice. 
His bladder ached and that prevented him from thinking.  So,
he blindly circled his answers and wiggled his way to the front of
the room. 

“Here’s my quiz.  May I please have the bathroom pass?”

“There’s only ten minutes of class left, you may leave class
early.”

“Thanks” Julius ran out the door holding his book with one hand
and his crotch with the other.  He rushed into the nearest
bathroom and found himself standing in the middle of a smoky
haze.  Mr. Forcer had Jim pinned to the bathroom wall.

“Don’t ever let me see you smoking again on school grounds!” Mr.
Forcer yelled as he gave Jim a bloody nose. 

Under any other circumstances Julius would have quickly exited
the scene but nature was not going to wait for him any
longer.  He dashed into the nearest stall and emptied his full
bladder.  What a relief.  Now that he was feeling better,
his nose caught a strong whiff of the smoke. 

“Ah ah raah!” Julius let out a roar of a sneeze. 

“Kingsley, get your ass out here this instant!” demanded Mr.
Forcer.   There were five seconds of silence before
Julius clicked the stall door unlocked.  Mr. Forcer then
shoved the door open, grabbed Julius by his shirt and dragged him
out.  He pinned him to the same wall that he had pinned
Jim. 

“Listen you cowardly maggot.  One word about what you saw
in here and you’ll never see your diploma.  Do you
understand?”

Julius was so terrified that he didn’t answer the
question.  The smoke was still tickling his nose but he was
straining to hold the sneeze back. 

“Are you on drugs? Your pupils are strangely oval.  Answer
my question!” Forcer slapped Julius across the face.

“No sir” Julius answered.

“Well, I’ll just have to make you understand then.”

He punched Julius in the stomach dropping him to his
knees. 

“Do you understand me now?”

“I understand.  I meant no, I don’t use drugs.” 
Julius held his stomach and grunted with pain. 

“Smart kid.”  Mr. Forcer washed his hands thoroughly before
he left the bathroom.  Julius was still on the bathroom
floor.  Once Forcer was gone, he finally let out his
sneeze. 

“ah ah raah!”  Julius watched as his hands turned into
hairy claws.  He slowly got on his feet and looked in the
mirror. 

“What’s wrong with my eyes” he whispered to himself.  His
eyes were even more golden yellow than before and his pupils were
shaped like big black vertical almonds.  He tried to touch
them with his hands but decided that wasn’t such a good idea. 
They had turned into paws with razorblade sharp claws. 

“What’s happening to me?” he said aloud.  He stood there
staring at himself in the mirror until his eyes went back to normal
and his claws retracted, giving him back his hands. 

 

Sixth period English.  What a snore.  Julius sat in
his chair looking at his empty desktop hoping that his teacher
wouldn’t call on him.  He had forgotten his English lit book
again.  ‘Who reads anyway?’ he thought.  ‘If the book’s
any good then someone would make a movie out of it.  Hmmm, I
wonder if The Inferno is in movie format.’  His
thoughts led him back to the recent events of the bathroom: Mr.
Forcer, Jim Bradey, his eyes, his hands.  Did that all really
happen? His sore stomach proved that he wasn’t going insane but he
felt like he had somehow slipped into a really bad movie. 

“Attention students and faculty of Argo High.  This is a
hostile take over.  All will report to the school gym. 
Anyone and everyone who does not comply will be shot.”  The
sound of a round of gun shots rang clearly through the
intercom. 

“You have ten minutes” the husky voice concluded. 

‘Oh shit!’ thought Julius ‘I’m in the frigging twilight
zone’.

Everyone was way too scared to panic.  The classroom took
the lead of the English teacher and walked to the school gym. 
The hallways were filled with hushed chatter some of which Julius
overheard. 

“Is this a joke?”

“This can’t be happening.”

“How many are there?”

“I’m going to be sick.”

Julius looked around him and all the exits were guarded with men
carrying guns.  People were shoving and pushing.

“We’ve got to hurry.  They said we have only ten minutes.”
A voice shouted from the sea of students.

The crowd pushed ahead faster and soon they were all climbing
the bleachers.  Julius climbed all the way to the top and took
a seat. 

‘What in the world is going on’ he thought.  He was
scared.  This wasn’t some kind of phobia.  This was
justified fear; the kind of fear that rushes through your body the
precise moment when you realize yourself in an unavoidable car
accident.  With only one difference.  A car accident only
last a few seconds but this was going to last a whole lot
longer.

 

When everyone was in the gym and had managed to sit down, the
doors were closed and guarded by two men.  The show was about
to begin.  In the middle of the gym floor was a small table
with a lantern on top and a bag underneath it.  There was a
chair was standing next to it.  A man, wearing a red mask,
walked to the middle of floor with a microphone.  He made a
signal and three of his men, wearing black masks, went to
him.  He handed them something that looked like a post card or
was it a photo?  They then walked through the bleachers
looking at the crowd while the man with the microphone sat
patiently in the middle of the arena.   After about
twenty minutes one of them said, “I think this is him!”

“Bring him to me” the red masked man said into the
microphone.

All heads turned to look at the unlucky guy who as dragged
kicking and screaming to the center of the gym floor.  It was
Mr. Forcer.

‘Mental note, don’t piss off karma’ thought Julius. 

Mr. Forcer stood in front of the kidnapper face to
mask. 

“Drop him to his knees” the man with the red mask commanded.

One of the black masked men kicked Forcer in the stomach and he
crumpled to the floor. 

“Do you recognize my voice?”

Mr. Forcer whispered his answer. 

“They can’t hear you” said the kidnapper holding the microphone
to Forcer’s lips. 

“No” answered Mr. Forcer.

“This serves no purpose if you don’t know who I
am.”  The kidnapper removed his red mask revealing his face to
everyone. 

“Oh Shit!” exclaimed Forcer. 

“Exactly.  Let me give your audience a little background
information.  You see, Mr. Forcer here framed me for
possession of his drugs three days before
graduation.  Ain’t that right, Teach?” 

He held the microphone to Forcer’s lips but he didn’t
answer.

“What’s that… no comment.  Well, isn’t that a
surprise.”

“Everyone knows your face. You’re not going to get away with
this” said Forcer. 

“Don’t intent to.  You see, that’s how much I hate you.” He
said this with so such hatred in his voice that it gave Julius
goose bumps.

“Take off your clothes” the kidnapper commanded Forcer.

“No”

“You can take off your clothes or my friends here will do it for
you.”

Mr. Forcer looked at the gun men before deciding to take off his
own clothes.  He stood there half naked looking quite
embarrassed.

“The underwear and socks too”

“Come on…   have a little mercy” Mr. Forcer
wined. 

 “Did you have any mercy when you expelled an innocent
student three fucking days before graduation?  Tell you what;
I’ll set a nice cozy romantic mood for you.”

The lights dimmed, soft music played over the intercom, and a
scented candle was lit and placed in the little lantern on the
table.  Sweetly scented, soft smoke began to spread through
the gym.  The whole setting humiliated Mr. Forcer even
more. 

He slowly took off his socks and then his underwear. He was left
standing completely naked in front of his students, co-workers, and
peers.  He covered his face with his hands in shame. 

As much as Julius hated Mr. Forcer, he felt sorry for him. 
There was a strange feeling in the pit of his stomach.  It was
a mixture of sorrow, pain, and premonition.  He could feel
that his body was preparing itself for danger.  His limbs and
organs became stronger.  A surge of courage ran through him
followed by a wave of calm.  He wondered about the outcome of
the movie which he was trapped in.  It continued, but just
like his premonition had warned – it got worse. 

 

“I need a volunteer” the kidnapper announced.  No one
raised their hand.

“I didn’t think so.  Fellas, find me a volunteer.”

One of the masked men went into the audience and quickly
volunteered some poor soul, which happened to be none other than
Jim Bradey. 

‘Karma is indeed a bitch’ thought Julius.

Bradey was now standing next to Forcer.  The kidnapper
reached under the table for the duffle bag and pulled out a black
whip when he then handed to Jim. 

“Give this man ten strong whips across his back”

“Wouldn’t it be better if you do it?” responded Jim.

“If I do it then I can’t see his face cringe with pain.”

“Then have one of your men do it.”

