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Book 1
 
Life on Earth
 
By Clayton Beal
 
Chapter 1
Meet Declan
 
FLUMP!
“Hey!
What’d you do that for?”
Why me? Why do I have to be the one with the psycho mom?
“What?” she asked. “Thump you on head? I don’t know. How about clean your room? How about go visit your grandma? How about get your lazy ass out there and find a job?”
Get a job, like I don't want to work. I've been working like a dog since I was twelve years old. After all, nobody’s going to walk by and put twenty bucks in your pocket.
“Yeah, yeah.” I replied, “How about ‘Good morning, son.’ How about ‘Are you excited about your first day back at school, sweetie?’” 
[bookmark: _anchor_1]The smell of Colombian coffee filled the breakfast nook, and I looked out the window at the clear blue sky just in time to see an ink jet fly by. It looked like one of the neighbors was printing out something big. 'Ink.' That's messed up.
Ohhh man, I thought as I hung my head down and ran my fingers through my hair. I really gotta get out of here. I love Mama and everything, but still. It was just time for me to go. 
Yawning and stretching, Mom said, “So do you really have to go all the way down there? To the actual schoolhouse?”
I answered, “Well, when you’re sneaking in, you do what you gotta do.”
Listen, y’all. I usually loved my mornings. They’re normally peaceful, quiet, and serene. I like to, you know, kick back at the kitchen table here, look out the window at the palm trees swaying in the breeze by the small community pond in the backyard. Sometimes I even see a bass jump or a bird dive bomb a fish. I like to just take the time to plan out my day.
I knew that time was over the instant I heard Mama bustling down the hallway, music turned up just enough to distort and destroy any sense of sound quality, and singing along way out of tune while making up lyrics that don't even make sense. 
Then, just like that, she’s clanging coffee mugs, thumping me on the head, and pouring water in her El Café machine, making coffee the same way Grandma did a hundred years ago. She claims it tastes better this way.
When she sat down across the breakfast table, I thought, we all know what’s coming next. I cocked my head to the right, looked over at her, and, ah yes, there it is. ‘Let’s turn on the QV and open fourteen VeeMs at once!’
Let’s see. There’s a virtual monitor for Solitaire and another for poker, Sudoku, The Jetsons, which is the latest social media game, a real estate market analyzer, her favorite soap, and on the main window with accompanying sound, the morning newscast.
I paused and sighed a little, then gave up all hope of the peaceful morning returning.
I took a sip of caf-buz and looked over. I’m just glad she had the volume up on the news. I didn’t think I could stand to hear that soap opera or those game noises this early.
Look at that idiot.
The weatherman came out wearing a very large, bright orange bowtie, wiggling his creepy eyebrows as the holocam zoomed in for his close up. He said the heat wave is going to continue a little bit longer and that it is going to be another record breaker here in south Florida today. Some nutcase was headed out on his Hydroflyer, shooting due east, hauling ass in the ocean background of the weather report.
Then the weatherman shook his head back and forth really fast and chattered, “Brrr,” as the background changed to a windy, snowy New York scene. Them folks were bundled up. The weatherman said, “Snow and ice up north, from Chicago to New York, and just plain cold everywhere else in the nation.”
The view shifted to a train with tanker after tanker heading to New Mexico. Creepy Eyebrows said, “The drought in New Mexico will soon be going on its eighth year. The experts are all blaming El Niño-Chong out in the Pacific.”
The co-anchor added, “Conspiracy theorists are blaming top-secret government testing.”
The anchorman, whose hair was perfect, cut his eyes left and gave her a demeaning glance. Then he said something about a sasquatch. I don't know.
They continued the report.
The anchorman said that scientists found life on Europa, one of Saturn’s moons. He joked around with the co-anchor about her lineage. She looked less than amused, but she was a pro. She smiled real big and turned her cleavage into the close up.
She gave the morning traffic report. “Slowdowns on ninety-five due to an accident near the southbound exit ramp at Congress…”
It was probably some idiot trying to manually drive his heat-synced roloball. I don’t know how they afford the insurance. I remembered seeing the charges light up on the dash one time when Dad turned off the auto-drive. And that was west of Pahokee, out in the middle of nowhere, nothing but the smell of burning sugar cane and rows and acres of sugar cane awaiting harvest. He said it was worth it and that manual driving with loud music on was good therapy. Him and Mom were probably arguing about something. I remembered watching the sugar cane fly by as I stretched my hand out the window and imagined it slicing the sugar cane as we drove by while tuned up to the old man’s favorite country and western hits.
The news anchor dropped his voice down to a sad and serious tone as he told the story of how a twelve-year-old little boy was found murdered. He said the police suspected the Krain Brothers drug cartel, also known as the KBD.
I couldn’t bear the thought of it. Those guys are freaking monsters. And the worst part is that everybody has krained their brain a few times. Weird experience.
I looked up and saw Mom peeking at me over her virtual monitors, her morning hair sticking up in every direction. In her fuzzy slippers and her favorite, worn-out pink bathrobe, she said, “That’s a damn shame. I sure hope they catch those bastards.”
How could anybody do that? The thought hurt me deeply. Yeah, this was why I never watch the news. Too depressing. 
I looked over at Mom, who was entertaining herself with Cat Fat memes at this point, and went back to the school conversation. “They say it's going to be crowded down there at the college. The schools are giving out discounts and grants, trying to improve humanity’s face-to-face skills. They’re even giving extra credits for real-life attendees and renovating a lot of the old, abandoned parts of the buildings. I don’t think I’ll have to go down there long, though. I’m sure my man Woo will crack the classroom codes quickedy quick.”
[bookmark: _anchor_2]And of course Mom’s reply: “You’re just growing old and wasting time. But who knows, maybe you’ll meet a nice girl down there. You know, a real one. I don’t want a stupid, isopod, virtual grandbaby from one of those fantasy wives slash daughters-in-law. I want a real baby, one  I can hold in my real arms.” She cradled her arms and pretended to rock a baby in them.
“Yeah, yeah. You know, you can’t really tell the difference, Mom.” 
She lifted her eyes as she grabbed her coffee, smirked a little, and said, “Like you would know.”
“Mom, just leave me alone about the girls. It costs real money to date. Just let me sit here and relax a few more minutes before I have to get in the roloball and go to class. You know how much I hate those things.”
“Leave you alone? You need to start helping out around here, Declan. We might be in trouble if I don't close on the Anderson house next Friday.”
I don’t know what she was doing up this early, except driving me up the wall and wrecking my morning routine—get up, flash a cup of caf-buz, hit the quantacom, and look for a job…after staring out the window for hours, of course.
I’d been doing this every day since Dad’s taco stand burned down last month, exactly one week after he died. God, I sure do miss him, the way he used to make everyone around him laugh with his quick-witted sarcasm. He could cut a man in half.
Poor Mom. I took a deep breath as a tear swelled in my eye. She'd been nothing but grouchy ever since. I know she loved him. I guess everybody deals with tragedy in their own way.
As I opened up a job hunter app, she said, “You’re getting too old to be riding your mama’s coattails, Declan.”
“I know, Mom,” I said. “I just don’t know what to do. You gotta be a freakin’ robot or a genius to get a job these days. Look, here’s one. I could be an attorney—oops, bots only. Oh, I could be an architect—nope. Bot job. Hey, I could study to be a doctor— oh, no, not anymore. The MedicDroids have taken over that profession too. I hate robots.”
I mean I really, really hate robots.
Maybe I could be the programmer that writes the programs that write the programs that program the electric demons that are taking over everything…
They’re going to start asking for their rights one of these days, and then we will all be in trouble.
Mom looked up and said, “When me and your father were looking at them nanny-bots a couple of months ago, I couldn't tell them from real people.”
I replied, “Oh, I can. They're stupid, and I don't like them taking over everything. I need a job.” I glanced back down at the useless app. “Oh, here’s a good one, Mom. They need people on the moon. The ad says, ‘Many positions available, will train.’ You want me to go to the moon?” 
She balled up her fist, shook it at me, and said, “I’ll send you to the moon here in a minute! I could’ve got you some handiwork if you hadn’t spilled that gallon of paint all over Gwen’s new alumnite flooring.” She smacked me on the back of the head and told me, “Take care of the garbage before you leave, Declan. I have to go get dressed.”
A sexy female voice stated, “John Goldman is calling,” as his icon appeared on the VeeM springing out of my comband. “Answer or ignore?”
“Answer. Hey, John. What vibes?” 
“Swirly dooo Declan, what’s up?”
I can’t believe he still called me that, but John was already going on. “I’m going to be in town tomorrow, thought we could get together and shoot a few beers and drink a little pool.”
Now, I’d known John since middle school. We both played trombone in the high school marching band when we got a little older. He was first chair, and you know where I was—last chair, where I could sit next to Janet Holly, the hot, hot hottie with the naughty, naughty body. I could never get her, but it was nice just sitting next to her and clowning around. 
She was the only one in the band that had a chrome-plated trombone. I still remembered how the sun danced and flashed on it as the band practiced march routines and got ready for competitions and Friday night games. Of course, I was in the bleachers watching her legs in those tight, little shorty shorts. I never marched myself. I always had to leave early and go to work down at Pop’s taco stand.
I was pretty sure Mr. Goldman was the one that started the whole “Swirly Doo Declan” thing, and he was the only one that still called me that. Oh, he denies it nowadays, but I remember him starting it.
I hated that nickname. How could we even be best friends? I don’t know, but he is off-the-wall nuts. Every time I see him, I start reminiscing about all the escapades and adventures we used to go on. Sneaking off during band trips and barely making it back before the head count, having Goss trick the cameras, or paying off the boneheads that were supposed to be watching them. Good times… It would be good to see him. I wondered what ever became of Scott—Goss, that is.
“Yeah, call me tomorrow afternoon,” I told him. “I have to run, gotta get to school, believe it or not.”
John replied, “You actually have to go there? What classes are you taking?” 
I answered, “You know, timeology, math, physics, and philosophy.” 
I could almost hear him laugh as he replied, “Timeology is not a real discipline, you know.” 
I replied, “Yeah, yeah. Sure. I have to run now. Call me tomorrow.” 
I gestured my thumbs and fingers to try and open up a virtual monitor. Then I did it again, and again, in front of me. Then I banged my comband on the counter a couple of times until it finally opened up a VeeM of my home screen. Stupid comband. Might be time for a new one.
Let's see, there’s the rolocab icon, Fassball, this location, ASAP, destination FAU. And let’s see if I can get dressed and take the garbage out before they get here. 
No sooner did I open the front door and there it was. How do they do that? Everything’s so fast, fast, fast these days. I laughed as I walked down the paver brick driveway to get in. 
Grandpa used to say that the yellow rolocabs looked like Ms. Pac-Man. He’d laugh and go “Waka waka waka” when the door opened up.
The cab spoke. “Welcome.” Dshhhk. The seatbelt flew across my chest, strapping me in without warning. “Your arrival time will be approximately eight thirty-nine at the main hall entrance.” The rolocab accelerated to full tilt. 
I’m glad I had enough to take a cab. Those public transballs are so nasty. I heard some bum died in one last week. How creepy would that be? I wondered if anybody ever died in this cab. Ew. I shuddered at the thought.
Hmm, I remember I almost died the last time I was in one.
“Say, can I get there any faster?” I asked.
“For an extra thirty-nine dollars and ninety-nine nine, you can save ten minutes and twelve seconds by taking the next available shoot.”
“Oh, no thanks, I’d rather be late. Last time, you guys almost killed me just to save a couple minutes.” 
A second passed, and then the machine replied, “On your last visit, you enjoyed a ninety-two percent near-perfect landing.” 
“What! You missed a family of four by mere inches! I could see the fillings in the old man’s teeth as he was screaming for his life.” 
A moment or two later the cab replied, “The closest you came to collision intersect was no less than a very safe sixteen point seven inches, a very safe seven-tenths within the legal code.”
I answered, “That’s just what your program recorded to keep the insurance companies from finding out how close you guys cut it out here. Gotta keep the rates as low as possible, don’t you?”
I hate robots. They want to argue about everything. Maybe a diversion would shut it up.
 
“How about some music?” I asked. I hate commercials, but I guess nine thousand commercials for one song isn’t too bad.
“Dominix Pizza, the only pizza guaranteed to print out in thirty seconds or less, or it’s free!”
“One night only, tomorrow night, The Zoo, a Scorpions tribute band, is playing at the Holodome’s center stage. Tickets on sale now at Ticket Master dot com.”
The Zoo. Ha. Who listens to that old crap?
“Mind Meld dot med—why be one? Get implanted, get connected. Free trial offer ends February thirty-first… Gotcha! Offer ends soon.”
Mind Meld, like anyone would pay to be schizophrenic. Think I’ll invest in the company that sells schizoid meds just in case this thing takes off.
After several more commercials, a familiar song came on and I just couldn’t believe it. This is what they play after grinding my ears with all that crap? What a song. I hate “The Queeny Song.” Everybody knows the lyrics, but it’s so stupid. The Bohemians had a couple of good songs in their day, but I can’t believe they’ve been playing this one for going on forty years.
 
♫ When you get old and your teeth rot out, 
And little hairs start growing from your ears and your snout,
Whoooooo’s gonna love you? Nobody loves you like I do. ♫
 
What a stupid, old song. Who would listen to such crap? I better make sure I have everything for school. Let’s see, my pencil is sharpened—
 
♫ You start walking hunched over, and your hair turns gray… ♫
 
—scratch pad, latest downloads—
 
♫ And nobody listens to a single word you say… ♫
 
—for my school books. The cab chirped, “Your receipt is available. Your account has been charged-”
♫ And wrinkles declare victory over your pretty face… ♫
 
—Thank you for choosing Fassball Rolocab. Have a pleasant day.”
 
♫ Queeny, who’s gonna love you… ♫
 
Well, I made it. Traffic wasn’t too bad. I actually got here sooner than the estimated time. That hardly ever happens. Still, I could tell I was late. There wasn’t anybody around except a couple of jocks swapping bad jokes and lies.
 
