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*
The police scanner reports a break-in at Galaxy Labs. It’s a high-tech gadgetry facility on the far west side, the kind of place supervillains do their afterhours Christmas shopping. I stashed a puppet there months ago, expecting the inevitable. Now it’s here. The lab is threatened by sinister forces and no one can get there faster than me. Not even him.
And yet, I hesitate.
I’m about a hundred and eighty-five pounds of geek flesh, and very little of it is muscle. My doctor has warned me about “pre-diabetes” but I don’t believe such a thing exists. I shave because it makes me feel more manly, not because my chubby cheeks require much of it. And kicked back here in my one-bedroom apartment, sprawled out in my recliner, I’m not really sure I’m up to the task of fighting evil tonight. Or any night.
My body still shows bruises from my last night out. So does my pride.
But if not now, when?
Big sigh.
I turn down the scanner and mute the TV. The better to hear my inner hero’s pre-battle pep-talk, right? I know he’s in there somewhere, my William Wallace, face painted blue, strutting back and forth before the ranks of my yellow-faced cowardice.
Forget Kitty Kat, I tell myself. Forget Mr. Wonderful.
Then I switch movies and Marsellus Wallace is telling me it’s okay to take a dive, that I should ignore that slight sting at back of my mind. “That’s pride,” he hisses.
I scratch at the irritation in my belly button. There’s potato chip crumbs there.
Pulled down there, I think, finger tip circling the cavernous whirlpool beneath my belly hair. I imagine the sea monster Charybdis trying to swallow Odysseus and his crew, boat and all. Pulled down. Chewed up. Just like my last adventure...
*
There’d been five daring jewel thefts committed inside of a two months period, and I was pretty sure I knew who’d pulled them off. I had the possible candidates narrowed down to a troupe of Chinese acrobats who weren’t even in town for the first or last capers, and one very talented, very ballsy lady in form-fitting black.
There’s this burned-out taxi cab sitting on blocks in a back alley of the red light district. On the night in question, I went to sleep in my apartment and woke up in the back seat of that cab, inside the puppet body I’d hidden there weeks earlier. Anyone who peeked through those dirty windows and saw it slumped along the floor, I figured, would assume it was a corpse and put as much distance between it, themselves, and any would-be police investigation involving said corpse as fast as possible. So it was safe there, until I needed it.
And that night, I did. I woke up squeezed behind the seat there, crawled out, brushed the dirt off my ebony trench coat, and worked the beat. There were rooftops to check and questions to ask. I knew a few rather distinguished ex-cons in that neighborhood who were pretty anxious to see me. A few needing their jaws loosened up before they talked. Ultimately, the sparse collection of tips and clues led me to this burlesque theatre-slash-whore house that had recently come under new management.
So long story short, I was sneaking around inside this place and got caught with my pants down (figuratively speaking). The parlor mistress and her goon squad got my number real quick—not a lot of faceless guys in fedoras and trench coats running around these days. So after a little slap fight, Kitty Kat ran. I gave chase. We ended up at the East Side Dump and that’s where I let it happen. All she had to do was twitched her spandex-wrapped little tail in my direction and I was helpless, drooling down a puppet chin with no mouth. What do you expect from a career nerd with no girlfriend? Even as a superhero I couldn’t stop thinking with the wrong head, and it almost got me killed.
We were standing awfully close together on this conveyor belt, her scratching out little hearts on my chest as the romantic mounds of trash rolled by. Then her ears laid flat, she sneered at me with her purple-glossed lips, and jumped clear. Suddenly I found myself alone on a moving track that fed garbage to a big machine with spinning teeth. I had one-point-five seconds to put the little head in its place and get the big one fired up again—but I was too slow. Stupidly I tried to run, like George Jetson on the moving sidewalk. I got nowhere but backwards in a big hurry. Then the machine chomped down on the tail of my trench coat and in a flash I was dragged in and gobbled up. Even now I can feel the pop and shred of my feet, ankles, legs, all ground up and swallowed in the span of two seconds. Luckily I got thrown out of the hyperdream before the whole puppet was chewed and crapped out the back end. I slammed back into my real body so fast I thought I was waking up in the grave.