“Hey, I’m in charge here.  I’m holding the gun and I’m
asking you to do it.”

“I can’t do it while my girlfriend watches” Jim looked at the
audience in Beth’s direction.  The unmasked kidnapper followed
his gaze and climbed the bleachers.  He stopped in the row
where Bethany was sitting. 

Jim realized that he had made a big mistake. 

“No… No… leave her alone!” he yelled from where he was
standing. 

“Which one is she?  I bet she’s the prettiest gal in
school” the kidnapper asked teasingly using his microphone. 
He walked until he was directly in front of her and then
stopped.  She was sitting beside another pretty girl so he
wasn’t sure which one was Jim’s girlfriend. 

“The prettiest girl in school” he repeated looking at them
both. 

“That must be you” he said to Bethany.  “No offense to you
young lady” he said apologetically to the lesser attractive
student. 

“None taken” she said with relief. 

“You come with me.”  Beth went with him cooperatively.

She was led to the gym floor and instructed to sit down in the
chair.  The unmasked man pointed a gun to her head.

“Either you whip him in front of her or I will shoot her in
front of you.  The choice is yours”.

 

Julius watched everything from where he was sitting in
disbelief.  He was uncomfortable in his own skin.  The
smoke from the candles had finally risen to the top of the
bleachers and was now tickling his nose.  He was concentrating
so hard on not sneezing that his eyes were half closed.  The
crack of the whip and Mr. Forcer’s scream jerked them completely
open.  His concentration was broken. 

“ah ah raah!”  A huge roar echoed off the gym walls. 
He was now the center of attention and could feel hundreds of eyes
staring at him.  He looked at his hands and they had already
turned into claws. 

“Bring Sneezy to me” the unmasked man commanded.  He was
annoyed that his public whipping was interrupted. 

Now that Julius was closer to the candles, it made him sneeze
even more. 

“ah ah raah!  Ah ah raah!”  His blond hair turned into
a bushy mane.  His face changed from that of a man to a great
cat. 

“What the fuck is this!” exclaimed the kidnapper in
horror.   Everyone that was standing on the gym floor
moved away from it and the audience in the bleacher stood up to get
a better look.  The arena was filled with gasps of disbelief
and confusion. 

Julius had literally broken out of his skin and was now standing
in the middle of the gym transformed into a great lion.  It
slowly moved toward the unmasked kidnapper and let out an even
louder roar.   He was so afraid that he had wet his
pants.  When he remembered that he was holding a gun, he shot
at the great lion hitting it in the shoulder.  His hired men
and everyone else ran for the gym doors.  There were people
screaming, shoving, and crying with hysteria. 

The lion, ignoring his wound, pounced on the kidnapper. 
With its mouth, it took away his gun, then turned and headed for
the door.  The terrified crowd cleared its path and it was
last seen running away from Argo High. 

 

Julius opened his eyes and looked around.  Everything was
in white.  He tried to move his arm to rub his eyes but it was
attached to a needle.   His shoulder was bandaged and his
body ached. 

“Good morning” a nurse said chirpily as she came in the
room.  She stuck a thermometer in Julius’s mouth. 

“You have unusually beautiful, golden eyes” said Julius with the
thermometer still in his mouth. 

“You can flirt with me after the thermometer beeps” the nurse
scolded. 

“You’re a lion too?” Julius asked when he was officially allowed
to speak. 

“Oh dear, you’re delirious from the pain medication but that’ll
wear off soon” she paused to write something on her clip
board. 

Julius waited for her to look up from her writing so he could
get a better look at her eyes.  When she was done, she went
closer to him.  

“Lovely cologne, it’s a shame that I’m allergic to most
perfumes” she said as she adjusted his pillow. 

“Then I’ll stop wearing cologne immediately” Julius
flirted. 

The beautiful nurse held her hand over her nose and mouth before
letting out a big sneeze.  “ah ah raah!”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Street




The heat sunk itself deep into my pores and penetrated my lips
as it forced me to breathe it into my lungs.  I struggled to
break free from its uncomfortable embrace but the more I resisted
the stronger it became.  Submission was my only option so I
laid still and stared at the dark. 

Fighting had left me thirsty.  I began to contemplate if my
degree of thirst was worth getting out bed.  It was way past
midnight.  I was supposed to be asleep.  I felt the tiny
beads of sweat, which had collected on my skin, roll down as I
stood up and made the long journey to the kitchen.   The
cold glass of water sent a pleasurable cool sensation over my
body.  I relished it and went back to bed. 

I closed my eyes, relaxed my muscles and sleep was within
reach.  The heat was now bearable so I started to drift off
but a horrendous noise shook me awake.  It sounded like a car
crash but somehow different.  I was sure that it wasn’t
gunfire but was still reluctant to look outside my window.  I
followed my street sense and stayed in bed.  Crash! 
There it was again but this time the sound was muffled. 

I sat up, turned my bedside light on, and waited.  I didn’t
know what I was waiting for; maybe another crash.  Instead, I
heard running footsteps that traveled across my bedroom ceiling and
continued down the hallway stairs.  When I heard my apartment
door open, I ran to meet my mother.  She had a look of horror
on her face and was babbling. 

“Did you see it? It was horrible.  Did you see it?”

“What happened?”  I asked while wondering why she looked
out the window.  I remember her pulling me back from the
window when I was little.  “In this neighborhood curiosity
will kill the cat and satisfaction will not bring it back” she used
to say to me.  Now, it was her own curiosity that had led her
to the window.

“A car chased this poor man around the corner and then ran him
over.  Then it turned around and ran him over again.  It
was horrible.  The first time the car hit him he was still
alive.  I could hear him screaming.  After the second
time, he was quiet.”

She was shaking with terror and the look on her face was
indescribable.   I’ll never forget that look. 

My apartment door opened again and in stepped my
uncle. 

“Did you see?”  He said with shock.  After a short
pause he continued.

“When I saw her turn the car around, I yelled from the window
that I was going to call the police.”

“It was a woman?” I asked with astonishment. 

“Yeah, she yelled back that he deserved to die.”

Whoa. This was going to be a long night, I thought to myself…
and it was.  Eventually the police came, asked a few questions
and cleaned up the mess.  I went to back to bed grateful that
I didn’t see anything. 

My day began early.  As I walked down my steps, it was hard
not to notice the white outline in the street that marked where the
body used to lay.  I got down to the sidewalk, walked a few
steps and found myself standing in front of a red circle that the
police had drawn.  In the middle of this circle was pink
tissue. 

I can’t believe my eyes; pink tissue.  The horror that I
had seen on my mother’s face was now on mine.  There was no
way around it.  The thought of accidentally stepping in it
made me sick.  There are things that you certainly don’t want
on the bottom of your shoes and this tops the list.  I
carefully stepped over the little circle and was relieved when I
had accomplished the task.  All day I dreaded my return home
for fear that I would once again be confronted with the circle and
its contents.  I was overjoyed when it started to rain and
when I got home the contents of that gruesome red circle had been
washed away. 

 

“Street” is how I grew up.  Although there were many other
incidents that I could tell you about, this one burned itself into
my memory.  This is what rap stars brag about.  It’s the
thing that makes them cool, or fly, or hip, or whatever clever
slang is in use.  I like rap, but if I had the opportunity to
relive my early years, I would have gone another way.  Dull,
boring, and plain would have been the adjectives of my choice.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Quantum Nothing

 

 

I did not expect to die at the defining moment of my life but
that’s exactly what I’ve done.  I’m a scientist, I know that
life isn’t fair but this is just too cruel.   Instead of
accepting the Nobel Prize for my discovery and being revered as the
smartest man alive, I now hover over Fletcher Cages dead, lifeless
body.  It’s hard to believe that I was once a part of that
poor creature that’s now lying crumpled on the laboratory
floor.

I am dead. The excitement of my own achievement was too much for
my heart.  I would think it funny if it was someone else’s
story but as this is my story it’s really quite sad.

