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“Where are we?” The plane was dark, with no aisle lights, and the air was smoky, with a bright metallic taste. 

Mack elbowed Lucas, sprawled out in the next seat. Lucas had a purple welt across his forehead, and his orange-red hair looked a mess, draping his face like Raggedy Andy, and difficult to make out in the dark. He didn’t respond to the elbow.

Mack and Lucas were Arizona Lottery employees, chaperoning eighteen newly minted millionaires in first class to Carnival in Rio. They’d taken off from Caracas at three a.m., on the third leg of their flight. But now it was dead quiet, except for a loud whack in the back, followed by a lighter thump, repeated endlessly. There were no alarms, no cabin crew, and it was freezing cold.

Mack felt his forehead, finding a lump the size of a peach pit. “It smells like an electrical fire,” he said, coughing. He looked closely at Lucas’s pale face and bloodshot eyes. Probably in shock. 

Lucas struggled to sit up. “Where’s my big book? You know the one I mean.” He looked around. “I’m worried now, mate.” He shook his head as though he were dizzy.

“Your millions-of-quotes book? Forget the unimportant stuff and find our hats. We have to look good when we’re rescued. Full uniform, you know.” Mack brushed a hand over his head, obviously feeling muddled.

“Unimportant to you, not me. Me mum gave me that book.” 

Mack rolled his eyes. “Haven’t seen it. Don’t know where it is. Don’t care.” He felt as languid as silk, floating with no particular place to go.

Lucas looked so pole-axed that Mack felt sorry for him. “You might have dropped it on the floor and it slid somewhere when we...apparently crashed. There’s been a lot going on.” 

Someone pounded on Mack’s shoulder with more force than necessary. “Ah, Mrs. Sherman. You can lay off now.” 

Courtney Sherman, one of the eighteen winners, was as round as a cement mixer and twice as strong. Her hair looked like a wig, every strand the same flat black, and she wore a purple blouse under the straps of overalls she’d sown into a long denim skirt. She was looking forward to Carnival as a chance to convert sinners. 

She leaned into Mack’s face. “Call me Courtney.”

“Just a second. I’ve got a problem here.” He turned back to Lucas. “Forget your big book. You couldn’t read in all this smoke anyway. And quotes are silly stuff.”

“Indeed,” said Lucas. “And I quote. ‘Be careful; with quotations you can damn anything.’”    

“Yeah, and who said that?” demanded Mack.


“Who knows? I don’t.” 

“You remember the quotes but you don’t remember who said it? That’s  bizarre.” 



Mack grimaced as Courtney bellowed. “You two listen  up. Now’s the time to say our prayers. Ask the Lord Almighty to spare us, deliver us from this predicament. You’re supposed to be taking care of us and you haven’t done a thing.”

Lucas said, “Cut the religious claptrap—”

Mack held up a hand. “No, Lucas. Let Courtney be.” Mack turned to face Courtney, who reminded him of his mother. “I appreciate your concern, but the Arizona Lottery doesn’t take sides on religion. But I’d be happy to pray with you while Lucas assists the survivors.”

“That’s a firm negatory,” she snapped. “Lucas must also give thanks that we’re alive. Then we can tend to the others.”

“We have to check the cockpit, ma’am,” said Mack before turning to whisper at Lucas, “Don’t trash poor Courtney, you hear?” Then he continued as if he hadn’t interrupted himself. “We’ll come back and pray if you’d like.”

Courtney stood next to Mack with her hands pressed together, clogging the aisle. “Pray first. Time for clear thoughts and clean actions. And a mighty dose of prayer.” 

Mack sighed, clasping his hands. “Dear Lord, keep us safe in our time of need. And help us get out of whatever mess we’re in. Amen.” He put his hands down. “Now, Courtney, we need to help the living. You could check out the whack-thump noise in the back, see what’s causing that.”

Courtney shook Mack’s shoulder. “Something’s really wrong in back.” 

Mack unsnapped his seatbelt like he hadn’t thought of it before. “I haven’t seen the cabin crew since before the crash.”

Lucas frowned. “I don’t want to read it. But I want to make sure it’s still around. From me mum, you know.”

“Stop about the book already. Besides, you’re in America, now. Well, South America, I suppose.”

“Always was an American. Me mum says so. Even if Immigration doesn’t agree. Airplanes have always been trouble.” Lucas eyes were out of focus. He looked like an oversized kid.

“Get up.” Mack unsnapped Lucas’s belt, whipping the cloth cap with the seal of the Arizona Lottery from his back pocket and setting it on his head. He turned to Lucas. “Put your cap on.”

“Okay.” Lucas jumped up and slapped on his own cap. Lucas stood inches shorter than Courtney. Mack towered over both of them.

Mack said, “We’d better check the cockpit, see what’s going on up there. That’s where the flight attendants went, before we...landed.”

Courtney groaned. “We should all pray and then get everyone out of here. Something might blow up, like ourselves.”

“Spoken like a true leader yourself,” said Mack. “So why aren’t you helping the others? I’m sure Ellen is.”

“Who can deal with this mess?” She pointed at the back.

The cloud of green smoke smelled poisonous and the seats were cock-eyed. Crazy Peter, the wild blond guy, had barfed on the seat in front of him, purging the drinks they drank with abandon in first class from Phoenix to Miami to Caracas. 

Mack sighed. “This is our job, Courtney. So, let’s find the crew.” 

“Before whatever happened, they went up front, into the cockpit.” Lucas pointed. 

“Yeah, I know that. Something funny with the cockpit door.” It was curved forty-five degrees, making the padding look like the inside of an egg. “Let’s check it out.”

Courtney vehemently shook her head. “But what about the others? We should attend to them first. And don’t you find the whack-thump noise rather worrisome?”

