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About the SuperSekrit Extra Cheesy Edition
Previews of Coming Attractions
Sneak Peak: The Milkman 2: Evil Garden Gnome
Return to...oh, wait, you're already here. Never mind.
Praise for The Milkman
"The lead characters speak with each other much in the same manner as those legendary scamps in Star Wars, where most every comment is a double entendre. The Milkman also displays similarity to The A-Team, the movie The Ice Pirates, and Kurt Vonnegut's Cat's Cradle…"
POD Book Reviews & More
"The Milkman would be nothing more than a silly, overextended fart joke if the author wasn't so damn brilliant!"
Floyd M. Orr, author of The Last Horizon
"Destined to become an American science-fiction classic."
Zoey Castelino, Toronto journalist
"If you've ever loved the action and adventure of cartoons and science fiction or you just love a good laugh, then The Milkman is exactly the type of read you've been looking for."
Christopher Preyor, author of Simple Complexities
"I would love to write the score for this book, if I could still hear. And if I weren't dead."
Ludwig van Beethoven, Famous German Composer
About the SuperSekrit Extra Cheesy Edition
I love DVDs.
The best part about them is getting to explore the special features—the neat little extras directors want to share with you. Whether it's behind-the-scenes exploration, ongoing commentary, deleted scenes, or even a gag reel, the special features give you a whole new appreciation of the movie.
After the first edition of The Milkman came out back in 2005, I found myself fielding lots of questions and comments from my fans, either in person, or via my website. It occurred to me that people want more from their books, just like they do from their movies. And then one day in a fit of hyper-caffeinated delirium, I realized that I could treat The Milkman just like that: a DVD with special features. I'd been wanting to release a new edition of the book anyway, and this gave me the perfect opportunity to make my own Director's Cut.
Most of the features are self-explanatory, and can be found after the end of the main story. The "commentary track" is a little different. I'm putting it in as internal hyperlinks. If you want to learn more about the inside jokes and such about The Milkman, read them when you find them. They're marked by a link called <AC>, short for "Author's Commentary." If you want a "leaner" reading experience, simply give them a miss. Like the director's commentary track on a DVD, they'll still be there when you're ready.
"Have you ever heard of NaNoWriMo?"
This was the question posed to me in an online forum back in early October of 2004, when I was busy writing a novel-length Star Wars fan fiction that was sure to catapult me to success and superstardom in the literary community.
I hadn't heard of it, of course. What a funny word with all those capitals in the middle of it! When I found out more, I became excited. Write an entire novel? In a month? Preposterous!
And yet, I've never been one to back down from a challenge. I read up on what to expect from NaNoWriMo, and I picked up a copy of Chris Baty's No Plot? No Problem!
I planned out my book. It was going to be an epic story of a young superhero in a high school for superheroes. I had a great story to tell, and Halloween morning, 2004, I could barely contain my excitement to start the new book project.
Then, when midnight hit, I scrapped the entire thing and decided to write a book about a milkman with a samurai sword instead.
I never did return to that original idea, although I may do so at some point in the future.
During November of 2004, I wrote The Milkman, and won my first ever attempt at NaNoWriMo with a final word count of around 53,000. That set the stage for future bouts with the 30-day madness. I've participated every year since then, and I've never failed to reach the minimum target. Often, I've far exceeded that 50,000-word mark. For posterity, here are my NaNoWriMo successes:
2004: The Milkman
2005: Propane Jockeys (coming soon in ebook format)
2006: Enter the Jackrabbit (will be released soon as Jackrabbit: A Just Cause Novel from New Babel Books in print and ebook editions)
2007: Troubleshooters: The Longest Joke Ever Told (available now in ebook formats)
2008: Pariah's Moon (available now in ebook formats)
2009: Blood on the Ice (available now in ebook formats)
2010: Rooftops (coming soon)
Introducing Liza / A Useful Tip / O'Toole's Bar
Meeting Blake / The Milk Truck
It was the kind of bar you wouldn't look at twice, the kind of place you'd drive by on a Saturday afternoon and look away quickly, thinking to yourself that the only people who would possibly visit it are scumbags… lowlifes… or even worse… cowboys. <AC1>
Liza hated cowboys. She hated them with a passion most folks reserved for child molesters, the government, and people who drive too slow in the fast lane. She'd grown up in a small town on the eastern plains. If one lived in Colorado, one was supposed to at least be able to see the mountains, but the eastern plains might as well have been Kansas or Iowa for all the variation in terrain. The town was full of cowboys and—even worse—cowboy groupies. Forget about visiting the majesty of the Rockies three hours to the west; a good time in Liza's home town meant getting loaded on a stolen case of Bud, molesting cheerleaders, and turning donuts in the Sav-On parking lot in lifted pickups with gun racks and rusting T-Top Camaros with side pipes and mag wheels.
Other fun features of a Friday Date Night might include cow-tipping, mailbox baseball, and getting your stomach pumped after drinking nineteen shots on a dare.
God, she hated cowboys.
A typical boy in her high school had worn his jeans so tight you could tell whether he was packing a pencil or a potato just by looking at him, usually with a belt buckle the size of a manhole cover, a button-down plaid shirt—sleeveless in the summers—and a cowboy hat. She'd lost her virginity to one of those yokels, letting him bone away at her on the bench seat of his 1979 Ford F-150 Stepside. She'd been sixteen; he'd been eighteen and already had teeth rotting into nubs from chewing tobacco. She hadn't loved him, nor even liked him very much, but girls in her town were expected to put out for the cowboys. It didn't matter what the town's name was; all small towns on the plains had the same wide streets, the same narrow attitudes, the same incestuous, inbred morons. <AC2>
As a girl, Liza had dreamed of being a writer. And even that hadn't been enough to satisfy her. She wanted to be a journalist. From her earliest days as the editor for her high school newspaper to her current job as a reporter for the Shithouse Podunk County Register, she'd only ever wanted to be a star journalist, to collect Pulitzer Prizes the way some people collected rodeo trophies.
Not that it was something you could just, you know, go out and do. She had been determined to try, though.
The first chance Liza had to get out of her hometown, she'd taken it—catching a ride with a traveling encyclopedia salesman. He'd claimed to be the last one in the entire mountain west since everyone was using the Internet. He'd been, well, pathetic in his dedication to a dead art form. He could expound upon the virtues of finely-bound encyclopedias for hours (and did). He'd discussed the smell of leather covers and high-quality paper the way connoisseurs discussed the bouquet and character of fine wines. When Liza had tactfully suggested that perhaps people weren't buying encyclopedias anymore because they were already out of date by the time they got printed, he'd gone into a funk and hadn't spoken for a hundred miles. She'd felt so bad about hurting his feelings—after all, he'd been kind enough to give her a ride without requiring even so much as a hand job—that she'd given him a hand job anyway.
After that, they'd sort of been a couple for a few days. She hadn't minded giving it up to him that much—he was just so normal, so mundane compared to the monstrously stereotypical cowboys she'd grown up with. He was even kind of cute, in a balding, paunchy, glasses-wearing kind of way. He'd promised to stay in touch and still sent her postcards once in awhile. It was a quaint affectation of his, like his refusal to own a cell phone or have an email account, and it never failed to bring a smile to her face when one showed up from somewhere exotic like Chicago or Philadelphia or even once from Graceland.
She'd bounced around the region, trying to get on with various papers, and finally wound up with a gig at the paper she'd christened the Shithouse Podunk County Register <AC3> after her first day in the "newsroom"—a hot, stuffy cubicle farm in the narrow offices attached to the printing plant like an afterthought. It wasn't much of a job for what wasn't much of a paper, unfortunately, but at least somebody was finally paying her to write stuff, which was one step closer to that great golden ring of journalist. It was what the online job boards liked to call relevant experience. Of course, if she'd tried to flash her credentials anywhere more cosmopolitan than a cattle auction, she'd be laughed at and escorted out by security. Still, even the superstar reporters for The Guardian, The New York Times, or The National Enquirer had to start somewhere. Now she just had to transform her position into a burger with a little more meat and a little less bun, which reminded her that if she had to write one more story about goddamn cattle ranchers she might become a vegan for life.
The continual hunt for the Big Fat Break was why she sat and stared at the bar out of the windshield of her little Saturn. The wipers kept time with the song on the radio <AC4>. The green clock numerals on its face displayed 8:33 PM. Cold autumn rain had been falling for hours and had begun to look suspiciously like sleet, with the threat of becoming snow—a lot of snow, according to the weather guy at the Register—later in the evening. Liza switched off the ignition. The wipers froze halfway between roof and hood because she'd forgotten to switch them off before killing the motor. The hell with it, she thought. Let 'em stay there.
This felt like her last chance at the big time. It had been six years since she'd finished her Journalism degree at the junior college, and she wasn't getting any younger. This might be her last, best chance to finally make enough money to pay off her student loans. They kept sending her vaguely threatening letters about how it wasn't very nice to default and gosh, they'd really hate to have to garnish her wages or something, so if she'd go ahead and send them a payment they could just forget the whole collections thing. It was a vicious cycle. She couldn't get the job without the degree, she couldn't get the degree without the loan, and she couldn't pay off the loan without the job. She changed her cell phone number every couple of months and so far had managed to stay far enough ahead of the collection agency that nobody was hassling her about repayment enough for her to take it seriously.
Despite the struggling of the media economy in general, the Denver Post had advertised for a new Lifestyles reporter. Their former Lifestyles reporter had found himself being featured rather prominently in the Crime Beat section of the paper after it had been discovered that one of the major aspects of his own personal Lifestyle was the theft and resale of horse tranquilizers to undercover narcotics agents. So now the paper needed someone to do all the human interest garbage stories that filled up the Sunday supplements and the crap on the back pages of the weekdays. Liza was determined to be the one who would write that crap, and she would do it with pride and defiance. To do that, though, she'd have to submit a really special piece. In fact, it had to be more than special. It had to be absolutely fucking brilliant. It had to be so amazing that the paper's editor would cream his pants while reading just because it was that good. Liza knew she had the skill to write something that strong and powerful. She just needed the subject matter to write about, and therein laid the problem.
She didn't know anyone interesting. She lived in a one-bedroom basement apartment where everyone else in the building seemed to work the night shift. She never saw her landlord, couldn't afford to go to bars, and didn't hang out in internet chat rooms. Her Facebook page was full of barely-remembered people from junior high school, all of whom seemed to have been far more successful in their lives than she'd been. Face it, girl, she'd told herself grimly, you don't really know anybody at all. She had a couple of friends at the Register, but they were mostly of the fair-weather sort—happy to chat to her face but vicious enough to tear bloody ribbons of flesh from her and gleefully eat them, given the opportunity.
The question remained: where to find someone about whom to write her masterpiece? She'd considered opportunity after opportunity, and nixed them all as being shallow and unworthy of the kind of story she needed to tell. And with every potential story discarded, the clock ticked ever closer to the deadline of the job posting. Liza had never in her entire professional life missed a deadline—except that one time when she forgot to renew her birth control pills and then spent an entire nervous month peeing on the wands, just in case.