 

I can’t help from reminiscing back on my life.  What else
is a ghost to do?  Everyone said it could not be done but that
only made the challenge sweeter.  I spent many hours in my
laboratory trying to unlock its secret while keeping the nature of
my experiments secret to the rest of the world.  People would
have said Fletcher Cage has gone mad.  Mad is a strong word
but at some point I was obsessed.  The thought of proving
everyone wrong soon became an addiction.  I lied to hide my
secret and stuffed my living body with caffeine to work longer
hours.  My work was a seductive mistress that led me astray
from my family.  She promised not to interfere but as time
went by things slowly changed.  I spent more time with her
neglecting my wife and I was never home to be a father to my
son.  The intoxicating smell of my lover’s perfume left me
paralyzed at her feet. 

 

There was one thing in my life that still puzzles me now. 
I was careful not to tell anyone, only I knew my secret.  How
did the mysterious men, who hid their eyes with dark glasses,
know?  They obviously wanted me to see that I was being
followed; that I was being watched.  I thoroughly checked my
laboratory for bugs and cameras but found nothing.  Were they
a figment of my imagination or was someone after me and my
secret?  It’s all a big haze of grey.  One does not find
clarity in death only more questions. 



The past can be a safe, comfortable place but I must move on to the
present ­– the now.  Watching my own funeral is chilling, even
for a ghost.  Funerals are for the living.  It leaves
them believing that this is the end.  The dead know
better. 

 

I was hurt that my family did not show more sorrow for their
loss.  I saw solemn blank faces but not a tear was shed over
my death.  I suppose that serves me right.  They lost me
years ago to my work.  Perhaps they cried for me
then. 

As I counted the people at my funeral I saw the mysterious men
with dark glasses.  So, they are indeed real but what are they
looking for here?  I’m flattered that they’ve come to make
sure that I’m dead.  I wonder if they know of my
success.  I wonder if anyone knows of my success.  I had
the misfortune to die before I could tell anyone. 

 

My son Sloan has grown into a fine young man.  He was
always a clever child.  I could have shared my secret with him
but I didn’t.  I wanted the treasure for myself.  The
gentlemen with the dark glasses have come to his attention.  I
recognize that look on his face.  I can almost see the wheels
turning inside his head.  I’m going to enjoy watching him
connect the dots.  Being a ghost does have its perks.

 

Just as I suspected, Sloan found his way to my lab.  It
didn’t take him long to find my treasure.  His eyes widened as
he held the biggest gold nugget that he’d ever seen with both
hands.  He looked around the laboratory, at my equipment and
then he knew.  An aura of awe surrounded him once his
questions were finally answered.  His father had successfully
reproduced gold; this was pure man-made Au. 

 

“I’m rich” softly escaped from my son’s lips and I could almost
see his soul dance.  This joy stayed only a short
moment.  His smile turned to sorrow when he looked out the
window and saw the mysterious men looking back at him from their
parked car.  They too knew my secret and were there to
quarantine it. 

Gold is one of the world’s most precious
commodities.   So precious that countries store huge
amounts of it in banks.  It’s a controlling economical factor
whose value is based on nothing else than its dwindling
supply.  I see my folly now.  No country would allow me
to make gold so common that its value would fall to
pennies. 

My son is smarter than I.  It took him only a short moment
to realize what I now know in death.  Rage entered his body
and I forgave him as he destroyed my laboratory screaming
obscenities out of frustration and pain. 

There was a knock on the laboratory door.  Sloan found
himself face to face with one of the mysterious men.  There
were no introductions and no long speeches.  He just asked
“Why?” to which my son answered “It’s all just quantum
nothing”.  He turned and left. 

The sum up my life’s work is quantum nothing.  Should I
feel regret?  I’m a ghost, should I feel anything at all?

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Ten O’clock Bus




 

Emma Watson had not needed an alarm clock in years.  She
had a mental clock that always woke her at the right time, but last
night she set her alarm to 8:00 am.  She excitedly opened her
eyes, fifteen minutes early, to the meow of her grey tabby cat and
immediately switched off the impending alarm.  She slowly sat
up, put on her glasses, and reached for her teeth which she kept in
a glass on her night stand. 

“Good morning, Orange” she said to the cat, who was perched on
her bed.  “Looks like I won’t need that noisy alarm after all,
but today is a special day – can’t be late.  You
hungry?”   Orange meowed and jumped in her lap.

“I’ll take that as a yes”. 

Emma carefully stood up and walked the long twelve steps to her
kitchen. 

“What a mess” she sighed.  “This old lady body just doesn’t
let me clean like I used to, Orange.”  The sink was full of
dirty dishes, the floor sticky, and the table needed a good wiping
off.  She stretched over the counter to open the cabinet, took
out the cat food, and gave Orange his breakfast.   He
sniffed at his bowl before eating. 

Emma chuckled, “I give you the same thing every morning and
every morning you sniff at it like you’ve never had it
before.  Silly ole cat.”

She rubbed her aching shoulder and made the long walk back to
her room.  Her closet was full of dresses, most of which she
didn’t fit into any more.  Her choices left her no room for
indecision.  She put on her favorite floral dress, sat in
front of her mirror and began brushing her silver hair.  She
tried not looking at herself too closely in the mirror.  In
her younger years, she exuded a certain attractiveness through her
apparent lack of interest for beauty.   Being an earthy
woman, she mostly used the mirror to check if she was prim and
proper enough to be seen outdoors. 

Despite her au naturel outlook on beauty, she had a vice for
jewelry and owned a glamorous collection of delicate necklaces,
bold rings and elegant earrings.   She slipped her
favorite ring around her finger and admired the way it
looked.  She hesitated before gently placing it back in the
box.  She took her watch, put it around her wrist and decided
she was decent enough and ready for her big day.

Orange ran to her on her way out, meowed and purred at her
feet.

“Sorry, Orange, you can’t come with me.  You be a good
boy.”  Orange meowed again.  

“I don’t have time for breakfast.  I don’t want to be
late.  You behave now” said Emma firmly.  She grabbed her
purse and cane and was off with a seemingly good spring in her
step.

*

The morning air was fresh.  There was a slight, crisp
breeze that made Emma pull her sweater closer.  She
appreciated the cool morning temperature because the afternoons
were often hot and uncomfortable.  If it wasn’t for her bad
hip the bus stop wouldn’t seem so far away.  She was grateful
for her carved wooden cane.  It was the nicest thing she ever
received from her grandchildren; who all pitched in to buy it for
her 73rd birthday.  She relied on it heavily but
was proud that it was so lovely and exquisitely carved.  
She enjoyed the scenery as she walked: the varying green of the
trees, the shade of blue in the sky, the neighbor’s flower garden,
the young mother strolling the adorable baby past her.

She finally arrived at her bus stop and sat on a bench beside
two people who were already waiting.  She immediately
recognized one of them.

“Good Morning, Mr. Lang” Emma greeted.   The slightly
younger man responded with a confused look.  “I live in the
same building as you…  Apartment 2C.”

“Oh sorry, I have trouble with faces.  Hardly ever forget a
name but faces…”

“Emma Watson” she said with a dash of extra volume.

“Oh yes, now I remember you.  You’re the nice lady who
always leaves holiday treats at our door.”

Emma smiled at Mr. Lang and was a bit flattered that he called
her a nice lady.  His salt and pepper beard gave him a warm,
accomplished appearance.  He seemed rather fit considering the
loud, hacking, noises that everyone could hear coming from his
apartment. 

“Excuse me” the lady sitting on the bench interrupted.  “I
couldn’t help overhearing your name.  Would you be the same
Emma Watson who taught kindergarten at Oakley Elementary?”

Emma looked closely at her face.  The heavy makeup could
not hide her sagging cheeks or her sallow, sunken eyes and
cigarette stained teeth.  Time had clearly not been kind to
her, but was it really that long ago that she brightened the room
with her smile and intimidated the other mothers with her
beauty? 

“Oh my goodness, Ms. Stuart, it’s a pleasure to meet you
again.  So, how is little Ava?”

“She’s all grown up with children of her own” Ms. Stuart said
proudly.

“Well that is just lovely” said Emma.  Proper etiquette
required an introduction. “Ms. Stuart, I would like you to meet Mr.
Lang”.  

“It’s a pleasure” Mr. Lang said as he shook Ms. Stuart’s
hand. 

“Pleased to meet you.”

“What are the odds that we’re all sitting at the same bus stop
at the same time?”  Emma joked.