Mack waved away the smoke and gently took Courtney’s arm, the size of an eight-by-eight, steering her toward the nearest seat. He patted her shoulder. “You have to get out of the way so we can make sure everyone’s okay. Help Ellen or stay put until we need you,” 

Just then Lucas ran by, ramming the cockpit door with his shoulder. “Oh, sheissarino.” He ricocheted backward, fluttering fingers padded with blisters. “Little hot up there. The outside door is the first priority, eh?”

“Whoa, the outside door it is.” Mack gave the circular lock a mighty twist, colossal tug, and magnificent jolt. Nothing.

“There’s a lock on these things. Right over here, on the underside of the doohickey.” Lucas clicked something, and with his left pointer finger twirled the handle, which slid into a groove. The door opened a crack and a torrent of wind tore Lucas’s cap off, pasting it against the opposite bulkhead. Lucas was right behind it, spread-eagled. The cockpit door turned pink in the hurricane of air.

Mack yelled, “Everyone out. No time left to screw around.” He shoved the door closed, watching Lucas collapse off the wall. “Fine acting.” 

“I’ll deploy the chute.” Lucas punched at indentations, buttons, and whatever seemed handy. Still no chute. “Might be a big drop.” He pushed the door open a few inches and peered outside. The wind spread his bushy hair into a fantail. “I can’t see a damn thing in the dark. Could be a real worry, mate.”

“Brilliant. Get a big flashlight, a torch, and let’s see how it looks out there.”

“Here you go, young man.” Courtney shoved a flashlight in Mack’s face. “Anything else I can do to help, let me know.” She added, “I’ll pray for you both,” and bowed her head.

“Sure thing, Courtney.” Mack elbowed Lucas out of the way and aimed the flashlight through the crack, the wind so strong it seemed to blow the light back inside. Mack grimaced as he stared down, wind whipping his face. “About a ten-foot drop. Not that far.”

“Amen.” Courtney raised her head and swept toward the door.

“Wait a minute, Courtney.” Mack held up an arm, but she ignored it, kicking the door open and plopping down in the doorway. The plane gave a shudder and the whack-thump stopped for a second as the wind became a tornado inside the cabin. 

Courtney jumped out and crunched on the ground with a splash. At her unearthly screech, Mack shined the flash down. “Are you okay, Courtney?”

“That’s a hearty negativo, son.” She leaned on ham-like legs, wallowing in a mud puddle as the wind blew her into the shape of a forty-five-degree butterball. 

“Okay. Who’s next?” asked Mack as another millionaire walked up.

“Ready, sir,” said James Dean. “But I need my hat. I’m uncomfortable without it, naked, like an undressed deer in season.”

“I can identify with that. You help Courtney out of the puddle and we’ll look for your hat, and our formal ones too.” 

During the nationally broadcast lottery drawing, James had imitated his namesake from an old movie called Giant and the performance had gone viral. They had to find their official hats because Mack considered them critical to establishing credentials with the locals. 

Mack poked James, who jumped cleanly out the door, fortunately landing clear of Courtney.

Mack flashed the light on James, who walked in a precarious tilt around Courtney, trying to see which way she was facing. She looked pretty much the same from any direction. 

“Next,” said Mack as Lucas pushed two large bundles in his face. “What’s this?”

“Supplies. We need more liquor and pillows, blankets, food, and water too.”

“We have to get our people off first, and then worry about necessities.” Mack crushed the gray cap into his back pocket.

“I’m next,” yelled Ef. Everyone knew Ef. He’d collared them all, trying to sell property on the furthest outskirts of Phoenix, where it might grow in a millennium. He was jumping up and down like an elevator, similar to his shoes. “Gotta get someone on the ground with management skills. Someone has to organize this disaster.” Ef selling himself long.

“Ladies and children first,” said Lucas. “Or can I interest you in desert scrub, hold the utilities?”

“Just trying to help.” Ef stood on his tiptoes. “Aim the flashlight so I know where to jump.”

“Go ahead.” Lucas bobbed the light over the little group below. Ef grasped the edge with his hands, hanging indecisively. Lucas stepped on his fingers. 

“Aheeeee—” Ef plummeted into the puddle. He faced off with Courtney as she ransacked the bundles of supplies James had failed to guard.

“Whoosh.” The door to the cockpit flared and the other dozen plus millionaires, along with Mack and Lucas, jumped out the door. They fled the puddle to the shelter of strangely shaped rocks. Lucas and Mack adjusted their uniforms and slapped on the cloth garrison hats the airline had made them wear instead of their formal hats. The airline didn’t want them mistaken for someone important like a pilot.

Light flickered from the door of the plane, subsiding, then expanding. Mack pushed Lucas. “Get back up there and see what’s happening.” 

“Go yourself.” Lucas clicked the rapidly dimming flashlight on the scene around them. Blond Peter was trying to rollick and roll as if party mode still ruled. But he couldn’t compete with the vicious wind. He ran down like a wind-up toy with a tired spring, and his good buddy Chuck was nowhere to be seen. The two of them had celebrated on the flight like Siamese twins. Only seventeen lottery millionaires were left. 

Ef was organizing, but it was difficult to tell what. Ellen consoled the bereaved, which included everyone. And Mack stood in awe, distracted by Ellen. 

Courtney lectured James that alcohol was not allowed in their new residence, though no one had a clue where that residence was. But it definitely wasn’t Rio. 

The rest milled around, awaiting Mack’s orders, surrounded by hundreds of pinnacles, boulders, and glistening puddles of water that smelled like rotten fruit.

Mack held up his arms. “Listen up. We don’t know what caused the crash, but the plane could catch fire at any moment. Lucas will take you to safer ground. Lucas, show the kind people where to go.

“Then I need volunteers to go back on the plane to find available supplies and see whether there are other survivors. We’ll try getting to the luggage before the plane explodes or burns.” The gangway above them belched a single puff of smoke. “Now men, we’re going back in. Volunteers?”

Lucas shone the light on the faces around him. Zero to none volunteered. “You’ll have to call the names of volunteers.”