And then, just that very morning, with the deadline looming only a day away, she'd been in the Wal-Mart, stocking up on ramen noodles and diet Coke <AC5>, and on a whim she'd asked the bored-looking woman at the checkout if she knew anyone interesting enough to be written up in a newspaper article. The woman had looked at her speculatively, popping her gum expertly as she scanned each silver case of Diet Coke.
"Yeah, sure." Pop. "I know this one guy," she'd said. Pop. "He's kind of weird. What's that word? Ex… cent—"
"Eccentric?"
"Yeah, that's it." Pop smack.
"What does he do?"
Smack pop. "He's a milkman."
Liza's face fell. A milkman? "Oh." Heavy disappointment weighed upon her.
"Yeah. A milkman. And he's ‘centric, like you said. Carries a freakin' sword in his truck." Pop smack pop.
Liza looked up, unsure if she'd heard the woman correctly. "A sword."
"Yeah. One of them samurai thingies." Pop. "Totally weird, you know?" Smack. "He saved my life once with it. Crazy bastard."
Liza glanced around, sly and furtive. "Turn off your light." <AC6>
"Excuse me?" Pop.
"Turn off your light. Go on a break. I want to talk to you."
Smack.
"Come on, I'm desperate here. I need this story."
"I don't go on break for another hour. What paper you work for?" The cashier looked at the line forming behind Liza with complete indifference.
"The News, <AC7>" Liza improvised as she glanced at the tabloid rack.
The cashier stopped smacking her gum. Her mouth hung open like she was a large-mouth bass. "The Weekly World News? Like, Bat Boy and shit? Twelve hunnert pound man?"
Liza smiled. She'd cast her hook right into the cashier's gaping mouth and reeled her in. "Yeah, that's me. That's what I do."
The cashier shut off her light and when the head cashier came over to see what was wrong, said "Hey, Scoville <AC8>, I gotta go. It's, you know, a woman thing." She screwed her face into a grimace and clutched at her bulging tummy in a reasonably good impression of somewhat suffering either impending severe diarrhea or labor pains.
The head cashier, a slip of a man with oversized glasses, looked slightly ill. "Christ in a sidecar."
"Come on." Smack pop.
The cashier led Liza outside the store where freezing drizzle had begun to fall. She spat her gum out into the parking lot where it was promptly stepped on by an unaware patron. Seemingly impervious to the cold, the cashier lit a cigarette and sucked half of it down in the first puff.
"Tell me what happened." Liza turned on the voice recorder on her phone.
"I was working a swing shift. I'd just gotten off and was walking out to my car. Those bastards in management make us park all the way at the end of the goddamn lot. So here I'm walking out and all of a sudden these three guys start hassling me. You know, whistling and catcalling and getting all rowdy." She took another long drag from her cigarette. "I thought they was going to, you know, rape me or something. I was pretty scared. And then all of a sudden there he was. His van was parked right there—maybe he was sleeping in it or something, I don't know—but he stepped out and said hey fellows, why don't you leave the lady alone."
"Can you describe him?"
"Tall, skinny. Great hair. Really hot, you know? Like Brad Pitt hot. Anyway, these guys all start talking smack at him, saying we're gonna kick your ass and look at the little milkman bitch and stuff. One of the guys pulls out a knife and I'm thinking oh shit, somebody's gonna die. But then this milkman takes this stick thing he was holding behind his back and pulls a sword out of it. He says only a moron brings a knife to a swordfight."
"He really had a sword?" Liza couldn't believe her ears. It sounded exactly like the kind of story she needed. A woman in trouble. A tall, dark, heroic stranger. Pulitzer stuff.
"Yeah. The guys took one look at it and ran away." The checker giggled and popped in a fresh stick of gum. "I think they shit themselves. He watched them leave, then put his sword away and asked me if I was all right. I recognized him then. I'd actually checked him through a few times." Smack. <AC9>
"What's his name?" Liza asked.
The checker blew a bubble until it popped and then slurped the gum back into her mouth in deep thought. "Blake. Yeah, I'm sure that's what it was. He used to come in here and stuff. He always bought the weirdest shit, you know? Like survivalist kind of stuff. Always looking over his shoulder. I asked him for his number so I could, you know, call him to thank him. He said he didn't have a phone, but told me where he usually hung out before his shift."
Liza smiled. She could tell there was a story to be told about this guy, and it would be something that could get her that dream job, or at least the first step toward that dream job. "And where would that be?"
Pop.
Blake's hangout was apparently the shithole bar now Liza regarded through the rain-streaked windshield. She glanced at the shadowy vehicles in the poorly-lit lot and saw the hulking mass of a dairy truck. She smiled with the knowledge that she'd been favored by the Gods of the Valued Informants. She lowered her visor and checked her makeup in the mirror to make sure she was presentable enough for an interview: auburn hair, a bit frizzy from the humidity but still holding its curls nicely; hazel eyes highlighted with earth tones; a few stray freckles across the otherwise tanned skin of her upturned nose. She snarled at herself in the mirror to make sure no lipstick stains marred her teeth, and then made a radiant smile, just to practice for when she'd have to accept her first of many awards.
She jammed a floppy-brimmed hat over her head—too foolish to carry an umbrella in her car—and cinched her trench coat just a little tighter around herself. Icy wet rain blew into her face as she opened the door.
She skittered across the lot. She'd never mastered running in strap high heels, and had to perform more of a mincing goose-step. Actual honest-to-God running was reserved strictly for when she needed to escape a collection agent.
The faded sign over the door read O'Toole's. The bar was tucked in between a disreputable motel on the highway frontage road and a mostly-deserted truck stop. She grimaced at the run-down bar, hoping she wouldn't catch anything contagious from the filthy door handle. She preferred establishments with a better initial exterior appearance where she could order something besides the Standard Seven beers; those being, of course, Bud, Bud Light, Coors, Coors Light, MGD, Miller Lite, and Fat Tire, which had become the scum bar community's concession to the microbrew explosion of the '90s.
O'Toole's had garish neon signs in its windows which proclaimed all of the Standard Seven were proudly served there.
Somewhere above her in the storm, she saw a flicker of lightning and heard the requisite answering grumble of thunder. Liza shook her head, disgusted at the way the cold front had smashed its way across the state. The weather guy at the paper, a large red-faced man who had strangely tiny feet and hands, had yelled at everyone holy shit it's gonna snow tonight, I tell ya, and it's gonna make the Blizzard of '03 look like a dusting! Maybe he'd been right, she thought, because the clouds hung low and heavy over the city, pregnant with moisture. The temperature raced toward freezing on the chill wind. Soon the sleet-laced rain would give itself over to heavy, wet snow.
She pulled open the door with its oval-shaped frosted glass window, and stepped inside the establishment. <AC10>
It was dark inside the bar, which pissed her off right from the start. She didn't know who had started the trend of restaurants and bars being so dark you couldn't see what you were eating or whether the guy sitting next to you was a total stud or not, but she hated it. She wanted to see her food, to see her companions, and to see the guy she might or might not decide to go home with.
She blinked a few times to let her eyes adjust to the dim light and finally could take stock of O'Toole's. Unlike many contemporary taverns, with their numerous nooks and crannies, O'Toole's consisted of just one large room. Ceiling fans spun in lazy circles overhead and mostly just circulated secondhand smoke. The bar was long and scratched from decades of use and abuse, except for one curious section that was shiny and new, as if it had been replaced within the last few months. Liza wondered what had precipitated such a repair, and then turned her attention to those sitting along it. She got the immediate sense that the few people who populated the dark room were regulars. Each of them sprouted from stools and chairs as if they had grown there. It was like walking into Cheers except without the ambiance and the laugh track.
A disused jukebox occupied one corner and featured a large head-shaped dent in its front—perhaps related to the incident which required the replacement section of the bar. A pair of ratty pool tables with torn fabric and unexplainable stains crouched at the back wall of the bar like a pair of giant, mangy coyotes. Over them sat a large black television, perching on a steel framework that looked far too delicate to support such a behemoth. It was switched on but the screen images were devoid of the color red and gave the actors a bilious hue. The sound was turned off, which allowed the ancient stereo system to wheeze with the strained sounds of acid rock. Dust leaked from the speakers each time a drummer punched an accent.
"What'll you have?" The man behind the bar managed to transform the sentence into a single syllable. He was, like the bar, of indeterminate age—somewhere between forty and ninety, with a handlebar mustache that belonged on someone born a hundred years earlier. Like all barkeeps who concentrated on maintaining clichés for their patrons, he was wiping out a mug with a rag. Liza was mildly surprised he didn't have garters on his sleeves.
"Um." Liza looked up at the line of unlabeled bottles along the shelf and wondered how brave she felt. "Rum and Diet Coke?"
The barkeep smoothed his mustache and pulled a bottle down from the wall filled with a liquid that might have been rum many, many years ago. Then he paused. "Only got reg'lar Coke."
"That's fine," she said. The few people installed along the bar turned their heads to stare at her, almost in choreographed unison.
Nearest to her sat a sweating fat man with suspenders and advanced male-pattern baldness. His face was curiously young for his size and the look he gave her was of disinterested curiosity—like she was an exciting new brand of cigar and he didn't smoke. Several stools down a couple of ancient men sat right next to each other and pointedly ignored one another with the loathing that can only come between two long-time friends. Midway down the bar slouched an unattractive young woman dressed like a displaced showgirl, complete with feathers and sequins. Her skimpy outfit was entirely inappropriate for the weather but somehow fit perfectly into the smoky atmosphere of the bar.
The smoke was kind of odd, thought Liza, since she couldn't see anyone actually smoking. With a shiver of distaste, she wondered just how long the same air had been circulating in the place.
The barkeep set a glass down on the counter with no napkin under it. This was apparently standard operating procedure for the tavern, judging by the number of water rings along the pitted bar top. "Two dollars."
Liza dug in her purse. She cringed at the crinkle of her pads and wondered belatedly why manufacturers couldn't package feminine hygiene products in quieter wrapping. At last she found her billfold and held up a twenty to the man. He stared at her without emotion, as if she held up a piece of melon to him. "Oh. Um. I'm sure I've got something smaller." She felt color rise in her cheeks as she realized she was so far out of her element she might as well have been on a different planet. More digging, more sounds of potential embarrassment, and finally she found three scraggly dollar bills which she pushed at the barkeep, more to get him to walk away from her than anything else.
"Joe. One more." <AC11> A voice came from the far end of the bar, where light feared to tread. Liza stared curiously into that dim corner and saw a figure sitting alone in the shadows. She couldn't see any details about the man himself…
…But there was a white cap with a black brim on the bar next to him, with a little plastic cow head pinned to it.
The bartender took a mug and went to an honest-to-God wooden keg which sat on the back of the bar and filled it with the blackest beer Liza had ever seen. An odor like fine coffee filled the air for a moment <AC12>. The sharp scent made Liza's nostrils twitch. The barkeep swept a wand across the top of the mug to cut the foam from the top. Then, almost in slow motion, he slid the mug down a well-polished groove in the bar. Liza watched the mug's progress, as if it were suddenly the most important event she had ever witnessed. The man reached out his hand and caught the mug just before it vanished off the edge of the bar into darkness. In a moment, another mug came sailing back up the path again, but this one was empty. The bartender caught it with practiced ease and took it back to the chipped ceramic sink where he began to flush it with great quantities of hot water.