“If you don’t mind me asking, where are you headed?”  Mr.
Lang inquired of Emma.

She pulled out her map and pointed to where she was going.

“So am I” Mr. Lang was surprised.

“Me too” said Ms. Stuart.

They were all so bewildered by

the coincidence that it created an icy mood that needed
breaking.

“The world is shrinking before our eyes” Emma chuckled. 
The strangeness of fact dissipated with her giggle and it reset the
mood back to normal.  They continued with everyday small talk
until Mr. Lang’s impatience prompted him to look at his
watch. 

“This bus is already 10 minutes late.  You ladies care to
join me at the bus stop across the street?  I think it will
get us to where we’re going if we transfer on 34th
street.”

“Oh no, Mr. Lang” Emma said looking at her map.  “I
wouldn’t recommend that because it says right here that this is the
only bus going our way.” 

Mr. Lang looked at the map and shrugged his
shoulders.   “I’ll chance it.  You ladies have a
nice day.” He bid them goodbye and hurried across the
street. 

Emma and Ms. Stuart saw the bus pick him up two minutes
later.

“Oh dear” sighed Ms. Stuart.

“What’s the matter?”

“I’m starting to think Mr. Lang was right.”  She anxiously
looked at her watch.

“The map says to only take this bus” said Emma.  “I’m sure
it’ll be here soon.”

“But we can’t be late” Ms. Stuart said nervously.

“The bus will make up for its lost time.  I’m sure of
it.”  Emma’s voice was reassuring but Ms. Stuart wasn’t
convinced.

“I think I’m going to take the bus across the street.  Are
you sure you don’t want to come with me?”

Emma was disappointed.  She was really looking forward to
traveling with friends.  “I’m going to listen to the map.
 Best wishes to you, Ms. Stuart.”

Ms. Stuart went across the street and two minutes later Emma saw
her get into the bus.  

Emma looked at her watch – 10:15.  She was also tempted to
cross the street but kept telling herself “the map clearly says
this is the only way to get there”.  She sat there a minute
longer before she could see her bus coming down the street. 
It was the longest minute of her life.  When she was finally
on the bus and on her way, a blanket of relief ran through her
body.  

*

Emma dozed off during the bus ride. When she opened her eyes,
she was already at her destination. She carefully got up, using her
cane for support, and slowly walked out of the bus.  An
immensely tall gentleman escorted her inside the gate and two other
gentlemen with the same astonishing height closed the gate behind
her. 

“Emma Jane Watson, you won’t be needing those here” he said and
gently removed her glasses from her face. 

“But I can’t… ” Emma didn’t finish her sentence.  She could
now see marvelously and as she looked through the bars of the gate,
she saw Mr. Lang and Ms. Stuart hurrying toward it.

“I’m afraid your friends are too late.” The tall gentleman
answered her unasked question.  “You won’t need that either”
he said pointing to her cane.

Emma handed him her cane.  Her legs were strong.  She
felt like running but before she ran towards the beautiful light,
she looked at her watch.   10:00 O’clock. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Waiting Room




Going to the doctor is like going to go church.  Not that I
think that they’re gods but they certainly do.  You know what
I mean.  You dress your best and smell your best in hopes that
these gods will magically heal your ailment.

In my case it was a swollen eye that needed supernatural
intervention.  It ached and stung and dripped causing me
unbearable misery but I could still see.  Who wouldn’t do
everything possible to retain their sight? You might
understand.  You might not.  A poor person’s
plight.  This or that.  A little more groceries or the
shoes in the store window.  A logical person would have chosen
to buy enough food for the week but I wanted to appease the
gods.  It seemed a small price to pay for healthy
eyes. 

My appointment was one week away.  Eye surgery. 
Nervous doesn’t quite describe the pangs of intense panic I
felt.  For seven days the procedure loomed over my head. 
The best distraction was polishing my now favorite shoes. They were
brand-new and already shiny black but the act of polishing soothed
my nerves and the smell of new calmed my aching eye.

My old shoes were retired in a deserted corner of my
apartment.  The leather was wrinkled and worn out.  The
soles were lifted despite many attempts to glue them back on and
left shoe had a severe hole in the toe.  They pleaded with my
eye for attention and I could not deny them that right for they had
served me well many years.  I stopped polishing, walked over
to them, removed their laces for later use and placed them
respectfully back down. 

I went back to polishing their replacement.   As I
worked I was assured that the gods would be nice to me.  They
could never know that for seven days I went with a little less fuel
in my belly to look important.  It was a small price to pay to
win the favor of their craft.

*

The day of my appointment finally arrived.  My stomach was
upside down.  My eye was swollen, red and sore.  With
nausea and eye pain I took a seat in the waiting room.  I was
fifteen minutes early — 12:45.

The chair was uncomfortable.  I nervously shifted in my
seat and covertly scanned the room wondering what everyone
had.  Of all the patients, my eye looked the worst but no one
stared. 

A god stopped in the doorway and looked at someone’s
chart.  We all looked at him hoping to be the next chosen
one. 

“Mrs. Little” he finally called.

She happily stood up as if she had won the lottery.  The
rest of us went back to waiting. 

It was already past one o’clock.  I was sure that I was
going to be the next lottery winner but the next god that came
called someone else’s name.   I sat there trying not to
think of eye surgery but it was impossible.  I’m afraid of
needles.  An operation meant not only needles but a scalpel
cutting into the soft tissue of my eye as well.  I was certain
that I would throw up from sheer fear but somehow I managed to
control the contents of my stomach.

By 2:30 all of the faces in the room had changed; all except
mine.  This was a sign.  I was next.  I was relieved
that the waiting portion of my torture would soon be over and
wondered if the actual surgery was going to be as bad as I had
imagined.  The next god stopped by the door.  I gathered
my things before he spoke and half stood up when he said, “Mr.
Goldwin”.  I sat back down stunned that I was being so
callously neglected.  Mr. Goldwin had entered the waiting room
hours after me.  How could he be next?  Completely
annoyed, I went to the secretary and politely inquired about my
appointment.  She assured me that I had not been forgotten so
I slowly walked back to my seat. 

My eye began to throb along with an aching head.  I sat and
watched as the patients left the room one by one until there were
only two of us left.  A quick glance at the clock on the wall
informed me that it was now 4:15.  I was hungry, thirsty, and
tired of sitting.  My eyes were closed and my head propped up
in one hand when I heard someone say, “Mrs. Garner.”

I opened my eyes to see the little old lady struggle out of her
seat.  Well, at least I had the waiting room to myself and I
was now 100% sure that I was next in line.   A few
minutes after Mrs. Garner was called, I saw the secretary leaving
for the day.  She looked at me as she walked past the waiting
room.  I wonder what she was thinking when our eyes
met? 

I wasn’t called until after the old lady returned to retrieve
her coat.   There was a god in training working with the
one who was about to cut into my eye.  He prepared me for the
operating table and I was surprised that I didn’t have to remove my
shoes.  A phone call interrupted and the trainee had to
leave.  On his way out, he turned, looked at me lying on that
malevolent table and said, “Whoa, really big shoes!”

My face was covered but my one eye was exposed and now being
doused with disinfectant.  I could hear both gods laugh as I
held onto the table to brace myself for the imminent needle. 
I was injected five times on the outside of my lower eyelid and
each time felt like a bee sting.  Afterwards, I was petrified
at the sight of a small scalpel approaching my eye but I didn’t
feel a thing. 

As horrifying as the whole experience was, the surgery lasted
only about twelve minutes.  When it was over, my eye ached
underneath the patch that was placed over it.  I carefully sat
up and the first thing I saw, with my one good eye, were my
expensive, new, shoes. 
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The air grew thick with the stench of danger. The howls and
growls of the wild animals rung louder in Pax’s ears and in the
distance he could see shadowy objects moving between the trees. He
didn’t have a genius or even a clever plan of escape. His first
thought was to run but having above average intelligence told him
that was a dumb idea.

