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Dedication
As always I thank God for guiding me throughout my life, my family for supporting me all the way through to this, my 7th printed book, and to all of my friends who through their honesty and critiques have helped shape me into the writer that I am today, especially Glenn A. Osborn, a gentleman I am happy to have had as a friend. You will be missed, but remembered, always.
Foreword
HORROR IS A genre that has been a popular literary form since the first gothic horror piece, Castle of Otranto by Horace Walpole, was published in 1764. There are many subgenres that fall under the category of Horror, including dark fantasy, thriller, suspense, as well as many others. Horror stories generally bring our greatest fears to the surface, some doing so on a visceral level, using graphic acts of violence to shock us. Other forms of Horror deal more with the psychological aspects of terror, touching upon our innermost fears to provide a form of fear that lingers in the mind long after the story is over, and perhaps, in some cases, also enlightens us in some way to the subtle but real horrors going on in the world around us.
Fairy tales are a subgenre of folktales, which are often of this type, stories and fables that on one level are meant to entertain, but are also cautionary tales based upon the myths and legends that many of us fear even today. These stories give us insight into ourselves and the darkness that lurks within.
I find this not only fascinating from a historical perspective, but also as an interesting peek into the human psyche. In many ways, the horrors that we dream up in our fantasies are just manifestations of the true horrors that lurk deep within the recesses of our own complex minds. And very often we find that the true horrors that we perpetrate upon one another in the real world are far more terrifying.
Scairy Tales: 13 Tantalizing Tales of Terror (the word Scairy being my own play on the words “scary” and “fairy”) contains stories that cross genres, and you will find that many may not fall into your idea of the classic form of Horror. But most of these stories explore the most terrifying aspects of Horror, the all-too-true horrors that plague the human race, the very terrors that either exist in today’s world in one way, shape, or form, or that may come to pass in the near future if we aren’t careful. These may not be the most violent, horrific tales you will ever read, but I think the fact that they walk the line between the fantasy of what can’t be and the reality of what very well could, makes them all the more scary, and all the more meaningful. Hopefully, you will agree.
So I hope you enjoy these, my version of modern-day fables. Just remember...
These aren’t your parents’ fairy tales....
-Gregory Bernard Banks
Family Day
IT WAS THE MOST blissful life anyone could lead, each day set aside for the express purpose of spending it with your family, reveling in our mutual love. Oh sure, things used to be different. I used to be different. Workaholic didn’t even remotely describe what I used to be. I sometimes wonder how Monica and I managed to pop out one kid, let alone two, with the time I wasted immersed in my business travels. And it was even worse when I was home because I was so glued to my computer in the den that Monica once accused me of having an affair with the thing. But I’ve come to my senses now, thank god, and all that is past history.
I almost ran downstairs after dressing, my hand trailing along the balustrade and collecting a surprising amount of dust along the way. I wore a sparkling white shirt and a tie, the gray silk one Monica liked so much, with matching slacks and black patent leather loafers. I touched my face, smooth as baby skin, and ran a hand over my slicked hair, which in recent months had become spattered with streaks of gray. I checked my breath. Fair, I thought with a chuckle. I ignored the small mirror I passed on the stairs. I’d come to hate mirrors in the last few months. I never looked as good in them as I felt, so I’d one day decided to hell with them all.
There were markings on the living room wall where someone had drawn on it with crayon. Probably the early handy work of Brandon, Jr., who Monica called her little artist to be. Mary wanted to be a ballerina lawyer who sang, acted, and owned her own corporation where she built spaceships.
If you’re going to dream, might as well dream big.
I stepped into the kitchen. A newspaper clipping lay on the table, its print smudged in places as if it’d been handled far too often, the paper slightly yellowed with age. Monica stood in front of the stove, her back to me, the sweet smell of bacon filling the air. She looked the same as the day I’d first laid eyes on her, slim but curvy in all the right places, a woman smart enough to be a doctor and beautiful enough to be a model, but who’d chosen to marry a wealthy corporate flunky and be a housewife instead.
“Where are the kids,” I asked. But before I could get the words out of my mouth they were at my ankles, grinning and tugging and shouting “Daddy!” I knelt and pulled them into a huge bear hug, and Monica appeared behind me and threw her arms around my neck, and for a brief moment in time I felt like I was in Heaven, all cares and losses banished forever. Sure, at the edge of my perception lay a chill where there should only have been warmth, but I assumed that I was probably just coming down with a cold.
The phone on the wall rang. Everyone stared at it, as if the very presence of the thing had suddenly snapped us out of a dream. I walked over to it and looked at the caller ID. I glanced over my shoulder, but the glare of the sunlight shining through the bay window blinded me, making my family seem like wraiths to my squinting eyes.
“Dr. Swinton,” I said as I answered the phone.
“Mr. Morrison. How are—”
“I’m fine, Doctor,” I said quickly. This was Family Day, and the last thing I wanted to do was waste a second of it talking to this meddlesome old man.
“Okay...” the doctor replied slowly. “But you’ve missed our last few sessions. I think you should come by, at least give us a chance to catch up—”
“Look, Doctor, I’m fine. I’m afraid I don’t have time to talk right now. I’ll call you later.”
“But—”
“I’ll call you later, Doctor. Goodbye.”
I slammed the receiver down so hard that a tremor, like an aftershock, swept down from my hand through my arm and into my body, forcing me to grit my teeth to prevent them from chattering. The world seemed to jerk to the side, and I felt myself falling or rising, I’m not quite sure which...
“Are you all right, Brandon?”
Monica and the kids hovered over me, their faces drawn and ashen, almost ghostly pale.
“Uh, yeah. S-Sorry,” I stammered as I struggled to get up. Monica tried to help me, but her touch was so light it was almost non-existent. I looked out the window. The sun was higher, probably nearing noon. I checked my watch.
11:45am.
Still early yet. Plenty of time to enjoy the day. I looked down at 5-year-old Mary and 7-year-old BJ, clapped my hands together, and shouted:
“Who’s ready to go to the zoo?”
“I am!” they both shrieked in reply. We quickly gathered our things, breakfast forgotten altogether, and headed for the car. After climbing behind the wheel, slamming the door, and inserting the key into the ignition, I saw a vision of twin lights speeding toward my face—
I shook my head to clear it, reminding myself that that was all behind me...us...now. And yet, as I drove to the zoo, what should have been a 35 minute drive took twice as long because I couldn’t force myself to go faster than 30 miles an hour. I don’t know why I wasn’t pulled over by the highway patrol.
We arrived at the zoo, which was crowded, but not overly so, since it was midweek afternoon in the early spring. I bought four tickets, a grin that even a demented Cheshire cat would fear distorting my face. My wife and I each took a kid by the hand and skipped through the gates, oblivious to the odd stares thrown our way.
We must have spent at least three hours there, the best three hours I’ve spent in my life. Mary loved the monkeys best, but BJ thought the lions rocked. Personally, I was so enraptured in the entire experience of watching my family’s smiling faces and drinking in their melodious laughter, I barely remembered anything else we saw or did.
After leaving the zoo, we stopped for ice cream. I bought the kids towering cones with a rainbow of flavors, but I think more of it wound up on the upholstery than in their mouths. Actually, so did Monica’s. Once I’d have raged and ranted about getting even a tiny drip on the Italian leather interior, but not anymore. Life was too precious to worry about such things. We then drove around town for a while like homeless nomads, waving at people we knew and a few that we didn’t, just enjoying the clear spring afternoon while we sang songs and counted the license plates.