Liza took a deep breath, picked up her drink in fingers that were suddenly numb, and began her trek to the far end of the bar. She felt the fat man's eyes brush over her like moth's wings as she stepped past him, extreme in his indifference. The two elderly gentlemen further down ignored her completely. As she passed, she heard one of them mutter, "I'm right, you bastard, and you know it."
"Kiss my ass, Bill," said the other man. They each sipped their drinks and continued to avoid acknowledging one another.
The young showgirl smiled at her without any malice, showing a few missing teeth and an inexpertly-covered cold sore. Liza reassessed the risk of consuming her drink, but decided she needed the fortifying benefits of the alcohol more than anything else. She sat at the corner of the bar, only one seat away from the shadowy man. She could feel him sizing her up, the fabled undressing-with-the-eyes that she'd learned to sense many years ago. He sipped his beer quietly and waited for her to make the first move.
"Are you Blake?" She turned to look at him.
"That depends. Who wants to know?" His voice was husky and cynical, of medium pitch and timbre, and conveyed just a hint of a sneer.
"My name's Liza. I'm a reporter. A journalist, I mean."
The man didn't move for what felt like an eternity. Finally he spoke. "A reporter," he said, as if it were a novel concept to him.
"A journalist. I'm with the, uh, the Post." Liza took a swig of her drink, which had far too much rum in it and was so sweet she wondered if the barkeep had used straight cola syrup instead of Coke.
"Should have said the Morgan County Register. I'd have believed that."
Liza blushed. "How… how do you know that?"
The man leaned forward and almost brought his face into the light. His jawline was strong and dark stubble decorated his chin and neck. She still couldn't see his eyes, though. "You're still wearing your ID."
Liza looked down in horror to see her press pass dangling from the Disneyland strap around her neck. She yanked it off and jammed it into her purse. "Okay, so I'm with the Register."
"Then I'm Blake."
"Blake what?"
"Just Blake. You're a long ways off your regular beat, aren't you, Liza-the-journalist?"
Liza didn't know exactly how to answer the question and took another sip of her drink while she considered how to answer. As a reporter—that is, a journalist—she wasn't used to be on the answering side of the question. Maybe, just this once, the truth couldn't hurt. "I'm trying to get a job at the Post. They want a human interest story. Somebody recommended yours."
There was another long pause. Blake lifted his own mug, swallowed some of his fragrant brew, and then set it back down, every motion patient and deliberate. "My story would be interesting to humans, in other words? As opposed to, say, lemurs or walking-stick bugs?"
Liza started to smile at his wit, then realized he was making fun of her. She felt her ears grow hot. "I'm serious, asshole." The word escaped from between her lips before she could swallow it back.
"Good. I wouldn't want to talk to you if you weren't." Blake shifted his position and suddenly his face moved into the light.
The cashier hadn't lied about him being damn good-looking. He had dark hair which hung around his face, not quite long enough to pull back into a ponytail, but long enough to make him look like the slick cover model on a romance novel. His face was the pale of someone who rarely saw the sun, but instead of making him look sickly it gave him a glow like a full moon. His nose on another man could have been described as excessive, but when taken in combination with the rest of his face, it served to only add to the factors which made Liza almost choke on an ice cube. His dark eyes sparkled and flashed with an inner light of amusement and something dangerous. Incipient lunacy, perhaps?
She surreptitiously slid her eyes downward to examine what of him she could see above the bar. Skinny, but not emaciated, with wiry muscles in his arms built from day after repetitive day of lifting sixteen ounce and half-gallon weights in convenient reusable glass containers. She turned back to his face and found him staring back at her. Her eyes watered suddenly and she had to look away.
"Why me?" he asked. "There are a lot of people who have stories to tell. Why drive all the way out here from Scenic Morgan County to interview a night-shift milkman?" He finished his beer and slid the mug back up the bar toward Joe. "Surely you don't think my story is going to get you your job."
"Well that remains to be seen," said Liza. "So far I haven't seen, I mean, heard anything interesting enough from you. Lady I talked to down at the store seemed to think you'd make good press."
"I see."
Liza finished her own drink and sent the glass sliding up the bar. It drifted off to the side and smashed to the floor behind the bar. Bartender Joe raised an eyebrow at her, clearly moved to extreme emotional response by her act of wanton destruction. She cringed. "I'm sorry!" She dug in her purse again. "I'll pay for it!" <AC13>
"I've got it, Joe." Blake stood up. Liza was surprised to see how tall he was. Joe shrugged and lifted a whisk broom and dustpan from their hooks on the wall. Blake pulled a chained alligator-skin wallet from his back pocket and laid a twenty and two singles on the bar. Joe nodded at him and continued to sweep up the fragments.
Blake walked toward the bar door, casual yet purposeful, and shrugged into a bomber jacket which he collected from the coat rack. Liza followed him. "Hey," she prompted, "how about the interview?"
He brushed his hair back with his fingers and placed the hat on his head with all the ceremony of a soldier donning his dress cap. "Sure. When do you want to do it?"
"Why not now?"
"Well…" He nodded his head toward the Budweiser clock on the wall. "My shift is starting, so I'm a little busy. Maybe another time."
Visions of that looming submission deadline floated in front of Liza's eyes. Feelings of panic began to well up from deep within her soul. "But you've been drinking! How can you go drive?"
He smiled. "Joe's been serving me non-alcoholic beer for now. <AC14> I'll come back and get blitzed on the real stuff later."
Liza blinked. She'd always thought non-alcoholic beer was like beer-flavored sparkling water. If she hadn't known better, she'd have sworn he'd been consuming dark, imported stuff. But either he was telling the truth or he was going to drive his route while hammered. Either way, if she let him go, she'd lose her story. "I'll come with you."
Blake stopped in mid-stride, his hand on the doorknob. "You want to run that past me again?"
Liza snapped her purse shut and slung it over her shoulder. "I'll come with you on your shift. You're just running a route, right? All you're doing is driving and delivering milk. You ought to have plenty of time to talk, and I can get what I need from you in just one night."
He turned his head slightly, the corners of his mouth turned up in a sardonic grin. "A one night stand, huh?"
"Don't even go there, milkman," Liza snarled. "Yeah, you're good-looking… even attractive… and, um—" She paused for a breath as her thoughts raced to catch up to her mouth. "Anyway, I'm just here to get the story."
"Suit yourself. I'm just here to deliver the milk." Blake opened the door, and Liza grimaced to see the rain had indeed turned into snow. Big fat flakes blew around in haphazard patterns under the orange glow of the streetlights. Blake shrugged, turned up his collar, and stepped out into the storm. Liza followed, floppy hat held firmly on her head to keep it from blowing away. On the highway, a snowplow passed, heralded by flashing yellow and blue lights, kicking up a rooster tail of slush and magnesium chloride in its wake.
Blake motioned to the passenger door of the milk truck. "It's unlocked." <AC15>
Liza pulled it open. An unpleasant trickle of sleet sneaked inside her collar and rolled down her back. "Aren't you afraid someone will steal your truck? Especially in this neighborhood." She looked around at the unsavory establishments that bordered the bar.
Blake climbed into the driver's seat. "Never really thought about it much." Hecantputcantccaca adjusted his side view mirror. "Who'd steal a milk truck?"
"What about the milk, then?"
He shrugged. "Anyone who takes it probably needs it."
Liza didn't reply and instead looked around the interior of the cab. The truck was a large step-van with a wheezing refrigeration unit bolted onto its roof. With different heritage, the truck might have wound up wearing the proud brown of the United Parcel Service instead of the lowly black-spotted white of Karl's Farm Dairy <AC16>, emblazoned with the gaudy image of a happy cow on either side.
Blake had personalized the cab into what felt to Liza like his second home. Or maybe his first, she considered. The truck had a certain lived-in feeling that only comes from residences. It was cluttered without being messy and she thought it seemed more like a nest than anything else. A clipboard, a miniature heater, and a fan were bolted to the dashboard. A CB radio sat beside the steering wheel; the microphone looked like a shiny fat beetle, especially since black pipe cleaners that looked like legs had been glued onto it. A pull-down map hovered over the windshield, ready for access at a moment's notice. Instead of a rear view mirror—useless in a vehicle without a rear window—a shrunken head hung from a suction cup. Below it dangled a small wooden sign which proclaimed You only THINK you're having a bad day. A Hula dancer with a grass skirt and guitar, four Bobbin' Head dolls in the classic getup of the rock band Kiss, a pair of kachina totems, and a Raggedy Ann cloth doll all shared space on the top of the dash. In as fine a feat of backyard engineering as Liza hadn't seen since leaving home, a microwave oven sat on a frame behind Blake, just above a portable stereo; all were plugged into a conglomeration of multiple adapters that stuck from the single cigarette lighter. Liza suspected it probably presented a sizable fire danger. A magnetic thermos was stuck to the side of the shock-absorber seat which might have begun its life in a city bus. What her father had called a necker knob in the shape of a skull with fake jeweled eyes was clamped around the oversized steering wheel. A pool ball was screwed onto the end of the automatic shifter—not an eight ball, which she thought would have been cliché, but a red three. A cooler sat between the seats, just the right size to hold a twelve pack and some sandwiches.
Liza gaped in astonishment at the various accoutrements. "What is all this stuff?"
Blake looked around, as if he hadn't noticed it until she mentioned it. "Just stuff," he said. "You know, customers leave it for me sometimes. It's more interesting than the usual fare of Christmas cards and invitations to start a unique business opportunity."
"I had no idea that delivering the milk was such a lucrative business. You make good money or just get neat crap given to you?"
The milk truck's engine cranked over and coughed into a semblance of life. Wipers slapped across the tall windshield in hard competition versus the wet snow which blatted against it. Blake switched on the headlights and the heater. The truck shook and shivered as it idled while it got itself into enough of a rhythm to function. "I suppose the money's all right."
"Enough to buy a samurai sword?"
Blake leaned back in his seat. "I was wondering why you came to talk to me. Wal-Mart checker? Said I saved her life?"
Uncertainty began to flow through Liza's veins like ice water. "Yes."
"She's crazy. She thinks I'm some kind of superhero or something. I happened to see her getting mugged in the store's parking lot one night. I don't like to see that, so I ran over, shouting and waving my sword, and scared the guys away. She's somehow worked that into me saving her world. Nuts." He twirled his finger by his ear for emphasis.
"I see." Disappointment filled Liza. Run-of-the-mill hero stuff wasn't going to get her that job. "And the sword?"
"Got it right here." Blake reached down beside his seat and withdrew an ornately-detailed leather scabbard from which protruded a silk-wrapped hilt and a bronze guard. Red tassels hung from the end of the hilt and matching cloth was wrapped around the upper end of the scabbard.
For a moment, Liza was speechless—an unfamiliar sensation. She'd expected the sword part of the tale to be so much hot air, just like she had begun to suspect most of the things that came out of Blake's mouth were bullshit. "Wow," she finally managed. "That's… that's beautiful. May I see it?"