Escaping from the corruption of Empress Naja, Everly and her
husband, Pax, find themselves tangled in a web of adventure on
planet earth.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1

The Prophet

 

In between worlds of magical creatures, fantastic aliens and
acts of legendary heroism, lies Bebokia. The empress of this great
empire barely left the Nest.  Everything she needed was in an
extravagantly camouflaged building with over a hundred rooms for
just about every purpose imaginable.  Hidden in the Dark
Forest, it was heavily guarded and so thoroughly disguised that
even the keenest eyes could not recognize its oversized door upon
close range.  There were stories of trees putting intruders to
sleep, unknown forces that transported intruders out, and feelings
of confusion upon entering the gloomy woods.

 

“You can cloak an entire planet?” Empress Naja asked Tayna, the
team leader of the Bebokian Scientist and Engineers
(S&E).  They were having lunch in Naja’s private
suite. 

 

Tayna began to explain the importance of being hidden from those
pesky Earthians.  

 

“The people of planet Earth have been looking for us for
centuries and they are starting to get close.  Their current
technology will not allow them to discover us for now, but they
have improved dramatically in the area of science and astronomy
within the last 200 years.  It is only a matter of time before
they discover us.  We must cloak our planet now.”

 

“Let me discuss the matter with my advisors” said Naja fiddling
with her lunch “In the meantime, how is our Prophet coming
along?”

 

“The Prophet’s testing phase will be completed by
tomorrow.  I will personally show you how it works.”

 

“I will expect a full demonstration of the Prophet Monday
morning in the main conference room in the presence of myself and
my advisors.  Afterwards, we can further discuss cloaking
Bebokia.” 

 

Naja and Tayna finished their lunch and politely discussed
subjects of lesser importance.  The Empress began to complain
about her first advisor’s upcoming absence. 

 

“Everly has taken a small leave of absence to get married and
has chosen a man for her temporary replacement.  I believe his
name is Soren.  I don’t know why she has so much confidence in
men; she knows Bebokian history.  Men have proven clearly
inferior but she’s convinced otherwise”. 

 

When Naja realized that it was time for her to prepare for the
wedding she stood up signaling to Tayna that it was time for her to
leave.  Tayna thanked the Empress for lunch and gave the
customary low bow.

*

Naja began to plan her disguise for Everly’s wedding.  It
had been quite some time since she left the Nest and she was
looking forward to having a small adventure.  She could not
risk going as Empress because that would cause way too much
commotion among her people.  If they recognized her they would
gather around her causing her movements to be extremely slow. 
She, of course, never left the Nest without at least two guards,
but even they could not defeat so many people alone.  It was
much easier to go disguised.  She looked through dozens of
disguises ranging from old women, teenagers, young men, old men,
before making her final decision.  She would be an old blind
woman for this event. 

 

She slipped out of her Empress’s dress, which was actually a
simple white pants suit.  Her pants had delicate pleating
going down the length of each leg.  The buttons on her blazer
were shaped like little doors. Every Bebokian knew that the golden
door was the Empress’ personal stamp.  She stepped into a bath
of specially scented oils and soaked for thirty minutes. 
Bebokians have an extremely keen sense of smell and all Bebokians
have their own unique scent.  To be completely disguised also
meant covering your personal fragrance. 

 

After the bath, she put on an old tattered linen dress and then
sat down in front of the Masker.  This was one of Tayna’s
special gadgets that made the art of deception a little
easier.  It was a mask of Naja’s face connected to a
console.  She could change the look of her face just by
putting her face in the mask and pressing a button.  Her face
would hold its new look for 24 hours before changing back. 
When she was done she hurried to the mirror.  ‘So this is what
time has to offer’ she thought and stepped away from the
mirror. 

 

The blind citizens of Bebokia use a very advanced system of
echolocation to see.  They have special attachments for their
ears and an instrument that produces high frequency sounds around
their wrist.  Through this system and special training they
could see quite well.  Naja adjusted the fake ear attachments
to fit her ears and strapped the fake sound-emitting instrument
around her wrist.  She grabbed her cane and was on her
way.

*

Two guards dressed like local men escorted their old mother,
Naja, to the arena in the city square where all public ceremonies
took place.  The center of the arena was square shaped with
graduated steps on all sides allowing spectators to sit and
watch.  They each took a seat on one of the lower steps and
waited a short while for the wedding to begin. 

 

The priest and the bride and groom walked to the center of the
field to begin the ceremony.  The priest, who was dressed in a
dark purple robe, began by asking that the two hold hands. 
Everly’s right hand was holding Pax’s left hand and her left hand
was holding his right hand.  They made a figure eight with
their arms by holding hands in this manner.  She wore a
magnificent pink, draped, bridal grown while Pax wore a dark
tailored suit bearing his full naked chest underneath a jacket. He
and his Bebokian beauty looked especially breathtaking on their
special day. 

 

The priest covered them with a transparent cloth and then began
his speech.  “Today you will witness the joining of this man
and this woman.” He raised his hands over the couple and began the
blessing. “May the One regard you with kindness and give you the
ability to love, trust and be loyal to each other.  If it is
your true wish to be joined for infinity then intertwine your
scents and souls with a kiss.”  Everly and Pax gave each other
a timid kiss under the veil.  The priest continued by turning
to the spectators and unveiling the newlyweds.  “Please
welcome this new union.”  The spectators cheered and yelled
wishes of congratulations to the new couple.  Naja, forgetting
that she was disguised as an old blind woman, got caught up in the
moment.  She raised her cane and yelled ‘Amushtar Everly,
Amushtar!’ at the top of her lungs.  The surprised neighboring
spectators turned and looked at her wondering how such an old woman
could scream so loud.  One of the guards responded to the
curious spectators with, “Mother’s still got it.” 

 

Everly noticed the loud old woman who knew her name.  She
and Pax walked over to thank her.  “Do you know me?” asked
Everly almost sure that she had never met this woman before. 
“Yes, I know you,” said Naja delighted that she had done such a
good job with her disguise.  Everly looked confused for a
second before she recognized Naja’s voice.  “You should have
drank yellow tea to distort your voice,” said Everly
smiling. 

 

“I thought about it but that tea is too bitter for
me.” 

 

“Thanks for coming.  My mother is giving a party later are
you coming?”

 

“I’d love to Everly, but I really must be getting back.” Naja
wished them both Amushtar once again and she and her guards were on
their way back to the Nest.

 

“Who was that old woman?” asked Pax when Naja had left.

 

“That was the Empress” Everly whispered in Pax’s ear. 
Pax’s facial expression had such a look of surprise and amazement
that she couldn’t help but giggle. 

*

Naja was not looking forward to spending three weeks without her
first advisor.  Everly’s temporary replacement seemed a little
too eager to tell her just what she wanted to hear.  She
valued the truth even if it wasn’t always pleasant to hear. 
The morning meeting was about to begin.  All twelve of her
advisors arrived in neatly pressed uniforms.  There were eight
women in dark grey pants suits and four men wearing the traditional
white, deep v-neck shirts and black pants.  The depth of the
v-neck shirt became deeper when the male advisors were eager to
sway the Empress to their point of view. 

 

The conference room was plain but comfortable.  The walls
were white with no windows and the floor was made of very fine
black marble.  In the center of the room was a large square
table. This table was centuries old and once served the very first
ruler of Bebokia.  The Empress sat in the finest chair made of
soft black leather and occupied a whole side of the table for
herself.  Her twelve advisors, four on each side, shared the
other three sides of the table.  The chairs of the advisors
were made of wood and were just comfortable enough for one to stay
in her seat and pay attention. 

 

There was a large cube hovering over the center of the table
because Tayna prepared the room for her presentation an hour
before.  It was customary to stand and wait for everyone to
arrive.  When it was time, Naja sat down and her advisors also
sat.  Tayna began her presentation by first bowing to the
Empress and greeting everyone in the conference room. 

 

“I see you’ve all noticed the cube hovering over the
table.  May I present to you, the Prophet.  We have been
working on this project since the end of Emperor Leem’s reign by
the request of our new leader Naja.” 

 

The advisors looked thoroughly interested and surprised that
their Empress had not discussed this project with them.  They
all turned for a second and looked at Naja.  She turn nodded
her head toward Tayna and they all once again gave their full
attention back to the presentation.

 

“The Prophet, like the name suggests, is a highly sophisticated
piece of technology that helps with decision making by predicting
the future and can also recount past actions.   The
Earthians would call it a crystal ball.  The only difference
is, the Prophet actually works.” 