♫ Who’s gonna love you… ♫
 
Jeez, I can’t seem to get that stupid song out of my head now.
The campus’ lawn looked freshly cut, and all the hibiscus trees and flowers looked perfect—except for a couple of those goofy-looking trees that always lose their leaves in the winter, even though it’ll be eighty-nine friggin’ degrees out by noon.
I started walking toward a small courtyard that had some benches scattered around a concrete path where passengers could be dropped off. There was a huge banyan tree shading the benches. Hmm, I remember kissing a cute, chubby, little thing under that tree once. I wonder what ever happened to her. I haven’t seen her in years… My, how time flies by. I can’t even remember her name now.
Let’s see, I think I go right after the courtyard and—
“Yaghieee!” a woman screamed loudly.
And then again. “Yieee!”
What the—? As I turned to look, I saw a man in the shadows over by the back wall, with an open umbrella shading his back, or a cape thingy, or I didn't know what it was, but he was grabbing that girl. 
Good lord, I think it’s Rhonda, from my dad’s old taco stand. I rushed closer, wondering if this was really happening. My hair stood on end. Aw shit, man! Oh shit, I’m not the hero type. What to do? To do! But my feet were already running to save her.
At one time I had quite the crush on li’l Rhonda, you know. I’d never forgive myself if something happened to her.
I ran up to them yelling, “Hey, stop that!” Behind my back, I was making a fist, hoping he wouldn’t see it coming. I was shaking all over as I closed my eyes and swung that fist around as hard as I could, and SWOOOSH!
I missed him completely, tripped all over my own feet, and slammed up against his black thingy and the wall. I felt something snap just before my head banged into the bricks.
I turned and I looked at the guy, and my heart stood still. I could not believe my eyes. The guy had shining, electric red eyes, a red lipstick kiss on his cheek, and sharp, scary fangs for teeth. 
My nerves lit up like they were on fire, and before I had a next thought, I was half a block away—feet, don’t fail me now. I ran and ran and ran and he was yelling something at me and I turned my head to look behind me, and then BAM!
I smacked straight into the arms of Psychedelic Susie, whisperer of the damned, and we went flying straight down to the ground, where I landed all over her.
I pulled my head up out of her long, bushy black hair, and she looked so cross. And then her eyes popped open wide, all surprised, shocked, and concerned, and she told me, “I see you with a mirror before all of mankind.” I was like, what the hell? as I got off her, apologizing over and over and, like, trying to brush off the ickiness as if it were transferable. I stumbled backwards a few steps and then scurried off towards class.
What the? I… What the freaking—? Oh fuck man, what the hell just happened? What was all of that? I’m going to school with Count Dracula? A freaking Dracula? Are you kidding me? And my old crush is dating him? Unbelievable, freaking unbelievable. I couldn’t believe it. And what the hell was Susie mumbling about? A mirror and freaking… What the?
Jeez, I knew it was vogue for a while for the well-to-do to genetically modify their kids, and each other, but a fucking bat baby? Really? Just then I remembered him yelling at me as I was running away—“I’m gonna kill you, Declan! You’ll be dead meat soon!” 
[bookmark: _anchor_3][bookmark: _msoanchor_3]I was shocked. He [BS3] was dead serious. It was downright scary the way he said dead meat. Jeez… I honestly thought he was trying to hurt Rhonda. It sure sounded like she was in trouble. Surely he would calm down and come to his senses. I hope he doesn’t beat me profusely or something. He was a big, solid guy. I wonder how he knew my name. Rhonda must’ve told him about me, but she didn’t really have time to identify me before my swing into the air. And he was yelling at me as soon as I took flight.
He’s lucky I missed. That just might’ve been a fatal blow. I had better not miss again or he just might clobber me. 
[bookmark: _anchor_4][bookmark: _msoanchor_4]Ohhh shit, Batman[BS4]  wants kill me. Maybe my friend Woo will finish cracking the classroom codes tonight and I can take the next few days of class in the isopod. 
I wished I could afford an Xpod. He would’ve cracked that thing by now, but we’re all doing the best we can, I guess. 
I spent the rest of the morning worrying. I was a nervous wreck. My head was pounding. I think I might have a concussion. I was looking around and behind me every few seconds, thinking how a bat freak was out to get me. What to do? Oh, what should I do, to do? 
I wonder if bat fangs are poisonous. Maybe I’ll pick up some garlic and a cross at lunchtime. I could use some Maronox. 
I was all keyed up and nervous. The only break in the tension all morning was watching some alg-trig geek flick a booger that went awry and landed on the professor’s simulated woodgrain desk, front and center of the class. I didn’t think anyone else saw it, or that he realized I did, but it was a good thing for him this lecture was a holographic recording. You’d think a real teacher would be here on the first day. I guess it is just orientation, though.
I looked around the classroom and tried to settle down and find some comfort. Bored, I looked around the room. The walls were a faded pink color. There was a picture of Albert Einstein over by the window that looked out over the courtyard. I looked to see if there was blood on the wall where my head banged into it, but it was pretty far away and I really didn’t bleed much. There was quite a lump on my noggin now, though. 
“Ow,” I said softly as I touched it to see how tender it was. Yeah, it was pretty tender.
 