"Suit yourself." Blake handed it over to her. "Be careful. It's sharper than shit."
"Shit isn't sharp."
"You know what I mean."
Liza ran her fingers over the delicate filigree along the leather scabbard to feel the fine weave of the cloth tassels and the grain of the silk wrapping the hilt. She pulled on the hilt carefully, withdrawing a couple inches of the blade itself.
"You know if you do that, it has to taste blood," said Blake in a cheerful tone.
"You can slice your finger on it if that'll make you feel better," Liza said. The steel had an intricate pattern embedded throughout it. It was like looking into the ripples of a stream. She'd read somewhere that Japanese swordsmiths would fold steel hundreds or even thousands of times to make the sharpest blades in the world. "Where'd you get it?"
"EBay," replied Blake as he shifted the truck into gear. <AC17>
Making Deliveries / The Snowplow / No Keys
MacGyvering / Bright Light
Blake's route lay well outside of town to the east, and it took the better part of an hour before he even made his first stop. The weather continued to worsen and he had to slow down because even the heavy dairy truck got a little squirrelly in the corners.
Liza was doing her best to salvage her initial failure into some sort of interview. She started with the usual where-are-you-from-how-do-you-like-your-job kind of questions. Blake wasn't uncooperative, but getting information out of him was like trying to get a straight story about who broke the cookie jar from of the toddler with chocolate chip smears on his face.
He was thirty-five, adopted, and had been raised by a family of displaced Mormons in South Detroit. He never took up the religion himself and moved out west right after high school. He started working at the dairy when he was nineteen and had been there ever since. He'd been driving the same truck for ten years. He didn't have any aspirations for the future. If he drove the truck for another thirty years until he retired, that would be just fine with him.
Liza made what notes she could on her pocket notebook, in the rapidly fading hope for some nugget, some flash of data that she could pounce upon to turn what was going to be a very mundane and pedestrian piece into something which would get her noticed by the editors at the Post. So far, though, it looked like all she was going to get out of the experience was a thorough knowledge of who ordered which dairy products and who paid their bills on time.
"These are the Murchisons." Blake pulled the truck up next to a modular home. Now that they were out in open rural country, the blizzard had grown quite impressive and he'd added a gray wool scarf and gloves to his ensemble. Liza had wrapped herself up as best as she could. Every time he opened the door she froze half to death from the freezing blasts of wind. "They had a baby two years ago. A boy by the look of things. When he started drinking milk they added three extra half gallons a week. They usually pay a week late."
"That's fascinating," grumbled Liza under her breath. She knew he couldn't interrupt his route to take her back to her car so she was stuck with him for the duration of his night, and a long and tortuous night it promised to be.
Then something clicked in the back of her mind and she resolved to ask Blake about it once he got back into the truck. She watched as he replaced six empty bottles with full half-gallons and added a quart of cottage cheese. "For the wife, I'm sure," Blake said as he removed them from the back of the truck. He added a dozen eggs and said "Fresh every Thursday if you ever want the best," and topped off his plastic crate with a half gallon of Tin Roof Sundae ice cream. "She developed quite a taste for it during the pregnancy."
Snow blasted Liza in the face as Blake climbed back into the driver's seat and rubbed his hands together to try and warm them up. "Survival gear," she said to him.
"Huh?"
"The Wal-Mart chick said you buy lots of survival gear. What's that all about?"
"Oh. I go camping now and again."
"You're not part of some local militia group?"
"No."
"Hunting rare beasts in the deep wilderness?"
"Afraid not."
"Seditious activities to undermine the American government?"
"Hardly." <AC18>
The truck fishtailed to one side. Blake didn't even raise his voice in alarm except to say "shit" as calmly as if he were discussing the qualities of different laundry detergents. After a tense moment, the ponderous dairy truck maneuvered itself back onto an even keel with pretty much no help from Blake.
Liza unhooked her fingers from around the Jesus bar on the dash. Her brother had always called it that because of the name people tended to yell when grabbing for it in a panic. "Go with anyone? Wife? Girlfriend? Dog? Pet hamster?"
"Nope."
A dump truck snowplow loomed out of the darkness suddenly, stopped in the middle of the road with its lights off.
This time, even Blake lost his cool. "Holy crap!" Stomping hard on the brakes would have made no difference on the slick, snow-packed road. He only had time to crank the wheel to one side and hope the front wheels had enough traction to catch.
Liza felt an unnerving sensation in the pit of her stomach as the back end of the step van started to swing around. "Blake?" she yelped as the blade of the plow grew larger and larger in her vision.
The front wheels caught on a rough spot in the pavement, but Blake had turned them too much. They acted like a vault and the van's momentum carried it over to tip onto its left side. There was the shock of a collision as the refrigeration unit on the roof was torn away by the snowplow's heavy blade. The windows all shattered in a symphony of broken glass, matched in counterpoint by countless half-gallon bottles of milk breaking apart in the rear. The van spun around in a lazy circle until it wound to a stop in the ditch alongside the road. For some inexplicable reason, the stereo turned on all by itself and began to play a golden oldie. <AC19>
Ticking sounds came from the engine as hot oil dropped out of the crankcase and snow spattered on the block. Liza shook her head to clear the spots from her vision. She'd had the foresight to wear her seat belt, but now she hung sideways from it and couldn't feel her legs. Cold whiteness splashed in her face and it helped to bring her back to a semblance of alertness. She coughed and tasted blood where she'd bitten her lip. She couldn't believe that she felt no pain. None at all, in fact. She wondered if she'd broken her back or something awful like that.
"Blake?" She turned her head to look at the driver's seat.
It was empty.
The dairy truck's headlights were still on and illuminated the snow bank it had slid into nose first. The lights under the snow gave everything an eerie glow. She forced herself to move her left arm, sending her hand to find the seat belt latch. It took a few minutes, because with her center of gravity having shifted ninety degrees the wrong way, the latch wasn't at all where she'd expected to find it. She braced herself for a fall and pushed the button.
Click.
The belt shifted, but didn't disengage. The movement finally brought pain into the picture. Liza felt like she'd gone a couple of rounds with Mike Tyson or that fat Butterbean guy from England. Or was it Wales? She couldn't remember. Something moved in the dashboard and she yelped in surprise, but it was just a tape being ejected.
What to do now? Try to climb out of the belt somehow? She tried to heave herself up and out of the sling in which she hung, but to no avail. She hadn't been inside a gym since high school, and reporting the news wasn't particularly conducive to the development of upper body strength. Plan B, then. Cut the belt.
That, too, presented a problem, as she found nothing sharp in her vicinity. She would have given anything then for the truck's manufacturer to have skimped on manufacturing costs and used regular glass instead of the safety glass lying around like tiny dull pieces of popcorn. She thought she might have a letter opener or something in her purse, but it sat on the left side of the truck, now beneath her, a full six feet out of her reach.
Liza began to inventory her pockets… carefully… so anything useful she found wouldn't slip out of her grip. Left and right trench coat pockets… gloves. No help there, unless she got out, at which point she'd be glad to have anything to stay warm. She was already freezing. Inside trench coat pocket… her notepad and some miscellaneous pieces of paper. Probably receipts, she thought wryly, because she had a bad habit of crumpling them up and sticking them into whatever was the nearest convenient pocket. She was supposed to save them for her expense reports for the Register, but she only turned in one expense report every couple of months, and only then when she couldn't fill her gas tank.
Left and right slacks pockets… house and car keys. She briefly entertained the idea of trying to saw through the strap with one of them, but after a few failed attempts she discarded the notion as completely ludicrous. Then she found something small and metallic that would have gotten her arrested on a domestic or international flight. Nail clippers!
She withdrew them carefully, as if they were worth their weight in plutonium, and cautiously unfolded them with fingers that were starting to ache with the cold. They weren't exactly the Jaws of Life she'd hoped for, but they would have to do. She maneuvered them around the strap and clenched them together. With a snap the clippers fell apart. Tears of frustration began to well up in Liza's eyes to spill down the right side of her nose and drip from her left temple.
"Need help?"
She yelped in surprise and looked to see Blake peeking in through the broken windshield. He had a streak of blood on one cheek and fire in his eyes.
He clutched the sword in one hand.
She burst out in giggles as relief flooded through her. With a resounding shing the blade slid from its scabbard and he laid it against the taut strap.
"Hold on," he said, and jerked his wrists. The strap parted and she fell, barely able to hang from the Jesus bar. Her feet, numb with the cold, banged against the driver's side door.
"Should I try to climb out through the back?" She looked up at Blake. Pins and needles flooded into her feet and ankles and made her wince. Remembering her gloves, she yanked them onto her hands, grateful for even that little bit of warmth.
"I wouldn't suggest it," he said. "Back's full of broken glass. Here." He sheathed the sword and extended his hand toward her.
He was stronger than he looked, and between his pulling and her flailing, they managed to get her onto the right side of the van. He looked down critically at her heels. "Not very practical shoes."
"I didn't know I'd be climbing in them tonight," she snarled. "I thought I'd have a little conversation, have a little rum and coke, get a good story, and be home and asleep by this time. Not standing on the side of a wrecked milk truck in the middle of nowhere in a goddamn blizzard!" Her voice elevated to a shriek of rage.
He shrugged. "Shit happens, baby. Shit happens." He jumped down into the snow in the ditch and sank up to his ankles. Then he turned and held up his hands to her in an offer to help her down.
"I'd rather have my eyes gouged out with a rusty spoon." She jumped down herself. One of her heels gave out when she landed and she wound up sitting in the snow.
"Suit yourself," said Blake. "Now, let's go have a look at that snowplow."
"Why would I want to do that?" Liza grunted as she struggled to her feet.
"It's stopped in the middle of the road. Someone might need help." Blake picked up his sword. "Or maybe someone needs a good ass-kicking. Either way, it's bound to have a radio and mine's not going to be any good."
"Why not?" she cried. "Did you even check it?"
"Well, I got a real close look at it when my face bounced off it. Trust me, it's smashed."
"Oh." Despite having only one good heel, Liza managed to get out of the ditch and up onto the road. The wind picked up and drove snow like blades with sharp, icy edges. The snowplow had become a distant shadow. Blake already stomped toward it. Liza limped after him, but paused long enough to kick her remaining heel loose, which was uncomfortable but still better than walking lopsided.
After a few long minutes braving the blizzard, they came up to the snowplow. It seemed to be abandoned, because the driver's door hung open. Blake peeked inside, but there was no sign of the driver. "That's odd," he muttered over the howl of the wind.
Liza shivered uncontrollably. "I don't care how odd it is," she said, teeth chattering. "Let's get out of this wind."
Blake nodded and waited while she climbed up into the dump truck's cab. She struggled up the slick metallic steps and slid across the seat. It wasn't any warmer in the cab than it had been outside, but without the wind chill it felt almost balmy. Blake climbed inside and shut the door. He stuck the sword's scabbard into the seat crack. They sat and shivered for a few minutes.
"Are th-there any k-keys?" asked Liza.
Blake checked the ignition, driver's side visor, and the ashtray. "No."