*
I still have yellow bruises up and down my legs. If I hadn’t woken up in time, would it have killed me?
So the Shadow Puppet was dead. At least that’s what Kitty Kat told everybody, that she took on and killed a superhero mono-a-mono, and I’ve been too afraid to prove her wrong ever since. Mr. Wonderful picked her up a few nights later. Mr.-Frickin-Wonderful saves the day again and takes care of business I couldn’t, just like every other blond-haired, chiseled-chinned, superstar hunk I’ve ever known. Got my girl again, too.
Laying here in this chair, reliving this life-long theme of embarrassment and disappointment... The whole thing just pisses me off!
Potato chip shrapnel sprays everywhere as I crush the bag of Ruffles in my hand.
“I’m a superhero, goddamn it, not a swirly victim!”
The footrest slams down as I catapult out of the chair, pacing the floor and waving my arms.
“And I want to just lay down and take it?” I argue aloud. “Is that all I’m made of?”
I’ve been planting rumors in chat rooms all week about how Shadow Puppet is not really dead, how you can’t kill a nightmare, that he lives in the hearts of every child that’s afraid of the dark and can just climb out of their closet at will—you know, creepy shit like that. And now it’s time to prove it.
“Okay, okay, okay...” I shake out my hands and massage my own temples, do some deep breathing and what looked like yoga on that infomercial I saw last night. It takes me a little longer than usual to get into character, to calm down enough stretch out in the recliner again and relax, but soon I’m drifting off in a hypnotic snooze. I envision riding a tiny raft of lint down into the turning whirlpool of my belly button, going deeper and deeper, the world slipping away above the fleshy water line, closing out, disappearing...
*
Then wake up seconds later on the far side of town and my puppet body opens phantasmal eyes.
My vision’s blurry at first—it always takes a minute for the mind to catch up. Initially there’s fugue and confusion. For the first several seconds all I can tell is that it’s dark and I’m cramped. Feels like I’m stuffed in a bread box.
I hear echoed voices and metallic squealing from somewhere not far away.
A sudden panic attack threatens me: I flash back to the trash eater, the terrible sound of wood pulping, like bone in a meat grinder. The pins and needles tingling of my arms and legs waking up doesn’t help. Sharp anxiety takes a big breath inside my chest, but I seize control and blow it back out. Not again, I tell myself. I’m in control here. I’m the master of this puppet show.
My eyes finally adjust. I’m crammed into a narrow metal shaft, a rectangular chute that runs off into the darkness. Ventilation, I realize, and the memory comes back to me. I worked at Galaxy Labs for a while as a short-term IT contractor, and on the night before turning in my keys I’d snuck in one of my puppets and crammed it into this hiding place. I’m in a vent, I remind myself.
C’mon, get with the program. Scanner call. Big comeback. Got to beat the cops and Wonderbread to the punch.
Astral travel through the hyperdream isn’t always smooth. Sometimes I come through the other end and can’t find my ass with both hands. But now I’m focused. Time to move.
I wriggle my way through the narrow shaft toward the voices. I’ve probably lost two or three minutes to self-doubt and body hopping, so there’s no more time to waste. Big shot superheroes generally break in just in time to steal your glory. As opposed to the police, who tend to show up after the fighting’s all over. Do they do that on purpose?
Shoulder-swimming faster now. The brim of my fedora gets pushed down over my eyes. I continue blindly until—
Here. Through the ventilation screen below me I see four figures, their gaudy colors bright in the dark corridor. “Move it, you two,” commands their leader, a bulk of sky blue with a big pointed head. Behind him is a short, slim lady in orange and black stripes and ahead of him are two thick-necked goons in blue sweaters, laboring against a big metal block with tiny, squeaky wheels.
“This must be the place,” I mutter in Shadow Puppet’s raspy voice. A head-butt pops the vent and I push myself through the opening.
