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Chapter 1

CERTIFIED BUMBLING IDIOTS (OUR HEROES)





A boiled and boneless shrunken head splatters against the windshield of the lovingly resurrected and devilishly tricked-out forty-four year old 1973 Dodge  Swinger as it does ninety down Allen Street in the Hill section of Pittsburgh, its hydrogen-hybrid engine thrumming at a Sunday-peace-shattering two-hundred decibels—only twenty of which are actual by-products of the practically silent engine humming, the other hundred and eighty decibels an infinite-looped MP3 piped through big ass speakers in the trunk. 

Reflex, Jim slams on the brakes. 

Electromagnets wrapped around the axels snap on to instantly stop them spinning. At the same time the Swinger’s situation-aware adaptive tires reshape themselves, widen and flatten against the road, shoot molecular-width tendrils out to dig themselves into the nooks and crannies in the pavement. 

The Swinger stops dead.

Jim stares past the steering wheel and out the window at what’s left of the shrunken head, slowly sliding down the glass, leaving a smear of seed-filled blood in its wake. 

Seeds? Since when do shrunken heads have seeds?

He blinks at it. Tilts his head to the side. Takes a second for Occam’s Razor to cut in.

Not a shrunken head, after all. It’s a tomato. An over-ripe and genetically enhanced tomato, but still, just a tomato.

Strikes Jim as somehow even more of an insult than a shrunken head would have been. Like he doesn’t rate a shrunken head, not good enough to waste one on. Irrational, probably. But that’s his mind-space of late. Been seeing shrunken heads and disrespect everywhere. Can’t be helped.

The wipers turn themselves on and only make more of a mess, smearing tomato pulp all over the windshield. Jim purses his lips, nods to himself while he lets his conscious mind catch up with his hindbrain instincts. A couple seconds is all it takes and he gets this resolute, extreme wild-eyed look on his equine face. Smiles this half-smile, the kind that sometimes scares people who don’t know him, and always scares those who do. 

“Is it too much to ask that just once we can go somewhere without being pelted by fruit?” he asks as he reaches under the left lapel of his Korean knock-off SmartTux jacket to pull the nickel-plated .87 Ruger-Sony elephant pistol out of its armpit holster. He slips his thumb over the recognition scanner at the top of the grip: The gun unlocks and cocks itself with a manly series of clicks. “Well, I’ll show them who rates a fuckin’ shrunken head.”

“Who’s head is shrunken?” Dave asks groggily from under his red felt fez. He’s scrunched down in the passenger seat, black leather biker boots up on the dashboard, arms crossed over his chest. “Eh. Never mind. Don’t care. Just try and play nice, okay? I’d really like to go one week without getting sued for wrongful death.”

“That’s being unrealistically optimistic, isn’t it?”

“Now that you mention it.”

“Anyway, I’m just gonna shoot one or two of them. Wing ’em, at worst.”

“Well, if that’s all, then good luck. Wake me up when you’re done.” Dave sinks deeper down into the seat. “Try not to set off a full-blown fire-fight while you’re at it, will ya? I’m not so confident about the bullet-proofing after the car took that pounding back in Dallas.”

“Check,” Jim says, slapping his palm against the door release. The door pops open on fast-punch hydraulics and he half-falls half-jumps out of the car, doing this sharp tuck and roll tumble across the pavement between two parked cars, ending up on his feet in a crouch on the sidewalk. Pistol held firmly in both hands, he twists at the waist slowly back and forth, eyes squinted and focused for trouble. He’s looking cool and he knows it. These ignorant, television-watching, median-income, nuclear-family assholes in their lower-middle class houses don’t know who they’re fuckin’ with. They’ll find out soon enough, he thinks, letting out a perverse cackle. 

The street’s deserted, no surprise there, bunch of cowards frightened to show themselves. A lot of open, corrugated iron-barred windows in the three-story brownstones lining the street. Half-drawn curtains and half-closed blinds flutter in the breeze, but there isn’t any breeze. People behind them, hiding, looking out at him, waiting for his move. 