"What kind of asshole parks his truck in the middle of the highway and takes his keys with him?" she asked. "Can you hotwire it or something?"
"No," said Blake, "can you?"
"Are you kidding me?"
He pulled a Zippo lighter out of a pocket of his jacket, lit it, and lowered it underneath the steering column to take a look. "I wonder how hard it could be?"
In spite of her avowed disinterest in all things mechanical, Liza leaned down to get a closer look. And, of course, to get just a little heat from the Zippo's flame. Blake frowned as he moved the lighter to and fro to better look at the nest of wires and fuses under the dashboard. "In the movies they just twist two wires together and that does the trick," said Liza.
Blake didn't roll his eyes, but she could sense he wanted to. His silence spoke louder volumes than the worst insults he could have dealt her. "Shit!" he said and dropped the lighter as it burned his fingers.
"Why don't you turn on the cabin lights?" Liza picked up the still-warm lighter in her gloved hands and relished in the heat being transferred into her frozen fingers.
"Oh, sure," said Blake. "I'm an expert on all dump truck control systems."
"How many switches could there be, smart guy?" Liza's teeth chattered. "At least turn on the lights so nobody else runs into us."
Blake fumbled around until he found a likely bank of switches. He flipped one, with no effect. Then another. Still nothing. He turned on the CB and got nothing from it. "Uh oh."
"The battery's completely dead?" Liza shivered. She was beginning to wonder if they'd have to huddle together for warmth until someone else came along. The idea, despite Blake's attractive qualities, ranked somewhere above freezing to death in the blizzard but well below, say, a good bout of stomach flu or a solid kick in the head.
"Doesn't make any sense. Especially…"
"Especially what?"
He didn't answer immediately, but retrieved his lighter from her. He turned around and dug through the accumulated sandwich wrappers and empty Red Bull cans behind the seat. <AC20>
"What are you looking for?"
"Emergency kit. It's a DOT requirement. Road flares and shit." He continued to dig through the debris.
Liza tried to help him but they came up empty-handed.
Blake sighed and looked out at the blowing snow in disgust. "It's outside the cab, then, unless this asshole took it with the keys." He wrapped his scarf around his face and zipped his jacket all the way up to his chin. "Be right back."
"Well, be careful. I'm cold enough already without having to go back outside to see if you're dead or something."
Although she couldn't see his face in the darkness, Liza suspected it bore a sardonic grin. "Such concern. I'm touched. Really." He yanked the door open and slipped back onto the road. She peeked out through the windows and watched his shadow fumble around the side of the truck. In a minute or so, he slipped and slid several yards in front of the truck. A bright pink light ignited and he dropped a flare in the snow. A few seconds later, he started another. In a minute he climbed back into the truck cab.
"I don't suppose you brought a flare in with you to warm things up?"
"I'm going to pretend like I didn't even hear you make that suggestion." Blake shivered so hard that Liza wondered if his teeth might fly right out of his head.
"So what do we do then? It's not getting any warmer in here."
Blake began, "Well… we could always—"
"Don't even suggest what I think you're about to," said Liza. "I'm cold, but not that cold."
Blake turned away from her. "Don't flatter yourself. You're not that great."
For several minutes the only sound in the cab was the blat of wet snow as it blew against the side of the truck. Liza realized that there was going to be one hell of a drift around them once things let up. An idea popped into her head. "Where the hell are we, anyway?"
"Somewhere on County Road 6," Blake said. He started to pull empty pop cans out of the trash behind the seat.
"Are there any farmhouses around here or anything?"
"Probably." He methodically crushed each can as flat as he could.
"Could we walk to one of them?"
"Oh, sure." Blake dug a Leatherman multipurpose tool out of his pocket and opened the pliers. "If I knew for sure where one was, and we could find it in the snow, and you don't mind a little frostbite while we stumble blindly through the darkness, we could walk to one. Nearest place I know about for sure is a couple miles from here. I think."
"Look…" Liza tried to keep her ire in check. "I'm trying to come up with a solution here. I don't particularly want to freeze to death tonight, and… Um, what are you doing?"
Blake had cut slots in each flattened can with the pliers and joined them together in a sort of aluminum weaving. "MacGyvering." <AC21>
Liza's anger disappeared as quickly as it had risen. Despite her growing dislike of the man, she couldn't help but follow his work, fascinated. He continued to cut and layer the flattened cans, and then fashioned them into a crude bowl. Apparently satisfied with his work, he set the bowl on the seat between them, then dug out the sandwich wrappers. He took each one and rolled it into a tube, then added more wrappers around them to connect them until he had a ring which he placed inside the bowl. He pulled out his Zippo and Liza realized what he'd done. <AC22> "Crack the windows," he said. "We need a draft or we'll die from smoke inhalation."
He clicked the lighter and touched it to a corner of the paper. The layered paper caught and burned slowly. Even with the windows cracked, the cabin filled with acrid smoke, but the fire blazed warmly enough that soon Liza removed her gloves and Blake unzipped his coat partway. She thought she might revise her opinion of him, but only just a little. He was still pretty much an arrogant ass.
"That's quite the improvisation you managed." She coughed and wiped her eyes.
"It won't last forever," said Blake, "and there's a very good chance we'll set the seat on fire. If that happens we're walking no matter what." <AC23>
Liza pushed her hands a little closer toward the flames. "It's worth the risk. God, I thought maybe I'd never be warm again. They teach you this in Milkman School?"
"No," he replied. "Just an idea I had."
"I'm going to change what I write about you, Blake. You're not all bad."
"Good to know."
"But what happens when we run out of wrappers?"
"It gets cold again." Blake rubbed his hands together over the flame.
"Maybe someone will come by before then." Liza looked out at the snow-covered road. Even the tracks the dairy truck had carved in it before wrecking were already covered.
"Don't hold your breath. County Road 6 isn't exactly a hot spot on the morning traffic reports. We might catch a few early morning commuters in about…" He checked his watch. "Six or seven more hours."
"Six or seven hours?" Visions of her own obituary fluttered in front of her eyes. It almost brought her to tears because it was so well-written. "We're not going to last six or seven more hours out here."
Blake sighed. "I know. I'm working on a plan."
"I can't tell you how much better that makes me feel."
"Look, it's like this," said Blake, quiet and dangerous. "We're going to have to get ourselves out of this. Maybe something happened to the truck and the driver had to stop. Maybe he left the lights on or something and killed the battery and someone picked him up. But look out there—nobody's going to be driving in this shit if they don't have to."
"Won't somebody come looking for the truck?"
"Not if the driver's safe and warm and dry somewhere already."
"Like the bastard he is!" snarled Liza.
"Absolutely," said Blake. "Now, I don't want you to get mad in case you didn't think of it, but do you still have your cell phone?"
Liza's mouth dropped open. She clenched a fist and mashed it against her forehead in agony and embarrassment. "I can't believe… how… stupid stupid STUPID!" She dug in her purse with shaking, excited fingers and came out with a small phone wrapped in faux leather. The battery meter showed a ninety-three percent charge. Through eyes blurring with tears, she punched the fateful numbers nine-one-one and held the phone up to her ear.
"Thank you for calling the State Patrol," answered a voice that sounded like the sweetest Brahms lullaby. "We are currently experiencing a high volume of calls. Your call will be answered in the order it was received. If this is a non-emergency, please hang up and dial your local police department directly." The voice was replaced with a scratchy recording of Feelings. <AC24>
Liza closed her eyes; her tears of triumph turned to tears of frustration. Blake sat silently and patiently waited for her to finish her call. She glanced at him. "I'm on hold."
"Ain't that about a bitch? Can't imagine they'd be busy tonight."
"Nine one one dispatch," said a voice that broke into the monotony of the song. "Can I help you?"
"Yes, oh God, yes," said Liza, almost out of breath because she was so excited to hear a real, live person. "We're stranded."
"Where are you, ma'am?" asked the dispatcher.
"We're on, uh, Country Road 6."
"Can you give us the nearest—" The voice cut off suddenly. Liza looked at her phone. It was off.
"What the hell?" She tried to turn it on again, feeling panicky and desperate. The screen flickered once, then went black again.
"What happened?" Blake asked.
"My… my phone's dead. I charged it, I swear!" cried Liza. "It just stopped."
Blake held out his hand and she passed it to him. He examined the phone and even popped open the back, pulled the battery out, blew on it, and put it back into place. "Yep. Deader than shit."
Bright white light flooded the cabin like someone had flipped a switch overhead. It made every feature on Blake's face stand out in sharp relief as he squinted into the brightness. It was such a tangible light that Liza couldn't even see the road flares outside of the truck. She held a hand up to try and protect her eyes.
"What the—" Blake closed a hand around his sword.
Liza's mouth opened to say something, but there was no air in her lungs as the light grew fantastically, intolerably bright.
Aliens / An Examination / Naked
Bunky / Fighting Back
Consciousness arose in Liza like bubbles squeezing through thick mud. She had terrible dry mouth that tasted like she'd been sucking on a mouthful of pennies. Thoroughly numbed, she felt as if she'd been fallen asleep in a dentist's chair for a long, long time. <AC25> She was lying flat with her back on something soft and warm which supported her like a waterbed filled with fondue cheese. It felt very pleasant compared to the freezing temperatures she'd so recently endured. She almost wanted to go right back to sleep, but her reporter's curiosity was poking her in the back of her mind like an obnoxious kid in the back of the school bus.
Grumbling a little, she opened her eyes.
Her vision swam as if she'd taken too many spins on the merry-go-round. She alternately squinted and relaxed her eyes, for once ignoring the concern of impending crows' feet, as she stubbornly tried to get her focus back.
She found herself in a room without any corners. Everything was the deep, shiny pink of already-chewed raspberry bubble gum. The walls swept up and down to merge with the floor. Diffuse lighting filled the chamber, which defeated her sense of depth perception. She thought she might be in a hospital. Wasn't there a new facility that had just been built in town? She had never seen one without the omnipresent overhead fluorescent lighting. And what she lay on was much more comfortable than the hospital beds she'd encountered in her lifetime. And why wasn't she hooked up to any monitor? And where were all the cabinets? And the rolling tray with the adult-sized sippy cup on it? And Holy Christ in a sidecar what the hell were those things?
Three creatures had entered the room, not by anything so primitive as a door, but via a flash of light familiar in its intense whiteness. It was identical to the one she'd seen in the snowplow. The creatures were child-sized, but had reedy, emaciated arms and legs that couldn't possibly support their spindly gray bodies and their overlarge heads. Their faces were without expressions at all—mouths a simple line and only a pair of holes where a nose ought to be; eyes large, shiny, black, and almond-shaped.
Aliens.
Of course it just had to be aliens, didn't it? And of course they looked exactly like every postcard for sale in Roswell, New Mexico <AC26>. Abducted from a country road by mother-freaking aliens. If she wasn't terrified, she'd have laughed. But since the aliens had already perpetrated the cliché, she saw no reason to do anything besides the obvious.
She screamed.
The three aliens looked at each other in alarm.