♫ Ohhh, Rhonda’s bat boyfriend’s out to get me. Dead meat, dead meat. ♫
 
This was not exactly how I envisioned my first day back.
I wonder how old the holographic feed is. Ha, I wondered if the teacher died of old age a long time ago. I love it when they inject new information into the old feeds. Like a hiccup. Sometimes they just freeze-frame and a simulated voice keeps talking.
I’m gonna be sooo dead. Rhonda probably hates me. How could I be so freaking stupid?
I wonder what classes she’s taking. I haven't seen her in a coon’s age. She looked the same as she did way back when—long, wavy dark brown hair, brown eyes with thin eyebrows, and an Irish complexion. I always liked the way her freckles lightly peppered her face and body. She always wore very little make up, usually just lipstick and maybe some eye shadow. She’s so cute.
Maybe she’ll be in one of my classes. Maybe she wants to kill me too. Oh, my aching head. Batman’s going to kill me. Maybe Fassball’s going to kill me first. Maybe Batman is back at his bat cave, stalking me in sync world right now.
Maybe John could help me beat up the bat guy and his eerie, weird electric-red eyes. Then I could steal his woman. 
Hmm, she’s been with a bat. That’s pretty kinky. On second thought, Rhonda might be a little too weird for me. She used to be so normal. I miss things being normal.
This is really getting to be a bad day. Oh, I’m sure this will all be over with soon and everything’s going to go back to being normal again. I just needed to relax, relax and take care of this bump on my forehead.
It’ll be lunch soon. I’m getting pretty hungry.
A girl walked by that looked a little familiar. It wasn't the same girl, but her look did remind me of something.
She’s probably one of John’s old girlfriends. He’s so lucky. All the girls just love Mr. Charming and talk about what a handsome man he is. I’d heard them coo over his smooth face and strong jawbone, his chiseled physique, and his blond, shock-top hairstyle. Yeah, all the girls just love John.
Of course, I still remembered him being the chunky dweeb that went to boot camp. It didn't take him long to buff up, though. 
I can’t wait to see him tomorrow night. I was genuinely looking forward to it. He’s a second-class guppy in the U.S. Navy now. Likes hanging out in, let’s say, less than sophisticated places, if you know what I mean. He told me he’s doing all kinds of classified spy stuff, you know, but I’m pretty sure he’s just a cook or something like that.
His tattoo’s rippin’, though. I can’t believe what he paid for it. I’ve seen similar tats in VRs, but to make the anchors drop down out of the ship’s hull and splash into the sea on a real arm, that was rip, man. Almost as awesome as that girl I saw on the quantacom the other night that had the snake crawling up and down her leg. Now that was a quantum tat.
I wondered if I should tell John about the day’s events or not. I wouldn’t want to worry anybody. He would probably think I was a pussy for running away. But those eyes, and just the way they looked at me, it was scary. I won’t say anything. It’ll probably turn out to be nothing anyway. Batticus’ll just beat me up, and life would move on.
As soon as class was out, I slipped off campus as fast as I could. I was heading over to the pharmacy to pick up something for my aching head.
I walked through the door and saw a couple of virtual presence bots gossiping over the same ol’ ‘he said, she said’ thing, nothing really out of the ordinary. I scanned the store, looking and searching all around and everywhere. I couldn’t believe I was still trembling. I was doing my best to avoid those bat fangs.
Oh, looky. Giant sunglasses, just what I needed to hide behind. I think I’ll pick up a new shirt and a hay hat like farmers and sunbathers wear. As I rounded the corner, I saw Rhonda. She was sitting in the prescription waiting area, talking to some little old lady that had a shiny airconmbrella in her lap. I jumped back into the aisle. Whew, that was close. I didn’t think she saw me. She looked so normal, like nothing out of the ordinary was going on.
Maybe Bat Doof had calmed down by now. Maybe we’d laugh about all of this someday. I didn’t know, but I laid down my stuff and escaped out the front door as fast as I could walk. 
I was a little ashamed I didn’t have the courage to face her. I probably should have just asked her if her boyfriend was okay. I winded up going to the grocery store to find some painkillers and of course some extra-large sunglasses. I grabbed a bag of banana pepper Doritos for lunch, my all-time favorite chips. 
Oh man, now I had to get to my next class without getting maimed or noticed. Surely I was overreacting.
As I made my way back to campus, I couldn’t believe how many people were there, along with several virtual presence modules, in the halls and roaming around campus. Normally jocks and brainiacs were the only ones to actually come all the way down here to the campus.
Still, I didn’t think the face-to-face interaction thing was working very well. Everybody still has their heads buried in their combands. Look at them, surrounded by VeeMs and talking to their friends online when all kinds of kids and people surround them. Oh well, at least they’d get some social credits, although I did read in the fine print that virtual presence modules didn't count towards the extra credits. 
I like the VP mods with the full-length displays instead of the ones that just showed your face. I'd be glad when the 3D models became a little more affordable. It was so weird talking to someone wearing a two dimensional VPM, like looking in a mirror and seeing someone else. Sometimes I feel like I should have been born a hundred years ago, when humans were more human.
I made my way through the busy halls to the physics lab. I really liked learning physics. I settled into a seat and started to wonder what might happen if all of the protons in my body polarized and started vibrating in the same rhythmic time, on the same linear plane, in perfect harmony. As my great-grandpappy would say, “Beam me up, Scotty!”
The instructor, Alberto Swansont, a tall, skinny man whose short black hair was just starting to gray, was rattling on about physics in the news.
Apparently judges could now order the use of some new time bomb technology to view the past. Apparently you didn’t actually go to the past, but rather the equipment showed exact events by reversing algorithmic interference patterns in three-dimensional space. Then something about local zone and analyzing field lines of relativity, and influx quantum computer simulations, and blah, blah, blah within the expanding matrix of gravitational interference patterns or something like that. What the hell am I doing here?
I don’t think I’m smart enough for all of this. 
I think I’ll head over to the Holodome after class to see if The Zoo needed any help setting up the stage or anything. Lord knows I could sure use the money. Maybe I could hook up some plazars, or set up the mirproz projection tubing for the holoprojectors, or build some scaffolding, or something to make a few extra bucks. That’d sure beat asking Uncle Paul if he needed a little plumbing help. He always made me do the nasty, stinky jobs.
Freakin’ Paul, he was a trip. I remembered one time we were both sitting around. He was out of work, and the taco stand was closed for repairs. So I was out of work. And he looked up at me with a totally evil grin on his face and said, “Come on, I got a plan.” We got up and zoomed to the bar, and he ordered us up a couple of draft beers that neither one of us had a penny to pay for. 
[bookmark: _anchor_5]Still, we sat there laughing and joking, drinking and eating garlic ginger Dino tails. I remembered thinking that reverse engineering the chicken made for some pretty tasty eats. But I had no clue what this genius plan was to pay for all of this. The bartender was very friendly, and also very sexy in her neon-threaded micro skirt. I did my best to just carry on like I wasn't worried about the bill .
So I finally asked Paul, “How are we supposed to pay for all of this?”
Then he said, “Just wait. Wait and have a little faith.” 
A few moments passed, and sure enough the bartender said loudly, “Not again,” after conversing with a man who looked concerned. 
Of course Paul asked her, “What’s wrong, honey?”
She said, “Ugh, the stinkin’ commode is backed up. You know a good plumber?”
Paul was right there with, “Clark’s Plumbing at your service,” and a big ol’ Southern grin.
Then I joked, being about half lit up from all the beers, “And all you gotta know to be a plumber is that shit floats and water runs downhill!”
None were amused.
Shortly after that, Uncle Paul walked out and exclaimed, “All fixed!” 
And the bartender said, “My hero! Yours is on the house today.” 
Now, we all know how he knew that something was going to happen to their bathroom fixtures, but I never said anything. It was nice just hanging out there and having a little fun for free.
“What?”
Holy shit, I forgot I was in class!
“Were you calling on me, professor?” Eyes wide, and what the fuck was the question? “Well, I really couldn’t say,” I remarked boldly.
And now the whole class thinks I am an idiot.
Hmm, I wonder what the statistical probability might be that they are correct. 
[bookmark: _anchor_6][bookmark: _msoanchor_6]“Mhmm,” Professor Swanny replied[BS6] .
Then he continued with his explanations. “When the energy from the blast diminishes, the present snaps back at an exponentially accelerating rate. Class dismissed.”
Well, I was glad we got out a little early. Time bombs, that was some crazy-ass quantechology. If Einstein could see us now… I don't know. Personally, I think the past had the same amount of possibilities as the future. Infinite, I suppose. Only the present is real. I mean, if you went back to a past when you did not exist and killed your parents, then why wouldn't you be able to go back to a future where you didn't? No paradox there.
I opened the door, and the heat of the day hit me like a ton of bricks. The humidity was unbelievable for this time of year. Not a cloud in the sky. The only shade was from the printer streams, parcel bots, and the well-to-do buzzing around in their flycars. And there were a lot of them down here this time of year.
Hmm, no sign of freaking Bat Freak. I didn't know which was harder, the brick wall that I slammed my head into or the solid muscles of the batman.
I slipped into the public roloball that pulled up to the ball stop where I was waiting, Ew, so yucky, but a clean getaway. Note to self: bring Lysol. All the same, it was a nice, swift escape into a muggy South Florida afternoon. 
So I went here and there, made my rounds, and the guy at the Holodome said, “Come back in two days and we’ll put you to work.” A couple of guys passing by with some boxes laughed at me about something, but I didn’t care. I was going to make a few extra bucks, and I was gonna be okay. 
Bat Freak might give me an ass whooping, but I'd just take it like a man. Yeah, I’d be okay after the bruises heal. My ride spit me out of the transtube at the stop near my house. I climbed out of the roloball’s worn out, wobbly carriage and found my legs. Yeah, I would have to recalibrate them before I could walk home, like getting off of a long boat ride in rough weather. That ball definitely needed maintenance. 
“Hi, Mom, I’m home. Good news! I’m going to make a little extra money helping out down at the Holodome in a couple of days.” 
“Yeah, sure you will. We’ll see,” she replied.
I could see her mood hadn’t changed much since this morning. I decided to go straight to my room and relax on Mars for a while. I had a three-breasted Vgirl up there named Marshella who was always just dying to see me. I wondered what she looks like in real life. On went the halo, and MmmzzzkMmm. 
Hmm, link up sounded kinda funny. I hoped this thing didn’t fry my brain. 
“Server error. Mars connection is unavailable at this time.” 
Agh man! “How about Mech Warrior Mercenaries?” 
“Server error. Mech Warrior Mercenaries is temporarily unavailable.”
Effing BU&U, crappiest quantacom connection ever. “So what is available at this time, Jezzy?”
I named my isopod Jezebel after the cute, little, blond girl in first grade. She taught me what it meant to be heartbroken. She said that she loved me and that we were going to be together forever and ever. Then I found out that she was kissing all the little first and second graders, boys and girls alike. She probably told them the same thing.
Rumor had it she wound up married to a mailman and a pool guy and that they were all sharing kids in marital bliss. I wondered if they were all happy living together. I had heard another rumor not long ago that she was a little depressed because they left her out of the marital action more times than not, if you know what I mean. But I don’t know. I don’t know anything.
I’m just a good, old-fashioned guy who just wants a nice girlfriend to bring flowers to once in a while—with three breasts, of course. 
“Sync world is the only open frequency at this time, with twelve percent fantasy available.” 
Maybe this was a good thing. I had a couple of things I needed to do in the synthesized real world. Twelve percent, that was just enough fant-avail to soar around in there.
“Fly me to the school, Jezzy. FAU, please.” I thought it’d be a good idea to find some spots with low refresh rates in case I needed to hide from some bat freak stalking me in one of these photo/video synthesized real world realms.
Oh yeah, just in time. There’s a teach walking down the hall. And a skip, and he’s back. I’ll have this hall mapped out in no time. 
I triangulated a few key points—key meaning video/photo voids, at least in the stationary cameras—with escape routes that favor low sync world detection of real life attendees. I couldn’t really do anything about the cameras on all the combands, though. With so many levels of sync world, you could watch somebody watching somebody watching you. It was sick. 
And I’m sick too. This had to be some kind of psycho, paranoid-o mental illness that I was experiencing. What the heck am I doing? Am I really this scared of the guy? Then again, he did have fangs. And if you’re stalking somebody, sync world is the place to do it.
Hmm, while I am here, I might as well do some stalking myself. “Jezzy, fly me by Rhonda’s house.” I know there’s a fat chance of any video feed refreshing her house often, but you never knew. The last pic upload might reveal a little something about something.
There it is. No video feed in the whole neighborhood, as expected. The latest house pic looks a couple of hours old, judging from the sun’s position in the sky, and there’s only a couple of parcelcopters on their way back to the hub. 
Nice car in the driveway, though. I wonder if it’s Bat Doof’s. I wonder how he affords a car, and a nice one at that. I liked the custom rims with green spiky things coming out of the hubs. I’d bet they light up at night.
Aw, a refresh. Someone must’ve driven by in a newer model ride or received a package. Hmm, let’s see. Nah, there’s still nothing new. Oh well. 
I think I’ll walk on over to the Funky Buddha and see if anyone’s hanging out. Maybe Woo will be there selling classroom codes. 
“Jezzy, disconnect me. Going out, Mom. Be back later.” 
She looked over her array of VeeMs and replied, “Come back in a couple of years when you’ve found a wife, a job, and a place of your own.” 
Why does she hate me? It isn’t easy being the only child of a recently widowed trophy wife. 
I stepped out, and the day had started to cool down. It’s still unseasonably warm, not much winter at all this year. The moon looked extra big and bright as it strolled up onto the horizon as I strolled down the street. The moon seemed kind of sad and lonely for some reason. Maybe it’s just me. Maybe it’s because the city lights hide the stars. 
I can’t believe anyone would want to go up there on purpose. Idiots. I wonder what must be going through their minds. They must be like, “Oh, I want to go to the most dangerous place ever inhabited by mankind for a vacation. Brilliant!”
Everybody knows that most people go up there to visit the genetically modified freaks they gave birth to back when it was a big fad. Now they all hide their freaks on the moon. It’s like the island of Dr. Moreau up there. 
I know they’ve had a lot of bad luck lately. They’ve had one disaster after another, and now nobody wants to go up there at all. Now all the freaks are coming to Earth with their freaky kids. I don’t know what we’re going to do if nobody’s left to mine the H3 up there. We gotta keep them reactors running if we want electricity.
I was approaching the intersection at Federal and Yamato, and I was astounded. I’d heard they were going to upgrade the processor there, but I didn’t think it’d make that big of a difference. The traffic was whizzing by unbelievably fast, probably fifty to sixty vehicles a minute and none of them stopping. This was no small upgrade. It was like two large galaxies colliding and all the stars missing each other. What would they think of next? They’ll be pissed when I hit the cross button. Oh well. 
I crossed over and walked a little further until there I was at the Funky Chunky Monkey Buddha. Okay, I threw in the ‘Chunky Monkey’ part. As I walked through the door, I noticed a genetically modified redheaded creature just to the left of the door. She must be new in town. I hadn’t seen her before. My buddy Chaz was standing by the stage, trying to impress a couple of ladies with some new gadget hand that he probably got for Christmas. 
I made my way to the bar, eavesdropping on Chaz’s conversation while waiting for the bartender to come over. In this place you could wait as long as twenty minutes for one of two non-busy bartenders to actually wait on you. And that’s if you called out to one of them. I used to think it was just me, but no, they’re like that to everybody. They’re just slow and really don’t care.
Chaz was telling the girls, “Just look, if I’m driving down the road and come across a nice, smooth body of water, I can just take this hand off and snap on the Handy Fisherman, that’s right, the Handy Fisherman, and just like that throw a line and start catching fish. Look, I can even store an extra lure in this handy little compartment!”
Now, I would say he was snapping this gadget onto his nub, but people who like attachable/detachable bionic gear prefer “pickups.” Chaz had always been kind of weird, though. I remember when he lived down the street from me growing up. He'd make himself some ears out of the bottoms of egg containers and pretend he was Spock from some show he used to watch with his grandfather when he was a little kid. What a geek.
Chaz continued, “Yep, the Handy Fisherman is the perfect attachment for those who love fishing. Look, I just extend the middle finger—the index finger is the eyes for the line—bend these two fingers at midpoint, and voila! A bait casting reel pops right out of the palm. I can take it with me here, there, everywhere. It’ll fit in a glove box, it’ll fit in your pocket. And when I’m not using it for fishing, it works just like a real hand. It’s amazing, it’s astonishing, it’s, you guessed it, the Handy Fisherman by Ronco!”
Now I noticed a couple of other hand gadgetry thingies hanging off a, you guessed it, a Handy Hand gadget belt that had a rather provocative and sick belt buckle.
I saw I caught Chaz’s eye when I first walked in. He gave me the nod, like he wanted to talk to me about something. I was sure it was nothing, but Chaz is all right. He made his way over to me and stuck out his real hand, as opposed to his reel hand, to shake hands with me, but I thought twice. 
The unusual belt buckle doubled as an attachable hand holding a sizable, Teflon-coated, carbon fiber vibrator that was pointing straight up, that for some unknown reason was switched on, vibrating, twirling, and twisting, and who knows where any of those hands had been. 
“What’s up, Chaz?” 
“Not much,” he replied, slightly dismayed, lowering his hand. “Have you heard about my new—” 
“Yeah, yeah. I heard about the stupid Handy Fisherman. You know it’s one thing to have something like that in sync world or some other virtual reality, but in real life, Chaz? I can’t believe you let ’em cut off your hand for that stuff.” 
He looked up at me, smiled real big, and said, “The ladies dig it,” as he reached down and shut his buckle off.
I personally don’t think so, but I guess some of the younger ones might—although I gotta admit that belt buckle was pretty impressive.
I really thought the barkeep would’ve asked me what I wanted by now. I said, “So what else is going on, Chaz? Think I’ll ever get a beer?” 
He answered, “Not a good one, not in this place anyway.” It was true. They only served home brews at this place, and only the black and tan one was good enough to actually swallow, but just barely.
He continued, “Did you see the red-haired GM on the way in?” 
I answered, “Yeah, what a freak. Bet she’s an orphan. That could only be cute for a year or two.” 
Chaz laughed, then said, “What were they thinking?” Mimicking the parents, he said, “‘Oh, let’s have a baby with snail antennas! Yeah! And with eyes on top of them! Yes, my love, and we’ll give her a cute, little elephant nose on her forehead, with red skin and red hair.’”