Jim can’t tell where the tomato came from, doesn’t really care. Doesn’t matter. The whole neighborhood hates him. He hates them all back. It’s a very Zen situation, one he gives himself fully to.

He yells at the nearest brownstone, the windows with their concealing curtains and blinds taunting him. “Okay, you fuckin’ savages, who’s gonna come out here and let me teach them a lesson about throwing fruit at your betters?”

A second tomato whips past him from out of nowhere and slaps against the pavement a foot away. Splatters tomato pulp all over his SmartTux. Reflex, he twists full around and fires at the ground, at the tomato. The bullet leaves a bowling-ball sized gouge in the asphalt and his hands stinging.

At the sound of gunfire the Swinger’s door automatically slams shut behind him. He hears the faint whisper of defense systems coming on line. Would be reassuring, except they’re all designed to keep the car and its contents safe. Not anybody outside it. Like him. 

Well, at least Dave’s all nice and cozy, damn his lazy ass.

Jim swallows, tells himself to calm down, take back control of the situation. Can’t let himself be phased by these people and their tomatoes. Wouldn’t be good for his ultra-cool self-image, fragile as it is.

He glances down at his SmartTux. The fabric is already trying to shake off the tomato, its fibers vibrating rapidly, throwing off pulp like a dog drying itself. Money well spent, that suit.

While he’s staring at the technological wonder that is his apparel an old woman screeches “God-damn collaborator!” 

A tomato hits him hard in the side of the head. 

Knocks him out of his crouch.

He gets back up. Firing. Wildly. Randomly. Gleefully.


      [image: image-placeholder]Thirteenth or fourteenth gunshot in, Dave opens his eyes.

I’m just not going to get any sleep, am I?

He sighs, pushes his fez up off his eyes, letting the brim rest on his unibrow. He casually taps his left nipple through his Ramones ’14 Reunion Tour tee-shirt three times—two quick and one long—the sequence to trigger a substantial increase in the flow of calm-enhancing and perspective-broadening drugs from the chemical factory in his belly where he used to have an upper intestine. Almost instantly every muscle in his ruddy, moon-shaped face just sort of peacefully disconnects as the drugs flood his system. 

Well, I’m up. Might as well go watch him get himself killed.

Dave reaches for the glove compartment, knocks on it with a hairy knuckle twice. The door falls open and sheaths of take-out menus, unpaid parking tickets and ignored court summons spill out. He waits for the avalanche to slow then sinks his hand in, roots around. Grabs a half-empty pack of filter-less menth-caff cigs and an unopened pack of Happy Finger brand light concussion grenades. He rolls the cigarettes up into his sleeve, rips the plastic wrap off the grenades with his teeth. He splits the pack and takes six thin cylinders in each hand. Pulls his knees in towards his chest and braces his shoulders.

“Okay, shoot me out, there, please, car,” he asks. He pushes down on the top of his fez to secure it tightly on his bald head. “Nice soft fifty-degree angle this time, right?”

The car acknowledges the request with a ratcheting of machinery above and below him. Below, under the seat, pistons gearing into place. Above, the roof being drawn back, open to the cloudless, crystal clear April sky.

One last noise under him, a final gear-grinding snap, and Dave screws his eyes shut, hugs his knees close to him. He hates this part.

The seat shoots quickly upward then stops hard after only three feet, thrusting Dave out into the air, a short and stocky shot-put. Supposed to be graceful, his flight, a gentle, arcing curve over the hood of the Swinger. But as he’s being shot out of the chair Dave unfurls from his fetal position, intent on chucking a couple Happy Fingers out to confuse and bewilder anybody trying to get a bead on him, and naturally, it all goes horribly, horribly wrong. Spreading out too early, the toes of his boots catch on the top lip of the windshield. Sends him careening down into the hood, chin first. The impact knocks the breath out of him, and the grenades out of his hands. They fan out bouncing and spinning across the hood of the Swinger like stones skipping on water. 