She tried to move, to get onto her feet so she could fight or run away. That's when she realized something held her immobile. She tried to pull herself free from whatever held her down, but it felt like she'd been submerged in a pool of pudding. The force holding her soon began to push inexorably at her head. She felt the stuff slide insistently up her cheek and neck, and it pressed her head back until she could only stare straight overhead.
She screamed again as her adrenaline hummed through her veins. The enveloping substance began to work its way onto her jaw, slowly clamping it shut. Her anguish and terror found a voice of coherence. "No no no no no! Don't you touch me!"
Something lowered down toward her from the ceiling. The amber-colored thing grew from the expanse of overhead pink like some kind of cancerous tumor. It approached her immobilized face with a surface that flowed like honey <AC27>. She screamed at it as it came closer and closer, finally stopping just and inch over her face. A hole appeared in the end closest to her. Anything could come out of it to pour, fall, or crawl onto her. She took a deep breath so she could let out the absolute Mother of All Screams and as she inhaled, some kind of gas blew into her face.
Everything went kind of loopy and funky then.
Back in college, Liza had allowed a couple of her friends to talk her into attending a Phish concert <AC28> with their stoner boyfriends. She'd gone for the company more than out of any interest in the music. Besides, one of the guys had brought along his cute single buddy. By the middle of the second set, she had a reached a powerful contact high from all the various illegitimate substances being smoked around her. Her inhibitions had dropped to somewhere between zero and less than zero, so when the cute guy had offered her an innocuous-looking mushroom, she'd popped it without any consideration whatsoever of the potential effects.
She'd spent the rest of the night bombed out of her skull. She had vague recollections of watching the notes from a guitar solo chase each other around columns of flame which resembled people, feeling the ground echo with every heartbeat, having some really intense sex with the cute guy, and then throwing up all over him when he was done.
That was how the stuff she'd inhaled made her feel—a little disconnected from her body and not very concerned about anything. It was like the gas at the dentist's office that didn't stop the pain; it just didn't make you mind it so much.
She tried to say something cutting to the aliens as they wheeled or floated her into another room, but she couldn't get her mind together enough to form any kind of insult. In the new room, they did things to her that she knew she'd be very angry about later. But the airy feeling in her mind was pretty pleasant, taking the edge off the discomfort, despite her hyperawareness of what was happening. Nothing like a good old anal probe to sharpen the senses.
Aliens were always anally probing, she'd heard. It was like their thing. Some guys got drunk, balled cheerleaders, played mailbox baseball and went cow-tipping. Some people went to comic book conventions dressed as fat, greasy, pimply versions of Batman or Wolverine <AC29>. Aliens anally probed people. If you were abducted, it was accepted that you were going to get something shoved up your ass. The one question all those who'd been abducted never answered in their public access cable shows and digitally-disguised interviews on the Discovery Channel is why aliens were so fascinated with the inner workings of the human lower intestinal tract.
Maybe the little gray buggers would permit an interview when they were done.
This thought struck Liza as incredibly funny and she giggled until they took her to yet another room. They disappeared from her field of vision and she found herself very drowsy as the bed-thing on which she lay began to sink into the floor. She concentrated on forcing herself awake. Five years of college had taught her how to drag herself kicking and screaming into consciousness. After a few minutes, she felt like she could at least try to move, although she definitely wasn't ready to sit up yet. Her entire body wanted to rebel at the idea of even approaching vertical motion, so she just turned her head slowly from side to side to get a sense of her surroundings. She was in a rounded room filled with ambient light and no corners. For all she could tell it might have been the same one from before. She felt warm, and comfortable, and could easily have gone back to sleep were it not for her insatiable curiosity.
As she looked to the other side, she saw another person lying on the floor nearby. Her eyes traveled up to the man's face and he seemed familiar to her, but couldn't quite place his name. He'd been stripped naked, and she couldn't resist peeking down. Oh my. She saw no evidence of things inserted under his skin or injuries or anything, so maybe the aliens hadn't gotten around to that part of whatever they were doing yet. She hoped he'd fought hard. Blake was enough of an asshole to give the aliens a hard time. That was it. Blake. The name penetrated the fog in her skull and she struggled to form it with her lips. She managed to croak out a reasonable facsimile of the name and he opened his eyes.
Something urgently tried to get her attention from the back of her mind, the same voice that yammered at her whenever she was taking the wrong direction in an interview or acting like a fool. Normally she ignored it because all it did was make her feel stupid. This time it practically screamed at her, but she couldn't quite get a grasp on what it was on about.
Then she did get a grasp on it. In several places.
Oh boy. Blake wasn't the only one naked.
Her muscles protested as she spun herself around, putting her back to him. "Don't you dare look!" She glanced over her shoulder to see if he was, in fact, looking. She hoped not; she wasn't at her best, having just been abducted and experimented upon and anally probed into the bargain.
Blake looked at her with a wide-eyed, owlish expression. "Hey," he said, "how come you're naked?" Something occurred to him and he looked down at himself, discovering his own lack of clothing and a tumescent side effect of whatever chemicals he'd been doped with. "Oh, uh…" He struggled to sit up and turn away from her, but not before she got another good look.
"Do you see anything on, uh, your half of the room?" Liza asked, trying to take control of the situation. The more she got him thinking about anything else besides her, the better she'd feel.
"No. Nothing. Not even furniture."
"Me neither," she said.
"Maybe we could—"
"Don't you turn around!" hissed Liza.
"I wasn't," he mumbled. "Maybe we could find a switch or something along the walls. Some way to open a door."
"So you think walking around naked on an alien spaceship would be preferable to staying here and waiting to see what they're going to do to us next?" She paused. In an odd way, it did make sense. "Oh. I see your point." Liza glanced over her shoulder to see if Blake was looking, but he seemed to have fixed his gaze on a spot in the middle of the far wall and hummed quietly. He did have a nice ass, though, she thought.
They made a careful circuit of the room, keeping their eyes mostly averted from one another, but turned up nothing. "It feels weird in here," said Liza.
"You mean besides the whole being-in-an-alien-spaceship kind of weird?"
"It's bouncy. Like the gravity's all strange."
"They're aliens. Who knows what they consider normal?"
They each backed awkwardly into the center of the room and sat again. "Well, they got us in here, there's got to be a way to get us out." Liza had never felt quite so helpless before.
"Oh, I'm sure they've got some suitably alien method for it," grumbled Blake. "Like transportation beams or miniature wormholes or some crap like that."
A hole appeared in one wall and a single alien walked into the room. After bright flashes of light and sudden appearances and disappearances, it was refreshing to see something so mundane.
"Or maybe we just couldn't find the door," said Liza.
For the first time, she got a really good look at one of their captors. This one was three feet tall. Its skin was shiny and gray, like the dolphins she'd seen one summer on a vacation out to Sea World in San Diego. It had three fingers and a thumb on each hand, and each finger was no thicker than a drinking straw. Like her and Blake, the alien was naked. Unlike them, it didn't seem to have anything to hide.
"Please, you are at this time right now to be being coming with this person in order that your continuation of metabolic processes can be being effected," said the alien in a reedy voice, reminiscent of a burly truck driver after inhaling a lungful of helium.
"Hwuh?" asked Liza <AC30>.
The alien seemed agitated and kept looking over a shoulder, as if it was expecting to be goosed from behind. That might not be entirely inaccurate a concern, thought Liza, from a bunch of ass-obsessed aliens. "Please," it said. "Segments of time duration are rapidly dividing into immeasurable amounts!"
Liza looked at Blake. "I got nothing."
He shrugged. "Get our asses in gear, I think."
"Best idea I've heard all day," she said. "Keep your eyes and your hands to yourself." She tried to march proudly behind the alien, but quickly discovered that you can't march proudly and cover your genitals and nipples at the same time, so she was forced to settle for a kind of scooting shuffle. "Hey, alien. What's the deal? Are you getting us out of here?"
"I am almost certainly incredibly pleased to be being assisting you in your vacating these here premises on this base that—"
"A simple yes would have been fine," she growled. <AC31>
"Wait," said Blake. "You said base. What did you mean by that?"
"This place of locational certitude is to be being a permanent facility in possession and belonging to the citizens of the people of the race to which I belong."
Blake looked sidelong at Liza. "Did you get all that?"
She shrugged, careful not to uncover anything important. She felt sorry for Blake, trapped here with her. The poor man was practically falling all over her in his lust. She had to admire his Herculean efforts to keep himself from really coming on to her. "I think he said this is a base. I thought we'd be on a ship or something."
"Where are we, then?"
"This permanent facility is to be being located on the nearest satellite of the third celestial body in revolutionary orbit around the star with the qualities most closely associated with spectra in the following wavelengths—"
"Forget it, pal." Blake blew an errant lock of hair away from his eyes.
"Oh-h-h shit," said Liza as realization dawned upon her. "I think I know where we are." She looked down at the alien. "Can you show us a picture or a window or something?"
A window appeared in one of the pink walls. Beyond lay a brightly lit, dusty gray landscape. A night sky hung above the rocky terrain, decorated with thousands of stars, and one large, unusually-colored moon.
Liza's breath caught in her throat as she tilted her head over and recognized the continent of Africa. "Oh-h-h shit," she said again.
"We're on the Moon. On. The freaking. Moon." Blake raised his hands to shade his eyes, but then remembered what he needed them to cover, and lowered them again.
"Yes most affirmatively. That particular datum of information was precisely what I have had been just spoken in verbal repetition," said the alien.
"We've got to get out of here. <AC32> Can you scare us up some clothes?" asked Liza.
The alien looked at her with its unmoving face an unreadable blank.
"Clothes? You know… clothes?" Liza mentally slapped herself, thinking a writer—a journalist, dammit!—ought to be able to come up with a better translation of the concept. She tried to gesture without uncovering any part of her body that she was hiding but only managed a weak twitch.
"Ah," said the alien. "You are to be speaking to this person of the carefully fitted fabrics which you these persons here drape about your various body parts?"
"Yeah," said Blake. "Clothes. So how about it already, little alien dude? Her eyes are about to pop out of her head from looking me over when she thinks I'm not watching."
A torrent of scathing profanities came to Liza's mind so fast that she couldn't decide which one to call him first.
The alien looked worriedly down the hall into which it had led them. "…," it started to say.
"Take your time," said Blake. "It's a tough concept, I know."
"Y… e… s," said the alien as it tried out the new, shorter word which Liza had introduced to its vocabulary. "Please for the both two of you to be being entering this oval chamber that has—"
"Yeah, yeah. We get the idea." Liza pushed past the alien into the small room it at which it pointed. "Don't you look at me." This last was directed at Blake, who rolled his eyes as if the last thing he wanted to do was look at her. He followed her into the uncomfortable and cramped chamber that was only about the size of a shower stall.
"Hey," she said as a thought occurred to her. "How do we know we can trust this pint-sized little freak?" She turned around and found herself looking into the hollow at the base of Blake's throat. She swallowed and cleared her throat and swore to herself she wasn't going to look down any more at him. She peeked around him at the alien in the corridor. "How do we know we can trust you?"