We then stopped at a steakhouse just outside of town and had a huge dinner. Embarrassingly, I ate far more than the others combined. In fact, they barely touched their plates. But when I asked if they were okay, Monica leaned over and kissed me on the cheek, assuring me that they just weren’t very hungry, but that I should enjoy myself.
It was dark by the time we headed home, and I had to really concentrate not to let my nerves get to me. The winding country roads were far more frightening, and far more deadly, at night, as had sadly been proven several times before.
I eased around the deepest curve, one that even at slow speeds caused enough centrifugal force to pull you to the side. My headlights skirted past the weatherworn remnants of a makeshift shrine that had been erected in memory of one of these accidents. Crosses, teddy bears, and flowers both plastic and once alive made up a large, soiled pile that looked more like a bag of assorted trash that had fallen off a pickup and spilled beside the road. My eyes welled up, and I glanced at Monica, who appeared ethereal through my tears. She touched my arm, her fingers cold on my feverish skin, and said:
“It’ll be all right, Honey.”
Finally, I pulled into our yard, my dread like a fog enshrouding me from the rest of the world. I got out and lifted BJ from the back seat, who, like his sister, was sound asleep. Monica and I carried the children into the house and up to their rooms, carefully slipped on their pajamas, and put them to bed. I paused at the door, staring at my sweet cherubs, watching the slow, steady rise and fall of their bed sheets as they drew one peaceful breath after another. I feared letting them out of my sight, as if once I did, I would never see them again. Monica stirred behind me, and so I closed their bedroom door and wandered downstairs and into the kitchen.
I sat at the table, the yellowed newspaper lying in front of me. I stared at the smudges on its surface, then at my hands that were filthy with its ink. I suddenly became aware of the stink of my clothes, which I hadn’t changed in days, maybe weeks, perhaps even months, and the wild growth of hair covering my face and head. I don’t know what was more deafening, the phantom echoes of my children’s laughter reverberating inside my head or the dead silence filling the house. My hands shook as somehow, despite being a thousand miles away at the time, I relived the moment when the headlights appeared out of nowhere bearing down on the car carrying my family. The impact rocked my soul as it tore them out of their bodies and sent them into cold oblivion amid heart wrenching screams.
But each day they came back to spend quality time with me. Family Day we called it. It was our time together, the time I should have spent with them before, the time that I would spend the rest of my life trying to make up for. Dr. Swinton tried to convince me that it was all in my mind, fantasies created to suppress my withering grief. But as I looked across the table to where Monica gazed lovingly at me, I laughed out loud at the doctor’s cluelessness.
“You won’t ever leave me, will you Darling?” I asked.
“Never,” she said as a tear ran down her pale cheek.
I smiled as I tried to think of something fun to do tomorrow. After all, it would be an all-new Family Day.
The Keeper of Elephants
I hear them even as I sit here on my front porch looking out over the fields. Their cries, their moans, their pitiful pleas, haunt every waking moment and torment my dreams. Their voices seep into the songs I listen to, insinuate themselves into the background of the television shows I watch. Even the print of the aging book on my lap appears to shift and change until I see nothing but words filled with sorrow and longing. Whenever people speak to me, a second voice mumbles its sour nothings into my ear. Even the very breaths I take whistle with the lamentations of the dead.
Sometimes I can even see them, during the brief nexus between day and night, faint shadows wandering across the yard as if retracing their last living steps. I often find myself straining to comprehend their cries, to understand what is so horrible about death that they mourn their own passing. Those of a religious nature maintain that the afterlife is a glorious existence for which we all should strive. But according to the Dead, this assertion is far from true.
I glance down at the book across my lap. Its cover is worn, its pages age-tarnished. My mother’s nightly readings from this book of fables and legends are still some of my fondest memories. But I have many fond memories, like of the fun my little twin sisters, Sara, Tara, and I used to have, running and playing in the tall cornfields of our Southern Georgia farm. We would stay out all day until our bodies were sweaty and tired and our sides pained from constant laughter. Mother used to pretend she was mad at us for coming home so dirty, but the twinkle in her gaze and the slight upturning at the corners of her mouth always gave her true feelings away. And although Dad was stoic and reserved, we could tell by the softness in his gray-eyed gaze that underneath he also took pleasure in seeing his children so happy. Those were the only times I ever saw the spark of joy bless my father’s face, a fact I never understood at the time. Now, being not only a parent myself, but also the current bearer of the burden my Dad had borne for so long, I know what my father was going through all too well.
I look out across the fields. Their only crop these days is an overabundance of sun-scorched weeds. The winds sigh through them and brush my face like a ghostly kiss. To my left sit the ruins of the old barn. Above it is the tiny loft where, when I was a child, a constant stream of visitors would stay. Many remained for weeks at a time, while others disappeared soon after they arrived. They came in all shapes, in all races, sizes, and speaking all tongues. My sisters and I became so enamored by this constant stream of guests that it never occurred to us how odd it was. After all, why would such an eclectic mix of people journey to a farm at least twenty miles from anywhere and a stone’s throw from oblivion?
We also never wondered how my father earned his living, although I do recall seeing many of the visitors hand my Dad bags or envelopes upon arrival. While the fields were choked with an abundance of corn every year, I can’t remember ever seeing my father harvest a single stalk. He, with the help of the myriad of loners who would frequently wander in off the long, winding road leading from the main highway, would care for the chickens and goats, the cows and hogs, in the morning, then disappear for the rest of the day. They usually returned around the time the sun tainted the cornstalks a burnt crimson hue. They would silently emerge from the woods, Dad grimfaced, the stranger pale. Why my curiosity never compelled me to follow them one day I can’t say for sure. Perhaps even then, at that unaware age, I sensed that I wasn’t ready to confront whatever secret lay inside those ominous trees.
Some of our guests stood out from the others. Mr. Chandry, for example, was an odd little man with sand-colored skin and dark, silky hair that he kept in a tight ponytail. His nerves were taut, his eyes perpetually wide, as if straining to see what lurked in the shadows beyond. He spent much of his time praying, even while slopping the hogs or cutting the grass, an endless stream of words pouring silently from his lips. Sometimes he’d flinch, as if struck by a phantom blow, and he’d cry out as he dropped to his knees. My Dad would usually show up then and lay his hand on Mr. Chandry’s shoulder, whispering something in his ear. Mr. Chandry would then grow quiet, though he appeared even more anxious than before. Soon after, he and Dad would vanish into the sanctuary of the trees, until one evening, Dad came back all alone.
Then there was Mrs. McCaffey, who unlike most of the other strangers, seemed almost joyous. She was white-haired, stooped and frail, unable to do any chores and barely able to walk even with the help of a cane. But each evening she would eagerly shuffle after my father in her worn housecoat and dirty slippers, while belting out a horribly shrill rendition of “Somewhere Over the Rainbow”. Unlike most, her stay was only a couple of days. When my father walked from the woods on that third day, contentment shone on his face, as if for once he felt no remorse for what he had just done.
The barn door opens, and my daughter, Rachel, comes out. What’s left of her red gold curls are disheveled, and her blue irises swim in a sea of milky red. Her limbs are frail and white, and although the distance between the house and barn is less than a hundred yards, she’s sweating and out of breath by the time she reaches me. I put the book aside, the pages flipping to the fable about the Elephant’s Graveyard, and lean my weight forward to stand.
“I’m all right, Daddy,” Marissa says, “just stay where you are.”