Lying there, stunned, his chin making this unpleasant crinkling sound and his mouth filling with the taste of blood, Dave wants to take a little nap until his body heals—a week or two would be good—but he gets this disturbing thought. He can’t remember if he primed any of the grenades. Or, more worrisome, if the guy they bought ’em from said they needed primed at all. Dave sort of recalls the guy saying they’re the kind that conveniently go off on contact with a hard surface. 

Any hard surface. 

Like the street they are falling off the hood onto, en masse. 

He throws his arms over his head.

The Happy Fingers aren’t strong grenades. Not meant for fun shit like demolition work, or to do any serious damage to flesh and bone. They’re designed to be loud, flashy. Push air around. Lots of sound and fury, nuisance explosives to impress and confuse the yokels. Okay, sure, they’ll take a hand off under the right circumstances, but not an arm. Not alone. Dozen of ’em go off one right after the other, that’s another story. They’ll blow a full-grown man hard off a hood or raise a car a few inches off the ground.

Exactly what they do to Dave and the Swinger.

The explosions going off around him, Dave is pushed half flying, half sliding off the hood. He stops his fall with his palms, better those than his face. Behind him the Swinger, her front end lifted a full foot into the air, seals herself tightly shut the moment her front wheels slam back down onto asphalt. Full Combat Panic mode. As per pre-programmed routine, she revs her engines, ready for anything.

Dave springs to his feet. “I’m all right, I’m all right,” he yells over his own ringing ears, less an announcement of fact than a heart-felt wish. He checks himself over. Jeans torn, boots scuffed. Palms in bad shape. Scraped, bleeding, flecks of black stone and dirt in the torn up skin. He looks at them curiously. He’s vaguely aware that they hurt like they’re on fire. His intestinal chemical factory is on overdrive, blissfully, thankfully, pumping him full of pain-suppressant and THC analogue.

But there is some good news. The pack of cigarettes looks safe and sound in his rolled up sleeve. And nobody’s shot him. Nobody’s shooting at all, he notices. 

Maybe it’s all over. Maybe Jim’s dead already. And he missed it. Damn the luck. Hopefully someone in the neighborhood Youtubed it.

“Incoming!” Jim’s yelling, his voice a distant, tinny muffle behind Dave. Dave doesn’t have time to reflect on why that depresses him before he’s being tackled and thrown to the street.

This time, though, he’s on the ball: He has the presence of mind to stop his fall with his shoulder. The pack of cigarettes takes the bulk of the damage. “Sweet Nelly Furtado,” he exclaims at the sight of the twisted pack, knocked free from his sleeve and lying crumpled on the asphalt a few inches from his face. Poor, noble cigarettes.

“Don’t just lay there, Davey!” Jim yells, getting off of Dave to crouch over him, waving his hands emphatically. “The rat bastards have grenades!”

Dave twists around, sits up. Shakes his head—not to clear it but to protest. “No, dude, that was just me. Had an oopsy-daisy. Ejection seat’s timing is off. Either that of the car’s just fucking with me.”

Jim grabs Dave’s head and twists it around. “No, idiot, look!” 

A short woman, real old, with deeply wrinkled skin that looks like it hasn’t seen the light of day in about a thousand years, stands in the doorway of one of the brownstones. A blue-flower pattern housecoat hangs loosely on her skeletal frame. Dave shrugs. “Yeah, so? It’s just your—”

“Wait for it,” Jim interrupts, jumping to get the Swinger between himself and the Old Lady. 

Dave sits there on the cold street, confused. Jim’s acting awfully strange. For someone who doesn’t do a lot of drugs, that is. Oh, well, guy wound tight as him, had to snap sooner or later. And because Dave does do a lot of drugs, he decides this is a great time to glance at his boots. Yep, still there. Good old boots. When he looks back up at the Old Lady, she’s holding a shotgun. Big-ass thing, three barrels. The center undercarriage barrel is a crowd control mortar-grenade launcher. While he gawks, Old Lady braces the butt of the rifle against her frail hip, tilts the barrel upwards. Dave does an off-the-cuff calculation in his head, absently, automatically, and decides that yes, she is aiming at him.