"Please, it is welcome for you to query ask this person, but not for you to be being concerning…" The alien continued to babble, but Liza could no longer hear it, because the doorway to the chamber melted shut in a flash. Once again, she was naked and alone with Blake, but this time forced to be so close she could hardly move without brushing against him.
"Blake, look at me."
"I am," he said, guilty admission plain on his face.
"In my eyes, you jerk, so I know they're not looking anywhere else."
"Okay, baby."
"My eyes are a little higher than that!"
"Sorry." He locked eyes with her.
"What do we do now?"
"No idea. I'm making this up as I go along."
Nozzle-shaped protrusions emerged from the walls all around them. Before either of them could duck or even react, viscous black fluid shot out of the nozzles, coating them from neck to toes.
"Ewwww! We got bukkake-d on <AC33>!" cried Liza as the nozzles shut off. The fluid hardened into shiny, rubbery fabric, making flexible skin-tight jumpsuits, like wetsuits or leotards. Liza looked down at herself, and decided it was only marginally better than being naked. The suit conformed to everything on her body, including the extra eight or so pounds that she'd been trying to lose without success since she'd gained them on the buffet lines in college. She wiggled her fingers. The suit moved with her without binding or riding up. She gasped as she realized her hair was underneath the stuff, but she pulled her hair right out from under the suit. At least she wouldn't have to worry about a full-body wax when she took the suit off. That presented a new question; how precisely was she supposed to take it off? Or go to the bathroom, for that matter? Well, she'd have to ask the alien about it.
"Cool," was Blake's husky response to the new outfits. <AC34>
The door opened again and they stepped out gingerly, trying to get the hang of moving in the skin-tight suits. The soles of their feet had sufficient traction not to slip on the surface of the hall. Their alien waited for them. At least, Liza hoped it was their alien; since they all looked the same, it was hard to tell.
"Please, the… clothes… are to be being satisfactorily fitted, yes?"
"Yeah, like a flesh tuxedo <AC35>," said Blake. "Listen, little dude, I had an, uh, implement with me when you guys decided to zap us up here. You think you could find that for me?"
"Ah, yes. The metallic strip of near-perfect molecular alignment in the container which is to be being made out of animal skin that has been treated with numerous chemicals and—"
"Yeah, baby, that's the one," interrupted Blake. "You got it?"
The alien paused to decipher the colloquialisms. "Ah… yes… yeah, not so little dude." The alien turned and stroked the wall in a way which Liza found disturbing and obscene. In a moment a bulge appeared on the seamless wall and Blake's sword pushed out of it as if forced through opaque gelatin.
The alien turned and held up the weapon. Blake smiled, nodded in encouragement, and held out his hands to receive. The alien looked down at the sword, then back at Blake.
"It's cool," whispered Blake. "No worries."
The alien looked back at the sword again.
"Come on," said Liza in a soft, soothing tone. "Just pass it on over, little dude."
The alien looked at her, and then at Blake.
Blake grinned. "It's all good. Just hand it to me."
The alien handed the sword to Blake. In a flash of motion, Blake yanked the sword from its scabbard with a ringing sound that echoed up and down the corridor. He pressed the blade against the alien's spindly neck.
"Okay, you alien freak, enough fun and games. What's the deal here?"
For having a blade with an edge only a few molecules wide threatening to decapitate it, the alien seemed remarkably well-composed. "Blake, what are you doing?" Liza looked up and down the hallway, nervous that they were being monitored.
"Establishing diplomatic relations," The sword didn't waver a millimeter.
"Please," said the alien. "There is not any justification for you to be being feeling afraid or concerned. This person right here is to be being helping you—"
"Shut up," said Blake. "I'm getting so old listening to you my prostate is swelling. Simple answers—yes or no. Got it, Bunky?"
"Bunky?" Liza looked at Blake in bemusement.
He shrugged helplessly. "I had a pet lizard in fifth grade named Bunky."
"And it looked like an alien?"
"Well… no, not really. But we have to call it something besides Hey you or Little dude."
"Yeah, baby," said the alien, perfectly parroting Blake's speech mannerism.
"Yeah, but Bunky? You make it sound like a clown on a children's show."
"Look, do you really want to have this discussion right now? Because maybe the little dude here could go get us some tea and crumpets and we could have social hour!"
Liza rolled her eyes. How could the man be so infuriating at such a time? "Fine! Bunky it is. Whatever, okay?"
"All right," said Blake, "here we go. Are you getting us out of here?"
"Yes."
"And you'll send us back to where you found us?"
"Yes."
"Can you send us anywhere else nearby? We were stuck in the middle of a blizzard and about to freeze to death," said Liza.
"We weren't about to freeze to death," said Blake. "We were—"
"About to freeze to death!" Liza raised her voice to a near shriek. "And I'm not going back there if he can send us someplace else. Someplace warmer. Someplace I don't have to worry about huddling with you to keep alive!"
"Oh, please. You haven't been able to keep your eyes off me since the moment you met me."
Liza felt like tearing her hair out. "Oh my God, are you seriously that full of yourself?"
"Yeah, baby," said Bunky.
Liza looked down at the little gray alien and tried to decide whether or not it was making fun of her.
"Why are you helping us?" Blake asked. "Oh, wait," he said as the alien opened its mouth. "I forgot. Yes or no."
"Are you doing this on your own? This is your idea, right? Not part of the group?" asked Liza suddenly.
Blake looked sidelong at her.
"This isn't exactly normal mysterious anal-probing behavior," she said. "Maybe he's a Fifth Columnist or something."
"A what?"
"A Fifth—God, do I have to explain everything to you?"
"No. I got it. Okay, Bunky, you the lone gunman in this caper?" Blake twitched the sword again.
"Yes."
"Then he has to come with us," said Liza.
"I'm sorry, I didn't quite get that. It sounded like you said he has to come with us," said Blake through clenched teeth. "I don't want any of these guys within a few million miles of my ass. Especially my ass."
"Please," said the alien. "The time to be being worrying about the ethical behavior of this person is now to be being in the past. Both of the two of you are to be being moving with urgent quickness. Get your asses in gear!"
"Now that I understood," said Blake.
The ends of the corridor suddenly sealed themselves. It gave Liza the impression they were inside a giant version of the balloons carnies contort into animal shapes and obscene hats. The sealed ends began closing in toward them.
"Blake?" she whimpered.
"Make it stop, or lose your head." Blake looked like he might just slice off the alien's head anyway.
The alien turned its head to look at Blake square on. "This person's head is to be being simple to replace."
"Look, just get us out of here before those walls close on us." Panic settled into Liza's mind like a flock of pigeons roosting on a statue. She had always been slightly claustrophobic and the alien architecture squeezing itself shut toward them did nothing to allay those fears.
The alien reached up and with one skinny finger, pushed Blake's sword away from its throat. "Yeah, baby."
"I'm so glad you said that to it," said Liza, her tone acidic. "Do you cuss around small children too?"
The alien caressed the wall of the tunnel and an exit opened into another chamber. With flashes of pristine, white light, a dozen more aliens popped into the room. Each of them held a glowing sphere of orange that jiggled like a boiling water balloon.
Bunky shrank back against the wall. "No!" it shouted in its reedy voice.
"You are one who is to be being dangerously seditious against the Great Leader," said one of the sphere-carrying aliens. "This person here is to be being taking you and both of the two humans back into custody."
"Like hell!" Blake charged, swinging his sword like some samurai version of Barry Bonds <AC36>. The blade passed through the lead alien's neck with no resistance and stuck deeply into the wall of the room. The creature's head flew through the air like a wet pillow to splat against another wall. Blake tugged on his sword, which was trapped in the material of the wall. "Shit!"
Another alien tried to press one of the orange globes against Liza. She'd been dealing with overeager dates for more than ten years, and she'd perfected a technique that always seemed to generate positive results.
She kicked the alien's nuts up into its chin.
At least she kicked where its nuts ought to have been. The alien had all the mass and inertia of a poodle and flew upward to smash into the ceiling of the room, then crumpled down into an unmoving heap. Liza was so surprised that she stood staring at her own foot as if it might bite her. Fortunately for her, between Blake's sudden attack and her own impressive display, the remaining aliens froze in uncertainty.
Blake, on the other hand, had no uncertainties at all. He must have decided that the best solution was to cut the shit out of the rest of the little gray fuckers. He braced his foot against the wall and yanked the sword free. Three quick slashes and three alien heads bounced across the floor. Their heads and stumps of neck didn't leak any blood or gore or acid or anything. Liza was grateful for that cleanliness, because she couldn't even deal with the sight of her own blood very well, and the idea of alien blood was about as icky as anything she could imagine.
An orange globe, dropped by the alien Liza had kicked, rolled across the floor to stop by her feet. She picked it up as if it were road kill, prepared to toss it away if it grew legs or tried to bite her or something. It had a nice heft to it. She turned to the nearest alien, globe raised in her hand. An almost human look of horror crossed the alien's face as the sphere impacted on its face and exploded like a water balloon filled with pancake batter. The goop wrapped all around the alien's head and solidified into a weighty mass. The alien staggered, then toppled to the floor. Its orange-engulfed head hit with a solid-sounding clunk <AC37>.
Blake chopped like a man possessed. He whirled around the room, hacking and slashing with a vigor that might not ever have been seen outside of the Chinese Opera. In the time it took Liza to retrieve one more dropped orange sphere and smash it into another alien's head, only Bunky remained in the room.
Blake lowered his sword, and Liza turned to him. Both were breathing hard, and their eyes locked. For just a moment, Liza was more attracted to him than she'd ever been to any man. Then her good sense caught up with her wild hormones and rounded them back up into the corral.
"I think we'd better leave now." Blake looked around, uneasy, as if expecting more aliens to materialize out of thin air. His sword remained unsheathed without a trace of alien fluids or slime to mar its finish.
"I think you're right, milkman, but don't let it go to your head," said Liza.
"Yeah, baby!" <AC38> shouted Bunky in triumph. "Follow this person with great speed and quickness to the chamber room of traveling between points separated by distance without traversing the intervening distance space in between them."
"Why does he talk like that?" Liza asked Blake as they hurried down the hallway. She'd used the last of the orange globes and felt naked without any kind of weapon beyond her hands and admittedly-dangerous feet.
Blake seemed to be trying to look in all directions at once as they advanced through the Moon base. "I don't know. Maybe it's a direct translation of his language into ours."
"Pretty inefficient language if you ask me."
"I didn't. Maybe he just talks that way to piss me off." Blake spun around and put the sword through an alien who had just walked through a wall.
"Seems like it's working," said Liza.
Hiding Out / Bunky Explains / Sentient Farts
The Perfect Asses / Blake's Idea
Bunky hadn't wanted to risk recalibration of whatever control system the aliens used for the transport beams, so he'd just popped them all back into the cab of the snowplow, which still sat abandoned in the middle of the road. The little gray alien worked some kind of magic under the dashboard with his fingers and made the engine turn over.
They'd asked the alien about his real name, a difficult concept for him to grasp, as his people apparently didn't use spoken sounds for identification. Finally he'd come up with a sound reminiscent of a balloon nozzle leak crossed with a Bronx cheer filtered through boiling oatmeal. Blake and Liza had looked at each other in bemusement and agreed that Bunky would be a permanent nickname.