Mack said, “Mr. Peter Vittorio, Mr. James Dean, Mr. Roy Jacobowitz, and Mr. Barry McCafferty. Front and center, report for duty.” He motioned Lucas to turn the spotlight on the plane as irresistible Ellen stalked forward.

She said, “Now look here, Mr. Steward.” 

Mack practically stuttered. “I’m not a steward. I’m simply irresistible, make that irresponsible. What I mean is, for some unfathomable reason, I’m responsible for your welfare. So, take care of these poor souls while we try to gather food and look for other survivors.”

“No siree, your list of volunteers is sexist. You have no women at all. You must include me. Or,” Ellen indicated Molly and Betty, “at least one of us.”

The others looked elsewhere as Nick, the Serbian Orthodox priest said, “‘Adam was deceived by Eve, not Eve by Adam—it is right that he whom that woman induced to sin should assume the guide lest he fall again through feminine instability.’”

Lucas turned the light on Ellen as she, completely out of character, forwarded a finger signal at Nick. 

Mack’s heart melted at the sight of Ellen in the harsh light, her filmy blouse caressing the curves above her swirly linen skirt. Then a corner of the plane caught his eye and he understood the whack-thump. “Shine it over there.”  

A collective gasp escaped the group as the pale light traced the outline of the small part of the plane’s rear they could see. They had landed on the edge of a sheer cliff, breaking off the rear two-thirds of the plane. A strip of metal held the back thumping against the cliff face. It wouldn’t last long.

Ellen put a hand to her throat. “That’s the coach section. They’re doomed unless we save them.”

Mack sighed. “We’ll do our best. You continue tending the only flock we know is still among the living.”

Lucas swung the torch toward the gangway as the whack-thump intensified.

“Well, Okay. Anything to avoid feminine instability.” Ellen helped gather the rest of the group as the men circled Mack.

Mack said, “We’ll rescue everyone we can. Then gather food, water, and blankets, and find a way into the luggage compartment. It’s going to be chilly, wherever it is we’re at.”

“Going to be, hell.” Lucas shivered. “It’s already colder than the outback in a blizzard.” 

They shivered as the gale tore at their clothes, and queued up behind Mack and Lucas. 

Mack stared, trying to decide whether the light came from the glowing cockpit.

“Looks like a reflection,” said Lucas.

“We’ll boost you up so you can make sure.”

“Boost me how? It must be fifteen feet straight up.” 

“It’s more like ten or twelve. I need athletic volunteers. James, Barry, and Roy.”

“Yeah, and what about me?” Peter illustrated his athletic ability by executing a half-assed cartwheel.

“You did better when you won the lottery.”

Peter glanced at Roy. “Guess I’ve gone downhill since.” 

“James, Barry, and Roy. Make a pyramid so Lucas can climb into the plane. We’ve got to stop screwing around. We don’t have enough food or blankets, and someone might be alive in coach.”

James and Barry hit the ground, side by side, and big clunky Roy climbed on their backs. They shook in the wind as Lucas scrambled over their backs onto Roy. Lucas clutched the door frame.

“Gotta get you in shape, sailor. You’re not doing too good.”

Lucas pulled himself up. “We may have five minutes. The cockpit door is black, and the whack-thump has changed.” It had sped up, as if the equilibrium had shifted. 

Lucas raced around the smoky front section, ripping off curtains. He tied five together and looped them around the seat nearest the door. “Come on up, guys. And hurry because it’s getting hotter up here.” 

The entire group made it, standing in the doorway staring, none venturing forward. “To the rear,” said Lucas. 

The others looked at Mack, who pointed. “To the rear.” 

They tiptoed until they stood next to the whack-thump, which was receding. Mack ripped the curtains from the doorway, revealing the glow of a false dawn.

“Good view, eh?” Lucas stared.

Mack could make out faint terrain, which must have been a vertical mile below them. The light was too dim to see.

“Down there.” Lucas pointed and everyone peered over the edge, looking at the mass in the bottom of economy class. It was so dark no one could see the bottom, whack-thumping away. 

“The tail may pull the plane over.” Mack beckoned them away from the precipice. “Get as much food and blankets as you can and let’s get out of here. Maybe the luggage is in the level part of the plane.” 

“Chuck might be down there,” said Peter.

Lucas said, “We have to see if there’s anyone left to rescue.” At their incredulous he said, “Someone could be alive.” 

Everyone stared except Lucas, who said, “Come on, gentlemen. Where’s your compassion?”

“I agree,” said Peter. “Chuck has to be down there. I can’t think of where he would have gone, otherwise.”

Mack nodded. “You’re right, so let’s do it. We’d never forgive ourselves if we didn’t.” 

Lucas was pale. “Yeah, if there’s any of us left to forgive. But then, it was my idea. Not to worry.” 

Mack gestured to hurry up. “Grab as many curtains as you can and we’ll loop them together.” In a few seconds they’d made a lumpy gray rope, Peter on his stomach feeding it over the edge, into the void.

“Just there. Flip it this way.” Lucas jerked it to the left, snaking the end onto the mass below. “Where’s the light? Shine it down there.”

Roy found a halogen light, which Mack aimed below. He flicked the switch on, and just as rapidly off. “Enough of that. You saw the carnage. No one survived.”

“Yeah.” Lucas untied and dropped the end of the loop as he hopped up. “Got to get all the supplies we can find.”

“Don’t forget my hat,” said James.

“Don’t worry. We’ll take everything important.” Mack walked down the aisle, flipping open overhead bins. “Toss the stuff out and we’ll ransack the galley.”

“Hey, look at this.” Barry brandished a fire ax. “This might come in handy.” 

“Toss it with the rest and let’s get a move on. You guys hit the galley. Take everything you can grab and don’t worry about what’s what. Time’s getting short.” 

“Amen to that,” said Lucas. 

“And look what I found. Our dress hats.” Mack whipped his on and tossed the other to Lucas, the hat changing Lucas into an authority figure in his gray pinstripe suit, the regulation uniform for the chaperones of the new millionaires. “AL,” the logo of the Arizona Lottery, was embroidered like scrambled eggs on a pilot-style hat.  