He frowns and rolls his eyes, curses not only his karma but the fact the drug flow’s already maxed out. 

Old Lady fires. Puff of smoke and a dull thud from the rifle. Dave decides to stay put. If the universe wants to kill him today—as it appears it does—who is he to resist? There’s always next life.

The grenade arcs towards him, slowly, tumbling end over end. It’s a damn site bigger than a Happy Finger, he casually notes, wondering what part of his body will be pulped first. 

Skull, probably. Huh. That’ll be interesting. 

He’s watching the grenade reach the zenith of its arc, wondering if he has time to light a cig, when he’s suddenly being pulled backward by the belt. Glances back and sees it’s Jim, dragging him behind the Swinger and the relative safety her armored bulk provides.

A half-second later, the spot where he was sitting turns into a smoking three-foot wide hole. 

He smiles dumbly at the crater and lets out a soft whistle of surprise he’s not dead. “Hey, thanks, Jimbo,” Dave says, twisting his head around to look at Jim, leaned back against the Swinger’s side. “That was unusually heroic for you, risking your life to save mine and everything.”

“I what now?” Jim asks, glancing up briefly as he lets the empty clip drop from his elephant pistol to the street. “No, man, I gotta reload. Just need you to cover me, that’s all. Then you can go back about your business. Get yourself killed. Whatever.”

Dave shrugs, used to Jim’s callous disregard for his life. “With what? I blew all the Fingers.”

“Blew the fingers… huh huh huh.” Jim chuckles. He sends his hand desperately searching in his pockets for a fresh clip. “All bad phrasing aside, I dunno… how about with something designed to direct, oh, say, small steel-tipped projectiles of some sort at explosively high velocity? Like your fuckin’ Berettas, maybe?”

Another grenade comes lobbing over the Swinger. Way over. It ends up taking a piece out of the sidewalk on the other side of the street. Concrete and dirt gently fall over Jim and Dave.

“Oh, yeah, those. Right.” Dave plunges hands into his boots, withdraws tiny over-under barreled hold-out pistols. “I only got the four shots.” He pops up over the trunk just long enough to fire off a single wild, un-aimed shot in the general direction of Old Lady. “Three, now,” he says, ducking back behind the Swinger.

“Then play human shield when you’re out, damn it.” Jim’s pocket rifling intensifies, his eyes scrunching closed as if that’ll help him find what he’s feeling for among the hard candies, crumpled up tissues, and condoms that fill his various pockets. “Protect your quarterback. Take a couple for the team.”

Dave grimaces, fires off two more shots by simply raising the Berettas above his head and aiming, more or less, over the trunk. “I’m thinking of getting myself traded. —One left.”

A grenade hits the hood of the Swinger. Mostly all flash and fury, no real damage to the Swinger’s armor plating, but it must be just enough of an insult that she finally decides that’s about all the punishment she’s willing to take. Inside her passenger cabin red lights come on and an emergency warning klaxon starts to wail from her trunk speakers. 

Full This Car is Outta Here mode. Three second countdown.

Shit, Dave thinks, crossing himself with one of the Berettas. 

Beside him, Jim growls. “Never should’ve drafted you in the first place, you ungrateful… Ah, that’s the fuckin’ ticket,” he says, yanking an actual clip out of a pocket. He slaps it into his pistol with gusto and stands up just as the Swinger leaps forward, tires squealing, speeding away to safety. 

And leaving her owners out in the open.

Dave stares after the Swinger with drug-assisted detached disinterest, wonders briefly if he should use his last bullet on Jim for getting them into this. Concludes he can’t really blame Jim for being both utterly irrational and completely insane. Would be like blaming the dinosaurs for being extinct. 

So he just runs for it.  


      [image: image-placeholder]What the hell possessed me to program that into her? Jim asks himself as his cover speeds away. Oh, yeah. Idea is I’m in her when she does. Note to self, never get out of the car again.