"I notice that he can hotwire a car," said Liza as she slapped at her arms. The cab was colder than an industrial freezer, and the alien suit covering her skin had roughly no insulating value. The snowplow's engine grumbled, stalled, then roared into life in a cloud of aromatic Diesel smoke.
Blake drove the plow slowly through a half foot of accumulated snow. The blade at the front rode too low and gouged chunks of pavement loose with a racket comparable to a rockslide. He played with the levers in the cab until the whining hydraulics lifted the heavy plow a few inches. He took them to a nearby rural ranch home belonging to one of his customers. "They went to Norway," he said. "For the winter. Who in their right mind goes to Norway in the middle of the goddamn winter?"
Liza's creative application of a rock to a window let them into the house, where they finally felt like they had a chance to regroup. Bunky did something to the broken glass with his fingers and sealed the hole while Blake got the furnace going and cranked the thermostat up to about eighty degrees.
Liza raided the closets and found a dressing gown that would fit her and nothing else but huge summer clothing. The lady of the house apparently liked her Sara Lee frozen cheesecakes a little too much and therefore shopped mostly at Tents-R-Us. No help there. Liza wasn't about to drape herself in any of the awful floral-print house dresses or muumuus. Blake deserved better than that.
Wait, had she really just thought that? Couldn't have… she didn't give a rat's ass what Blake deserved, even though he had those eyes…
Liza shook herself and headed deeper into the house in search of clothing she could stand to wear. Soon she found a bedroom which belonged to a teenaged daughter, and Liza thought that she could squeeze into something there. She rooted through the closet and drawers and picked out a small selection. Then she dragged a chair into the girl's bathroom, locked the door, and wedged the chair under the knob, just in case.
She wasn't going to give Blake any more chances to see her naked, that was for sure.
She peeled off the strange covering, and as it came off it turned into vapor and vanished. No matter, she thought as she turned on the shower. Hot water, a high-wattage timer lamp, and the warm air blowing out of the vent did more to improve her spirits than anything else could have.
Finally, reluctantly, she got out of the shower and dressed herself in the clothes she had found. If she had been the mother in this family, she'd have grounded her daughter for life because of her fashion sense, or more appropriately, the lack thereof. The daughter apparently wore nothing but thongs. Liza had never found them to be particularly comfortable—it felt like she had a permanent wedgie. At least the girl had the taste to have some baggy jeans. Liza wasn't about to give Blake any more looks at her ass either, although to be honest, hers filled out the girl's baggies in a way some people might have thought sexy. She added a bra and a cutoff sweatshirt and found a pair of sneakers she could squeeze into. Thus dressed, she returned to the front of the house.
"So where's Bunky?" she asked <AC39>.
"In the den, watching TV," said Blake. "I thought that since he picks up phrases so quickly, it would be the easiest way to get him to stop talking the way he does."
"Good idea. What channel did you leave it on?"
"I just gave him the remote and showed him how to work it. I figured he could watch whatever he wanted."
Liza closed her eyes for just a minute and counted to ten. "Good there there's all kinds of great television on nowadays. We don't have to worry about him filling his head with garbage."
"You have a better idea?"
"No."
Blake rummaged through the kitchen, still in his alien suit. "Not much here," he said. "But they're gone for like a month. Nothing in the fridge or freezer. There's canned soup."
"Sounds like a feast," said Liza. "Are you, uh, going to get out of that suit?"
"Eventually. I'm starving. Why, got something in mind?" He leered at her.
"God, no. But yours is dissolving," she said. And just like hers had, his alien coverall began to vaporize. With nothing else to grab, Blake covered himself with a can of Campbell's Chunky Clam Chowder. Liza pretended not to look as he beat a hasty retreat to the bathroom.
She grabbed a can of soup herself, dug through the cabinets until she found a microwave bowl and heated it up. Two minutes later, she wandered into the den where Bunky was staring with slack-jawed fascination at TLC's What Not To Wear. "Hey, are you, like, hungry or anything?"
There was no response from the alien.
"Hey!" She hesitated, wondering if he would react badly, but then decided to risk it, and touched Bunky on the shoulder.
The alien turned his head. Although his eyes didn't move, she had the distinct sense that he was examining her from head to foot.
"What are you wearing? It's hardly age-appropriate unless you're going for the teenage hooker look." Bunky gave a passable impression of the hosts of the show.
Liza snatched the remote and switched off the TV. "No more TV for you," she said. "It'll rot your impressionable brain. I asked you if you're hungry."
"Allez cuisine!" Bunky shouted like the Chairman from Iron Chef America and ran for the kitchen.
Liza rolled her eyes.
Bunky didn't find anything to suit his own appetite, whatever that required. Instead, he mixed up an impressive repast for Blake and Liza with raw ingredients he scavenged from various cupboards, seasoning them with an occasional Emeril-ish Bam!
Blake returned from the bathroom in perfectly-fitted clothes from work shirt to jeans to hiking boots. He pushed his damp hair back out of his face. "What's this?" He sniffed the air in suspicion.
"He's channeling Alton Brown <AC40>," said Liza around a mouthful of tuna canapé. "You've got to try this. He's like some kind of idiot savant about cooking and language."
"And fixing snowplows." Blake picked up one of the series of appetizers Bunky had prepared and sampled it. "Damn, this is amazing." He sat down and grabbed a couple more.
"All right, Bunky…" Liza took a sip of wine to cleanse her palate. She'd found a bottle stashed in the back of one of the cabinets. She suspected it might have been something someone was saving for a special occasion. She wasn't a sommelier, but if she read the label right it had been bottled in 1980. She'd never been much of one for traditions, so she'd dug out the cork with a steak knife and poured it into an Arby's gold-rimmed holiday glass. And it was darn good wine too. "I'd like you to answer a few questions, seeing as how you're sort of our prisoner and all."
Blake patted his sword on the table for emphasis as he chewed.
Bunky seemed to deflate, but nodded his head in a very human gesture of acceptance.
Liza wished she hadn't lost her notebook with the rest of her clothes. Whoever these people were whose house they'd broken into, they didn't believe in writing things down. She hadn't been able to find a single scrap of paper or even a pen. "Who are you guys? Where are you from?"
"We are the—" Bunky made a noise like a hippo with a sinus infection. "We come from a star many light years distant."
"How long have you been here?"
"A little over sixty of your years, my Earth friend."
"Did you let this guy listen to talk radio or anything?" asked Blake.
"No. Why?"
"Reminded me of someone I've heard on an overnight call-in show for a minute <AC41>. Probably just a coincidence. You may continue." He waved a hand, sprinkling crumbs on the Formica counter top.
"Why, thank you. I'd never have gotten on with things if you hadn't given me the green light." Liza rolled her eyes with a well-practiced motion. "And why are you here at all?"
"Have you tried a miniature cupcake yet?" asked Bunky.
Blake didn't say a word. Instead, he just reached out and shifted the sword on the table a couple inches. Subtle enough, thought Liza.
Bunky didn't miss the message. "We're here to take over your planet."
Blake and Liza dropped their jaws in surprise. It was a pat answer, a cliché stemming from decades of science fiction, and yet it seemed wholly appropriate.
"Wait a second." Blake shook his head in disbelief. "You crossed hundreds—"
"Millions," interjected Bunky.
"Millions of light years," continued Blake without missing a beat, "just to come here and take over the Earth? You couldn't find something a little closer to home?"
"Nowhere that we could live, or make into a place we could live." Bunky almost seemed embarrassed. "We, that is, my people, have very distinct survival requirements. We cannot exist on a world that does not already have higher forms of life."
"So you've been here for sixty years already, and you've been abducting people for all that time?" asked Liza.
"And what's the deal with the anal probes?" asked Blake. "I keep thinking I should be a lot more upset about that. But I'm only rationally offended by it instead of personally. What gives?"
Bunky lifted his head. "As part of the process we perfected years ago, we introduce a chemical into your bloodstream that ties your memory of the events to a neutral, instead of an unpleasant act. But for the reason why… perhaps it is best if I show you my true form."
Blake and Liza exchanged worried glances.
"Although I warn you," said Bunky, "you may find it… unpleasant." The little grey alien visibly sighed and moved to the center of the kitchen floor. He bent forward, grasping his thin ankles with reedy fingers, thrusting his behind up into the air <AC42>. A blatting, popping sound preceded a noxious, greenish-yellow cloud which emerged from his rear. <AC43>
A rotting, sulfurous odor reminiscent of spoiled cabbage and rotting milk filled the kitchen. Blake and Liza ran for the sliding glass door and threw it open, unmindful of the blizzard that blew in their faces, and drank in gasp after gasp of untainted air. They both choked and gagged as they tried to keep the contents of their recent meals inside their heaving stomachs.
His head soaked from the blowing snow, Blake was the first to brave the kitchen again. Liza watched as he sniffed cautiously. He breathed through his mouth and ran to the cabinets under the sink to dig through the various chemicals until he found some scouring powder. He poured it on the counter, drizzled a little water in it, and mixed it into a paste with his finger. Wrinkling his nose, he dabbed a bit under each nostril. He sniffed, and then coughed hard and grinned. He loaded up some more of the paste on a finger and went back to where Liza hung gasping weakly out of the door.
"Here," he said offering his finger to her. She looked at him in wonder as she dabbed her own nostrils.
"Good idea," she said.
He shrugged. "It's probably carcinogenic."
"I'll chance it."
I apologize for the discomfort I have caused you, said a voice in their heads. Blake and Liza looked around in surprise and Blake even stuck a finger in his ear and wiggled it around, just in case he hadn't heard correctly. It didn't sound anything like Bunky's voice, but they were both sure it was him. Your people find the odor our bodies create quite unpleasant. Unfortunately, it is just due to the nature of our evolution.
"Evolution?" Liza coughed from the strong fumes in her nose.
We evolved within the intestinal tracts of large bovine creatures on our homeworld—similar to your cattle. Through the application of radioactive surges from our star, we developed intelligence and telepathy over hundreds of thousands of years.
"So, what you're saying is that you're—" began Liza.
"Sentient farts," finished Blake.
Essentially correct. We cannot survive for long exposed to atmosphere like this. It is too easy for us to dissipate, losing our essence among the sea of air molecules. By telepathically guiding lesser creatures with usable digits, we were able to build the vessels in which we survive and manipulate, as you see before you.
"You mean the alien bodies are… are robots?" asked Liza. "This is great stuff. I'm going to win a Pulitzer after all." She let herself release a sly smile.
"You're going to get locked up in the nuthouse," said Blake. "Nobody'd believe this story. Shit, it's happening to me and I'm not sure I believe it."
Nothing so primitive as your concept of robots, but basically the same idea.
"So why the anal probing then?" asked Liza.
We've been seeking suitable organic surrogates on your world in which we may inhabit. There aren't many of the manipulation vessels, and a great many of our people are living in test tubes and specially-built storage cushions. We crave freedom. Or at least, most of my people do.
"So you're looking for a new ass to crawl into," said Blake. "Why people? Why not cattle or chickens or something?"
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