“Lookin’ good.” Mack flipped the hat over his bald spot. “But we have to get moving. Toss that stuff down. Good job. Where’d you get that great coil of rope? There must be several hundred feet.”

Within minutes they’d vaulted out of the plane, moving piles toward the rest of the group. 

“Front and center.” Mack beckoned them together. “We’ve gotten everything we can find. Now, same volunteers to look for the luggage compartment.” 

“Any survivors?” Nick held pale Mary tight.

“We’re it. Now the luggage.”

“That’s a big negatory, Mr. Mack,” said Courtney. “You have no moral leadership. I’ve once again had to cull legions of liquor from your leavings.” She gestured at jagged miniature booze bottles lined up like fractured crystal.

Mack looked her up and down, from brown brogans to the mud covering the bottom of her tent-like dress. “Actually, a pository, Courtney. If you’re running out of things to do, you can help Miss Ellen here.” Mack avoided staring at Ellen. “You can join our expedition if you’d like.”

“No. I’ll stay here and do housewifey things. You big brawny men go ahead and keep us poor damsels safe from distress. We’re counting on you.” 

“If I knew you better, I’d think that was sarcastic.”

Ellen turned her back. “No need to know me better, sir.”

Mack grabbed the fire ax. “They loaded the luggage on the other side. Same group, Roy, Barry, Peter, and James.” Mack led them between spiky rocks and around a dimly seen granite pinnacle that hid the nose of the plane. The glow of false dawn would turn to sunrise in a few minutes.

“My god, look at that,” gasped Lucas. “There’s a fancy face on top of the hill. You ever seen anything like it?”

“Luggage first.” Mack brandished the ax like a Viking. They staggered around the towering pinnacle and ducked in front of the plane, partly sheltered from the wind. Benny and Peter gushed noteworthy obscenities at the end of the procession.

“Stop.” Mack held up a hand. His neck prickled like he was in a haunted house.

Lucas fingered the side of the plane. “The luggage compartment might be here.” The wind seemed to be dying.

“I’ll get it.” Mack swung the ax with all his might. It ricocheted, almost smacking him in the forehead. “Whew. We’ll have less of that,” dropping the ax. He looked over their entourage. Peter was a flake and James would be lost without his hat. Roy was an eternal pessimist, but he was rough and ready, a big, amiable, and perpetually fucked up sailor who couldn’t stand being called a yachtsman. And Barry, ex­-Tennessee state trooper, retired as a private eye in Sun City West. “What do you think, Roy?” 

Roy said what he always said, dramatic and simple. He slashed the air with his hand. “Everything’s going downhill.”

“Thought so. Take this.” Mack handed the ax to Barry. “Bust in the side of the plane. That might be the luggage compartment.”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Mack.” Barry grabbed the ax and slammed it against the seam. The ax bit into the crack before spinning through the air, bouncing off rocks like a pebble off water, disappearing into the curious vegetation they could begin to see around them.

“Enough of that,” said Lucas. “Let’s see what’s on top of the hill.”

Barry said, “No. Let’s find the ax, put it back together, and try again. It’s light enough to find it now.”

“You’re overruled,” yelled Lucas as they followed Mack around the crumpled nose of the plane. Barry was last seen rummaging in the foliage.

Mack climbed around the blackened windshield of the plane, trying to peer through the glass, but he couldn’t see a thing. “So, where and what was the big deal you saw, anyway?”

“Further around, on top of the rocky knob. The one with the—wow. There’s a big gold umbrella beside it—” They caught a gleam of the rising sun on a golden statue towering above a canopy that must have knocked over by the plane.

Ef, the shyster real estate salesman, sidled over. “I hope we didn’t ruin anything important.” He salivated as he dashed to touch the statue. “It must be worth a fortune.” He wiped a hand across the highest part he could reach. “What is it, anyway?” 

He stepped back, which they all did in unison, taking in the grandeur of the golden figure.

“Well, it looks like that big old stag in Bambi, when he reared up during the forest fire? That old movie, you remember, eh?” Lucas couldn’t understand the lack of reaction. 

“You just wiped his dick,” said Mack.

Ef jumped back and looked the golden thing up, down, and sideways. “I didn’t know he was standing on his hind legs or I would’ve been more careful. I don’t want to touch nothing like that, even if it’s golden.”

Barry ran up, excited. “I found the ax.” He looked up at the towering statue and tucked the ax in his back pocket.

Lucas cocked his head. “So, what do you think it is?” 

“Classic sculpture in metal precioso,” said Madison, the new millionaire poet. “Make a fortune fabuloso. Inspired it me and also thee, I see.”

The group had fallen silent, wondering what the bloody hell this thing could be, way out in the boondocks. They were beyond where civilization could pretend to exist, outside the United States of America. 

Barry scanned it. “I, for one, like it a lot. It has a certain flavor.” 

“And the flavor is gold. We’re rich.” Ef rubbed his hands. 

Mack shook his head. “You’re already rich. This is not the frosting on your cake. The statue seems sinister to me.”

Roy was sober. “Everything’s going downhill. And we should too.” The blazing lip of the sun was about to appear on fluted rock spirals at the edge of a vast mesa. 

Strange creatures of the night seemed to float in the ether at that exact spot, shimmering through a hazy fog. 

James said, “It’s not a horse. It’s like a big poodle, except for the horns, all dressed up to go to market. I particularly like the little shoes.”

Roy squinted, then pointed. “There’s more than just this statue.” For the first time in his life, Roy was stricken sober.

“Bloody hell.” Lucas was stunned. “Let’s get back to the group. We have to protect them or something.”

“Oh, for Chrissakes,” said Mack. “It’s a bunch of aliens that look like the statue. We need a plan.” It hit him that he was mistaken. Human history boiled down to this second, with no time to make a plan. 