While Dave crouch-runs for the relative safety of the sparse line of cars parked along the side of the street, Jim decides at least one of them is gonna not be such a fuckin’ coward and he leaps up to his feet, swinging around to point the elephant pistol at Granny, now calmly struggling to shove fresh ammo into her own weapon. Jim laughs over the deep-bass thrum of the Dodge’s hasty retreat. “Eat armor-piercing hollow-point death, you old bat!”

He pulls the trigger and the brownstone next to Granny’s explodes in flames.

An expanding wave-front of heat and smoke rushing past him, Jim squints at the burning heap of brick and wood rubble that was once a home, then raises a quizzical eyebrow at the smoking barrel of his pistol. It’s an awful big caliber, but not that big.

Through the smoke he sees Granny’s been blown off her feet and off the stoop. Lying on the sidewalk, she looks dazed, but she’s moving. Shotgun’s nowhere to be seen. His lucky day. He raises the pistol for a clean shot. Makes an effort to aim this time.

“Cease! Desist! Stop anti-social activities!”

The booming command from the sky is accompanied by another explosion–this time a parked Hyundai down the street. 

Jim slowly lowers his hands to his sides and arches an annoyed eyebrow up at the Wultr Galactic Earth Holding Company (Ltd.) Occupation Compliance Force patrol dirigible hanging there all bloated above him, a couple hundred feet up. He swallows as he notes at least half of its weapon nubs are swiveling around to point down at him. 

Dave appears behind him, hands held high. “Since when do the crabs get involved in this kind’a shit?” he asks Jim. “This is strictly domestic human anarchy. Way outside their usual circle of giving-a-fuck.”

“Maybe they’re bored today,” Jim says. He yells up at the dirigible: “Can I help you in some way?”

“You!?! Humans called Jim and Dave!?!” the distinctly wultr choppy sing-song of a voice demands/asks in reply. 

“I’m Jim. That’s Dave. What the fuck is it to you?”

“Sub-governor! Wants see you! Now!”

“Well, of course she does,” Jim says, holstering the pistol. He gives Dave a smirk, then yells up at the dirigible, shading his eyes with his hand. “So, you gonna lower a ladder or what?”


      [image: image-placeholder]“You got any smokes?” Dave asks the O.C.F. patrol dirigible’s wultr pilot, hunched over the controls in the sunken cockpit at his feet. 

The sensor cluster atop the pilot’s bulbous head quivers—a wultr okay—as he reaches into a pouch on his utility bandolier with a pincer to pull out a half-crumpled pack. “Marlboro Chive and Chutney!” it says. “Taste real good!”

“You know you’re supposed to smoke ’em, right?” Dave asks, nodding his thanks as the pilot hands the pack up into his waiting hand. He lights it with his Betty Boop Zippo, takes a suck and winces. “No wonder you eat ’em. They’re disgusting.” Still, he keeps puffing. At least it’s nicotine. He sighs smoke at Jim, sitting next to him on the narrow passenger bench set in the cramped, humid-as-a-greenhouse cabin’s rear bulkhead. “Your grandmother’s looking good. Well, at least before she got blown up.”

“Her own damn fault, the ungrateful bitch. Collaborator. Believe that? Where the hell does she think the money to buy her that house and move her here from Billtown came from? Didn’t grow on trees, I’ll tell you that much.” Jim plucks the cigarette from Dave, takes a draw, shivers in disgust, and hands it back. “But in retrospect, probably shouldn’t have bought her that grenade shotgun for Christmas.”

“No, but how many sweaters can a woman have before it gets all out of hand?”

“Point,” Jim says with a thoughtful nod. He leans forward to knock on the pilot’s shell. “Hey, buddy, think we got time to catch our car?”

“No problem! Me bring blimp around. Just need vector!”