I can imagine what they see: a shadow falling twenty feet and crashing into a heap of limp limbs and black cloth. Probably looks more like a suicide than a dramatic entrance.
But then the mysterious figure stands up, like a spectre out of the old pulp magazines. I flex my fingers and smooth the rim of my fedora.
Heroic pause.
The bad guys all freeze and stare. Pink bubble gum swells and pops, breaking the tension. The hot little brunette in orange and black clings to her man’s side. The villain she’s wrapped around wears light blue spandex padded with fake muscles and a yellow belt. His cowl is stolen straight off a Jaws movie poster, a triangular shark’s head with black eyes and white teeth, the man’s masked face showing from the opening like a regurgitated swimmer.
I almost laugh at him but don’t want to break character.
“Shark Master?” I rasp instead. “What are you doing in Mesa City? We’re two hundred miles from the coast.”
“And yet you know who I am!” Shark Master declares. He elbows his girlfriend: “And you said we weren’t big fish, Tiger Shark.”
“I didn’t say you were big fish, either,” I tell him. “What, you finally get sick of Glamour Girl kicking your butt all over Opal Bay?”
His pair of matching goons step out from behind the cargo they’ve been pushing. They’re generic thugs, probably hired from Muscle.com, dressed in identical blue pullovers, dungarees, and black knit caps. Their bodies bulge so much I wondered if their brains are getting any blood.
Shark Master points dramatically in my direction. “Thresher, Mako: Make chum out of him!”
The pair charge. Thresher comes at me with his head down, trying to bowl me over. I sidestep with an appropriate “Toro!” and kick him in the rear on his way by. Mako punches me in the face so hard I think my hat might come off; good thing it’s stapled on. There’s the loud knock of knuckles on wood but my head snaps back. Confusion is plain on his simple-minded face.
“Not expecting a blockhead?” I ask, returning the blow with one of my own.
POW!
My puppet’s hands are weighted for extra punch and the knuckles themselves are ridges of steel. Mako drops.
Thresher wraps his arms around me from behind and actually bites me.
“You guys are taking this shark theme way too far,” I tell him. My body and legs go soft, I slip out of his bear hug and instantly spring back up. Now he can see the inhuman face under the fedora, the carved cheekbones and rigid jaw line unmoving beneath a black stocking mask. “Bit off more than you can chew, eh, Thresher?”
BAM! BIFF!
Another thug laid out.
Now it’s just me and the supervillain. And his arm candy.
“I heard you were dead,” he says.
“I heard that, too.”
“I’m glad you’re not.” Shark Master pulls something from his belt. “Because you’re about to make me the biggest fish in the pond...” Clasped in both hands is a set of jagged metal dentures, like old-timey chattering teeth. But they’re not old-timey, and they don’t chatter. When he opens the miniature jaws, the huge red outline of a holographic shark flickers into existence. “I’ve got a puppet of my own!” he shouts, lunging forward and slamming shut the tiny jaws. With a big cartoon grin, the glowing shark opens wide and chomps down on me. I feel the burn of electric teeth on my chest and back. My eyelids flutter—my real eyelids—and I swear I can smell bacon burning.
I’m back in the trash grinder, teeth threatening to eat me alive. My consciousness jumps away defensively, retreating into astral space.
No, I tell myself. I’m not getting chewed up again. Not waking up. Not going to die. Not losing this fight...
Blink back to the lab. I’m moving but not under my own power, carried through the air by the electroplasmic shark. My teeth grind in pain as its dig deeper into my body. I’m airborne, hovering over Shark Master and his girl—a bully impressing his cheerleader squeeze by hanging the chess captain up by nuclear wedgy.
The villain smiles. His teeth—the teeth in his mouth—are filed into points. That’s commitment.
He lowers me close enough to smell the raw fish on his breath. “Mesa City’s about to be swallowed whole, Shadow Puppet. What do you think, Tiger, baby? Convoluted deathtrap? Wait. What the hell? Where’s your face?”
WHACK!