I actually felt kind of sorry for her and honestly hoped the best for her, but I don’t see how she was ever gonna fit in anywhere. Let’s hope she at least has an award-winning personality. 
Teasing Chaz, I was like, “Go on, ask her out. You know you want to. Y’all could go fishing together, do whatever the hell else you do with all those attachments.” 
About this time, the bartender finally came over and said, “The usual?” 
You’d think she would just bring one for free after all this time, but I said, “Yeah, the usual.”
I asked Chaz if he’d seen my buddy Woo or any bat freaks looking for me, and he replied, “Woo was here earlier, said he was looking for you. I’m sure he’ll be back.” 
We sat there busting each other’s chops for a while, until some guy got up onstage and, after a few jokes, announced that it was time for open mic.
The Funky Buddha's house band always hung out onstage. They often play for the people belligerent enough to get up there and actually sing at one of these places. They also play a little between the acts while people prepare their jokes and whatnot. 
Chaz eventually had enough of my antics, and he moved off into the crowd, showing off his new hand. I finally got my beer, piss warm, and why was I not surprised? Why do I even come here?
Right after Chad left, a very attractive young dollface sat down right next to me, in her little black skirt and her six-inch heels, and she smiled at me while snapping her fingers at the barkeep. She said her name was Zelma as she tapped a handful of rolled-up papers on the bar, keeping time with the music as we flirted a bit. I could tell she was a little anxious about doing her number. 
[bookmark: _anchor_7]When they called her name, I was intrigued. The story behind the lyrics was disturbing. She had a very provocative walk. I was slightly mesmerized watching her swing her round hips left and right as she climbed the stairs, long black hair swinging right along with them. She unrolled the papers and started handing sheet music to Zep, the guitar player, and Pip, the drummer. They laughed and said, “We don't know how to read music.”
Zelma's face turned beet red, and she started slapping them like dogs with what was left of the sheet music in her hand. It was hilarious. The host broke it all up pretty quick, though. Still, man, I wanted to hear them lyrics, I thought as I watched her stomp out of the club.
I was glad I didn’t get her number, though. Could you imagine a date with someone like that? Yeah, I figured we all just witnessed the best show of the night. 
As she stomped out of the bar, I saw Woo’s slanty eyes walk in and muddle through the crowd, shaking hands and doing the general yah-yah-yah thing. I lifted a couple of fingers off the beer glass to show my desire to talk to him. He made his way up to the bar after a few moments and said, “Say, man, what’s up?”
I said, “Not much.” 
He replied, “That’s not what I heard. I heard you got into a fight today at school. Heard you kicked some freak’s ass.”
“What? Who told you that?” I asked. 
He just smiled a devious smile and said, “I have my sources,” while winking at the bartender. 
Well now, this caught me off guard. I wondered who else knew. There was just the three of us in the courtyard. I really couldn’t imagine Rhonda saying anything. Let’s see, me, Rhonda, and Count Dracula—oh yeah, oh no, Susie the psychedelic psychic. She probably told everybody in town by now, both the living and the dead. 
We made our little business transaction, and Woo moseyed away, smiling and laughing at, and with, pretty much everybody in the place. I didn’t know why, but everybody just loved Woo. He was just one of those guys, I guess. 
I was relieved to have the codes. I did not want to go to class in person for a few days, and a dumbass like me didn’t need to miss any, even though I wasn’t really getting any credits. 
A few sips of black and tan later, and a few acts after the sheet music incident, they announced some magician that magically made the crowd disappear.
That was to say that he bored them all into the parking lot, where a lot of fellow students and Buddha-mates go to hang out and smoke crushed up Maronox and inhale krain. I myself was getting kind of bored. The inner debate as to have another beer or not was leaning towards the ‘not’ pretty heavily. So I downed what was left of it, paid, then left a tip—for proper service, of course.
Then I strolled on out the door, where I tripped over a bionic hand that must have fallen off of somebody’s bionic hand belt. As I was tripping, something went “Pop.” It sounded like something small hitting the door really hard behind me. I looked up and saw headlights come on and speed away in the distance. I really didn’t think that much about it at first, but when I turned around and examined the door, I noticed a deep hole centered perfectly in the hand-carved walnut bellybutton of the Funky Buddha himself.
I’ve never noticed this before. Maybe I was just paranoid, but I had the weirdest feeling that somebody had just tried to shoot me straight through the heart. Nah, that’s impossible.
I hollered at Chaz across the parking lot, “Oh lucky day! I just found me a Handy Fisherman!” 
He looked up and exclaimed, “Hey! That’s my Flowbee Fingers, with state-of-the-art palm vac with hair-shredding capability. It gives perfect haircuts in just thirty seconds or less with no mess!”
“It's amazing! It's fantastic!” I sarcastically replied. “Here, catch.” I pumped it to fake a pass. 
You should’ve seen his eyes grow as big as his head. He was scared I’d really throw it. I know deep down he knows that I might be a mean, sarcastic prick on the surface, but I’m not a sadistic bully. The fear in his eyes was a sure sign that it cost him a small fortune, probably 19.999. 
“You want this? It’s gonna cost ya big time,” I said to him, laughing. “At least seven million perfect haircuts.” 
“Yes, and I’ll specially modify the nose-hair clippers on the pinky to clean out your brains,” he said.
I said, “Hey, Chaz, come look at this door. You ever notice his bellybutton looking like that before?” 
He said, “Never noticed, but looks like a fresh hole.” Then he said, “It looks a lot like a fresh bullet hole.”
He was right. It was a fresh hole, a freaking fresh bullet hole. Holy Funky Buddha belly, Batman really is trying to kill me. It’s the only explanation. It was the only one. I could feel my heart starting to pound like a bass drum in the marching band, and it kept pounding harder and harder and faster and faster. I was having a panic attack right there in the parking lot.
I grabbed Chaz on the shoulders and said, “Someone is trying to kill me! Your freakin’ hand just saved my life!” 
He laughed and said, “I guess that makes us even,” as he twisted the Flowbee Fingers into place and started whirling the blades. Vwirrr, vwirrrrrr. “It seems to be working pretty good. How about a haircut? First one’s on the house.” 
“No man, I’m serious. I think someone is trying to kill me,” I babbled as my heart went BOOM BOOM BOOM. Chaz must have seen the fear in my eyes and written on my face because he felt sorry enough for me to agree to give me a lift. 
Maybe I should have asked him to take me to the police station, or maybe a public place, like Wal-Mart. Nah, Bat Freak would look perfectly normal in there, especially this time of night. I probably could go to the police station, though. 
What would I tell them? They’d just think I’m paranoid, give me a stale doughnut, and send me home. Home, yeah. “Just get me home as fast as you can, Chaz.”
As soon as he dropped me off, I ran in the house, locked all of the doors and windows, and turned all of the outside lights on. And then I checked all of the doors and windows. And then I checked ’em all again. And again. I grabbed the biggest kitchen knife in the butcher block in one hand, the waffle-headed meat hammer in the other.
Mom got up and yelled, “What the hell is the matter with you? Have you lost your mind?” 
“Shh, Mom, shut up!” I yelled back as I turned off the inside lights and moved from window to window, peeking out, hanging low. 
We both crouched down by the front window, and I heard her whisper, “Is it the three-breasted girl’s father? Because I don’t think he’s real.” 
“Ugh, are you insane?” I whispered. “Sometimes I can’t believe the things that come out of your mouth. No, it’s not Marshella’s father, it’s a fucking batman.” 
At that very moment I realized that I was the one that sounded insane.
She got up, flicked on the kitchen lights, and began filling a glass up with ice as I shouted in a loud whisper, “It’s a long story. I got in a fight this morning at school with this guy that just happened to have a GM. You know, a genetic modification. Apparently his parents wanted a bat baby.” 
“A bat baby? Uh huh, sure,” she said sarcastically, continuing to fill the glass with water. “And this genetically modified bat dude, is he Marshella’s new boyfriend? Or were you two fighting over something serious?”
I stood up, head hanging low, feeling belittled by her, and replied, “No, but I think he’s Rhonda’s newest fling.” Then I looked back up at her. 
Mom, looking a little surprised and worried, said, “Rhonda? You mean Rhonda from the taco stand?” 
And I said, “Yeah.”
Now, we lived in a pretty nice home in a gated community. My dad paid for the biggest part of it in cash, back when he was doing really well. After finding out Rhonda was involved, Mom immediately called the guard gate and sent them a picture of Rhonda and a description of the bat freak, telling them to notify us if they pulled up wanting in for any reason. Then she said, “Sit down here, son. There are some things about the taco stand you might need to know.”
She settled down across from me and sighed. Then she said, “Now, I don’t know for sure, and I never did pry into your father’s business, and quite frankly, I didn’t want to know, but I’m pretty sure your dad was laundering money, or doing something pretty shady. I don’t know how, but I’m pretty sure Rhonda was somehow involved. You knew she was a runaway, didn’t you?”
“No,” I replied. I didn't know why it mattered. She always seemed normal enough. I knew she lived with some…let’s say, undesirable company, but she always seemed normal. I’d always liked her anyway. We used to hang out after work sometimes.
I know she used to make extra money selling krain, but I never got the feeling she did much of it. 
Then Mom continued, “That girl was always trouble. She sure liked you for some reason, though. You be careful. They might be trying to recruit you or something. I know whatever these two are up to, it has to be no good.”
Just kidding around, I told her, “Well, you wanted me to get a job. Maybe I could be a hit man for the KBD or something.” 
Mom was less than amused, to say the least. What a look.
I did feel a little better knowing that the Keystone Cops were notified. Who knows, maybe the one we used to call Barney Fife would actually put a bullet in his gun. Nonetheless, I decided the best thing for me to do was to strap on my isopod halo and sync up to all the traffic cams around the housing development.
I couldn’t believe Mom thought Dad was laundering money at the taco stand. I worked there—it was busy, and Dad made an honest buck like everybody else. Jeesh, she was such a whackadoo sometimes. What an imagination. And look at me. I was just like her, thinking somebody was out to kill me. What did I do? Hurt some great, big muscle head’s bat feelings? See a fresh hole in a door that could’ve been there for days? 
I need a vacation. I’d just been too stressed out lately. Mom was definitely not helping. You know, it was one thing to have the guys in school messing with my head, but my own mother? She was probably in there laughing her ass off at me right now. I’ll be the laughing stock of the entire real estate community for months, I’m sure.
I was definitely going over to Rhonda’s house first thing in the morning to find out what was really going on. I was going to call her, apologize, and then explain myself. And if the guy still wanted to fight, I was gonna kick his ass for being stupid. I’m not going to put myself through this another day, no way. 
Eventually I fell asleep in sync world, watching the traffic cams and thinking what a paranoid bonehead I must be.
○ ○ ○
Well, the next morning I got up a little late. There was still enough time to brew me up some caf-buz and try to figure it all out.
The sky outside was way too dark for this time of the morning, so I put my finger in the blinds and pulled a couple of them down to peek out. They were all still closed up tight from when I'd pulled them down last night. It looked like the clouds were all gathering up for a storm. Yeah buddy, it looked like it was going to be raining cats and dogs here real shortly. 
I thought about calling Rhonda but decided to put it off until after class. I really just wanted to call her and tell her that I was coming over. I didn’t want to talk to her on the phone or in sync world about yesterday’s mishap. I wanted to look her in the eye, face to face. It really helps to read real expressions and to be close enough to touch.
I put on the halo and went straight into sync world. I told Jezzy to take me to the school’s main entrance. I wanted to walk to class and recheck the voids I’d mapped out earlier. I did this earlier because I was paranoid, but it had always been a hobby of mine. It was getting harder to find these little rabbit holes of video feed voids in the bigger cities. They had cameras and video feeds everywhere to recreate the real world online, with almost instantaneous refresh rates. If I ever did become a hitman for the mafia or the KBD, these maps might really come in handy. 
I started floating down the hall, checking and double-checking the voids when I noticed that right where the big bat scene happened was a very large hole in the feed. That was interesting. I turned right by the courtyard and saw a couple of Grays walking down the hall. They looked like twins, and they were both wearing some low-rent exoskeletons. Wow, it was hard to imagine living in a VR stasis unit for so long that your body starts wilting away and looking all skinny and pale ghostly green like that. The exos made their heads look extra big and out of proportion with the rest of their body.
I wondered how long they’d been out. There are a lot of freaking freaks out in this world. I guess I’m just another one of them.
Just then I saw another freak walking up ahead of me. He was slowing down as I kept a pretty steady pace, stopping here and there to check some triangulations. Yeah, things weren’t what they used to be. It was like there was some kind of freaky-deaky freak invasion going on lately.
I wondered how many I’d seen in just the last two days. There was the bat freak, the redhead at the Funky Buddha last night, the Grays, and now a hunchback just ahead of me. I wondered if he’d be offended if I called him Igor. The halls were pretty packed, and for the most part me and Igor were walking against the grain, so to speak. His pace slowed down rapidly as I followed in his wake and got closer to class.
I don’t know why, but I really don’t like walking or flying through people and walls in sync world. It just didn't seem natural.
Then, all of a sudden, when I was right behind the hunchback, he stopped and suddenly spun around. I stopped cold in my tracks. I don’t know why. It wasn’t like I could possibly run into him. 
But it was him! It wasn’t a hunchback at all! It was a genuine bat freak, with his wing in a splint under his shirt. And somehow he could see me!
This was not possible. I was not there. I was in my mom’s house with a sync halo on. But still, there he was, looking right at me with those shiny red eyes, smiling with fake teeth that hid those hideous fangs.
My hair stood straight up all over my body as a chill fell over me, bringing up the goose bumps.
A famous philosopher once said, “I think, therefore I am.” And in that instant, I was one-hundred-percent pure lizard. My most primal survival instinct kicked in, and the lizard brain took control.
I didn’t know how he saw me, and I didn’t remember any of those well-planned, expertly thought out escape routes. I just ran as fast and as hard as I could. I didn’t even know why. I heard him laughing and saying, “I’m going to get you, Declan. I’m going to kill you just like I killed your father.” And the sound of his voice echoed down the hall, which seemed to be shrinking and closing in and suffocating the life right out of me. 
I got outside, and I had to stop just to breathe. I leaned against a light post for a few moments to catch my breath. As reality sunk back in, I said, “Jezzy, power down,” and I unhooked the isopod link. 
Wow, I couldn’t believe it. He could see me. I’d heard of sync world monitors that somehow detected when somebody in sync world was close by or watching you. All the politicians, corporate CEOs, and cops have one, but I’d never seen nothing like this. I needed to call Rhonda right now. I’m sure she’s still in my contact list. I never delete anyone. 
Phone > Contacts > Rhonda, and it was ringing. I wondered how long it had been since a phone actually rang. Come on, come on, Rhonda. I need to talk to you face to face. 
A smooth, cool voice came on the line. “We’re sorry, that number is no longer in service.” I should’ve known. 
I called Fassball and roloed over to Rhonda’s. I told them to wait for me in case she wasn’t home, or to witness my destruction. I knocked, and Rhonda cracked the door to say, “Get out of here. He’ll be here any minute.” 
And I was like, “What the hell is the matter with your freakin’ boyfriend?” 
She answered, “Go sit in the cab, and get down. I’ll be right out.” She looked up and down the street and then took off running toward the bedroom. I signaled the cab to wait a couple of seconds, and Rhonda came back to the door all pissed off. “I told you to go hide in the cab!” 
I started yammering, “What the hell, Rhonda? What’s going on?” 
Instead of answering, she pulled out an old-style pocket phone and waved it over my infocom to get my information. She said, “I’ll text or call you later when he’s gone, but until then, be careful. You might even want to get out of town for a while.”
I stood my ground and said, “I’m not going anywhere until you tell me what the hell is going on! Has your bat-brained, asshole boyfriend lost his mind? Doesn’t he know I was just trying to protect you and that I obviously thought he was trying to hurt you?” 
Rhonda said, “He was trying to hurt me. He forced me on him when he saw you because he wanted to shut me up and hide from you. I was trying to talk him out of killing you. It’s a long story, but for now you have to go! If he sees me talking to you, he’ll kill us both. Now go!”
I could see she was serious. Reality started sinking in, and I decided I better go. I had better go somewhere safe. I didn’t know where safe was, considering that he could see me even in cyberspace, but I had better go somewhere.
I didn’t have a lot of money, so I couldn’t go very far. So I just told the rolocab to drop me off on Ocean Avenue and Spanish River. I figured I’d walk down the beach for a while. I knew where there was a small house the owners rented out by the week. I was sure they made a ton of money during holidays. It was usually vacant just after New Year’s Eve, though. I figured I could hide out under the deck for a while, watch the waves roll in while I figured out what to do. I just hoped there weren’t any renters there playing outside today. 
As I walked down the beach, I started thinking about why Dracula would want to kill me. Maybe Mom wasn’t just kidding around when she said Dad was doing some shady stuff. Bat Freak said he was going to kill me just like he killed my dad. Everyone told me that my dad OD’d on krain. In fact, I remembered seeing that on the coroner’s report myself. If Dad was murdered, it was by somebody well connected. If Dad was working with mobsters, I don’t think he’d cross them, not even if he was hooked on krain. 
What am I going to do? I don’t have anywhere to go or any money really. Man, I’m so screwed. It really is unbelievable. 
I mean, it’s a beautiful day. And here I was, just strolling down the beach, palm trees, condos and mansions, seashells scattered here and there. There’s a nice, cool breeze from the east. I’m outside, and I’m not all sweaty for a change. Snow white snowbirds are scattered up and down the beach. They’re tourists from up north, and they’ll all be red as lobsters by this afternoon. Seventy degrees to them was probably like eighty-five to me. It’s nice just walking by their castles in the sand. 
I strolled down the beach a little further, then around some teenagers that were drawing fish and half-naked mermaids and writing cruelties directed at each other in the sand, using broken seashells for pencils.
I could see the rental just ahead. It looked like it could use a paint job. It looked like a shanty shack next to the monster mansions on each side of it and the towering condos behind it, but at least it looked vacant. I helped Dad rebuild the deck here some years earlier, one of his many side jobs. It actually still looked pretty good. I settled down in the sand beside the steps leading up to the house and leaned my back up against one of the pylons.