I sink back into my chair, trying to keep tears from filling my eyes. I know how much it hurts Marissa to see my sorrow.
She walks slowly over and sits in the old swinging bench to my left. The hinges creak as she begins to sway, a sound not very different from the shrieks of the dead that often reverberate inside my head in the middle of the night.
“Honey, are you sure—”
“We’ve been over this a hundred times, Daddy. There’s no point in me going back to the doctor anymore. You and I both know what’s coming, and there’s nothing any doctor can do to stop it.”
I stare down at my hands. They’re clean and soft, much different from my father’s. Unlike him, I’d gone off to college, had become an educator, made a life and career for myself away from the toils of the farm. The only time I can remember actually seeing my father smile outright was from a distance as I stood at the podium accepting my degree.
“Daddy,” Marissa said, “what’ll you do, when—?”
“You know,” I reply, “I think I forgot to give the dog water. I better check now while it’s on my mind.” With an effort, I shove myself up and out of my seat and ease down the steps. I round the corner of the house and head for the backyard. I keep my head bowed to avoid seeing the forest as I approach Sparky. Like me, he’s old and tired of living, though I realize that I’ll likely have a hundred, or even a thousand Sparkys before I meet my appointed end. He raises his head, his tail flopping back and forth a couple of times in greeting. I bend down, my knees creaking louder than the rusty chains of the swing, and pat his head. Even his silky red coat is tinged with gray. His eyes droop with weariness, much as my father’s had and as I’m sure mine do now.
I wonder just how old Dad had truly been when he was finally called?
I go over to the house and turn on the hose, filling Sparky’s trough with water. I take a sip from the cool flow. It stings as it runs down my parched throat. I turn off the hose, and as I stand, despite my best efforts, the forest draws my gaze. The oaks and pines, the sweetgums and maples, all appear green and alive on the outer skirts, but underneath the darkness is absolute. It’s not so much a visual darkness as a spiritual one, a crushing, devouring, stifling oppressiveness that gnaws away part of one’s soul each time you venture inside. Why it doesn’t consume everyone whole the first time they enter, I honestly don’t know. But everything has a set time and place, I suppose.
I’ll never rid myself of the memory of Father’s face, empty and forlorn, the last time I saw him. I’m ashamed to admit it, but I was glad that he didn’t emerge with me on that final walk through. I don’t think I could have withstood the horrific mask of his face that would have surely come out had he been forced to endure yet another day of torturous living.
But then, whatever light he had left had died years before, on December 27, 1972 to be precise. I was home from college at the time. I still hear the echo of the ringing phone, can still see the receiver slip from his hand as if he had turned to stone. But even then, it seemed that this hadn’t been such a surprise, as if tragedy had somehow been a familiar companion to him. And knowing what I know now, it stands to reason that this was probably true.
My stomach turns and my heart aches for him even more as I realize that he could have gone through that very incident hundreds, if not thousands, of times before. Was this cruel, ever-repeating joke to be my fate too?
I don’t remember everything the officer said that night, but the evenness of his voice chills my heart as much as the tormented pleas I constantly bear. The officer said my mother and sisters didn’t suffer, that their deaths had been instantaneous, that the truck hit them so fast that they never knew what happened. Yet I always wonder how he could’ve really known. My mother, my sisters, all gone in the blink of an eye. Sometimes I wish I could have been there, if not to join in their fate, at least to say goodbye. Now I’m just grateful that in this one instance I’d been spared.
However, it was also that night when I first heard the voices.
I head back around the house, my tread so light it barely disturbs the dust. The very fabric of my clothes and my pale, sagging flesh seem a burden to my weary body. As I round the corner and look up on the porch, I see that Marissa has my book on her lap. As I mount the steps, I glimpse the faded image of an elephant staring up at her from its pages.
“You know, Daddy,” Marissa says, “I’ve always loved this particular legend for some reason. Seems magical, even romantic somehow.” She turns to me, her eyes widening as she realizes what she’s just said. “Though, I guess it’s really not, is it?” She quickly looks away.
I take my seat without replying, falling into my chair with a grunt. My studies had been in history, with a focus on the origins of folktales and myth. I even taught this at my alma mater for a while before the call of my destiny drew me home for good. I’d wanted to travel abroad and investigate many of life’s mysteries for myself, but by the time I graduated, I not only had a family of my own to care for, but an ailing father to see after as well.
“Daddy—”
“No!”
“But—”
“We are not discussing it!” I shout, turning to her, my heart racing, my knuckles white as they clutch the armrests, and my vision hazy. But then I see my daughter’s face and know that she had something else on her mind. I peek at the sky, realizing that it’s just after noon. I look back at Marissa. I can see by the resolution in her gaze that she knows that after nearly a month of the ritual, this is likely the final time.
Silently, we both stand, and I lead her down the steps and around the house. Sparky looks up at us as we pass, but he doesn’t wag or bark. He simply bows his head knowingly.
Marissa and I approach the forests, both keeping our heads down as we enter its shadow. My mind wanders back to the tale of the Elephant’s Graveyard, how an elephant, knowing its death is near, seeks out the sacred burial grounds to wait for Death to come claim it. Legend also says that the grounds have a guardian who possesses a book holding the keys to the world’s future. I laugh as I remember how comforting I used to find that story before I knew the truth.
After about ten paces in, the darkness is complete. We continue to walk forward, our steps steered by the growing voices of woe. A shiver passes through me, and I have to force myself to take first one breath, then another. The air seems like dead water, heavy and still and choking and ripe. I may as well pluck my eyes from my head for all the good they do me here.
The cries are so loud now that they resonate in my bones. I try not to torture myself by listening for the voices of those I’ve known. But the apparent wails of children bring visions of my precious sisters before my eyes.
I feel the heat of my daughter’s body like a warm draft on an icy day until it begins to fade. I reach out to her, to grasp hold of her and tell her one last time how much I love her, or to grab hold of her so tightly that when the spirits take her they have to claim me as well. Frigid fingers grasp hold of me, searing my flesh, chilling my heart. I stumble, and as I fall forward, I hear one long, mournful cry rise above the din of all the others. I scream silently as my consciousness fades....
When I come to my senses, I’m standing just beyond the shadow of the trees. My chest is tight, and I wheeze as I fight to draw breath. I look down at my frail hands. I ball them into fists to stop their trembling as I turn toward the forest and scream Daddy’s name.
I walk toward the house, my steps a bit steadier than a few moments ago. Sparky doesn’t move except for the questioning lift of his ears. He stares up at me, and I stare back, finding the tiniest bit of comfort in knowing that at least he shares my grief. I circle the house and climb wearily onto the front porch. I sit down, pick up the book, and lay it across my lap. I wait for the crying to start, but it never does.
I look up and see a big, hulking man trudging along the road toward me. The man’s head is weighed down between broad, slumping shoulders, his left foot dragging in a slow, loping gait. As he draws closer, I note the grayness of his dark skin, the length of his flat nose, the way his ears stick out from the sides of his round head, the beady eyes enlarged by thick, cracked lenses. I glance at the picture of the elephant, smiling to myself.
I lay the book down and stand to greet my guest. I realize the irony of how, though the roots of a myth may become lost, the facts distorted and confused to the point that they barely resemble reality, somewhere, somehow, there’s a core of truth behind them all, just like Daddy always said.
And sometimes I think, as I extend my hand to my first charge, the truth is far more terrifying.