 

The Empress and her advisors chuckled at the notion of Earth’s
crystal ball. 

 

“The Prophet is voice activated and will react only to those
present in this room.  I still need voiceprints of all
advisors but the Prophet already recognizes Naja’s voice. 
Empess, you may begin testing by saying the activation
phrase:  Prophet of past, present and future tell me what I
must know.” 

 

After Tayna had said this phrase the cube lit up and answered,
"what is your question?"

 

Tayna gave a smile of embarrassment, “The prophet recognizes my
voice as well.  You may ask a question, Empress.” 

 

“Prophet, what did I have for breakfast this morning?” asked
Naja, not putting much thought in the question.

 

“Why do you ask a question that you already know the answer to?”
replied the Prophet.  Everyone in the room including Tayna
gave a sigh of surprise at the Prophet’s answer. 

 

“Impressive” said the Empress and she rephrased her
question.  “What did Tayna have for breakfast this
morning?”

 

“Why do you ask questions that are irrelevant?” answered the
Prophet. 

 

At this point Tayna was becoming a little nervous.  She did
not want the Prophet to insult the Empress but had no control over
its answers and, quite honestly, Naja was asking irrelevant
questions.

 

“Wiseass” replied Naja.  She was more than a little annoyed
and looked to Tayna for an explanation. 

 

“Perhaps you could ask something about Bebokia” said Tayna
nervously. 

 

The Empress took a second to deliberate then asked, “Are all my
advisors trustworthy?”

 

“A question worth asking” replied the Prophet. “The loyalty of
your advisors depends on you.  The future will soon present
you with a difficult choice.  Your decision may lead some to
disloyalty.” 

Naja had a troubled look on her face and everyone in the room
was uncomfortable with the prophet’s words, especially the
advisors.  

 

“What is the cause of this difficult choice?” asked the worried
Empress.  She calmed herself a little by hoping that the
Prophet was not fully functional.  After all, it did not prove
itself by answering any of her irrelevant questions. 

 

“A time will come when twins will end your rule and peace for
Bebokia will end.” 

 

Naja became very uneasy at the Prophets words.  Her heart
began to beat faster and she felt a little sick.  She kept
thinking to herself, ‘Show no sign of weakness. The Prophet is
wrong.’

 

“Tayna, can you please do a diagnostic right here to test the
Prophets functionality.”

 Naja had to know if this Prophet had any chance at all of
being right.  There were no signs of emotion on her
face. 

 

Tayna wasn’t prepared for such a dramatic presentation and now,
after the answers that the Prophet gave, she wasn’t so sure that
everything was working as it should.  She only knew, if the
Prophet failed a simple diagnostic in front of the Empress someone
on the S&E team was definitely going to get yelled at, maybe
even fired for making her look bad. 

 

“Prophet, diagnostic, Tayna, S&E, past, present, future,
comply.” After Tayna had said this sequence of words the Prophet’s
light slightly dimmed and the cube began to emit a faint humming
sound. 

 

“You may all ask anything you like and it will answer your
questions truthfully,” Tayna said while thinking, ‘At least I hope
so’.

 

The Empress was the first to speak.  “Prophet, what was my
disguise for Everly’s wedding?” 

 

“You were an old, blind, woman”, said the Prophet
emotionless. 

 

Naja once again felt sick to her stomach.  Her heart
stopped for a second and she turned pale.  ‘Show no sign of
weakness’ she thought to herself, but this time there was no
overcoming it.   She sat there quietly through the rest
of the meeting contemplating everything the Prophet had
said. 

 

Tayna correctly interpreted the look on Naja’s face.  She
knew that the Prophet had given her the correct answer and was
thrilled that the cube was fully functional.  Now that she was
in the clear, she thought that a wiseass Prophet was very
oovestic.  Her team members would be rewarded for a job well
done. 

 

Soren, Everly’s temporary replacement, was profoundly amazed
with the Prophet.  He was very young and hadn’t heard the
truth about how the last Emperor was overthrown.  As time
passed many different versions of the truth was printed. 
Soren boldly took this opportunity to ask a question.

 

“Prophet, what is the true story of the reign of Emperor Leem
and how was he overthrown?”

The Prophet did something different.  He didn’t just answer
the question, cartoon-like drawings appeared on the cube’s monitors
as it told Emperor Leem’s story. 

*

The beginning of Emperor Leem’s reign was peaceful.  He
seemed to be a fair man with the potential of being a good
ruler.  It was not until years later that he began to lose his
sanity.  After his marriage to Seeru he became insecure of
himself and his private life changed his role as Emperor.

 

 Seeru was an extremely intelligent woman who chose to be
an Emperor’s wife and mother.   Her only mistake was to
continually show to Leem that she was the one with the brains in
the family.  She never corrected or embarrassed him in public,
even though there were many opportunities for her to do so. 
She loved Leem and wouldn’t think of doing such things.  She
corrected him in private only because she didn’t want him to look
stupid to the Bebokian people. 

 

Her proof of superiority didn’t stop there.  She won in
just about every game that they played.  She read faster,
spoke better, and was better liked by the people.  As if that
wasn’t enough, Seeru was an extremely beautiful woman.  Leem
noticed the way his male advisors would look at her with wanting
eyes. 

 

After a few years and two daughters later, Leem’s jealousy
turned into resentment not only towards Seeru, but to all
women.  He began to make laws that kept woman from
progressing.  They were not allowed to study or take part in
the advanced science and math classes in universities.  The
wages for woman were lowered, they got less pay for the same work a
man would do.  Women were no longer allowed in the Nest. 
Emperor Leem fired all of his female advisors and erased their
memory so they no longer could find their way back.  
When Seeru saw all the awful changes that Leem had made she
confronted him. 

 

“Why are you persecuting women with all these laws?” Seeru asked
practically in tears. 

 

They were alone in Leem’s private study.  On all four walls
were bookshelves full of books.  Comfortable couches were in
the middle of the room placed under special reading lights from the
ceiling. The room had a funny smell of old and new books. 
This was where Leem spent most of his time sulking and
planning.  Only he was allowed in this room but Seeru secretly
borrowed books from his study and put them back when he wasn’t
looking.  She read most of the books on the shelves and then
one day she came across a secret door.  She never had any time
to figure out how the door opened because she feared being
caught.  She wasn’t really concerned because she thought it
was innocent.  Perhaps it was a room where Leem hid his
favorite candy from the children.  As smart as she was, she
would have never guessed what was behind that door.

 

“I am Emperor, I can make any law I want.  Why are you
standing in my private study?” Leem was angry.  How dare she
intrude in his private space? 

 

“Leem, I’m sorry that I had to come in here but you’re always
hiding in here.  There’s no other way to talk to you. 
The women are very angry with all your new laws; surely you can see
that.   I’m angry over them as well.  Have you gone
completely shastoik?”

Leem was burning with anger after hearing his wife’s
words.  “You are speaking to the Emperor, watch your
tongue!” 

 

He was so angry that he considered using his secret door but no
— that must wait.  Seeru was a few months pregnant and Leem
thought that after having two girls, she would deliver a boy this
time. 

 

“Get out of my study!” said Leem pointing to the way
out. 

 

Months past, the women grew angrier and some started to sabotage
the men’s work out of pure frustration.  There were news
reports of women trying to burn down the science and math
department in universities.  Good men were caught in the
middle of the issue because they could do nothing and was too
afraid to go against the Emperor’s laws.  It was total
chaos.  During all of this commotion, it was time for Seeru to
give birth.  Leem anxiously waited for the birth of his
son.  His heart nearly fell out of his chest when Seeru
brought home their third daughter. 

 

“You have been manipulating the sex of our children!” said Leem
accusingly.  At that moment his anger, jealously, and
resentment turned into a big ball of hatred. 

 

“Now I know,” said Serru.  “You have gone completely
shastoik” having said that, she turned and calmly left the
room.  

Leem burned with even more hatred and began to plot his
revenge. 

 

*

A few days later Leem found himself apologizing for having
welcomed his third daughter in such a dreadful way.  Seeru was
suspicious but wanted to give him another chance.  Leem
suggested that they talk things over in a romantic setting without
the children. 

 

“Why don’t we send the children to aunt Naja’s for a while just
until we get things settled between us” Leem said quite
sincerely. 