Then I directed my comband to open up a VeeM and tapped into Craigslist to search the classifieds for cruise ship jobs and jobs on overseas freighters, anything to get away from here. 
I thought now might be a good time to go visit Grandma in Texarkana for a few days. It was just so weird with the time lapse and everything. One week for us was like six days for them. It added up fast. Last time I was there, she was ranting on and on about how I was supposed to be up there saving the world or something. For them, the visit is like a remembrance of the past, or a dream. The old folks that weren’t too far gone, that is. I had been told she was on the simulated reality prediction plan, but I think some wires got crossed somewhere or something. She was definitely on the fantasy island plan. She was probably over 109 years old on accelerated time by now. 
I wonder how long a head can live hooked up to a reality simulator. I’d never heard of anyone in an old folk’s home ever dying until their plan ran out. Then it’s sayonara, sister.
I know in India and China over two-thirds of the population live in simulation. I heard those who can afford it rent apartments and have androids walk and exercise them. The androids even fed them three squares a day to keep them fit, just in case they could ever afford real life again. But most of the people just turn into Grays and get pumped full of soylent green, yellow, and red. That just has to be kinda weird. I’d heard that some politicians were working with the Social Security Administration about doing something similar to those on welfare in the States. Imagine not being able to afford real life. 
I wonder what soylent green was made out of. I just don’t know. 
Agh, man, what was I going to do? Maybe I could hide out in a virtual world. A lot of people do. All the kids are there all the time already. They say real life is so boring. They’ll probably think that real life is just another dimension when they grow up. Reality is getting hard to define. It is getting harder and harder to tell the difference. Nowadays, reality is just the place where you eat, breathe, and bleed.
I looked out and around. I gotta keep an eye out if I want to see my demise sneaking up on me. 
The sound of the waves crashing on the beach was soothing. A couple of young women were walking by in bikinis, down by the shoreline. I could hear them talking but not really what they were saying. They both had nice curves, long hair, and perfect bronze tans. The ocean was choppy in the eastern breeze; the waves were giving the sand quite a pounding—typical for January, I guess. 
The warmth of the sun felt really nice on my skin in between the cool breezes. It was getting cooler as the late-afternoon shadows from the condos started creeping across my hidey hole and growing longer, stretching skyline silhouettes down the sandy beach.
A lone freighter was the only thing moving on the water. She was far away. I wished I were on her, working and eating, nobody sneaking up from behind to kill me.
I started thinking about the South Florida Fair. I guess it’ll be in town next week. Maybe I can join it, become a carny and hide out while traveling the country, let my teeth rot out and forget to cut my hair or bathe. Yeah, I’d be living the dream.
Flashes of light blinded me. I looked down the beach and saw Tawana glistening in the sun like a large, shiny tarpon. No surprise seeing her here. Nobody loved the beach more than Tawana. I knew it was her even from a distance. Nobody else could look like that.
She was the first genetically modified person I’d ever met, and a big hit down at the taco stand years ago. She was a high-end fashion model these days. Yeah buddy, she was commanding all the best for her good looks. And those long legs! She could walk over a yardstick without touching a single scale. Sometimes I thought she was the one that started the whole craze that inspired so many to genetically modify themselves and their newborn freaks.
Tawana rarely wears any clothes at all when she is out enjoying the sun. I guess when you’re a sexy, six foot two, half human, half fish, walking, talking disco ball, you can get away with it, especially when you’re the biggest tourist attraction in town. Of course, I was blowing everything out of proportion and exaggerating a bit, but not really.
Rumor had it we slept together years ago when we were both drunk and stoned out of our minds, but neither one of us can remember exactly what really happened that night. I did remember waking up naked next to a sexy naked fish lady. I’d have to be pretty wiped out to sleep with a fish, though. 
No, no, no, I could never ever do it, not in a million years. Nah, there was just no way. 
We always did have a lot of fun together, but I could never do that. I knew most guys would, but not me. A third tit might be nice in a fantasy world once in a while, but I was not doing any GMs. Those were strange days that we grew up in, though. That’s for sure.
She was getting closer and closer, and I could see she didn’t see me at all. About an hour or so ago I’d moved from the pylon to the steps that led up to the deck in the backyard of the rental. I was kind of waiting for her to look up, but she kept looking down and walking, maybe looking for seashells or watching the waves roll in or something. It was nice just sitting there and admiring her as she sparkled up the beach. 
She was good. I have a lot of respect for good people. She made a lot of money as a world-renowned fashion model, flying all over the world on sonic boom suppression jets and Q-def runway shows. And she still treated people with the same dignity and respect as always. I bet she still remembers being laughed at and being called a freak in her youth.
I spoke up when she got a little closer, gave her a “Hey, Sparkles, what’s spinning?” 
She lifted her head straight up and cut her eyes left to see me. As a sexy smile lit up her face, she giggled and said, “Mine’s starting to swirl a little Dickey Duncan Declan.” 
“Hey,” I said, “don’t call me that, especially where someone might hear you.” I always feel like a toon when someone calls me that. I don’t know why.
I’d already gotten up and merged with her stride. I loved the way the sand and the water felt slipping under my feet and between my toes.
She asked, “What are you doing sitting way down here, far away from everybody else?” 
I told her, “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” 
She said, “Let me guess. You’re down here hiding from some young, sweet thing recently deflowered by the famous, debonair Declan?”
“I wish,” I said, “but my circumstance is a little more complex than that. I’m not even sure if I should tell you this or not, but I need to tell someone or I’m going to explode. The truth is there’s a hitman looking to kill me. I’m not sure why he wants to kill me, but he said he was going to kill me just like he killed my dad. It’s a long story. Mom said that Dad might have had some shady business dealings with some organized crime, but I can’t imagine him doing anything like that.” 
With wide eyes, Tawana replied, “That sounds crazy, but nothing surprises me anymore. Guys tell me all kinds of things to get into my heat, baby.” She batted her shiny, greenish eyelids at me and continued, “I’ll play along with your fantasy if you want me to, though. Now let me guess. This hitman is a big, scary-looking guy with a really big, huge phozon scatterblaster, and you need to hide from him a few days at my house.” She was stroking an imaginary…um, huge phozon scatterblaster, if you know what I mean.
I could see my situation was a little unbelievable, especially for a guy like me. So I said, “How did you know? Seriously, though, I am in a lot of trouble, and I’m scared to go home, or to any of my usual places. I guess I will, though. I have to go home sooner or later. I am supposed go out with John tonight. Maybe I will find some hottie to run far away with.”
She said, “Some hottie? What am I? Just another has-been?”
I sharply replied, “Honey, you know you’re too much like family to me.” I did have a pet goldfish at one time. 
She had always loved to tease me, and usually I always loved teasing back. But I was beginning to seriously worry about where I was going to stay tonight. And what I was going to do about my dilemma. 
I said, “Yeah, don’t worry about me. I got a gig touring with The Zoo. I’m going to help them tear down their equipment and put it back up. You know, roam from town to town with the band. I figure it won’t be long and I’ll be playing lead guitar and singing lead vocals and writing all the songs. You know, basically doing all the important stuff.”
She said, “New songs, huh? I thought they were a tribute band for some hippie group that was popular back in the sixties when Elvis was crowned.” She laughed and pushed me into a big wave that had just crashed and then raced up the beach a couple of strides. As it rushed back into the sea, she said, “I know one thing, though. You won’t be helping them here tomorrow. Declan, that concert was one night only. Last night. Those guys are packed up and already setting up again. They’re going to be playing in Orlando tonight.” 
Oh my gosh. Reality slowly sunk in. I rubbed my fingers up and down my hairy scalp. She was right. 
Then I remembered the stage guys laughing when the director told me to show up in two days. Mom was right too. How does she always know? Dammit.
Now what am I going to do? Hang out in the sewers and wait for Uncle Paul to call me? That’s it, I’ll just be a sewer rat until the fair leaves town. Then I’ll hook up with them doing something stupid, like giving away teddy bears and goldfish. I was pretty sure that was where I got mine when I was kid.
I said to Tawana, “Yeah, well, that wasn’t even plan A. That was just my backup plan.” 
Tawana flashed her shiny white teeth and flicked her tail, pushing her anemone hair back as she said, “Well, Declan, I’m going to New York tomorrow for a shoot. I’d love to have your company.”
I said, “Really? Me? You’re inviting me to go the Rotten Apple with you for a photo shoot? Are you just kidding around? ’Cause I’ll go. Hell, I need to go. Dracula will surely kill me if I stay here.” 
“Dracula?” she asked.
"It’s a long story,” I said. “So where and when should I meet you tomorrow?” 
She answered, “You can meet me at the launch port no later than nine. Or if you like, and if you’re really in trouble, you can spend the night at my place.” 
I said, “I am, and I’d love to.” 
So we walked down the beach a little farther. I was watching a little brown and white bird running away from the waves, and then down again, just up ahead. I asked Tawana, “Where do you live these days?” 
“In a condo just up ahead,” she answered. “The Sea Lord.” 
“The big one that bridges across A1A?” 
“Yup, that’s the one.” 
Now, this was one of the newest and swankiest condos around. And I said, “Ooh la la.”
“It’s not much, but it’s home,” she replied, blushing. 
As we walked up the steps and washed the sand off our feet in a shower shared by the beachgoers and the swimming pool crowd, I heard, “Hey, ’Wana,” as some hunky-looking dude walked by with his carbon fiber surfboard in one hand and his bikini chair in the other.
“The water’s great, nice and cool. Have fun,” Tawana said to him with a smile.
And he replied, “Yep,” as he looked her up and down. 
There was some part of me that wanted to punch him in the face for some reason, except she was looking at him a little the same way. I put my head down into the running shower and asked Tawana, “How long are we going to be in New York?” A tan beauty by the pool caught my eye.
“Pretty much all day,” she said. “Our return flight leaves at ten tomorrow night. We should be back here before midnight.” 
Tawana and the doorman exchanged some pleasantries, and we headed over to the elevator. The entire side of the building looked out over the pool, and at the end there was a sitting area with a bar overlooking the ocean. We stepped onto the elevator, and I noticed Tawana press the PH button. 
With a smile, she leaned in towards me and said, “Don’t mind the mess. The cleaner bot is on the fritz, and I had to fire the maid. She was stealing from me. Can you imagine? And now I just don’t know what I’m going to do.” 
The elevator door opened, and the foyer looked typical but nice—niches with tall, fresh orchids in matching vases on each side of the tall, glossy bright red double doors. I could barely hear them unlock as she reached for the pulls and pushed both doors inward on their precision magnetic hinges. They effortlessly glided open into a large room that had very little furniture, or anything in it at all. There was just a long chrome buffet table with nothing on it and the ocean view behind it on one side of the room. A small high top with two bar stools nestled in the breakfast nook outside the kitchen. The floor plan was open, and the living room had low, sleek black couches in an area to the left. 
Now, I’d heard of graphanite paint before. I read an article a few years ago about it, but I’d never experienced it firsthand. That stuff was off-the-wall expensive. Tawana’s walls were covered in it, glowing pink and violet, with bright white lights shining on sleek and sexy silhouette artwork of couples holding hands or kissing. 
She said, “Declan, the walls are programmed to reflect the mood of my guests. They seem to be suggesting that you’re feeling a little romantic.”
“That’s crazy,” I replied. “Who programmed that crap?” 
Playfully, she rolled her eyes and said, “Make yourself at home, Deck. There’s food if you get hungry.” Then she took my hand and said, “Come on, let me give you the tour.”
She pulled me down the hall. Then she pulled me in real close and said softly, “Here is the master bedroom,” while tilting her head from one side and then towards the bedroom. She licked her upper lip, then smiled. Her voice returned to normal as she continued, “Or, if you’d like, you can stay all by yourself in the guest suite.” She pouted. Then she said, “If you feel like changing the scenery or wall color, just draw a triangle on the wall anywhere and different options will come up.” 
Switching track, she asked, “What size are you, Declan? I’ll print you out some clean clothes.”
I said, “Are you sure you don’t mind?”
[bookmark: _anchor_8]“Not at all, but you better put on something nice tomorrow,”  insisted Tawana. “I need you looking sharp.”
“I’ll pick up something nice tonight while I’m out.” Then I gave her a little peck on the cheek and said, “Thanks, Tawana. You’re the best. I’m going to clean up a bit now and call John.” 
She closed the guest room’s door on her way out, and I couldn’t wait to play around with the graphanite paint. I drew a triangle on the wall, and several options popped up. I picked Lunarscape, the first one. The walls seemed to disappear as a moonscape appeared all around in perfect perspective on the walls and ceiling. It was as if I was sitting there on the moon, just looking down at the earth rising up in the alien sky. I could see haulers driving by and people at the resort. It was like I was really there on the moon. It was kind of like being in my isopod. I could still see the ocean view outside of the sliders and windows facing east. They looked like a queer billboard, out of place, or as if the windows were video monitors depicting an ocean. 
For some reason, the lunarscape gave me a creepy sense of déjà vu that made my whole body shudder from head to toe. I decided to change it to a setting called Plain, and the room became a boring, creamy white color with old family pictures and what looked like tapestry artwork on the walls. 
This creeped me out a little too because the pictures were of my family, but at least it was kind of a normal feeling. 
I showered and got out, and Tawana knocked and cracked the door open to hand me the clothes she had printed out. After taking the clothes, I softly closed the door. She cracked it back open, letting more cool air in, and asked, “Why did you change the moon setting? It’s my favorite, so romantic.” 
“Oh, I don’t know, made me a little homesick,” I joked. I could feel her looking me up and down as the nice, warm, steamy air escaped. 
“Alrighty,” she said. “I’m going to go cook something. You’re welcome to join me for dinner if you like,” as she eased the door closed again. 
I brushed my teeth with a toothbrush that Tawana had printed and brushed my hair into place. It was really nice of Tawana to let me stay here for a couple of days. I’d have to figure out some way to thank her. Some way that isn’t sexual, of course. 
I walked down the hall to the great room, and as I passed the master bedroom, I noticed that Tawana had a waterbed. It wasn’t a waterbed like a water-filled mattress, but—hmm, that would be a cool invention. Then again, surely someone had to have thought of that before. But anyway, Tawana’s waterbed was four glass walls with water in it. And it looked like there was a thin sheet of ice floating on top. It was just a glance, and I didn't really notice them when she showed me the room earlier, but I was pretty sure I saw some fish swimming around in there. Imagine that, a fish lady with pet fish.
I made my way to the breakfast nook and looked out the window as I sat down at the high top. The view was breathtaking. The full moon dominated the skyline as it rose up out of the calm dark blue waters. I could see the pool several stories below us. 
Tawana was in the kitchen making some weird Tawana food. She said she was making some secret recipe rue potatoes that one of her studlier ex-boyfriends had taught her to make. I didn’t think I really wanted to know all of the ingredients, but it smelled really good. 
As she was cooking, she said, “I always liked the stars. The lunarscape setting always calms my nerves and makes me feel at home somehow.” 
“So when I changed the setting in my room, it changed in the whole house?” I asked.
“Oh yeah,” she answered. “You can split the areas, but I don’t know how. I just haven’t felt like learning anything new for a while. I’m usually the only one here. My roommate travels a lot, like me. One of us is almost always gone.”
I said, “Yeah, that lunar thing scared me a little. I don’t know why. Maybe something to do with that space bus that crashed a while back, but I don’t think so.” 
“Two hundred and twenty-three souls. So tragic,” she sighed.
“Yeah. They said one of the gyros became unstable just a split second before the stage intersect with the TFST jet. I wonder what that stands for.” 
“Twin fuselage stage transport,” answered Tawana. “I went out with a pilot that used to fly one of those things some time ago. You know they fly out of Marathon? I talked to him shortly after the accident, and he said that there is only a point-seven-second convergence window.” 
And I replied, “Oh, I know. I read a whole article on how this makes large payloads possible. Too bad the anti-Higgs boson was proven to be so unstable.”
She said, “Well, all I know is now we’re left with only one space bus, and it’s getting pretty old. I hear they’re thinking about revamping the one they retired last year, but I think it’d probably cost less to build a new one. I guess they could pile people into a space freighter, but that would not be the way to start an expensive vacation.”
“I hear some guy is working on an electric rocket that somehow utilizes vacuum energy, but I don’t quite understand it all,” I said. Then I looked down at the comband on my wrist and saw it was getting late. “I better call John,” I told Tawana. “I’m sure he’s getting close by now. I’m surprised he hasn’t called already.” 
Before I could finish the sentence, his icon popped up. “John Goldman is calling. Answer or ignore?” 
“Answer.” When it connected, I said, “What’s up, man? Are you in town yet?”
He answered, “Oh yeah, I’m rolling out of the tunnel as we speak.”
“Whoa, man,” I said to him. “You gotta go right and head north on A1A, that’s Ocean Avenue. I’m staying with an old friend for a couple of days.”
“Ooh la la, Decky Doo's got a girlfriend.” 
What made him think I was staying at a girl’s? Could he tell by my voice, or was it just a lucky guess?
“Oh yeah, man, a real looker too. Wait till you meet her.” 
“I’m going to steal her away from you, Declan.” 
And I said, “Many have tried, Johnny boy, but I won’t wish you luck.” 
“Dude, I’m parked in the lot. Tell the door jockey that I’m coming up to sweep your true love smooth off her feet.” 
Now, Tawana liked to kid around a lot too. She was listening to all of this banter and guy BS, and she was right there with, “Declan told me what a stud you are, John. Now I’m just wet to meet you.” And she poured a large jar of water over her head.
And he was like, “Agh, baby, you sound like my type!” 
Bewildered a bit by her stunt, I watched the bot roll over and clean the floor, but that was just about all I could take. I mean, what if Tawana really was my sweet thang, ya know? I moaned, “Oh yeah, this is what I need right now, guys.” 
And Tawana said, “Why, Declan, I didn’t know you cared.”
Then John chimed in with, “I think somebody’s getting jealous.”
What could I say? “You know you’re the only one for me, Tawana.” As I watched the bot return to its garage, I decided that fish people just do fish-people things. 
 