“Jumping Josephat. They’re like blimey kangaroos. A second ago, they were a mile away and now they’re practically on top of us.”

“They gallop nicely on their hind legs.” Benny, the new millionaire horseman, was in awe. “Saw off the horns, get rid of the funny clothes. They’d win going away.”

“We’re going away.” Mack straightened his hat and signaled Lucas to do the same. But it was too late.
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Lord, the ruckus, and the dust. The apparitions darted around like whirling dervishes, especially the little ones, making the humans dazed and confused, unable to keep up with what was happening. By the time Mack stopped speaking, they were surrounded. 

The statue was twenty feet tall, towering above them on a three-foot pedestal of white quartz veined with gold, representing a superman of this particular species. A Greek sculptor would have been proud of its bulging muscles, extended calf, and sleek limbs. The eyes were bewitching, staring down with emerald clarity. The antlers were miniature, as if full size would have been ostentatious. It was an idealized version of the creatures. 

The creatures were not as impressive as the giant statue, yet more remarkable. Some sported charming racks of horns while others were hornless, dressed in autumn tones, and svelte for their height. Not one was overweight, though all were tall, compared to the humans. Their faces were gentle yet eloquent, and one had crossed eyes. The eyes were velvety and huge, emerald green like the statue. The most amazing part was their tiny feet, the size of a quarter. Honest to god, they couldn’t walk under ordinary laws of physics. How could they cover territory like they did? 

Three extra-large creatures wore maroon and silver tunics like Caesar or Nehru, flanked by Legionnaire soldiers. Garish but effective in identifying the power brokers. 

The hundreds of juveniles lacked the savoir-faire of their elders. They skittered like drops of fat on a red-hot skillet, dashing between the humans as if they didn’t matter. They wore baggy shorts and skimpy tunics with funny little hats on backward. Some had dyed their hair blue or purple. Others wore rings imbedded in shimmery golden flesh. They kicked up clouds of dust, bringing on coughing spells and black oaths by the new millionaires, making them feel lucky they were still alive.

Lucas shivered. “What’s that smell?” 

Mack blinked, flustered. “Maybe all kids stink, no matter the species.” 

Except for shaking like leaves, Lucas and Mack looked good in their suits, silk cravats, and formal Arizona Lottery hats. Mack gathered his courage but still felt like a fool when he raised his hand. 

“We come in peace. In fact, we didn’t mean to come at all. But you can see we had no option.” Mack pointed at the plane, going for the sympathy angle. “We’d appreciate it if you’d contact the United States government and let them know where we are. Then we can get out of your hair.” 

The creatures either didn’t comprehend or weren’t interested, staring with limpid green eyes.

Lucas said, “‘I am ashamed to think how easily we capitulate to badges and names, to large societies and dead institutions.’”

“Lucas, your quotes worry me more than these close-mouthed aliens. These particular institutions are far from dead, and besides—” 

The closest of the three leaders raised his hand, or tiny split hoof with bone-like fingers. Breathless, the humans waited for their first communication with aliens. 

And boy was it loud, sounding like “WHISTLE, BURP, FART.” Thus, it went through endless variations, the farting verbal and fortunately unscented. 

Mack shook his head at Lucas. “We lost the big lottery in the sky. We should’ve stayed home, you with your new bride, and me paying child support instead of fighting my ex. Shoot my ass and hang it over the fireplace but keep a piece as a memento of my monumental stupidity. Baby-sitting lottery winners. A fine job for a supposed adult. What’s your excuse?”

“My goodness, aren’t they cute?” trilled Ellen. “They’re the most adorable creatures on earth, don’t you think?”

“This is really scary shit,” said Peter. “For a second, I thought I’d gotten some bad stuff, but you see them too. And hell no, they’re not cute. They’re obnoxious. Especially the little speedy shits.”

“The aliens are way too tall to be cute,” said Mack. Ellen glared at him as if he were a moron, and he wondered whether he might be.

Lucas quoted, “‘We men have made god in our own image. I think that horses, lions, oxen, too, had they but hands would make their gods like them. Horse-gods for horses, oxen-gods for oxen.’”

“What the hell are they?” said Billy K., screwing up his freckled face like he’d eaten a box of green ants.

Mack focused on Billy K., the most down-home guy in the group. “Reckon they’re pronghorns, or something like that,” Mack falling into Billy K. lingo. They’d admired his homespun humor on the night of the big lottery drawing. 

“Don’t think so,” said Barry. “They look more like impala, like in South Africa.”

“The smaller horns mean they aren’t caribou,” said Benny. “I’ve seen caribou with racks so big they can’t get their heads off the ground. And they aren’t horses, but they sure are gorgeous.”

“They kind of look like antelopes, though rather different,” said James, shoving his hat to the back of his head, careful not to uncover his bald spot.

“Antelopes it is,” said Mack. “So, that’s official.”

The fancily dressed Big Three approached the millionaires, making the humans look pathetic in their ordinary attire, which except for Lucas and Mack, was decorated with splotches of mud. 

Nick, the Serbian priest, had a big goofy grin like he couldn’t grasp the enormity of the situation, clutching Mary protectively.  

The three important antelopes stepped onto a three-tiered Olympic-style podium. The top guy did a fabulous series of what sounded like “snarfle, whipple, fartle.” Then a colorfully dressed legion of spiffy antelope soldiers marched up, wearing maroon and silver tunics with matching capes. The uniforms were so sharp Italians must have tailored them.

Mack called to them as they pranced by. “Hey, where you going?” 

“Look at those guys,” said Lucas. “They’re hipping and hopping like kangaroos. Got to be related. Maybe they’re from Oz.”

“Yeah, in unison and perfect goose-step. But what the holy hell are they doing with the plane?”

“Nothing. Whoops.” Lucas gasped. 

With no ceremony at all, the five troopers unfolded tiny gadgets into multifanged instruments thirty feet long, twisting the prongs to fashion gigantic forks. 