My wooden head bounces in and out of the costume shark’s mouth, cracking Shark Master on the skull with the steel plate riveted to my forehead. His eyes go cross and knees buckle. All three of us—the villain, myself, and the neon shark construct—we all crash to the floor. The gadget clamps shut, the air goes dark, and a haze of ozone floats above our two crumpled-up, costumed bodies.
One body gets back to his feet.
Another pink bubble bursts in Tiger Shark’s mouth.
Shadow Puppet pulls at the rim of his fedora, tipping it to the lady. “It’s over, sweetheart.” My best Bogart.
She glances at her defeated boyfriend and shakes her head at us both. “Dot-com goons, future-tech monsters, expensive dental work... Why you guys always gotta make this so hard?” There’s a harsh Opal Bay accent in her voice. And a revolver in her hand.
BANG!
A bullet rips through my midsection.
Back in my apartment, in my recliner, my stomach muscles clench up like terminal dry heaves.
BANG!
Back in the lab, a second bullet tears into my puppet’s chest and spins me around.
The world goes dark. I feel two burning holes where my body should be. My mind falls from a thousand-foot drop in astral space.
Darkness. Blind, empty darkness.
From somewhere in that void comes my own tiny voice: What did I tell you?
That I’m not dying today!
My hand shoots up and locks onto Tiger Shark’s slender wrist. She’s bending over my supposedly deceased corpse but freaks when I grab her and drops the gun, eyes wide, chest nearly spilling out of her striped bodysuit. Her trying to jump away pulls me to my feet.
“Sorry, darling, impervious superhero you know.” I produce a pair of handcuffs. “And this time, I get the girl.” Click on a bracelet. “I always wondered how supervillains like him wound up with girls like you.”
“Good friggin’ question,” she says, then eyes me up and down, pops her gum, and bats her big blues at me. “So. Me, you, and handcuffs, eh?” She holds her wrists up together and pouts her lips.
“Yes,” I rasp, “but not in a way you’ll enjoy.”
Dame almost makes me wish my puppet was anatomically correct, but I don’t tell her that.
I lock her to a bundle of cables on the giant whats-a-matron they were trying to steal and pat myself on the back. The crime scene is secure. I’d like to leave a note that says, Dear Wonderbread, better luck next time, but there’s finally a wail of sirens outside.
The crawl back into the air vent is tight, but I manage before the police arrive. They’re two minutes too late, as usual.
*
Waking from the hyperdream is always rough, but it’s never been like this. I blink at the white, textured ceiling, then my pale, abused body. There’s a nasty bruise blossoming on my stomach and a bigger one on the right side of my chest. It looks like a cancerous third nipple growing on my pasty white man-boobs. A sizzled red dash-line almost divides me in half under the ribcage: the nuclear shark’s bite marks. No doubt there’s a matching set on my back. And it all hurts like hell.
“Not so impervious, after all,” I tell myself.
Sitting up feels like a screwdriver turning under that abdominal bruise. I need a beer and a cheeseburger, bad.
Adam West and Burt Ward are on the muted TV, taking down King Tut’s goons in a colorful, explosive ballet. I laugh my ass off. And it hurts.
* * *
Excerpt from the heroic fantasy novel
Tarnish:
Billy Cole is on a quest to save his hometown. Unfortunately, it’s not going well. He’s been robbed his money, horse, and pride, and now must perform for his room and board. He assumes the mantle of Wil Thunderstrike, professional hero and talespinner, and in Chapter 4, The Dragon’s Tongue, Wil spins his first tale...
*
“Dragons?” That breath, the first word of his first tale, gave him power. “Dragons are among the great mysteries of the world. Very few people have ever seen one. Most of those who have saw mainly the jaws and tongue, and much later, the puckering asshole on the way out.” Wil shoved his fist through the circle of his other hand, drawing a laugh from the small crowd.
Trevor’s voice echoed in his mind: A talespinner need not be himself. In fact, it’s better that he isn’t. This frees him not only from the trivial shackles of honesty that might hinder the details of a good story, but also from self-doubt or too much critical reflection. Be more than yourself and your tale will be more than its origins. Remember, history is second to story.