Chapter 2
The Tallywacker Man
 
John walked in through the front door. He was smiling from ear to ear, with a pair of antique Google Goggles on, the bright red model with the around side, rearview cam on it. 
I couldn’t believe it, antique Google Goggles.
Well, I got all excited and said, “No way. Where did you get those? Do they still work? Let me try them on.” 
John replied, “Nice to see you too, buddy.” Then he cocked his head to the right a little and said, “Besides, nobody touches the GGs.”
They were just like the ones I used to have when I was a boy, except mine were green and didn't have the side wrap. I really wanted to try ’em on, so I begged, “Come on, man. You know how much I used to love my Google Goggles when I was a kid.”
John laughed, “You're still just kid, Swirly Doo.”
I introduced him to Tawana, and they smiled at each other.
I really wanted to wear them goggles. I started telling them about my old Google Goggles—“Alien Invasion at the mall was my favorite. Everybody would look like aliens and be shooting lasers at each other, or watching the flying saucers cruise by as we rode down the interstate. I liked Cave Man too. When riding around town, the cars and roloballs would look like dinosaurs running by. Those are awesome.” 
Freakin’ John, what a dick. I’ll talk him into trying them on later, after a few beers.
He smiled and winked. I was pretty sure he knew exactly what I was thinking. How can we even be friends? I think I hate him.
John said to me, “Yeah, I’ve got ’em set to Naked City right now, and I can see everything.” And he looked me and Tawana up and down a couple of times.
I felt like covering myself, but it wouldn’t do any good. It was just a simulation. I think. Actually, I probably looked like a sexy woman to him right now. Sick.
Then I looked up at Tawana and realized that she didn’t care. She was still wearing her beach outfit, if you know what I mean. 
Then John pulled his glasses slowly off and looked over at Tawana. I think he was surprised by her real appearance, but John was cool. He never even flinched or anything. 
He said, “I just love fishing.”
I wasn’t sure how Tawana would take that, but she flirted, “I don’t mind getting caught once in a while, Navy boy.” 
And then John sat down at the high top, positioning his muscular left arm so she could see it, and let the anchors go. 
“Nice tattoo,” Tawana said. 
He flexed his muscles a couple of times and said, “Yeah, I like it. It’s okay. So what’s going on with you, Deck man? You look a little jealous.”
“Nah, nah. No, we’re just friends. I just have a lot on my mind.” 
John, with a big ol’ Southern grin, said, “Yeah, like partying on down. Man, are you ready to go?” 
I looked at the time and said, “It is getting late.” Then I looked over at Tawana and told her, “Guess I'll see you later. Don't wait up.”
She replied, “Don’t forget about me in the morning. I don’t want to go to New York all alone. It’s going to be cold, so pick up something warm to wear.”
John looked her up and down a couple of times and said, “Catch ya later, fancy fins.”
And then it hit me.
Reality hit me like a ton of bricks. 
There was a hitman out there trying to kill me. I started to worry. 
I was feeling kind of safe at Tawana’s, like nobody could kill me way up there in her penthouse. For a couple of hours there, I was at peace and so relaxed. But now I was headed out on the town. I kind of felt like a rabbit in some woods filled with wolves and bat snipers, on his way to the watering hole.
I told John, “Yeah, man, let’s go.” 
And John put on his GGs and said, “Let’s saddle up and ride Clyde.” 
As we made our way down to the parking lot, John was rattling on about his new roloball, the Kamikaze 9000. It apparently had jump capability. 
“That’s crazy,” I said. I didn’t believe him. It was probably the electromagnetic intersection flyover that was on every roloball ever printed in the last five years.
He continued, “I know! I can be driving along and just jump like a rubber super ball fresh out of the gumball machine.” 
Apparently there were settings as to how aggressive you could be. 
My heart stopped when I saw this deathtrap. It was bright yellow with black racing stripes and super coolers. 
“Check this out,” he said as he gestured his hand at the contraption. Some unusual, dull silver pipes scrolled out underneath. 
“Ion thrusters, huh?” I wondered if the salesman told him that the Japs were not well known for their inner ball suspensions or their face-forward stabilizing gyros. They did make the best androids, though. I hate androids. 
The side doors twirled up, and I looked over at John, giving him The Nod, like I could hardly wait to climb in. I'd die if he ever found out that I was scared of riding in a roloball, much more this contraption.
John’s a freaking lunatic, and now he was a lunatic with a rolling, jumping death trap. This whole scenario was starting to feel like a bad nightmare, but I climbed right in and tried to act cool about it. You know, like I wasn’t scared a bit. No, not one bit. Holy fuck, I’d be lucky to live through this night.
I couldn’t believe Rhonda hadn’t called me back yet. She must really be afraid of this guy. Man, Bat Sniper must want to kill me really bad. I mean, I didn’t know how badly, but he took a chance once already. You had to have a lot of balls to try and shoot someone in this day and age. There were cameras everywhere and possible witnesses in sync world, not to mention future crime profiling and now some kind of time bomb technology. But the more I thought about it, the more scared I got, and, man, I was so scared my teeth hurt from the grinding tension. 
I couldn’t think. I couldn’t talk. I could barely move. If I could just play it cool until we got to some bar, maybe I’d loosen up with a couple of belts of good scotch. I so liked my scotch.
John must’ve noticed how tense I was because he looked over at me and wrapped his fingers and thumb around the back of my neck. He was squeezing and shaking me back and forth, saying, “Loosen up, buddy! What’s wrong? You’re all wrenched up like a long-tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs.”
My stomach was so knotted up from the trembling inside that I wanted to puke, but I hadn’t eaten all day, except those few bites of Tawana’s rue potatoes. Man, those were good. I hope I can keep them down.
I tried. I really, really tried being cool, but to no avail at all. Shivering inside, my weak voice squeaked out, “Oh, you know, I just need a little something in the belly.” Then I cleared my throat and said, “Um, and a stiff drink.”
“Declan, are you mad at me for hitting on your woman?” John asked.
I gave him a stern look and said, “She is not my woman.”
He replied, “Well, what is it then?” 
Just about the time I started to speak, his roloball jumped and flew straight up, about forty feet into the air. I seriously did not know how I kept from shitting my pants. Then we came down into a small space between a semi and another roloball. The damn thing bounced up over a few more vehicles, and there we were, bouncing up and down the road. John was yipping and yahooing, having the time of his life.
“Oh, looky, looky there,” he said while pointing at the dash display. I knew what he was pointing at without even having to look. He saw the Deerfield jump-shoot coming up fast. “Oh my gosh, we’re hitting the shoot, Declan! We’re hitting the shoot, man!”
I don’t think they have many jump-shoots in Atlantis, where John is stationed.
He was all excited. He looked at me and pulled his GGs down his nose, looking at me with crazy eyes as he shouted, “We're going to get shot! Haha!”
Oh, what the hell. I was probably going to die one way or the other tonight. I might as well let John kill me with his insane toy. It’s better than Count Dracula with his sniper rifle.
I wanted to tell John about the bat freak’s attempts on my life, but somehow talking about such a serious subject didn’t seem right while riding a bucking bronco in the middle of a rodeo. Instead I told him I needed to stop and pick up some clothes along the way. 
John said, “I know just the place.” Then he wound up some intense, energetic music as loud as it would play. He turned off the interstate, and we bounced over a couple of traffic lights. Then we hit the shoot. 
Swooosh, we were flying. John was ecstatic, bouncing up and down in his seat like a little kid, flapping his arms and yahooing. I had both hands on the dash handles, gripping them tightly. 
We bounced high and far after the landing, until we pulled up to a downtown Dillard's.
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At least we were at a nice clothing store. I’ve always liked Dillard’s. They had nice things. We went in and made our way up to the adult clothing on the third floor. 
As we walked out of the elevator, I saw a woman that worked here, I’d say in her early to mid-fifties, wearing the craziest hat that I’d ever seen. Me and John looked at each other and smirked a little, and then we looked back over at her. The hat had an assortment of fruit on it that was stacked up about thirty inches high, and it was very colorful and weird.
The woman was chatting with a couple of her regular customers. She had a little toddler boy on her hip, and as I got closer, I could hear her bragging about her grandson. 
She put the boy down and held his little hand, then looked up and asked me, “Looking for anything in particular?”
“What a handsome young man,” I commented, looking down at the child.
She laughed and replied in a genuine Southern tone, “Oh, he's a ring-tailed tooter. That’s what this one is.”
Looking at her in the stupid hat, with that warm smile and the love she had for that boy, made me feel all warm and fuzzy inside. My troubles somehow faded in their presence.
Then she said to us, “Don’t mind the fruit. We’re just having a contest to see who can come up with the wildest-looking hat.”
I looked around and noticed a few strange ones on the other salespeople, but nothing like hers.
“I think you’re going to win, Mrs. Hamilton,” I told her as I read her nametag.
“Oh, you can call me Goldie.” 
John was looking at the sports coats, but I could tell he was getting anxious and ready to go. 
I picked up some jeans, and Goldie said, “I have just the thing for you, young man.” Then she picked up a couple of things off some racks and held them up faster than I could say ‘no thank you.’ The outfit was perfect, and in my size.
I could see that this woman was real pro. I said to John, “They don’t make ’em like her anymore.” 
“No, I don’t think so, Declan,” he replied.
I bought the outfit and a really nice London Fog coat for New York. No doubt it was going to be cold up there. The weatherman said it was snowing up there yesterday. I was thinking about staying up there and hiding out for a few days somehow. I don’t know how yet, but the clothes cost about all I’d saved. 
I hit the fitting room and changed into my new, awesome outfit. As I was walking out, the weight of my stress started haunting me again. 
Man, I didn’t know what I was doing or what I was going to do at this point. This bat freak was serious and dangerous. 
John started ribbing me about how gay I looked in my new clothes as we made our way back down to his death trap. I told him, “You’re just jealous because I’m styling and smiling and you’re not.”
I put the London Fog in the back with my printed clothes, folded nice and neat just like Grandma taught me when I was a little ring-tailed tooter. 
Then my heart sank. We were headed to another roloball shoot. My stomach knotted up again. Why can’t I have normal friends like everybody else?
We started zipping towards the insane mechanical monster, and it was super busy. That was no surprise for this time of day.
I told John, “Watch out for the Fasscabs. They’ll knock you right out of the sky.”
Flum, whoosh, and we were headed straight up like a rocket. 
I wanted to scream a terrifying scream, but I was cool. My face was pale white and horrified, but I was cool. My hair was standing on end, but I was cool.
Like a well-thrown curveball, we rounded our way to the LZ, John yelping and yahooing all the way. 
He said, “I know a really great Chinese restaurant, the best in all of South Florida.”
Anything besides a drive-through sounded good to me.
We wound around a couple of skyscrapers and pulled into a shopping plaza, then parked in front of the Great Geisha Girl restaurant. It looked the same as every single strip mall Chinese food restaurant I’d ever seen. 
They were all the same. They were not franchised, but they all had the same faded menu lit up over the counter, and all the food tasted exactly the same in every single one of them—fast, fried, and bland.
When John said he knew a good Chinese place, I thought we’d at least wind up at an all-you-can-eat buffet, or somewhere special like Wong’s in Wellington. Man, they had the best General Tso’s chicken ever, so spicy and garlicky that Mom wouldn’t even let me bring it into the house with all of that spicy aroma steaming off of it.
Oh well. I didn’t say anything. I don’t mind strip mall Chinese food. I just hoped this one had fountain drinks, or at least a cup of ice to pour my soda into.
Walking up to the door, I said with a hint of sarcasm in my voice, “So this is the best Chinese food in all of Fort Lauderdale, huh?” 
John smiled and replied, “Oh, you better believe it, man.” 
And as we walked through the door, I saw right away why. There was the cutest little Asian girl that I’d ever seen, just beaming at us. I looked at John, who looked at me and then back over at the girl, all starry eyed and blushing. Yeah, they were in love, or at the very least deeply in lust.
I should’ve known. 
John said to her, in a low yet boisterous voice, “How’s my li’l Bau Hong baby?” 
She turned beet red, and I knew that they had ‘known’ each other once or twice before. They started hugging and talking cute talk.
John introduced me, but I still felt like a third wheel. I left them alone. 
I moseyed on over to the counter and stood in line behind a young couple with a baby in a stroller, ordering some food to go. I glanced back, and John and Cute-Cute were in their own little world, giggling and laughing.
I glanced around the parking lot through the window. No sign of Bat Doof anywhere. That was good.
I looked around the place. On the back wall there was an old, worn tapestry with a building beside a brook and some trees. The building had the stereotypical Chinese roof on it. Just in front of the tapestry and to the right were cans of soda behind a glass door in a warm cooler, no ice machine. Why am I not surprised?
There was a young Chinese boy sitting at the front corner table with a coloring book and a couple of inexpensive toys. The kid was probably three or four years old, and he was tearing and picking at the plastic on the front of a Pop-N-Push candy card. He’d already popped all the bubbles, and now he was trying to pick the candy out through the tiny holes left from the popped bubbles. 
He looked up at me, and I smiled at him, walking over and holding my hand out. I could tell he didn’t really trust me with his candy, but Mom was busy cooking in the back. He held it up for me to help and said, “Please,” while exposing his little shiny white square teeth. I pushed the candy through the foil on the back of the card, and I could see joy fill his heart as understanding filled his brain. I handed it back to him, and he immediately started pushing all the candy through the back. He looked up at me and said, “Thanks you,” in his tiny, little voice.
“You’re welcome,” I replied.