Lucas’s hand shook as he pointed. “They’re sticking them under the nose of the plane.”

“Yeah, and now they’re doing the funny language bit.” 

The soldiers counted down with whistle, fart, and burp, levering the elaborate pitchforks like a fulcrum. The nose of the plane pitched up and free from the huge rock at the base of the golden statue, sliding off the mesa into thin air. It arched and swooped like a toy plane with a broken back, floating drunkenly toward the floor of the river valley far below, landing with a poof of dust. Too far away for the sound to reach them, their last connection with the past, destroyed.  

“Rest in Peace,” said Reg, a Catholic brother and the most erudite of the new millionaires. Lucas rubbed teary eyes, and even Peter seemed sober. Ellen, Courtney, and Nick recited prayers, like they were trying to outdo each other. Courtney won the competition, hands down.

“Amen,” said Courtney, and that put an end to the mourning.

Lucas quoted, “‘Pray. To ask that the laws of the universe be annulled in behalf of a single petitioner confessedly unworthy.’” He added softly to Mack, “Mark my words. This could get out of hand.”

Mack whispered back, “I told you about— Ohmigod.” The young antelopes went nuts, worse than before. Dozens tiptoed up to humans and made insane faces, sticking out funny triangular tongues. Finally, the second Big Guy held up a hoof and stopped them cold. 

The five Legionnaires grabbed the twenty-foot-high umbrella that must have sheltered the golden statue before the plane knocked it over.

“Pretty cool, eh?” Lucas whistled as the maroon and silver-clad soldiers twirled the humongous umbrella. They anchored, nudged upward, and raised the huge canopy to the vertical. 

Mack said, “Looks like the marines on Iwo Jima.” 

When the golden umbrella was secure, three saluted while the other two buffed with long cloths, like spit polishing the statue for dress inspection.

Lucas whistled. “Impressive, but the natives don’t look that friendly. Enough to make you worry, eh?”

The antelopes looked ominous during the entire operation, dark frowns sweeping the crowd like a wave. The golden statue rivaled the rising sun, at which the two polishers saluted and bowed their heads, and in a heartbeat the entire alien assembly did the same. After a frozen twenty seconds, the aliens opened their eyes. The spiffily dressed Legionnaires surrounded the humans, placing micro-thin loops of an evanescent material around the neck of each. Each human except Lucas and Mack.

“Go away, scat,” screeched Ellen, the most moderate of the lot. 

“Negatory,” yelled Courtney. She wrenched away from her captors and stretched the loop near the breaking point. “These godless idolatrous creatures have done got my goat and I’m not going to put up with it anymore.” She wrenched her ample body away and the loop followed it faithfully, yanking her back as if by magic. “Whoa.” Courtney was surprised, so she did it again.

“Watch that woman,” said Mack. “She could be the death of us all.” 

Lucas shook his head. “Watching her won’t do much good, and besides, I’m sick of watching her. And I have a quote to commemorate the golden statue. ‘If we assume that man actually resembles God, then we are forced into the impossible theory that God is a coward, an idiot, and a blunderer.’ What do you think of that one? Pretty good, eh!”

“I’m up to here with your quotes. I should have stayed home and found a better job and a proper girlfriend.”

“Geez, I told you about Nance. You made a smart-aleck remark, that she sounded like a he.”

“I have my eye on a lady from church.” Mack folded his hands as if in prayer.

On the fourteenth boomerang stretch by Courtney, the loop snapped, launching her like a heavier-than-average marshmallow into the center of her fellow humans. 

She practically smothered Nick, bounced off Mary, and bowled over Ef, who collapsed without a murmur. Courtney came to rest, wind-milling her arms with her face wedged in Barry’s left armpit. When Barry lifted his arm to push her away, Courtney grabbed the ax in Barry’s back pocket, ripped it out, and ran screaming up the hill toward the golden statue. 

Courtney chanted as she waved the ax over her head. “Dear God, kill the infidels. Reduce the idolaters to rubble; Dear God, kill the infidels. Reduce the idolaters to rubble.”

By the time the antelopes understood what she was up to, Courtney had rammed her ample body halfway up the umbrella pole, chopping at the statue.

“Get her,” yelled Mack. He glanced at the Big Guys and wished he hadn’t. The third Big Guy gestured for the Legionnaires and they reached Courtney in a swoop and a leap. But not before she’d taken a whack where Ef had touched the golden statue, slivering off enough gold to gild an airplane. Two antlers and the golden dick lay in the dirt. 

The antelopes were enraged as the Legionnaires bound Courtney and dragged her back to the humans. The padding was too tight. Courtney’s face turned purple.

The juveniles were replaced by skittish elders as seven-foot-tall antelopes cut rapidly through their midst, brushing against them as if tempted to trample. Dust swirled and the humans coughed their lungs out. 

Ellen said, “Now cut that out. Have you no decency?”

“Cough, hack,” said Lucas. “She suspects an antelope of molesting her. Strange woman.”

Mack coughed. “At least they’re leaving the two of us alone.”

“It feels like we’re about to be sacrificed.”

A single Legionnaire appeared with a cushion held high over his head, sinking to his knees in front of the three Big Guys, lowering the cushion for inspection. On it lay two golden horns and a large golden dick.

The Big Guys thundered their outrage, screaming gibberish at the bedraggled humans. 

Mack felt sick because Courtney was his personal responsibility, and she was obviously choking to death. Mack bowed to the three Big Guys and squeezed his throat, pantomiming strangulation. He almost choked himself senseless while bowing and nodding toward Courtney where she’d collapsed in the dust, motionless.

The three Big Guys stepped off the three-tiered podium, which the podium-bearers toted next to Lucas and Mack, who stared as the three Big Guys stepped back onto their places of esteem. Snarfle, ear wiggle stuff, dance with little feet. Then a heartfelt fartissimo before the rioting dust cloud of antelopes slowed to a blur.