“Cool, thanks. Gimme a sec.” Jim sits back against the bulkhead and takes his Nexus 99 out of his inner SmartTux jacket pocket, flipping it open with a Shatnerian snap of his wrist. The obligatory, unskippable thirty-second ad that subsidizes the net connection cost pops onto the screen. Jim minimizes it down to postage-stamp size in the corner of the screen and impatiently swipes through menus while the announcer goes on about the benefits of UltraViagra. “So, guess maybe next time, I don’t call ahead when I’m gonna stop by for a visit.”

Dave twists his left nipple and smiles. “Yeah, that’s just asking for an another ambush.”








  
  

Chapter 2

SWEET SIXTEEN





Sixteen men, naked and painted bright yellow, gagged, bound at ankle and wrist and bathed in blue spotlights, hang from the vaulted ceiling of the Luxor’s Wayne Newton Memorial Theater on titanium chains, their eyelids fluttering and their heads lolling in drug-induced partial unconsciousness. 

Below them on the stage, one-hundred and sixty bald midgets, both male and female, in sequined lederhosen, twirl and goose step in a choreographed dance as an orchestra plays the Hawaii Five-O theme slowed down to funeral dirge tempo. On every other downbeat, the midgets dip their hands into the oversized wicker baskets belted to their waists and withdraw polished stones, then, their arms snapping in unison, whip the stones up at the men hanging from the ceiling. 

The dangling men are so out of it by this point they don’t react anymore.

It’s cheesy, yes, but it’s cheese on a spectacular scale, a scale only achievable in Vegas. 

But watching the performance from the comfort and solitude of the VIP box, Salona Charisma Washington-Aoki, Daktarisoft CEO, just isn’t into it.

She should be. She loves performance art, first off. And naked boy-toys, goes without saying. Plus, the show’s a specially commissioned one-off, never performed before or to be performed again, just for her, a gift from the newly wultr-reinstalled Czar of Russia. 

That the guy went to all that trouble to get her something when he’s got some really pressing and no doubt time-consuming domestic problems back home to deal with—armed rebellion, mafia controlled infrastructure, horrendous murder rate, and worst of all, vodka rationing—has to say something about the level of respect she commands of the world’s elite. And the performance isn’t the only sign of that respect, either. The Czar himself came all the way from Moscow along with the troupe. He’s down there in the cheap seats, along with the rest of them. His fellow world leaders and the top executives from every one of the Fortune 500, even those few not yet owned in part or whole by Daktarisoft. All here to give their props to her, show their respect.

Grovel for her favor, more like it. Sycophants, every one of them.

And rightly so.

She is, after all, the most powerful freshly sixteen year old on the planet. The most powerful human, really, teenager or not.

Thank her adopted father for that—both for his negotiating the deal that sold the planet’s collective debt to the Wultr Galactic and secured Daktarisoft’s position in the new world order as corporate liaison to the aliens, and then for being assassinated by the aliens shortly after the electronic ink was dry on the deal. Sure, he’d been blindsided by that last bit, but at least he’d had the foresight to leave all his stock—and his controlling interest in Daktarisoft—to Salona. 

And she’d run with it.

Oh, how she’d run with it. And the Wultr, who had let her take the reigns of her father’s company only because they assumed she’d be an easy to manipulate figurehead, would find out soon exactly how far she had run, and how wrong all their assumptions had been and continued to be.

Like how wrong they were in thinking this party is for her benefit. It’s really for the benefit of the Wultr.

To make them think everything’s right with the world they’ve invaded, occupied, controlled. To make them think people—rich people, powerful people, the people that count—are getting used to living under the pincer of their alien overlords, finally accepting it.

And not secretly developing a stunningly clever nano-biotic weapon to rid the planet of the overstuffed hermit crab bastards once and for all, and for Salona,  finally, to get some measure of revenge for her father.

Salona turns her head and gives the group of Wultr Occupation Compliance Force dignitaries squatting one box over a friendly nod. They chitter back at her, wave pincers. Unsuspecting boobs. 

“I’m going to the bathroom,” she announces.

Behind her, her bodyguard opens the door, and light spills into the box. 

She stands. Ignores every eye in the theater now focused on her and quietly slips out to the hall.