 

“That’s a wonderful idea,” said Seeru.  She was convinced
that she could persuade her husband into changing his ways. 
“I’ll make arrangements right away.”

 

Everything was organized for what seem to be a romantic
revival.  Leem lured Seeru to his study.  It was
decorated with flowers and lights.  Romantic music was softly
playing in the background.  They sat and talked for a while
and Leem was very agreeing to everything that Seeru said.  She
wanted so much to believe Leem that she ignored all her
suspicions. 

 

After they were nice and comfortable with each other Leem said,
“I’d like to show you something… a secret room.”

 

Seeru’s eyes lit up.  She had known for a long time that
Leem had a secret room because she had found the door.  She
was very excited that Leem wanted to share it with her and watched
as he opened the door.  He walked over to where the door was
and knocked three times on the bookshelf.  It slid behind the
other bookshelf and led to a dark room.

 

 “Come take a look,” said Leem. 

 

He led Seeru inside the room.  It was bare and dark with
only one chair in the middle of the room.  There were no
windows but there was a dim light hanging from the
ceiling. 

 

“Have a seat,” said Leem. 

 

“Why?” asked Seeru nervously.  She didn’t know why she felt
so nervous all of a sudden. 

 

“I have a surprise for you” said Leem smiling.  When Seeru
sat in the chair it immediately bound her hands and feet to it.

 

“No, let me go!” screamed Seeru full of terror and rightfully
so.  She tried to wiggle herself free but her hands and feet
were bound too tightly.  The more she wiggled the more her
hands and feet hurt. 

 

“You were right”, said Leem with a grim look on his face. 
“I have gone shastoik”. 

 

All of a sudden Seeru heard a high-pitched noise all around
her.  The first thirty seconds was bearable but in a very
short amount of time the noise became a tool of torture.  It
was very penetrating and dug itself right into her head.  It
was maddening; she couldn’t hear herself think.  Her head
began to throb and she started to feel uncomfortable in her own
skin. 

 

“Make it stop, make it stop” she screamed “I’ll do whatever you
want, please make it stop”.  

 

She really started to panic when she saw Leem walking toward the
door. 

 

“No, don’t leave me in here with that noise.  At least turn
off the noise before you leave.  Wait, wait, Leem come
back!”  

 

“Don’t worry Sweetie” Leem said to her in a sweet voice. “You’re
smart enough to figure a way out”. 

He left and locked the door.  He could still hear Seeru
screaming from inside his study but he wasn’t worried.  She
would get weak and weary very quickly.  Soon, she would not
have strength enough to scream.  He picked a book from his
shelf, sat down, and began to read. 

 

*

Naja became worried when she didn’t hear from her sister later
that week.  She was not used to being with children and had to
endure not only one but three of them.  Like all children they
asked a lot of questions, most of which you don’t really know the
answers to. 

 

“Auntie Naja, why can birds fly and we can’t” asked the middle
daughter, Lainy.

 

“Because they have wings and we don’t,” answered Naja. 

 

“That’s a stupid question,” said Neila, the older daughter, and
the two sisters began to argue.

 

Naja was relieved that the sisters were able to busy themselves
by debating whether or not the question was stupid.  She went
to check on their baby sister, Sasson.  ‘Not again’ thought
Naja. ‘How often can this baby poop’?  She cleaned up Sasson
and washed her hands thoroughly afterwards.  “Baby poop, how
growkish” she said to herself with a disgusted look on her face.
Then she washed her hands one more time for good measure. 

 

With the baby in her arms she tried to call Seeru.  The big
mirror in the living room was occupied.  The two older sisters
had stopped arguing and were enjoying their favorite program, so
Naja had to use the smaller mirror in her bedroom to make her
call.   She stood in front of the mirror and said, “Naja
calling Seeru” her reflection in the mirror blurred for a few
seconds and then refocused.  ‘Still no answer’ thought Naja.
She felt from deep in her stomach that something was
wrong. 

 

When Leem started to make all those unfair laws against women,
Seeru became very afraid and secretly sent her sister a map, a
small flashlight, and strict instructions on how to find the
Nest.  When Naja first received the package, she thought that
Seeru had overreacted but now she saw the danger sign.  ‘I
have to find Seeru’ she thought and felt a surge of courage run
through her body.  She went to the living room and found the
other children playing a game. 

 

“Neila, something’s come up and I’m going to have to ask you to
babysit your sisters for a while.  You think you can do it or
should I call grandmamma?”

 

“Totally oovestic!” replied Neila. “I can handle it; I’ll call
grandmamma if there’s an emergency”.  She was feeling very
proud to be the older sister in charge. 

 

“Smart girl” Naja said to Neila.  “Lainy, you can help your
sister take care of Sasson” and she put the baby in Lainy’s
arms. 

 

“Why do you have to leave in such a hurry?” asked
Neila. 

 

Naja was not prepared to answer that question.  She didn’t
want to tell them the truth because that would only scare
them.  How would the truth sound anyway? Your father may have
gone completely shastoik and might have done something terrible to
your mother.  No, she would spare them that nightmare for now
and just say,

 

“It’s a long story, and I’ll explain everything when I get
back”.   She gave them all a goodbye hug and was out the
door.  

 

*

Naja found herself standing outside of the Dark Forest
re-reading Seeru’s letter.  She was so nervous that her hands
were shaking.  The letter seemed to have been written in a
hurry.  The handwriting was sloppy and a simple map was drawn
on the back.

 

Dear Naja,

I’m sending you these instructions, a map, and this flashlight
out of fear for the children and myself.  Leem has lost his
sanity and I don’t know what he will do next.  He locks
himself in his study for days at a time.  If the day comes
when you have to look for us follow these instructions:

Enter the Dark Forest and walk for one hour on the stony
path.  Keep your hands in your pockets so you’re not tempted
to touch anything.

The flashlight that I’ve sent has a special light.  It will
show you the door of the Nest.   Hold it outward and
point it into the forest.  While holding it, turn slowly in a
circle until you see the great door. 

The door only opens by voice recognition so you will have to
wait until someone comes out before you can go in.  Hide in
the nearby thickleberry bush so no one sees you.   When
someone comes out of the door you will have twenty seconds to enter
before it closes completely.  Be as quiet as
possible. 

Your Sister,

Seeru

*

Naja turned the letter over and looked at the map of the
Nest.  Leem’s room, his study, the children’s rooms, and
Seeru’s room were all there.  ‘Where would I look for Seeru
first’ she thought.  Her head was cloudy with fear so she
closed her eyes and said a small prayer.  She put her bag over
her shoulder, her hands in her pockets and began her
journey. 

 

The Dark Forest was gloomy.  The taller trees blocked most
of the sunlight from entering the woods.  After five minutes
of walking through the forest Naja felt like someone or something
was watching her.  She kept looking back but saw only
trees.  She wondered if there was something there that she
could not see.  The sounds of the forest contributed to her
paranoia: the rustle of the trees in the wind, the crack of a twig
under her feet, and many other sounds that she did not
recognize.  ‘Ignore them and they’ll ignore you’ she thought
to herself.  After ten more minutes of walking, there was a
strong breeze that made the leaves on the trees rustle even
louder.  She thought she heard a faint giggling through the
sound of the leaves so she stood still and listened.  The
breeze faded away and the trees became quiet.  She was
relieved when all she heard were sounds of harmless forest
animals. 

 

She continued walking and then froze.  Someone or something
was giggling and whoever or whatever it was, was now closer to
her.  The laughter sounded like that of a small child but what
would a child be doing playing in the middle of the Dark
Forest.  Naja wanted to run out of the woods with every atom
in her body but she could not abandon her sister.  She walked
faster but the giggling followed her.  It came closer and
closer and then her fear became so great that she could no longer
help but run forward.  At some point her bag fell off her
shoulder but she kept running for a minute before she could make
her feet stop. 

 

She could still hear the giggling in the distance but now she
was forced to go toward it to retrieve her bag because it contained
the map, the flashlight, and other provisions that she needed to
complete her journey.  ‘Do it quickly’ she said in a whisper
to herself.  She ran back the way she came as fast as she
could until she saw her bag lying on the ground.  She bent
over to pick it up and at that moment she felt a presence behind
her.  Again, she froze.  The giggling began and she knew
that it was just a few steps behind her.  She slowly stood up
and turned to see what was stalking her.