Happier Days
JOSH AWOKE TO HomePal’s gentle prodding, his heart as usual, light and free. A quick peek at the windowscreen told him that, thanks to the Supreme, it would be another beautiful summer day. He disconnected the IV from his wrist and jumped out of bed, but had to pause until his stomach settled down. He’d forgotten about the slight nausea the Stimulane normally caused. Near the end of some days, if the Melancholy was upon him, Josh would question the need for the prescribed treatments. But the rush he felt the following morning always allayed his concerns.
He peeled off his sleepsuit and headed for the bathroom. HomePal started the shower, and the water’s temperature was just right as it struck his tender skin. Josh often noticed a heaviness to the water, as if the recycling process had stripped some living element from it, while other mornings he could swear that it had a urine-like smell. But officials of the Global Council were adamant that the water was pure, so he knew without doubt that it was all in his mind.
Josh lost track of time, forcing HomePal to stop the water after his allotted three minutes. Once the blowers had dried him off, he stepped out of the shower. He stared at his reflection in the mirror above the sink. His skin was dark, his African lineage still strong in his bioengineered blood, yet he was pale, as if the gray from his eyes had somehow spilled over to his flesh. Josh glanced at the ceiling. The solar-lighting seemed to be working properly, and if there were a malfunction or bad setting, HomePal would surely have caught it.
He returned to the bedroom where Val had laid out his daysuit for him. She was the third and best companion he’d had in the twenty years since leaving the “Supreme-free” Juvenile Collective where he’d been birthed and raised. His first companion, Maiden, had been too high maintenance for him, but he accepted full blame for the failure of that relationship. He just didn’t have the patience to deal with her limitations and flaws.
His second companion--whose name he’d chosen to forget--had been sweet, devoted, and damn sexy too. He’d been tempted to become involved with her sexually, but his rearing program had instilled in him that such things were taboo. He’d read stories of many who were in similar relationships, and even though she had been a fully certified copulation tool, or what some crassly referred to as a “fuckbot”, he could just never bring himself to forget who and what she was.
Val was different, however. With no complaints, no demands, no strings or emotional entanglements, his thoughts and her role remained clear. He hoped their relationship lasted for the rest of his days.
Josh pulled on the navy blue daysuit, flinching as its nanofibers adhered to his skin. The suit connected with his neuralink, allowing HomePal to constantly monitor his vital signs. He often wondered if this was necessary, but then remembered that it was for the good of everyone. Otherwise, the impurities and diseases from the fallout of the Last War might creep back into the human genome. The very thought of this happening sickened him.
He walked into the sparsely furnished living room. Besides a sofa, a small table, an outdated Holovision console, and a few faux plants, the display case on the far wall was the only item of note. He stared at his one guilty pleasure, a collection of antique knives that he’d ordered from various sources over the years.
Although reared to have a “traditional” outlook, to despise the ways of the Supreme, Josh wasn’t normally the nostalgic type. Yet knives and their clean, glittering blades fascinated him. He remembered accidentally cutting himself once, and then standing transfixed as crimson droplets gushed from his finger. It seemed odd that something so brilliant and full of life could be flowing through his veins. He was happy for the most part, but there were times, brief moments of dark pensiveness, when life seemed pointless, when he felt like an automaton going through life’s motions merely for the appeasement of the Supreme. Sometimes he wondered what would happen if he opened a deeper wound, let his blood flow freely until his insides bled dry....
Josh shrugged off the thoughts, strode over to the bay windowscreen, and opened the blinds. Golden light caressed his face. Wind riffled through the trees, and flowers swayed lazily while bees circled their budding heads. The room’s venting carried the scent of roses and lilacs to his nostrils. He smiled, glad to be living in the Utopian aftermath that had arisen from Armageddon’s threshold. If the U.S.’s Supreme Combat Control Intelligence hadn’t taken over and ended all conflict, the human race would have died 223 years ago. He closed his eyes and instructed HomePal to send his daily thankful missive to the Supreme.
One should always show appreciation for one’s blessings, after all.
Josh strolled into the kitchen and sat down at the table. Val came over and placed his breakfast in front of him. She, like his first companion, was a classic model valetbot, but without the first’s mechanical failings. And unlike his second companion, Val had angles instead of curves, a white shell instead of chocolate-colored flesh, a mirrored faceplate instead of doeish brown eyes, a petite nose, and lush, honey-tasting lips. And Val performed her duties silently, without distracting him with attempts at social interaction. The very thought of Sar—his second companion’s—soft fingers upon his flesh caused him to shiver....
Josh cleared his mind and chose a cube from his plate. He nibbled on it, savoring the spongy matter as it melted on his tongue. Bacon, eggs, blueberry pancakes, all his favorites. The cube was a little firmer than he generally liked, but that was okay. Val was still the best valetbot he’d ever had.
“Thank you,” Josh said, even though Val wouldn’t respond unless told to. After listening to his second companion’s tantalizing voice for over two years, Val’s silence was comforting.
“Where’s the flimsy?” Josh asked as he scanned the bare countertops.
Val reached a tentacle-like utility limb into a side pouch and pulled out the news flimsy. The arm snaked across the room and laid it next to his plate. Josh picked it up and touched its slick surface. Images of the past day’s highlights scrolled by. He selected the Entertainment section, and was thrilled to see that a revival of Broadway’s Metaphors For A New World: The Birth of the Supreme would begin soon. It was such a beautiful production, and that George Burns holo-actor was especially good as the Supreme.
Josh finished his breakfast, then returned to the living room. He sat down in front of the Holovision and began his daily ritual of scanning all 2,500 channels. Most people found today’s programming both gratifying and addictive. Josh, however, found the shallow plots and tedious chatter so incoherent that he often checked to make sure the audio was indeed set to English.
Sometimes, around mid-afternoon, Josh’s thoughts would stray into dangerous ground. He’d close his eyes and concentrate, trying to keep his breathing even and his mind calm. But visions of himself, naked and alone, lying on the floor with the carbon steel blade of his Marine knife sticking out of his chest, haunted him. Fortunately, Val could recognize the warning signs and would bring him a cubed treat laced with Stimulane. After a couple of bites, he would feel much better. Whatever doubts he’d had moments before would rapidly fade.
A few hours later, as tedium again blurred Josh’s vision and the sun drew close to the distant horizon, the Holovision went dark. The emergency lights activated, casting a ghostly sheen over the room’s pristine white decor. The venting system shut down. The air grew thin and stale.
“Val!” Josh screamed. “Tell me what the hell is going on?” He waited for a response, but only silence answered him. He looked toward the kitchen. Val was in the doorway with a small tray in her hands. Frozen in mid-step, she reminded him of an astronaut taking the first lunar step in the name of humanity.
Josh stood. He wiped sweat from his forehead and tugged at the collar of his daysuit. He looked at the bay windowscreen, whose glass had become transparent. Josh’s building was on the outer edge of the city, and his windowscreen faced the open land beyond. The sky, the ground, even the winds which stirred up dust clouds from the charred, rocky soil, were all gray as ash, like Death’s backyard. Although he’d read the stories, even seen a few images from the aftermath of the Last War, nothing had prepared him for his first unadulterated glimpse of the outside world.
A chill came over him that seeped into his marrow. His eyes filled with tears as he dropped to his knees. His tongue played over his lips, and he faintly tasted the honey of the lone kiss Sarah had given him just before he sent her away. Despair clawed at the inner wall of his chest like a beast desperate to escape its cage.