Wil Thunderstrike took a deep breath, laughed with his audience, and continued...
*
It is said that dragons once ruled the world, in the time before mankind made words or tamed fire. Stories of dragonslayers go back as far as human history. But perhaps those great heroes were too good at their trade, for few but your grandfather’s grandmother claim to have even glimpsed a dragon, and even she only caught faint wisps of its fiery belch as a child but never actually laid eyes on one. Today there’s but one dragon spoken of around campfires and drinking tables, and it’s been dead for years. In fact, some say its death was the start of the World’s Shadow War.
The last known dragon to steal through darkness or glide among clouds made the World’s Shadow Mountains its ancient home. It had a deep burrow inside the rock where it slept for years at a time, for dragons were very long lived and aged almost none while they slept. This dragon was as long and winding as the road that twists through Hobb’s Turn. Its scales were the color of starless night and its claws were like curled swords. Two long horns of golden ivory curved back from behind its eyes, those black orbs with red rings of iris that burned like funeral pyre embers. A row of ash-colored feathers grew down its neck and a white, wispy feather beard hung from its chin. There were feathery tufts on its clawed feet and the mighty knots of muscle from which its wings grew. The monster’s wings were its most beautiful feature, feathered in ash grey and snow white. They folded up tightly against its night-colored back, but when spread for flight or boasting they filled the sky like a snowstorm, blotting out the sun and beating a terrible wind that could knock a man to the ground. Being ancient and mystical creatures, it was said that magicians and alchemists could render miracles using bodily samples taken from a dragon: a feather of its wings or beard, the scales from its belly; a great talon, jagged fang, the barb from its tail; the heart, liver, tongue...
But who would have the brass to face such a beast in battle?
It doesn’t take brass to look upon such beauty, only a sense of wonder. Cruelty rather than bravery would be required to fight such a marvel, to track it down in the hopes of harvesting its morbid parts for selfish ends, and there was only one man in the history of these lands whose greed would empower him to track perhaps the last of an ancient and noble race to its sleeping nest in an attempt to cut out its heart: Duke Ferdinand DeSpawn. The Dread Duke, once a nobleman of the Fertile Lands before they were freed from birthright rulers, an honest and pious man who turned his back on Fate and the Powers and all good-natured people. He who orgied in witches’ covens and fathered monsters. He who made pacts with the zog tribes and sold his own heart to the Fiend of Fire and Darkness, an ageless villain who defied the Just King Leopold and was banished beyond the World’s Shadow, but returned, seventy years later, to wage war on the free peoples of the Fertile Lands. But did he come back for revenge or to claim a prize, to crown himself king or retrieve his majestic quarry? Politicians and scholars debate that still, but perhaps they’d never heard this story.
Following the advice of one of his witches, the Dread Duke set out with a hunting party of twenty men and forty hounds. Around his neck he wore the mummified nose of a famous hunter, an amulet that gave him keen senses that rivaled the huge pack of dogs baying ahead of him. They followed the portents and scent of ancients to a cave near the very peaks of the World’s Shadow Mountains. When he was certain his quarry was inside, the Duke called for his quiver and bow. The bow was the wishbone of a giant sea whale, slain and eaten by his elite zog bodyguards, then carved and strung to become a powerful weapon. His quiver was built with a special lower chamber, a reservoir of dark blue poison where the arrowheads soaked. The syrupy venom was brewed from the blood of murderers and thieves that the Duke had tortured for their crimes. A mere scratch by a bolt so envenomed was deadly in seconds.
The Dread Duke nocked an arrow and motioned for the first group of hunters to enter the cave. Ten men ventured inside, armed with fire brands, swords, and lances. It took them several minutes, moving nervously through the dark, guided only by their torches and slowed by their fear, but soon they found the great sleeping beast, coiled within the dark warmth of the earth, and woke it with their weapons. The last man alive came running back to his master, his body alight with dragon’s fire. He spiraled and screamed for several seconds before finally collapsing as a smoldered black shape on the ground. The great beast then burst from the cave with the speed of a pit viper, killing the remaining ten hunters with tooth, talon, and fire. The forty hounds served as the dragon’s long awaited breakfast, four or five at a time snatched up like dumplings.