His gills were bright pink and clean. I was pretty sure he was born here in America. It’s just awful that an entire race was genetically modified just to breathe. The atmosphere in China is so full of smog that if you want to see the sunrise you have to watch it on a huge video monitor. It’s just sick. Still, some part of me wants to go over there and see it for myself. 
I walked over to the front door and gazed outside. I really didn’t know what I was looking for, so I stepped back over to the counter. The young couple was out of the way now. I looked over at the lovebirds and said, “Hey, John, you want something?” 
He looked at Whatsername—Bau Bau, I think—and said, “Yeah, I think I do want something.” 
I gave him a nasty look and grumbled, “I meant something to eat, doofus.”
I turned to the lady at the counter, who was shooing a fly buzzing around her ear, and said, “I’ll have the sweet and sour chicken and a can of orange soda.”
John slapped Bau Hong on her perfectly round butt as she turned to go back to work and said, “I’ll have the lobster bisque.”
The lady at the counter gave him a ‘don’t be a tardo’ look, and, a little embarrassed, he said, “I’ll have the egg fu yung, ma’am, with a couple of egg rolls, please.”
We sat down, and I made sure my back was to the wall so I could see out the window.
John said, “Oh man, that’s my li’l Bau Hong baby right there. Wasn’t sure if she’d remember me or not.” 
I replied, “Yeah right. I think she’s in love. You better watch out.” 
We yammered on a while about how much money they must save by setting the A/C to ninety-five year round. Then we made some other small talk. I finally said, “We gotta go somewhere quiet and safe. I need to talk to you about some things.” 
About that time, the food was ready and Bau Hong brought it out for us, all smiley faced and floating on air. And you know it was the best Chinese food in all of Fort Lauderdale, of course. 
Eventually the small talk came around to the gills. I was like, “Don’t those bother you just a little?”
And John replied, “No more than your girlfriend’s gills and scales bother you.” 
“I told you, she’s not my girlfriend.”
“Why not, man?” he asked. “She’s rich and good looking. I can tell you really like her, and I can tell she really likes you too.” 
I said, “I don’t know. I really don’t want to talk about it.”
But he kept on and on until I finally told him that I really didn’t want to date a fish, or any other GMs. 
“Why not?”
I didn’t want to go into the moral issues I had with it, and so I just told him, “They’re just weird, man.”
So we talked about GMs for a while. I started describing the one that was at the Funky Buddha the other night to him.
I said, “Oh man, she was some freak. I truly felt sorry for her because she was so freakin’ ugly. She had these beady little eyes that were up on snail-like antennae and—”
John laughed and cut me off, asking, “Did she have a small elephant-like nose dangling from her forehead?” 
I was slightly astonished. “How did you know?” I asked. 
He answered, “Man, you saw a snork, or more likely the daughter of one.”
I said, “Yeah, she was a snork alright,” and laughed a little. 
He said, “No, man, listen. Snorks were a top-secret, genetically modified humanoid designed by the Navy to do reconnaissance missions in swampy, shallow-water areas.” 
I never could tell if he was bullshitting me or not. John just kept on talking. 
“They were developed and deployed in some police action we were involved in a few years ago. I’m surprised we don’t see more of them up here in South Florida. I hear most of them moved out to the Everglades after their return. They like to keep to themselves and seldom come out into the open. You ever heard of Anus Moses?” 
I said, “No, not really.”
A little surprised, John continued, “Oh, he was a legend. The most famous alligator hunter there ever was. Listen.” 
Then John gave me a serious look, and I knew by the way he said 'Listen' that I was in for a story. 
He stood up and raised his hand way over his head, saying, “Man, this guy was nine feet tall and almost three and a half feet wide.” He lowered his hands and spread them to show me his width. Then he lowered his voice and continued, “He was nothing but muscle and meanness from head to toe. He'd hunt gators with nothing more than his bare hand and the stump of an arm that was left after one gator got it.”
I could tell John was full of crap, but it was mildly entertaining so I just nodded as if I believed him.
He went on. “He killed a sheriff up in Louisiana that was after him for poaching and wound up out in the Everglades, where the snorks were settling after their tours.”
“So what happened?” I asked, trying to look interested.
[bookmark: _anchor_10][bookmark: _msoanchor_10]John said, “Well, legend has it ol’ Anus Moses nabbed a little snork boy up out of the water by his trunk with his one huge hand [BS10] and started laughing at him. He said, ‘What the hell are you?’ Then he held him up into the sunlight to get a better look and said, ‘To me, you looks like food!’ Then, just like that, the little snork boy swooped his foot around and cut Anus' throat straight to the bone with his razor-sharp toenails. Anus' big, giant head fell back and dangled there, blood pumping out of the jugulars in what was left of his neck. And then the weight of his great big head pulled him over backwards until there was nothing left of him but a big splash in the muddy swamp.” John’s head was tilted back as he stumbled backwards, mimicking the action as he told the story.
Then John looked at me with a his crazy-eyed smile and finished, “You don't want to piss off a snork.”
I said, “Listen, I gotta go get a drink somewhere. You’re wearing me out with all this bullshit, man.”
“No, no, no, it’s all true,” he insisted, finally sitting down again.
I just looked at him square in the eyes and whispered, “I don’t care. I just need to get out of here and get a drink before somebody kills me.”
He laughed and said, “Hell yeah, man, let’s go get ripped!” He stood up and told Bau Hong, “Later, baby. We’re headed out.”
She just smiled a quiet smile; the Chinese are all so humble. She said with a thick accent, “You boys be careful.”
Well, I knew John, and I knew we were headed down to the Red Light Fest, as I liked to call it. 
Mayor Ishtar, in all of her infamous wisdom, decided to legalize prostitution the week of Love Fest, and a lot of the girls came down early. I guess they wanted to practice up for the pole contest. I don’t know why any girl would want an eight-foot obelisk being held high by the mighty Aphrodite, but Tawana won one once and she had hers proudly displayed in her living room. She was so proud of it that you’d think she won the Washington Monument itself.
I wanted to spill the beans and tell John I was in trouble and that he might be in danger hanging out with me tonight. I just needed it to be the right time and place. So I told him, “Let’s go hang out somewhere we can talk a bit. It’s early, and we don’t want to get all ripped up just yet.”
“I was thinking the same thing,” John said. “How about we head over to Charlie’s, on the beach? We can kick back and relax a little before all the action, watch a few bikinis walk by.”
I said, “Sounds good.” Charlie’s was a few minutes away. I could figure out exactly how to tell John everything that had been going on. 
I started some small talk to fill the air. I mentioned that I was thinking about visiting my grandma on the head farm.
He laughed and said, “Head farm, huh? That’s pretty good.” 
“You ever hear of anybody dying in a retirement home before their plan ran out?” I asked.
And he said, “No, at least not at a normal old folk’s home where all the patients are kept in simulated stasis, none except the ones that died in that earthquake out on Cali Island a couple of years ago.” 
“Yeah, I remember that newsfeed,” I said. “Heads falling out of their life support housings and rolling all over the floor, spinal cord slime trails and goo everywhere.”
“Did you see the ones bouncing down the stairs?”
“Ew, yes, it was so gross.”
John said, “I hear a couple of the old timers are still alive and living perfectly normal lives on the servers.”
Dumbfounded, I replied, “No way.” 
Dammit, I wished I could tell when he was pulling my leg. It’s just not fair.
We wheeled into Charlie’s and bellied up to the bar, way over in the corner where I could watch the door and not worry about my backside. 
John said, “Declan, the hot spot’s available. It’s not like you to miss the opportunity to sit in it.” 
“Not tonight, John. I gotta be in the lookout stool tonight,” I replied.
I was a bit miffed that he would notice such a detail, also that he knew about the hot seat at a bar. Not too many guys knew the best seat at almost every bar in the world. The hot spot was not something you actually talked about. Most of us who know this little secret keep it to ourselves. 
John ordered up a beer from a rather homely looking bartender, and I said, “I’ll have a scotch on the rocks, make it a double.” 
Her tight cutoffs and curvy figure took the edge off the tension as she gave me a standard smile that seemed to say, ‘I’m tired and my feet hurt, so just tell me what you want.’ Out loud, she said, “It’s happy hour, two for one for about five more minutes.” 
“In that case, change mine to a Screaming Ho,” John said. 
And she said, “Coming right up.” 
“So what’s up, Declan?” John asked. 
I could feel my heart start to pound a little harder in my chest. It must have known I was going to have to face reality and talk about it. 
I said in a low, serious voice, “There’s a guy out there who’s trying to kill me. I’m not sure why, but I think it has something to do with my dad’s involvement with the KBD, or maybe some other crime family or gang.” 
John interrupted, “Man, just because your pops OD’d on krain doesn’t mean he was involved with the Krain Brothers or anybody else. Why the hell would you think such a thing, man?” 
So I told him the story about the bat guy, and the fight at school, and Rhonda.
I don’t know why she hasn’t called by now. Hmm, I hope she’s okay. 
I continued, telling him about the door at the Funky Buddha and Mom telling me Dad might have been involved in something. 
John rolled his eyes and said, “Look, man. You can’t bullshit a bullshitter. I know you’re shy and scared of the ladies, but don’t worry, Deck. I’ll satisfy any of them that hit on you tonight and all the ones that give me a second glance.”
“You don’t understand. I’m serious here,” I insisted.
John laughed and rubbed his knuckles on my head, giving me a scruffy. He replied, “Sure you are, Declan. Sure you are. And Count Dracula’s going to step through that door any minute and start shooting up the place, biting every survivor on the neck. Ha! You’re such a bonehead, Declan.” And he laughed some more.
What the fuck. 
Then he told everybody within boisterous earshot, “Hey, everybody! There’s a batman trying to kill my buddy here, so keep an eye out for him, okay?” 
I was so embarrassed as he kept laughing at me and saying, “That’s a good one, Declan. Not as good as my Famous Anus story, but a good one.” He turned to the barmaid and shouted, “Hey, barkeep, give us another round. This one’s on me, Deck.” 
I wasn’t sure what to do or say, or how I could convince him. I could see the wheels turning in his head as he said, “The KBD! You almost had me, Declan. They are well known for killing those who betray them, and their firstborns.”
I remembered the twelve-year-old in the newscast yesterday morning, and it hurt me a little. 
I said, “I know, and that’s why I’m starting to think it’s them. They are going to kill me if I can’t figure out what to do or where to go.”
John gave me a look and said, “Alright, I’ll play along. So what’s the plan so far?” 
“Hell, I don’t know. I was hoping you’d have a good idea. This bat guy can see you in the real world, even if you’re in the sync world.”
John nodded and said, “Most of the military have software in their uniforms that detect sync world frequencies. It’s not impossible. But for him to possess a device like that is not really probable. The software is highly controlled and not available to the public. But the KBD is a well-funded organization.”
“I was thinking of running off with the South Florida Fair, or maybe trying to find a job in New York and just staying up there,” I admitted.
John laughed and said, “You know how cold it gets up there? Not to mention that’s where they’re headquartered.” 
My comband flashed. “Your mother is calling. Answer or ignore?” 
“Answer,” I told it. “Hey Mom.”
“Declan, are you okay?” 
“So far,” I replied. 
She said, “The neighbor killed a bug for me last night, and when he picked it up, he said it wasn’t an insect. It was an electronic bug. I think they’re trying to find you, son.” 
John, overhearing the conversation, looked a little puzzled. 
Mom continued, “You be careful out there. I know I don’t always act like it, but I love you, son. So you be careful out there. You hear me?”
I said softly, “Okay, Mom. I’ll call you back soon, I promise.”
I wiped a tear forming in the corner of my eye as I hung up. I could see John felt about three feet tall. 
“I’m sorry, Declan. I thought you were just kidding around. You gotta admit the whole story does sound a little fishy.” 
“Yeah, I know,” I replied as I started on the free double scotch. “What am I going to do?”
John looked at me and asked, “He can really detect somebody in sync world, huh?” 
I nodded. “Yep. And not only detect you. He looked right at me.”
“Maybe you could go hang out in the swamps with the snorks,” John joked.
I chuckled, “Yeah. I’ll sharpen my toenails to get ready.” 
My comband flashed with another message. “Private number is calling. Answer or ignore?” 
Great, just what I needed, a call from some creditor right now. 
“Answer,” I sighed.
“Declan!” It was Rhonda, finally. “Declan, you gotta move! Ozzy’s headed to Charlie’s right now.”
“What?” I asked, confused. “Who is this guy? Why does he want to kill me?” 
“He’s my boss,” Rhonda replied, talking fast. “His real name is Ozzen Krauss. He’s a new recruit for the Krain Brothers.” 
I knew it. “What the hell is going on?” I asked.
She answered, “You really don’t know, do you? They lent your dad the money for the first taco stand. In return he had to launder drug money for them. He got a cut at first, but they made him start paying protection service when the place got popular and started making a lot of money.”
I remembered the boom. It was when Tawana started working the window.
Rhonda continued, “Ozzy stole a shitload of both the protection money and the laundered money. Then he paid off the coroner and killed your dad. I tried going to Ozzy’s boss, but he didn’t believe me. He might have paid him off too. I tried to tell ’em not to kill you, but they just beat the hell out of me and locked me up in my own house for days. They’ll kill me when they find out I warned you. Somehow they always find out.”
Fuck me. “How can I help you?” 
She said, “Don’t worry about me. I have a plan, but you need to run, right now.” 
I hung up, and John was already headed to the door. I caught up to him, jumped in the Kamikaze 9000, and off we went. We zigzagged through a few blocks and through and out a residential neighborhood, and we both decided it might be a good idea to turn our infocoms off. Batman must’ve used them to track us to Charlie’s.
We looked at each other, then the road, and then each other. Then, at the same time, we said, “Fuck.”
“John, where are we going?” I asked.
He looked at me, and with a nervous voice he said, “To the red light district.” He paused a few seconds and added, “Of course!”
I had no better idea. Public place, lots of people.