Josh looked toward the display case, his gaze focusing on the leather handle of the ancient Marine blade. He stumbled to his feet. He squeezed his eyes shut and clamped his hands over his ears to block out the tormenting silence. He was unsure whether he swayed on shaking legs, or if the world itself were rocking from side to side.
If I can just get my hands on that knife, he thought....
The warmth of evening sunlight struck his face. When he opened his eyes, the overhead lights had chased away the gloom. The Holovision’s babble had resumed. Dazed, Josh turned to the windowscreen. Dew sparkled on the trees, and the flowers were aglow with the orange-gold light of sunset. The whisper of the breeze and the scent of wet grass descended upon him, trying to drag him back into the Supreme’s virtual dream. Josh reached out and stroked the windowscreen’s glassy surface. It was cold, hard, lifeless. A butterfly came near, seemingly just millimeters from his fingertips.
Something brushed Josh’s shoulder. He turned to stare into Val’s dark visor-face. She held up a plate with a pastry cube on it, which he knew would be an apple pie--his favorite. Part of his rearing program had included an appreciation for the simple, natural treats of the past.
Josh picked up the cube and turned back to the bay windowscreen. A pair of rabbits played beneath a nearby oak, either not knowing or not caring that they existed only in a computer’s fantasy. He rubbed the back of his hand across his eyes before taking a bite of the faux pastry. He noted the cube’s blandness compared to his programmed recollection of a real pie.
After a few seconds, Josh started to calm down, the memory of moments before quickly evaporating. He patted Val on the shoulder, thankful to have her as his companion. She was such a welcome improvement over the last one, by far.
While Josh wasn’t sure why life sometimes upset him so, he knew the reason had to be silly. He looked around his beautiful, sterilized habitat, his gaze hovering briefly on his knife collection. He always found extra comfort in knowing they were near, as if they held the final answer to some question that he knew would come up one day. A crimson haze fell over his vision, and Josh shook himself as he quickly turned back to the bay windowscreen.
He forced a smile onto his face, scolding himself for allowing the Melancholy to overwhelm him once more. With so much to thank the Supreme for, it was ridiculous for him to lose sight of his many blessings.
These were happier days, after all.
Azrael's Call
AZRAEL GLANCES FROM the wayward boy on his bike to the champagne-colored SUV approaching from over the next ridge. The driver swerves to and fro, as if weaving through an obstacle course that only he can see. The child, a beautiful five-year old, has wandered away from his nearby trailer park home. For one peaceful moment, he’s immersed in his own world, far away from the cruelty he and his mother have long endured.
The air is thick with the scent of wet asphalt. The trees lining the road seem distant behind gray curtains of rain. Water pours from the wide brim of Azrael’s sable hat, then streams down the front of his matching cloak. He stands on the shoulder of the road less than 30 feet from the child. Behind him, an embankment plunges into a ravine’s dark maw.
The driver’s vision blurs. At home awaits a wife, four kids, two dogs, and an incontinent Calico cat. On the Congressman’s desk back in his office lies the first draft of a bill that will increase the penalties for drunk driving.
Azrael’s gut is knotted as the car nears. With a quick sprint he could snatch the child out of harm’s way in plenty of time. His booted left foot edges slightly forward, but goes no further. He squeezes the pen in his left hand, crushes the notepad in his right.
A scream slices through the saturated air.
A woman runs along the opposite side of the road. Her braids and olive green sweats are dripping wet, her brown eyes bright with fear. She run-staggers toward her child, her pride and joy, the only person in the world whom she has to love. Amorphous visions stir in Azrael’s mind.
“Junior!” the woman shouts.
Tires squeal as the driver sees the peril ahead.
The Congressman snatches the wheel to the left and misses mother and child by two and a half feet. The car spins, passing through Azrael as it tumbles off the road.
Azrael records the victim’s name in his crumpled notepad. He then leaps from the embankment, following the car down. After landing beside the vehicle, he reaches through the shattered windshield and into the flames. Fire licks at his hand as he touches burnt flesh—
Lynn’s supple body feels heavenly pressed against mine...Trina, and later Todd, squirm in my arms moments after birth... My daughter, then my son, takes their first steps, utters their first words...Todd’s priceless grin after his first T-Ball hit...The pride swelling my chest after Trina’s first school play...Power, parties, and privilege corrupt me over time...I sway on the barstool as drink follows drink until everything’s a haze...A child-sized shadow looms ahead...Screechng tires...A rising abyss...Searing pain...A cold, raspy voice calls my name—
Azrael wrenches his consciousness away from the man, clenching his teeth against the rising bile in his throat. He sighs, then finishes devouring the essence of Jonathan Wiles....
The lash rises and falls repeatedly, as if stuck in a temporal loop. Blood flows from the lattice-work of crimson rivulets scarring her back. Her breath is shallow, and her heart’s staccato rhythm grows weaker with each crack of the whip. Azrael writes Eshe’s name, her true name rather than the false one forced upon her, into his notepad. He winces as the lash strikes once more. With the tiniest sense of mercy he lays his hands upon her...
I run through the jungle, naked and free, the fresh winds whipping my hair, soothing my loins, my laughter echoes across the valley...They beat me senseless as I try to escape their nets...The darkness of the ship’s hold is almost as oppressive as the stench of terror, feces, and ripe bodies...They lead us above like cattle, wash us, cast our dead over the side like trash...I stand stripped and bound before the leering crowd...I yearn for death as my whiskey-stinking owner penetrates me...I claw the ground until my nails are ripped from my fingers as horses drag me back to the plantation where my doom awaits—
Azrael takes her soul. It leaves a bitter taste upon his tongue....
People lie dead and dying in the streets on a far future day. The few still strong enough to have voice cry out for mercy from their various Gods. Others use what spittle they have left to curse their Creator’s name.
“How could a people so great be so foolish?” Azrael asks.
The city towers above him, the enlarged and still-growing sun blocked out by the dome surmounting it all. These are not quite the End-Days as long foretold, but an apocalypse nonetheless. Many were killed in the multitude of preceding wars, and human-made plagues are claiming even more. Some believe it to be a punishment by God, the promised finale of His grand and sweeping tale.
But Azrael knows that in life, for every beginning there must be an end, and mankind is now simply facing theirs. The sadness of the moment deserves to be wept over, but that isn’t his task. With a sigh he steps forward, ready to record a long list of names....
The young deer nibbles on an especially sweet patch of grass, reveling in the joys of a warm fall day. A twig snaps amongst the trees, and the deer sweeps the area with its gaze. But the hunter is crafty, well hidden in his stand high off the ground. He brings the buck into his crosshairs, struggling to keep his excited hands steady. He takes one breath, two, three, and then another, as he anxiously awaits just the right moment—
The forest shivers from the recoil of the rifle’s sole bark.
The deer stumbles, collapses, dead long before it hits the ground. Azrael drops his head. He writes down the God-given name of this creature, a beautiful name that no human will ever know....
Azrael stands over the bed, unseen and unheard by the stricken man. Doctors and nurses pass the old man’s room as if heedless of his suffering. Marty James moans quietly, mutters names of people no longer around to care. He’s a living ghost, a breathing shadow. He’s isolated, alone, a pitiful man with a pitiful fate. His heart beats within the dried up shell of his soul. He’d thrown his life away on petty bigotry and greed, become a hermit in the midst of a thriving world.
As Azrael moves closer, he stares into the senility-ravaged eyes.
Did this man ever have a true soul? he wonders. Or was it only a facsimile bestowed upon him as a cruel joke of some kind.