Mack looked out the corner of his eye at Lucas. “We’ll salute in unison. One, two, three,” and they snapped a crisp one. Their fingers bounced off the bills of their caps like waffles shot from a toaster.

The three Big Guys did something like a salute back and stepped off the podium. They marched up to Mack and Lucas, offering horny hands. Lucas and Mack shook heartily, working their way through the three big shots. Mack again pointed at Courtney, who occasionally twitched. The ranking Big Guy gave a chirp and two Legionnaires propped Courtney on her feet, loosening her bonds.

Courtney jerked to life and harangued everyone in sight. “Oh, ye of little faith, worshiping idols. Repent! Yeah! Repent right this instant! Yeah!” 

A Legionnaire swooped up to Courtney and smacked a horny fist on top of her woolly head. She collapsed in stages, her knees buckling and waist jerking sideways as she fell in a heap. 

Lucas and Mack were shocked but Courtney shook her head, bounded to her feet, jerked her neck like a marionette, and rejoined the group, unusually silent.

Mack bowed his head toward the big three and shrugged. They bowed back as Legionnaires scurried around, falling in behind Lucas and Mack. The three Big Guys about-faced and headed off, with the humans straggling behind. 

By doubling the length of their stride, Lucas and Mack managed to keep up with the three Big Guys. They marched under a camouflaged covering extending to the horizon as the rising sun showed them exactly where they were, though they hadn’t the vaguest idea where that could be.

“Venezuela or Brazil?” asked Mack.

“Could be Borneo,” said Lucas. “I’ve never heard of towering mesas like this, stretching over the horizon. There are rows of them and it’s a very long way down. They’re like giants from another planet.”

Reg pointed at a broad river in the far distance. “Venezuela, south of the Orinoco River, which might be what we see out there. We’re on a tepui. They’re so remote that almost none have been explored, except by helicopter. I read about them in National Geographic. The sides are too steep and the shrubbery too dense to get through with a chainsaw. Arthur Conan Doyle wrote a book set on these tepuis, The Lost World.”

Mack shook his head in wonder. “The antelopes must have been here a long time. They could be as advanced as we are.”

“How advanced are we?” asked Reg.

He turned to look at Reg behind him, a balding Falstaff gone to seed. The double length stride made Mack miss a gigantic step. He tripped and catapulted into the Big Guy in front of him, and it was lights out.

***
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MACK WOKE UP STARING at something high and white like a ceiling, unless it was low and white like a bandage. He rubbed a hand over his face. No compresses. The room was entirely white but it wasn’t empty. His visitor looked like one of the three Big Guys, maybe Big Guy Number Two.

The Big Guy stood and made the biggest variety of discordant sounds ever heard by mankind. Mack held up a hand and swung his feet over the side of whatever he was laying on. It looked like a vivisection slab. 


“Apology accepted. Where are my people?”



The Big Guy sighted along a prominent nose with bewitching green eyes. He looked fabulous in a maroon and silver tunic over stark white pants, towering next to the ceiling. The Big Guy took Mack’s wrist and propelled him toward the brilliant white wall, which opened at their approach. They entered the lowest level of a cavernous auditorium jam-packed with antelopes. Even with thousands of antelopes it was relatively peaceful without juveniles, ignoring the cacophony of verbal belches, farts, and snorts.

Screens encircled the huge auditorium on three levels. Each screen was lined with curlicues like Arabic and globs like splatters of bird poop. The top row of screens showed a slide show of colorfully dressed antelopes, hundreds standing in long lines.

The Big Guy led Mack to a long high table on the main floor. Several antelopes and the other humans sat on one side. The table reached just under the humans’ chins. 

“Whoa, guys. Excellent to see you again. I hope I haven’t missed anything.”

“Nothing we understand,” said Lucas. “But in your absence, I was brilliant, which should merit an exceptional performance rating this fiscal year. I need the money, not being a millionaire myself. At least Marylyn needs the money.”

“So, she should stop saving money at I. Magnums sales. What the hell’s going on?”

“Your guess equals mine. They herded us in here after you tried to deck one of their leaders. What came over you, anyway?”

“Tripped. Made a mistake. I forgave myself.”

“If only we could do the same. Look what you’ve gotten us into. I realize diplomacy is the art of saying ‘nice doggie’ while looking for a big rock. But who wouldn’t be worried about this turn of events?”

Mack looked at the three circles of monitors. “I don’t see anything ominous. What do you think is so terrible?”

“We’re captives. They’ve stuck handcuffs on everyone, except you and me. That’s what’s going on. Do you have attention deficit disorder?”

“It’s more than that. Look up there?” Mack pointed. “What do you make of the screens on top? I’m impressed they have TV, but that may be a sign of intellectual inferiority. Ask yourself why a whole population would line up on TV. It’s elementary, dear Lucas. It’s either a quiz show or they’re voting. I’d guess voting.”


“And what is it they’re voting for or against, dear Mack?” 



“Haven’t a clue. We’d ask the Big Guys, if we could understand each other, but it surely has to do with us. Did you notice the antelopes are dressed in different colors on the three levels?” 

Lucas peered. “You’re right, for a change, but only half right. They’re not only dressed differently, they’re different skin colors. We’ve got our buddies, the golden antelopes on the bottom screens, but the other two are weirded out colors. Dark ones in the middle and awfully pale ones on top.”

“The dark ones are ebony black, say ermine, and the white ones are washed out like ivory. So, we have the golden kind plus ermine and ivory antelopes.”

“Nice,” said Lucas. “Goldies, Ermies, and Ivies. Kind of has a ring to it.”

“Wait a cotton-pickin’ minute,” yelled Ef down the table. “We won the big bucks but we’re in chains while you’re free as kings. You’re not looking out for our interests first, which is what you’re supposed to do. So, get us out of these things. We deserve more than two wimps.”

“Oh, pot and kettle, I’d reckon,” said Lucas. “Who scooped the rock off your head, mate?”