Time to rid the planet of some aliens who have outlived their usefulness.


      [image: image-placeholder]Out in the hall, a tall, slender woman in her late fifties, trying to look conservative with a retro-Farrah haircut and simple business ensemble—leather mini-skirt, silk bustier, six-inch stilettoes—leans against the wall next to a potted miniature palm, furtively smoking a cigarette.

The woman looks up at the soft click of a door closing to see Salona and her face shivers with a mix of recognition, guilt, fear, and Louisiana-bred ignorance. She quickly dashes the cigarette out in the palm pot, a kid caught smoking in the reform school bathroom, and straightens. She brushes an ash from her bustier, gets her face under control. Back to master politician benevolent neutrality. She fixes Salona with the kind of smile a puppy would give its owner if its lips could work that way and it had no personal pride or sense of shame.

Ladies and gentlemen, meet the President of the United States of America. 

That she’s alone, her wultr handlers off enjoying the show, her secret service detail off somewhere doing something more important than protecting her life, like playing poker in the bathroom, speaks volumes about the relevance of the President in these days of alien occupation. But she does still have some use, to Salona, and to the human race. Limited, but Salona got where she is by learning how to take advantage of every little thing.

If only the woman would stop stalling and do her part.

“Happy birthday, Miss Washington-Aoki,” the President says as Salona slowly walks up to her.

“Happy birthday?” The headache that seems to be an unavoidable component of any conversation with the President kicks in. Perhaps it is the tumor’s way of reacting to the grating sound of the woman’s voice and having no way to run away from it, trapped in Salona’s skull and not yet ripe enough to burst and end the agony of it all for both of them. “Don’t give me that fucking crap, Denise.”

“What? What did I do now?”

“You know exactly what you’ve done. What you’re doing. Holding the entire timetable up.”

“It’s not just me...”

“Who else is it? Everyone here’s already committed.” Project Spill. Three months and two trillion and a half dollars of development in a very secret nano-biotic lab under the old Circus Circus. Another two months of full-on, twenty-four hour production at Daktarisoft facilities in Kansas, Ohio, Irtrusk, and Nigeria, the wultr misled into believing the factories were churning out four-hundred thousand gallons of a perfectly innocent new high-carb baby-food. Weeks of covertly coordinating the global distribution of the agent to various depots around the planet under the guise of a UNICEF food program. Now only the President’s commitment of a sizable, hidden reserve of military equipment—tucked away out of harm’s way and the wultr’s notice the very first hour of the occupation—for the agent’s release in a coordinated world-wide simultaneous blanket, stands in the way of culminating the whole thing. “Everything is ready. Fuck, everything’s been ready for weeks. Why haven’t you issued the orders?”

The President frowns, straightens her shoulders. “Los Alamos asked me to put a hold on things until they can confirm—” she pulls out her phone and reads “—’the operating parameters of the nanochine programing and fully determine the effects the agent will have on the environment, post release.’ They’re running some tests, that’s all. Just being cautious.”

“Do I have to give the Veep a chance to show what kind of a team player he is, Denise?” Salona has to resist the temptation to reach for the two-shot personal protection  laser Derringer holed away in a flesh pocket over the small of her back and put two gaping holes in the President’s forehead. “You’re having someone fucking double-check my people’s work?”

“Frankly, they don’t trust the testing your people did. They have some questions about the—” she glances at phone’s screen and squints “— ‘adaptive code’—they think it could potentially allow the agent to evolve new—” glances again “— ‘pathologies’ once the wultr are dealt with. They told me the agent could start eating… who knows what?”

“Ridiculous. The nano-bio agent’s got a built-in five-hour lifespan once it’s exposed to oxygen. Plenty of time to eat every wultr or piece of wultr bio-tech on the planet but not enough time to develop new eating habits. Nothing to worry about.”

“Is that lifespan hardwired?”