“If this is indeed true,” Azrael muses, “I’m the cruelest joke of all....”
There are so many, Azrael thinks as the second tower crumbles like a castle of sand. The outcry of souls is deafening, and the brief spark of joy at the spiritual feast to come leaves him repulsed. Long ago, in the early days, he’d reveled in his role as the Avatar of Death. But his spirit’s grown increasingly weary, and what once invigorated him now sours his stomach. He tries to remember his life, his first life, his real life, but all he can see now is row upon row of the countless lives he’s claimed....
Hundreds die in a blur of wars....
Bodies float amongst the storm debris....
A flick of a switch takes the life of a wrongly accused man....
A woman lies dying, her battered and broken form spread out in front of her trailer like a crushed china doll. Beside her lies a second form, smaller and frailer, its face contorted in pain....
Azrael stands frozen in the bathroom doorway. Spots of crimson spatter the walls like a rash, and more blood pools beneath the head of the man lying at his feet. Russell A. Lencaster’s body spasms, his gasps ragged and loud. The back of his skull is gone, but his face is intact. Rage seeps from the man’s pores. Even as he dies, the disturbed regions of his mind continue their insane tirade. The blood on the man’s hands isn’t his own.
As Azrael stands there, police work another scene a few miles away. A child lies dead, his mother soon to follow.
“Why,” she mutters as they slide her onto a stretcher.
Just a few days ago Fate had spared little Russ from harm, and she’d felt unduly blessed. Now all she has to look forward to is her own impeding death.
Azrael sinks to his knees. Tears flood his eyes and run down his cheeks. He flinches as the memory of the gunshot explodes in his mind. His limbs grow heavy and cold, his heartbeat sluggish. He searches his cloak for his notepad and pen, but they are gone.
Someone taps him on the shoulder.
The child’s eyes are harsh. His pale gray irises hold neither mirth nor joy. The small mouth, which had been upturned with glee mere days ago is now a thin, severe line, a cruel gash across his face. The child’s clad in black, with matching hat and cloak. In his hands are a notepad and pen.
Azrael remembers everything, the madness and the mayhem, the murders and his death, the trial and the choice. He’d thought becoming the Angel of Death a far better option than an eternity in Hell, but now he knew better.
He looks away as the boy writes down his first victim’s name. Azrael begins to weep, not for himself, or for all the souls he’s claimed, but for the one innocent soul he himself has condemned.
The boy, a twinkle of eager satisfaction glinting in his eyes, stretches out his hand to consume Russell Lencaster’s soul.
The One and Only
The earth shudders at their approach. Two million booted feet march across the city with one purpose in mind—revenge. The screams grow as a tide of deceased humanity sweeps toward my building, their collective malice as putrid as their rotting flesh.
They’re genetically bred killing machines—the perfect soldiers. But once the Super Soldier Project became public knowledge, years of scandal ensued. Finally, the project was shut down. But by that time, a million of these SS’s existed. What to do with them all became a moral and logistical nightmare that took another 3 1/2 years to resolve. Eventually, some bureaucratic bastard deemed euthanasia the best answer.
The building shivers from the thunder of grenades, and I envision the innumerable bodies they leave in their wake. These fighting corpses are mind-numbingly efficient. In life, they were the elite, the best of the best. War was their purpose, their sole reason for being. Some called them living zombies long before they actually died.
Who knew what a self-fulfilling prophecy that would turn out to be?
New York had succumbed to them in 27 hours, while D.C. held on for a day and a half. I’d stood alongside my fellow soldiers as SS’s overwhelmed our lines like a tidal wave. Bullets didn’t slow them, and despite our greater numbers, they outgunned us with their superior skill. For every SS we felled, hundreds of us were slaughtered. Once the outcome was clear, the rest of us fled. Some may call us cowards, but I like to think that we were merely being realists. The only thing to gain by staying until the end was a posthumous medal of bravery. And soon, no one would be left alive to hand it out anyway.
Gunfire erupts downstairs as my neighbors put up a desperate fight against mankind’s bane. I guess one can excuse such folly if you have nowhere else to go and nothing to live for but a shitty apartment in the armpit part of town. But I’ve seen these monsters in action. They don’t hunger for the taste of flesh like Hollywood has incessantly portrayed. Instead, they drool over the simple and violent art of the kill. And nothing living nor dead can dissuade them from their task.
The SS’s were executed Nazi-style inside warehouses used as gas chambers. I often wonder how they felt, whether they even realized what was happening. My uncle, a survivor of Auschwitz, told many stories about seeing his family executed before his eyes. Unlike the Holocaust survivors, however, no one came to save these condemned men and women. Their bodies were thrown onto trucks and dumped into a mass grave on a base in New Mexico. At some point along the way, the savior’s of World War II had become the Nazi’s of the 21st century. And those who were their most loyal and dedicated had become pawns to be sacrificed at the drop of a hat.
What no one knew at the time was that the scientists who had birthed these men had done their jobs all too well. These men had an indomitable will to survive (or perhaps just an insatiable lust for revenge), and killing was their single-minded purpose. Three days after their burial they erupted from their tombs, the earth boiling as a million dead soldiers clawed their way to the surface. Within 48 hours, the first military bases had fallen. Three days later, the U.S. was awash with the blood of its people, while the rest of the world buckled beneath a nuclear-powered onslaught launched from our own conquered Capitol. I returned to my home, hoping to crawl into bed, fall asleep, and awake the next morning to find that it had all been a bad dream.
My apartment door bursts open, and a white-eyed soldier in a blood-clotted uniform leaps through. A stampede of boots storm past behind him, their rhythmic procession intermingles with a cacophony of death cries as they sweep through the building like a poisonous red tide. My executioner has a gun slung over one shoulder, and a long knife clutched in the other. His skin, dry and pale, looks more like cured leather than rotting flesh. He’s far more alive than I expected, nimble and quick rather than a stiff, decayed corpse as portrayed in films like Night of the Living Dead. Scars form graffiti across his face, his eyes glazed with frigid determination.
He strides toward me. I stare down at his blood and mud splattered boots as he reaches out and takes my chin in coarse fingers. He tilts my head upward, and I expect to see the glee of a predator eager to dispatch its prey. But instead, I find sagging brows and mournful eyes. The corners of his mouth droop as if weighed down by sorrow and fatigue. I consider then that maybe, like Frankenstein’s accursed offspring, these men deserve pity rather than scorn.
Why hate them for the sins of their masters, after all?
The soldier stares at me for an eternity of seconds. He actually grins, or at least does a grotesque rotten-toothed simulation of it. He then spins on his heel and strides away. He meets his brethren just outside of my door, and together they hurry back the way they had come.
Feeling as if I had just been the recipient of divine intervention, I get up and stagger to the window. The streets are paved with bodies, some lying untouched, fear having mercifully claimed their souls before these brutal conquerors could. Others lay ravaged, like shark chum vomited onto the steaming pavement.
The soldiers gather, trampling upon their victims as they march away. Silence reverberates inside my head, and I collapse to the floor as the reality of my plight falls upon me like a hammer blow.
My would-be assassin has not in fact shown me a last act of human mercy. Instead, he’s sentenced me to the cruelest fate of all.
To be the one and only living being left in the world.