“To the whores and twirlers,” I said, raising my finger and pointing it high and forward. “What a way to go.” 
And I hoped he knew I meant that if you’re gonna die, what a way to go. 
I asked, “Do the girls still dance on the streets with pompoms, fishnets, and umbrapoles?”
John said, “Dude, you live right down the street. Three twenty-six Glouchester is just ten minutes from there.” 
I reminded him that I didn’t own a Kamikaze 9000.
He said, “Dude, sync world is right there under your isopod halo. You haven’t seen the latest?” 
A little embarrassed, I replied, “Well, I haven’t visited it in a while.” 
He probably knew I hadn’t been down here since the spring before last, when he took me to Love Fest. I was too embarrassed to tell him I was in love with Marshella, the three-breasted virtual girl on Mars. 
He said, “The old hags are the only ones with those outdated tricks. Except the fishnets. Those are classic. The new thing they’re doing is called cockspurring.”
“Say what?” 
“Yeah, they have these high heels, and the shoe’s stem is just behind their heel and extends from the ground up past their calves, which have a little belt for support, and then it keeps on going up past their thighs to just below their butt cheek. I’ve only seen them in sync world,” John explained excitedly. “I’ve been dying to get down here and check ’em out in the real. When they dance for you on them, a motor in the bottom of the shoe lifts them right up into the air, and they twirl around and slide up and down while scantily clad. They’re awesome.”
I said, “I guess they get their name from the spurs that chickens fight with, huh?” 
 “I guess,” he said.
Imagining all of this rigmarole, I almost forgot we might be being followed by a thief and a killer. Damn, I wished I could tell if John was lying. I sure hope not, because those shoes sounded like something I’d like to see before I die. 
We got down to the strip, and sure enough the girls and the peepers and the johns were all there, right along with the vendors selling Cupid bows and arrows to the little ones and chocolate hearts to the lovers.
It was like a circus, or more like a zoo, that looked like it was about to explode into an all-out orgy any minute. 
My gosh, is this what the world is coming to? If one of these girls was my daughter, I’d get out and bust her ass.
As we looked for a place to park, an umbrapole dancer caught my eye. I couldn’t believe it. It was a three-breasted, dark-haired beauty with bright blue eyes, and she was casting glances in my direction. She got off the stand and twirled around. Her little skirt flew up, and I almost gagged. Not only did she have three breasts, but she had three penises as well. 
I turned to John and asked, “What did the guy with five dicks say to the girl with five vajayjays?” 
“Fits like a glove,” he said, laughing. “Man, that joke’s so old.” 
John wasn’t lying about the cockspurs. We got out and started walking down the street, and this young, blond-haired girl with well-toned thighs and large, perky breasts turned, shook it down low, then pointed her buttacus toward me and started twerking. She was slowly sliding up and down her spurs, inching closer and closer toward me with dizzying, mesmerizing moves until I felt its smoothness twerking, twerking up and down my legs and up against the chubby that was bulging in my pants. Then she slid all the way up to give me a close-up of what a few bucks might get me.
“Freeze!” a man’s voice in a bullhorn blasted loudly. I think it disrupted time itself, or so it seemed. 
I turned to see what was going on, and—POP! A policeman’s autocop partner shot a shocknet out of his skinny, shiny arm to capture some guy. He struggled, but those nets are so sticky and strong that there was just no way. I think if the autocop were human, he would have tasered the guy a couple of times to keep him from struggling. All you can do is make the net ball up around you, like a spider’s prey, and all that does is make it hard for the cops down at the station to get you untangled. He’d be lucky if they didn’t leave him like that for a few hours. 
I turned around to say something to John, but he was gone. I glanced around to find him, and sure enough there he was, walking off with that cockspurred, fishnet-wearing, skinny, little blond. So I shouted, “John!” 
He turned and said, “Get one of your own, or just wait by the pool, chicken man,” as they walked towards one of the one-hour hotels on the boulevard.
He knows I don’t really like working girls. I’m afraid of catching something Ajax won’t wash off or that fate would punish me somehow or someday with a prostitute for a daughter or wife.
Still, I like the atmosphere, all those young, pretty girls and all the freaky deaks. Oh man, what a strange place we made out of this earth. I wished I could find me a nice girl, one that liked to bang but wanted kids and a family too, someone to grow old with that wanted to be a grandma someday. Maybe someday, if I escape and live through this nightmare. 
Just then I saw a familiar car out of the corner of my eye, about a block away, the same one that had been in Rhonda’s driveway earlier. I’d been tracked down. The red light district, a crowded public place with the cops all around keeping the peace—I was no killer, but this would be a place I’d look for somebody on the run. In hindsight, this wasn’t such a good idea. 
I walked as swiftly as I could to be fast yet unnoticed, then crept up the stairs and discretely knocked on the door where John had disappeared with his lucky companion.
I whispered loudly, “Hurry up! They’re here!” 
The skinny blond opened the door half naked and said, “Come on in, big boy.”
She had skinny banana boobs with hard dark red nipples that seemed to be staring right at me. She put her finger under my chin, lifted my head up to meet her eyes, and said, “I’m up here.”
I glanced over at John, who was buttoning his pants. The tail of his shirt was sticking out of his zipper, and it looked like a huge schlong in the shadow on the wall next to him.
Nanner boobs saw it too and busted out laughing. It was pretty freaking funny, but I had no time for it. It was go-time. 
John turned a little red and fixed his junk, and we lit out down the fire escape. I didn’t know why. On the way down, I was thinking that this was way too obvious. We were gonna get killed for sure. Blondie must have figured out we were on the run because she yelled down and tossed her wig. Turned out she was brunette all along. 
Then she said, “John, this might help.” 
I yelled back, “Thanks!” 
I turned to John and asked, “You told her your name?” 
“I think she calls all the guys John. She’s a call girl, doofus.”
I knew right away that he was one of her regulars. No call girl would redo her hair for a customer she didn’t know. But I didn’t say anything. I just put on the wig and kept my trap shut.
We made our way back to the roloball and hopped in, and just like that, a couple of bullets ricocheted off the clear graphene roloball body. We lit out of the parking garage and hit air as soon as we cleared the door, landing a couple of streets across and over from the main drag. 
As the ball skidded around a corner, John slowed down and yelled, “Jump!” And he opened my door while making the turn.
I went flying out and rolled down the side of a steep canal bank into the water. I guessed the plan was to have them chase him so I could escape.
I hope he is gonna be all right. Gotta admit, that was pretty fast thinking on John’s part. I eased myself into the water to avoid detection. A car sped around the corner that had to be the bat mobile. 
Then the ickiness of my swampy, nasty condition disgusted every fiber of my very being. I oozed out of the slime and peeked over the bank. Coast was clear. I wondered where the heck I was.
All I knew was that I needed to decontaminate, find some dry clothes, and head north somehow. And, of course, a new wig would be nice.
It was late, and all the stores were closed. Public transportation wasn’t available. 
Ew, so gross. This ick was making me sick. 
I decided to head towards the ocean and shower off at a beach shower, maybe wash my clothes in the public restroom there. They’d still be wet, but way less smelly and icky.
My Goldie outfit! Fuck man, I hope I didn't ruin my Goldie outfit. I was kind of hoping to go back there someday and wear it for the crazy hat lady. Somehow I thought that'd make her day.
As I made my way along, a huge swarm of mosquitoes started attacking me and biting me all over. It got so bad that I just started running as fast as I could, swatting them every time I stopped to catch my breath. I was covered from head to toe. The canal slime must attract them like a magnet. I was running and smacking and running and smacking, and they just kept coming.
And as I ran, I knew I was getting close because I could smell that ocean air in the late-night breeze. When I saw it, I caught a second wind and started running even faster. I knew that shelter was just a few strides away.
My feet skidded across the cold shallow waves, and, oooh, there’s the nuts. Aghhh, fvvvh, oooh, that was cold. I caught my breath, and my gosh that was a lot of mosquitoes, especially for this time of year. I eased myself out of the ocean just about the time my body adjusted to the temperature, and it was oooh, fvvvh, again. 
I headed over to the restrooms. I turned on the sink and started soaking and ringing out my Goldie pants and my Goldie shirt and my crusty undies.
I rung them out one last time really good. It had to be two or three in the morning, and there wasn’t a soul around, so I decided to throw my clothes over a fence that separated the sand from the boardwalk.
Yeah, I'd just hide out in the bathroom for a while. You know, let ’em dry in the ocean breeze a bit before I put them back on. 
A few moments went by, and I saw a young couple’s long, thin silhouette walking towards the beach. They were holding hands and walking real close, kissing and stuff. 
I knew they were sneaking down to go skinny dipping in the ocean. I just stayed quiet, hoping they wouldn’t discover me hiding naked in the bathhouse. Watching them walk by made me feel lonely. It’d been a while since I was in love.
They made their way down to the water, and I decided I better go get my clothes before they saw them. So I snuck out of the bathhouse and ran over to the fence, covering my yin yang with both hands. 
Then, surprise! I ran into some teenage tourists standing there in my way, laughing at me. It was like they appeared out of nowhere. One yelled out, “Hurry! Grab his clothes!”
Oh no. And they all started running toward a beachfront resort, laughing and running and laughing and fuck me. 
“Come on, man. Don’t leave me out here like this, kids.” Pant, pant, pant. “Come on now.” 
The one with the clothes dropped my shirt, and one of the girls called me the tallywacker man. They were all laughing at me hysterically and running. 
Then they all started saying it and laughing. “Tallywacker man! Tallywacker man! Mr. Tallywacker! No pants, no pants!”
Ughhh. I’d beat ’em half to death if I could catch ’em. Why do things like this always happen to me? Fuck me, man.
After some more teasing and bantering, they gave me my pants, and I walked back to get my shirt. I was a beat man. I was tired, sore, beat up, and humiliated like no other.
“I’m going to kill every one of you little brats,” I said.
The oldest-looking one said to me, “What the hell are you doing out here? Banging some other guy in the bathhouse? You sick and disgusting old man.” 
“Old?” I repeated. “No, man. I’m just trying to get home after a long and dreadful night.”
One of the girls said, “Yeah, I bet your girlfriend kicked you out for being a dumbass, and now you’re whacking it in the bathhouse while peeping on people going skinny dipping in the middle of the night.”
Then it hit me that that was what they were probably doing in their room while their parents were asleep. I wondered how long they’d been watching the beach.
“No, no, come on,” I begged. “Not every grown-up is a perv or a freak.” 
I noticed the girls are twins. “Yeah, and the ones out and about at four in the morning are never freaky pervs,” one of them said sarcastically. 
“Yeah, well, you got me there,” I replied. 
Then the youngest one piped up, asking, “Are you in trouble, Mr. Tallywacker?” 
I chuckled. “Nah.” 
Then the older one said, “Then what?”
Little smartass. “Yeah, I’m in trouble. You got me. Are ya happy now? Do you really want to know the truth? I got a freak out there that wants to kill me and a best friend who kicked me out of his ball so he could lead them away as a decoy. He might be dead right now for all I know.” 
Then the other twin chimed in with, “Sure, Mr. Tallywacker.” 
“Ugh, would you stop calling me that? It ain’t funny anymore. You can call me Dickey.”
They laughed and said, “Same thing!”
I didn’t want to tell them the name I went by. You never know.
The oldest one grinned and looked at me, saying, “We might be able to help you. If you buy us some booze, I’ll give you the keys to my dad’s boat.” Then he pulled them out of his pocket and jingled them at me. “He’ll just think he left them in there, but you gotta promise me you won’t wreck it.”
The one that appeared to be his girlfriend said, “Yeah, and you have to leave it where the cops can easily find it.” 
I couldn’t believe it. Finally, a stroke of good luck, and all it would cost me was a bottle of booze and my dignity.
“Well, okay,” I said. “But you guys can’t be doing anything dangerous if you get drunk. And none for the little one,” I said, pointing at the kid with the squeaky voice. “And if you two,” I said, pointing at the older couple, “get lucky, you’ll wear a condom. Do you have a condom? Forget it, I’ll buy you one of those too.”
Now, there was an all-night liquor store visible from where we were making this deal, and the resort’s boat dock was only about two hundred yards from the liquor store on the Intracoastal Waterway side of the street. 
The oldest kid jingled the keys at me and said, “I’ll be waiting at the boat dock.” And the littlest one, about eleven, giggled. I don’t think he’d ever had a drink before. But what the hell, they’ll be talking about this night for the rest of their lives one way or the other.
I walked, because I was just too tired and sore to even strut fast, across the street. I went in, picked up a bottle of Mad Dog 20/20, and asked the clerk for a condom. I shrunk down to about the size of the squeaky kid when I noticed the guy’s name tag. Read Tally. Yup, there it was, big as life on his nametag, Tally.
“Thanks, Tally,” I said after I made the purchase and walked out the door. 
I gave the kids their bounty, and they gave me the keys. One of the girls said, “Thanks, Dickey.” 
I looked over and saw a twenty-foot open fisherman with big red letters on the side of the boat that read, you guessed it, Tallywacker. I looked over at the kids and smirked. “Daddy’s boat, huh?” I couldn’t believe the irony. I was about to steal that poor clerk’s boat because some smartass little twerps found the keys he’d left behind.
You couldn’t miss it. The whole world would find this boat as soon as I started it up. But I turned the key anyway and hoped there was enough gas to get to Highland Beach. The gauge seemed to be broken. It didn’t register anything at all.
I hoped the kids didn’t get hurt, or caught. They all waved and laughed at me as I idled backwards out of the slip. Then I snatched the wig off the little one’s head as I passed. I said to them, “You kids be careful now. Don’t get caught.”
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Breakfast of Champions
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