 

A blanket of relief covered her as she found herself looking at
a binaborx.  These were rare and gentle creatures.  They
were much like Earth’s deer but with a shiny black coat, two silver
stripes running along its spine and purple eyes.  The binaborx
was so rare that most Bebokians never saw one.  There was a
legend that said petting it would bring many years of good luck, so
Naja slowly walked toward it. 

 

“I thought you were a myth,” she whispered.  The binaborx
looked at her curiously and let her stroke its neck before running
back into the forest.

 

Naja took a few minutes to calm down.  She felt privileged
to have touched a binaborx and wondered if it would really bring
her many years of luck.   She continued walking with the
flashlight and pointed it toward the trees.  Seeru’s
instructions had said to walk for an hour but with all the
excitement concerning the binaborx, she had lost track of
time.  The flashlight gave her a save feeling.  Having a
weapon against the natural darkness of the forest made her less
afraid. 

 

She walked forward with confidence pointing the flashlight in
front of her.  She saw nothing unusual, just trees and the
occasional forest animal.  At some point she started wondering
if she had gone too far.  ‘What if I missed the door’ she
thought and considered going back.  With thoughts of doubt in
her head she, by a strange impulse, pointed the flashlight up to
the sky. 

 

Her eyes widened with awe. “The Nest” she said to herself. 
There were rectangular structures at the top of the tallest
trees.  They branched out in every direction as far as she
could see.  It looked sort of like a maze but the structures
seemed to be all connected. ‘How do they stay up there’ she
thought. 

 

She turned off the flashlight to see what would happen. 
Like magic, they all disappeared.  She turned the flashlight
back on to admire the wonderful architecture and walked around
looking up until she felt a sharp pain in her leg. 

 

“Ouch!” she yelled. 

 

 She was standing near a flingtus and it was throwing its
needles at her, “Stupid little plant!” 

She hurried away from it before any more of its needles hit her
and sat under a tree to doctor her leg.  The needle was
sticking out through her pants. 

 

“This is going to hurt,” she said. 

 

She took a deep breath, held it, and with one strong pull she
yanked the needle out of her leg.  The needle was thick and
long.  It left a small wound in her leg but she was
prepared.  She was glad that she had remembered to pack a
first aid kit.  She bandaged her leg and repacked her
bag. 

 

She decided to keep the needle as a souvenir but instead of
putting it in her bag she cleverly wove it through the sleeve of
her shirt.  This way she would not accidentally herself by
grabbing it while searching her bag for something.

 

She walked a few minutes more when she noticed the thickelberry
bush. ‘The door must be close by’ the voice in her head
said.   She pointed the flashlight to the trees turning
in every direction and then there it was — a big golden door in the
middle of the forest.  It seemed to be connected to
nothing. 

 

She hid herself in the thickleberry bush, turned her flashlight
off and waited for the door to open.  After what seemed like
hours of waiting, a guard came out of the door.  He
unsuspectingly walked right past the thickleberry bush.  Naja
turned the flashlight back on and pointed it to the door to see how
far it was open.  She had enough time to wait a few more
seconds so the guard would be further away, and then with a surge
of bravery she dashed through the door. 

 

*

 She was finally inside the Nest and felt very small inside
a towering building. The ceiling was a good ten feet above her head
and the walls were varying shades of white.  She quickly
scanned her surroundings for a safe place to hide and plan her
route.  

 

A door with the men’s bathroom symbol was nearby so she covered
her hair with a hat from her bag and quickly stepped inside. 
She managed to go un-noticed past two guards, who were washing
their hands, by subtly concealing her face and naturally walking
into one of the stalls.  Pulling out the map, she took a few
minutes to memorize it. 

 

In Seeru’s letter she mentioned that Leem spent days in his
study so that’s the first place Naja decided to look.  After
going down four flights of stairs, through a long hallway, and
making a left turn, Naja finally came to Leem’s study.  She
reached for the doorknob and then hesitated. ‘Don’t think about it,
just do it’ she told herself before opening the door.  She was
not surprised at all to see Leem sitting on a couch reading. 
Leem, however, was not only surprised but also furious that she
just popped in out of nowhere. 

 

“How did you find here? Who lead you here?” Leem’s face turned
orange with anger. 

 

“Where’s my sister?” replied Naja. She knew that Seeru had to be
somewhere in the room because she could smell her scent mixed with
the smell of books.  She glanced around the room and saw only
four walls.

 

“Women are no longer allowed in the Nest,” answered Leem and he
attacked Naja. 

 

She struggled and kicked but he was too strong. He intended to
also lock her in his secret room, so he dragged her to the door and
knocked three times.  As the door slid open Naja was horrified
by her sister’s condition.  She was tied to the chair and her
head hung down.  The noise in the background was gut
wrenching.  Naja bit Leem as hard as she could on his
hand.

 

“You fuke of a woman!” yelled Leem. 

 

The pain that he felt in his hand forced him to let her go. She
quickly grabbed the heaviest book that was in her reach and struck
him in the face before he could recover from her bite.  He
fell to the floor. His head was bleeding and he looked
unconscious.  

 

“You fuke of an Emperor!” Naja screamed at the top of her
lungs. 

 

She ran into the room to free her sister.  She tried to
unbind her hands and feet but the metal cuffs wouldn’t budge. 
‘There must be a lock, lever, or button somewhere’ she
thought.  She franticly swept her hands across the back, the
arms, and legs of the chair but there was nothing.

 

The noise was screaming inside her head but she had to make
herself think.  She was still trying to free Seeru from the
chair when she saw Leem standing in the doorway.  Blood was
running down his face and the look in his eyes told her that she
would have to fight for her life.  Leem attempted to wipe the
blood from his cheek with the back of his hand but it just smeared
leaving him looking like a psychotic killer. 

 

He took three careful steps into the room and the noise
stopped.  It didn’t take Naja long to figure out that he had
turned the noise off by stepping on a certain combination of tiles
on the floor.  Now that the noise was off she had no trouble
at all thinking.

 

“I’m going to enjoy killing you both” Leem said with an eerie
casual tone. 

 

“Wait, at least free Seeru.  She’s the mother of your
children, doesn’t that count for something?”

 

“Those little brats are just like her,” he snarled.

 

“OK… let her go and… ” Naja thought about what she could offer a
psychopath “I won’t struggle when you kill me”.

 

“Now that is interesting”. 

 

He went over to the chair and walked around it by stepping in a
pattern on certain tiles.  Seeru’s hands and feet were
freed.  As he picked her up, he whispered, “I’ll kill you
second” in her ear and carried her to the couch in his study. 
Naja followed him out of the room. 

 

After he had laid Seeru on the couch he turned to Naja and said,
“Does death by knife sound good to you”?

 

“That’s fine,” said Naja bravely.  He went to his desk and
pulled a knife out of the drawer.

 

“May I suggest that you tape my mouth shut to muffle my screams”
said Naja in a most by the way manner. 

 

“What a clever idea.  I don’t have any tape, will this old
scarf do”?  Leem responded as if he were talking to a dear old
friend.

 

“That’ll work,” answered Naja almost happily. 

 

Leem walked over to her and began to tie the scarf over her
mouth.  As he did so Naja quickly removed the flingtus needle
from her shirtsleeve.  Leem was so busy with the scarf that he
didn’t see her movements.  Her strike was so quick that he had
no time to react against her attack.  She stabbed the flingtus
needle deep into his temple, making sure that it went most of the
way in, and as death took him he crumpled to the floor.

*

When the Prophet ended the story all the advisors and Tayna
looked at Naja with more respect than ever.  Naja, however,
had not heard a word of the Prophet’s history lesson.  She was
deep in thought about his prediction.  The words echoed itself
over and over inside her head, ‘Twins will end your rule’.
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The air grew thick with the stench of danger. The howls and
growls of the wild animals rung louder in Pax’s ears and in the
distance he could see shadowy objects moving between the trees. He
didn’t have a genius or even a clever plan of escape. His first
thought was to run but having above average intelligence told him
that was a dumb idea. . .
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