Law of the Land
TWO GUNSHOTS ECHOED ahead of me. I slowed, ever wary of being caught in the crossfire of a domestic affair. But nobody else around me broke stride, though a few passing motorists stuck their heads out of their windows, one hand on the steering wheel, the other likely reaching for the reassurance of cold steel. I was a holdout from the old days, before the “Law of the Land” had turned the nation into a modern-day Wild West. When bullets flew, so did I...in the opposite direction, that is. But others itched for some action, looking for the slightest provocation to commit justifiable homicide. In fact, people had become so desensitized to the ever-present bark of gunfire that they only grew worried when a quiet period reared its rarely seen head.
I peeked around the corner to make sure the worst was over.
“Let me get that for you, Mr. Samms!” cried Brian when he spotted me. I stood tall and approached the entrance to my office building, my eyes still scanning the area.
Brian Kim, the conscientious young doorman who’d been on the job for nearly two years, eagerly kicked aside the body so that I wouldn’t have to step over it, although moving the body was in strict violation of the Law of the Land. The murder weapon, a platinum six-shooter with a cracked pearl handle, lay nearby undisturbed. I looked around for the gunman (or gunwoman), but only Brian stood near the crime scene.
“What happened?” I asked, nodding toward the lump on the pavement. It was a hot day, and the body was already ripening. A fly buzzed around it, assessing the scene for its soon-to-arrive mates.
“He, uh, finally pushed someone too far, I guess.” I paused and stared at Brian, but he avoided my gaze. After forcing myself to examine the dead guy more closely, I realized that it was Joe “Fat Bastard” Bastion. He was a slug of a man with a smart mouth and a short temper who worked...used to work...in the cubicle next to mine. No one had been in more altercations than Joe, and because of that, he’d led the office pool with the most kills for the last three years running. Personally, I thought he was an overbearing ass that someone probably should have busted a cap in long ago. Looked like he’d finally run into someone who was a faster draw. He’d even gotten a plaque from the Mayor last year for the “Law of the Land Citizenship Award,” but was highly pissed when the honor hadn’t resulted in his being made a Lawman. Bad eyesight, I think.
“Have you called the police, Brian?” I asked.
“Yes sir. Don’t know what’s holding them up. They’re usually lightning quick about these things, you know?”
“Yeah,” I replied. “First day of spring, so they’re probably real busy today.” I caught an odd gleam in the corner of Brian’s eye as he glanced at the body. If I hadn’t known better, I’d have described it as the look of great satisfaction.
Joe had picked on Brian constantly because of his anti-Law of the Land stance. In fact, Brian had become quite the peace activist over the last year, so much so that many speculated Mayor Kunckles had been looking for an excuse to kill Brian without making himself subject to the very laws he vehemently supported. Despite my own hatred of the Law of the Land, if I were Brian, I’d have murdered Joe long ago. Certainly couldn’t blame him if he’d finally had enough. But the Brian I knew could never be capable of such things...Could he?
“Think they’ll get here soon, Mr. Simms?” Brian called after me as I headed for the elevator.
“You never know, Brian.”
You just never know.
I hid in my cubicle, trying to bury myself in work, while everyone else crowded around the screen in the adjacent conference room. I kept telling my Troller to up the volume of my music to drown out the buzz of the others, but Markus “Tiny” Sparks, the assistant manager, kept running back and forth giving me the play-by-play. He was about three-foot six with a shiny bald head and a thick black mustache.
“Larry, my man!” he said as he reached up and slapped me between the shoulder blades. “They just brought Brian into the courtroom. They’re trying to decide whether to charge him with first or second degree justifiable homicide.”
Shit! I thought. If they charge him with first degree, he could be drafted into the Lawman program. I turned and stared at Markus, who smiled broadly.
“I know,” he said. “Wild, isn’t it? Poor Joe must be turning somersaults in his grave.”
“Yeah.”
Brian was one of the few people I knew who openly opposed the Law of the Land Amendment. He and his group, the LawLess, had staged numerous marches and sit-ins over the last few months, and their movement was slowly catching fire. In modern day terms, they were considered radicals, and a major thorn in Mayor Kunckles side. Fortunately, Brian had been smart enough to avoid any sort of public confrontation, which, under the Law of the Land, would have provided an excuse for some of the mayor’s gun-loving contemporaries to shoot him down legally. So the fact that he might now become “Brian the Kid” was a sick irony, to say the least.
Although it was his right to refuse the draft, that would be tantamount to treason under the Law, and could result in life imprisonment or even death. Of course, they’d enacted all of these ridiculous laws in the name of “peace,” and in a twisted sort of way, they had worked. Random crime was no more, and the prisons were lightly populated. Anyone who chose to make a nuisance of themselves was quickly rubbed out by some “law abiding” citizen, and the best of those were turned into Lawmen, the cream of the law enforcement crop.
The stench of cheap but potent aftershave preceded our visitor.
Neither Markus nor I heard him approach, but as soon as we smelled him, we both turned. A huge man, not overly heavy as much as just big all over, blocked the entrance to my cubicle. The man reminded me of a bodybuilding bear on steroids, or a walking section of brick wall with a massive head carved out of granite. His skin was almost as dark as my hair, so dark that my mocha complexion looked ghostly in comparison. He wore a black suit with silver pinstripes that hugged every muscular bulge perfectly, which was matched beautifully by a silver-gray shirt and burgundy tie. His five-pointed Lawman badge hung prominently on the left side of his chest. He was a modern-day Atlas, a masculine work of art that put even Michelangelo’s David to shame.
Damn! I thought. I’m a one hundred percent straight shooter, yet even I’m almost drooling over this dude.
“Mr. Simms?” he asked in a voice that harkened back to the best of Barry White, Isaac Hayes, and James Earl Jones all rolled up into one testosterone-juiced Frankenstein.
“That’s him,” Markus replied in a voice like a pre-pubescent teen. He then ducked between the Lawman’s legs and fled to the company of our co-workers. They all watched through the glass walls of the conference room, where my boss, Wanda Schears, one of the most reserved and respected accountants in the Southeast district, had her face plastered to the glass as if on the verge of licking it.
“Mr. Simms?” said the Adonis before me.
“Yes,” I squeaked in reply.
“I need you to come with me. Now.”
He was definitely a Lawman through and through. Lawmen, some of whom were women of course, are known for their stoicism and intensity of purpose. Some believed that Lawmen were brainwashed or programmed in some way that left them as nothing more than living, breathing automatons carrying out their orders with a single-minded purpose. After all, with the Law of the Land Amendment in place, besides the mundane duties of overseeing a crime-thwarting scene or body guarding some important dignitary, they were only called upon in rare situations when skilled lethal force was required. Some believed they were also used as assassins who carried out clandestine strikes for the U.S. abroad.
But what the hell was he doing here?
“Can I ask why, officer? Have I done something wrong?”
“You’ve been named as a character witness for Mr. Brian Kim, and your presence is required in court.” He edged toward me a fraction of an inch. “Now.”
His “now” was spoken in a way that made you want to pee your pants. I hurriedly packed my briefcase and followed him. As we headed for the elevator, I peeked over my shoulder. My co-workers had the sort of expressions that clearly said “Poor Larry. He was a good man...” Meanwhile, in my mind I heard Tiny asking who got first dibs on my cubicle.
Asshole, I thought as we stepped onto the elevator.
Court was in recess while a nurse attended to the fool in the audience who had shot himself in the foot while fiddling with the gun in his pocket. Since gun safety was taught from pre-K through college, there were surprisingly few accidental shootings these days. But every now and then, some idiot with the IQ of a pumpkin seed would haul off and shoot himself or someone nearby. That’s also why First Aid was taught in all grade levels past the third. But most felt that anyone stupid enough to kill himself probably didn’t need to reproduce anyway. You know, natural selection, circle of life, and all that crap. And frankly, I can’t argue with them.