The Duke watched all this from the cover of nearby rocks and brush, waiting for his best opportunity. Finally the dragon stretched out in front of him, as awakened sleepers are apt to do, and unwittingly exposed its underbelly. DeSpawn loosed a venomous arrow that buried itself deep among the beast’s ebony scales. The dragon roared in pain and anger and flashed a gout of flame into the bushes, but the Duke was quick and cunning, and he shot a second arrow on the run. The creature was too large to miss and the poisonous bolt penetrated its scaly hide.
Still it refused to die.
But sensing the deadly venom in its wounds, the dragon spread its blizzard-like wings and made its escape. It soared off with remarkable speed and the Duke had to run after it. He couldn’t believe the thing was still alive, much less able to fly. He fired a third arrow, this one striking the dragon’s long, flowing tail. But the magnificent creature rose into the sky and disappeared above the protection of the cloud ceiling.
The Duke cursed to himself, then aloud, then roared his curses so that they echoed off the rocky cliffs. He’d sacrificed twenty of his most skilled hunters and forty of his best-bred hounds, sent them all to their deaths, just so he could have one shot at perhaps the last of an ancient breed. And the miserable creature had the audacity not only to survive, but to escape!
Then he saw it, a league away: the great black and white shape reappeared against the blue sky, falling out of the cloud line. Duke DeSpawn followed his prey to the very edge of the Mountains and watched helplessly as it glided, then fell, then caught itself on its wings again, gradually descending off the Mountain and into the green hills below. It disappeared from sight over the southern edge of his domain, somewhere into the Free Fertile Lands.
And some say this was the start of the great and terrible World’s Shadow War.
*
The quest of sixteen-springs-old Wil Thunderstrike will see him become a storyteller, adventurer, and thief; discover romance, danger, and betrayal; and return home both a hero and a villain.
Tarnish
When his village is attacked by creatures from Blood Marsh, Billy Cole volunteers to find help. But it’ll take more than a sword and the inspiring tales of his heroic idols to survive the harsh world beyond Redfield. Taking the name Wil Thunderstrike, he sets off to save his home and begin his own heroic legacy. On Fate’s fickle course, however, Wil may have to become both a hero and a villain...
The Prince of Luster and Decay
Sergeant Jacob Knox leads the Head Knockers, a unit of scout-saboteurs fighting a war against sorcery and tyranny. After an ambush by shape-shifters kills half the squad and their company, Knox and his boys are sent on a final mission. But waiting for them beneath an empty town is the Prince of Luster and Decay—the demonic embodiment of greed—and they’ll need both steel and heart to defeat it.
The Thorne Legacy
Corporal Cranston Thorne is the black sheep of the family and is about to be kicked out of System Guard for his selfish and reckless behavior. His father, Captain Thanos Thorne, would like nothing more than to see that happen, but unfortunately he can’t stay for the court-martial; a remote outpost has gone silent and he must take the fleet out to face a possible attack. But in the fleet’s absence, it’s the planet that is attacked and it’s up to Corporal Thorne, who’s never cared about anyone but himself, to save planet Giger and restore the family name.
A Writers of the Future Contest finalist.
A Long Walk Down a Dark Alley
A trio of dark tales told with a sharp noir edge. They feature wise guys and private eyes, black magic, future tech, and the feminine wiles of inhuman beauties. It’s sex and violence from that dark corner of your imagination you dare not share with anyone else.
Mime
Crime-noir meets ghost-horror in this short story. Mobster thugs Pauli and Mouse come across a street clown late at night who seems to know more than he’s telling; maybe too much. But you know the best thing about killing a mime? No one hears him scream. Then again, by the time this story is over, it won’t be him screaming.
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