Salona hesitates a second, surprised at the question. She has to think back to the briefing her people gave her, that she only half paid attention to. What did she care about the internal workings of the thing, only that it did its job. “No, it’s software. But it’s in a protected area of memory the autonomous intelligent code can’t access easily. Besides, the stuff’s going to be too busy eating and adapting itself to meet any wultr counter-measures. It won’t have time to even think about extending its own life.” 

“That’s fine,” the President says, smug, putting the cheat-sheet phone away and taking out a cigarette, lighting it. “If it works. Los Alamos just wants some more time to be certain. What’s a few more months if it means avoiding a potential technological and ecological disaster?”

“Months?” Salona lowers her voice to a growl and plucks the cigarette from the President’s lips. Drops it, crushes it out with her sneaker heel. Leaves a nice burn smear in the carpet the cleaning robots will enjoy repairing. “Are you fucking insane? We are a planet under siege. Every day we wait is another day the wultr have of finding out about the plan. We can’t wait. The nano-bio agent works, and even if things go horribly wrong I’d still rather deal with a disaster of our own making than spend another day putting up with the fucking aliens. I want the planet back. Don’t you want to go down in history as the president that freed humanity from its oppressors?”

“Sure I do. I’m just not sure who the real oppressor is.” Says that looking straight at Salona with suggestively arched eyebrows, trying to be all look-at-me-being-clever.

Salona laughs in her face.

The President’s fragile façade of defiance instantly cracks, leaves behind a tired, unsure middle-aged woman who’s finally beginning to understand exactly where she fits in the grand scheme of things. Salona’s grand scheme. 

And here Salona’s been short with her. She’d feel bad about it, if so much wasn’t on the line.

Salona softens her face and her voice. Her headache gets correspondingly more insistent. She can practically feel the tumor, lumpy, pulsing, mocking. “You want to tell me what the real problem is, here, Denise?”

The President shyly avoids Salona’s eyes. “I already told you.”

“Denise, one of the reasons I like you is you are so transparent at times you’re invisible. Lying isn’t a strong point. Now, what’s bothering you? I promise I won’t be angry.”

The President stares at her own feet. After a few seconds of opening and shutting her mouth, working up the courage, she bites her lower lip to keep it from trembling. “After the wultr are gone, you’re not going to need me anymore.”

Salona resists laughing again, or telling the President she never really needed her to begin with, that any old puppet would have done the trick. That’d be unnecessarily cruel, and besides, despite being the most powerful human on the planet, Salona isn’t a dictator. She isn’t a Caesar. Not yet. She still needs that order signed.

“Oh, Denise, of course I’m going to need you.” Though it pains her, and exponentially ups the throbbing of the headache, Salona steps forward and takes the President in a reassuring hug, her face up against the President’s shoulder pad. “I can’t very well run the planet all by my little self, can I, Silly? I’m only sixteen.”

“Okay, okay,” the President says, sniffling. “I’ll do it. I’ll sign the order. Call it in. Right now.”

“Good, thank you.” Salona breaks the embrace. And there on the shoulder pad, where her nose had been, a pool of fresh blood.

Salona’s blood.








  
  

Chapter 3

PROFITEERING FOR FUN AND… WELL… PROFIT





A formerly secret chamber, hundreds of feet underground.  

Walls of expensive wood paneling pock-marked by growths of anti-surveillance wultr organotech. A gilded wrought-iron ceiling. Ruby red ankle-deep plush carpet. The chamber had been there long before the wultr occupied and commandeered the Masonic temple across the park from the Cathedral of Knowledge in Pittsburgh to serve as a regional administrative center.

“Gilligan and that fat guy, doing it, yay or nay?” Jim asks. His thin frame, lost inside the oversized SmartTux, looks even more lost sitting in the puffy leather chair. The chair’s older than he is, at least by a factor of three. It’s very 1950’s Gentleman’s Club. It looks like it’s eating Jim, slowly drawing him down into its overstuffed cushions. 

“What, Little Buddy boinkin’ the Skipper?” Dave responds. He’s sunk inside a puffy leather chair of his own, boots up on a real leopard skin ottoman, hands clasped together over his pleasantly humming belly.
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