Brian was two rows in front of me, huddled up with his lawyer. For a man about to be conscripted into the Lawman program against his will, his hands and gaze were surprisingly steady. His attorneys had put up almost no defense whatsoever, and during my testimony earlier, he’d sent me visual cues to keep my comments about his LawLess activities to a minimum.
Unlike in the past, the wheels of justice (such as they were) spun fast and furious. Within 15 minutes, the judge was ready to rule.
With his heavy-lidded, steely gaze locked on Brian, it seemed that everyone in the courtroom held their breath as they waited for Judge Schwann to speak. And, as beads of sweat glistened on his forehead and his bulldog jowls quivered, the judge savored the moment. He purposefully turned toward the camera and boomed:
“On the charge of first degree justifiable homicide, I find the defendant...” He paused, and I saw the man behind the camera throw a wink and a thumbs up in his direction. The suspense, as they say, was palpable.
“Guilty!” he roared, punctuating the word with an ugly snarl. The crowd exploded in catcalls and applause, and I felt like crawling under my seat. Brian took in everything calmly, like Otis Redding sitting by the dock of the bay, merely watching the tide roll away.
“Brian Kim, before I sentence you to lifetime service as a Lawman First Class, do you have anything to say?”
I fidgeted in my chair, every muscle and nerve ending tingling with rage. Brian was a man I’d come to envy and admire, an externally gentle man with a resolve of steel and the brilliance of a socially inclined Einstein. He was the Gandhi and Dr. Martin Luther King of our time, though yet undiscovered by the world at large. He was a resurrection of the past sent forward to save our future.
Brian straightened his back and squared his shoulders, and I knew that finally the defiant and intelligent man I’d grown to love would surface, politely, in his own soft-spoken way, telling this mutt-faced judge to kiss his ass. He’d then declare his agenda to the cameras in a rush so that people around the nation could get a taste of his mission, and themselves begin to believe in a better, more peaceful way. Then he’d either be dragged off, beaten down, or possibly shot to death on the spot as having offended the court or some other trumped up nonsense.
I inhaled what would probably be my last breath and braced myself, deciding that if this were indeed the moment when Brian made his stand, then I’d be at his side. If my own day of reckoning had also come, then so be it.
At that moment, several people, some of whom I recognized as Brian’s friends and fellow LawLess members, leapt into action, pulling out guns and firing upon the policemen scattered around the room. Blood and brains splattered the walls, and those who stood too close to one of their targets became crimson Rorschaches. Screams and gunfire formed a hellish cacophony that reduced my thoughts to mush. Brian leapt over the table in front of him, dodged the shots from one policeman while pulling out his own weapon, and took out both that officer and two others. He climbed the judge’s stand and shoved the gun up the man’s left nostril. The judge’s thick eyelids disappeared as his eyes grew so large I thought they would pop out of their sockets and shoot across the room. I spun around, looking for the Lawman who’d brought me to court. I spotted him lying near the main entrance, his massive frame helping to barricade the door.
Another of Brian’s crew put a gun to the cameraman’s temple and urged him to keep filming. Brian turned to his captive audience. The familiar boyish grin crossed his face, but it was accompanied by a foreign glint in his eyes. It was like seeing the soul of a maniacal dictator possess the body of a once hallowed saint.
“I hope everyone in America is watching this live,” Brian said, “because I’m sure that most of this will be edited out of future recasts.”
He flashed that endearing smile again.
“How many of you have lost a husband, a wife, a father, a mother, a daughter, a son, a sister, or brother to the damned “Law of the Land?”
My spirits rose. This was the Brian I knew! The Brian I loved! Here was the man I’d follow to Hell and beyond.
“Two years ago, my sister died in a justifiable homicide incident just because she had words with the son-of-a-bitch who had cut her off in traffic. A coworker at the auto plant killed my father seven years ago after my father, the foreman, got into an argument with a man he caught sleeping on the job. And my mother was shot 22 years ago by a stray bullet from two doctors fighting in the hallway outside her room. She died soon after giving birth to me.”
I nearly vomited when the contents of Judge Schwann’s skull erupted from the top of his head like a gory volcano.
“See?” Brian said as he let the body sag from his grasp and slide to the floor. “A pointless slaughter. How many of those have you seen or been a part of? How does that make the world a better place?”
The silence was so thick I thought I’d gone deaf. Even Brian’s fellow LawLess members appeared stunned.
Brian climbed down from the judge’s stand and strode across the room straight towards me, the camera tracking his every step. He put an arm around me, pulling me close as he rested the gun barrel on the side of my head.
“Brian–”
“It’s okay, Mr. Samms.” He turned his hollowed gaze toward the camera. “It has to end, America. We have to stop resolving our differences with a gun. It proves nothing.”
I wanted to turn to my friend and comfort him. But as he talked, the gun pressed deeper into my face. His breathing grew heavy. He shivered.
“How many more innocent people must die before we come to our senses,” he shouted. “Like my friend here, Mr. Samms. What has he ever done to anyone?”
My chest felt as if it were being used as an elephant’s stool. The gun barrel dug deep into my skull while Brian’s other arm crushed me to his side.
“Does he deserve to die because he has a silly argument over a parking space or an erroneous bill in a restaurant? What would be the difference between that and my pulling the trigger right now just for the hell of it?” His head turned until his lips brushed my left ear.
“I’m sorry, Mr. Samms,” he whispered. “But this is the only way to make them see, to get them to end this. You’ll be a martyr, a beloved hero, a symbol for the cause.”
Yeah, I’ll also be dead, I thought. I gritted my teeth, trying to take pleasure in knowing that if I went to hell, at least Brian would be there soon after to pick up the bar tab.
Lawmen burst through all four entrances, guns spewing. As war raged around us, I elbowed Brian in the gut and grabbed for his gun hand. He wrestled me back onto the table, his wiry frame belying the strength he drew from his passion and rage. The gun fired several times as we fought, and then he slowly brought it down until it pressed against my cheek.
“Why, Brian?” I gasped.
“For the cause, Mr. Samms.”
I rolled to my right just enough to throw him off balance, and as the gun slid along the side of my head, an explosion wracked my senses. The two of us tumbled off the table and onto the floor. I grabbed at my right ear and came away with a palm full of blood. My head rung like a bell tower. The gun lay to my left, and Brian was to my right. He must have followed my gaze because he immediately scrambled over me to reach for it.
We both grasped it simultaneously, but my fingers were blood-slicked. I caught his wrist as he tried to get his finger around the trigger, and the barrel waved chaotically as we fought for control. Again, I rolled over, throwing Brian off me, and soon found myself astride him. The gun still hung between us, turning one way, and then the other, as if playing a sick game of “eeny, meeny, miny, moe, one must live, the other must go.”
Putting all my weight into it, I finally forced the gun down until it rested on Brian’s chest, under his chin. Our gazes met.
“It’s over Brian,” I gasped.
The wild defiance that had burned so brightly just moments ago ebbed away. Tears flooded his eyes.
“I know, Mr. Samms.”
Before I could stop him, he shifted his fingers on top of mine and pulled the trigger. The blood spattering my face was hot, and I imagined it blistering my skin. The gun was in my hands, and as I blankly stared at it, someone grabbed me, dragged me to my feet, and began slapping me on the back. Flashbulbs engulfed me, and microphones assaulted me like a sea of accusing fingers.
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