“We’re ready to go home.” Courtney yelled from the other end of the table. “You entice us on a bogus trip and now leave us to the mercy of heathen aliens. The Arizona Lottery will have your scalps for this, and we’ll have the scalps of the Arizona Lottery.”

“Hush your mouth, Courtney. We had no worries until you attacked the golden statue. It’s your fault we’re in a pickle.” 

“I’m in no pickle. As you can see, they removed my protective clothing. It gives me the shivers now. I might have fallen when I climbed the big umbrella. I’ve done my best to get these heathens on the right track and deep down they probably appreciate it. I’ll continue until my dying breath. I’m free as a bird.”

A buzzard, thought Mack. “Do you suppose what’s going on has anything to do with your abuse of their hospitality? Trying to chop up a statue of their God. And what is that around your wrists, Mrs. Free-as-a-bird?”

“Hospitality? You jest. My backsliding son is more hospitable than these turkeys. Not much else to compare them to, I’d say.” She pulled her wrists off the table. Out of sight, out of mind.

“Hey, Mack,” said Peter. “Check out the tassels they’re wearing. Outasight, and the curious hats around their little horns. Cool, eh?”

Mack looked to see sexy antelope strippers wearing tassels, but spotted nary a one. Peter meant a group with golden skullcaps fitted around embryonic horns. “Yeah, they’re cute.” They were holding small objects and rolling on the floor, moving prominent lips. “Real cute.”

“Hey, Mack,” said Billy K. “Check with your buddies and see if they have postcards. We could write the folks back home.”

“Why not?” said Ellen. “Writing postcards would keep our minds off the worries Mr. Lucas keeps reminding us about. Reg says we’re close to the highest waterfall in the world. They might have some real nice cards.”

“We can’t write postcards with our hands in cuffs,” said James. “Or they wouldn’t be legible. But they probably don’t have postcards. Who’d they send them to?”

“Maybe their Ermie or Ivie cousins,” said Lucas. “But I doubt they have a postal service. There doesn’t seem a way to deliver mail around here.”

“Stop fantasizing,” said Mack. “We have to figure out what’s going on and get the hell out of here”

“Hear, hear,” said Benny. “First rational thing I’ve heard since the crash. So, what’s the plan?”

“We’ll reveal that when the time is right.” Mack failed to stare Benny down. 

Benny chuckled. “Give us a hint of the direction your great plan is headed. That would whet our appetites and raise our confidence.”

“It’s contingent on what happens in the next hour or so.”

“So, as soon as we see which way the Goldies jump, we decide which way we jump.”

Roy flashed an uneasy smile. “Everything’s going downhill.” His singsong voice dropped, accompanied by the usual descending hand motion.

That put a damper on things before Billy K. said, “I have a plan. Now don’t you all go looking at me like that. I didn’t say it was a wonderful plan, or a good plan. It’s just a plan. We might as well try it because an hour or so from now might be too late. I didn’t like the looks on some of these mugs.”

“What do you propose?” said James, fiddling with his hat.

“We run right up those stairs to where we came in and then we leave. See what happens. I mean, they haven’t said we couldn’t.”

“They haven’t said anything we could understand,” said Ef. “We’ve had no communication at all.”

Mack knew Ef would be pitching desert land to the Goldies if he figured out how. “They understand us. We just don’t understand them. Does anyone else have that feeling?”

“I do,” said Reg. “The one over there is listening to us. He has an ear cocked in our direction.” Reg stuck a finger under his left elbow and pointed at a tall Legionnaire standing at attention. The Legionnaire’s face was turned toward them instead of forward like his compatriots. “And the Big Guys, as Mack calls them. They seem familiar with our lingo, and a lot of others are too.”

“How the hell could that be?” said Peter. “They’re a bunch of aliens stuck up here since all eternity, no contact with anyone.”

“Where’d they get their tellies?” said Lucas. “The monitors don’t say Sony or Motorola. I’ll bet they understand satellite television and have been eavesdropping on us for ages. Well, since we had television and radio, anyway.”

“One of them said hi to me,” said Ellen, and blushed at their stares. “Wasn’t anything, really. He was just being friendly.”

“He actually said hi, and it was a he?” said Mack. “That’s strange. Did he say it with a whistle, a burp, or a fart kind of thing?”

“Said it straight out, like hi. Though it was a little like a whistle. I didn’t want to encourage him so I didn’t say hi back.”

“Anyone else see this happen?” said Lucas. 

Mack sat there like a bowl of jelly, trying not to think of an alien mucking about with Ellen.

Ellen scowled. “What do you mean? Don’t you believe me?”

“Of course, we believe you,” said Lucas. “But someone else might have a different take on it. What he did before or afterwards. What he meant by hi.”

“What part of hi don’t you understand?” said Ellen. “It was perfectly innocent.” 

“No way it was innocent. If they understand English, we have no secrets and no way to get away,” said James. “And we need to escape asap.”

“That was a really dumb plan, Billy K.,” said Ef. “Half of us couldn’t run up those stairs. They’re way too steep and the antelopes are a hundred times faster than we are.”

“But they might not care. That could make them real slow.”

“Then why are we tied up, except for Mack and Lucas? Assuming we got out of the building, where would we go? Slide down the side of this mile-high mesa?”

“Enough already. We got important company,” said Mack. It looked like the number two Big Guy again, with flanking Legionnaires. 

The Big Guy bowed curtly. “Honk, snort, sniffle.”

New dialogue, thought Mack, bowing back. “How may we serve your eminence? Any little thing you’d like, such as giving you Courtney in exchange for letting the rest of us go?”

“I heard that,” bellowed Courtney. “You should be horsewhipped—”

“It was a joke, Courtney. Perhaps a bad joke but still a joke.”

The Big Guy said nothing, sweeping a long arm in a circle and pointing at the monitors.

“Yeah,” said Lucas. “What’s that about?” The humans followed the gesture and stared at the monitors. None of the tiers showed golden or any other kind of antelopes. The screens were filled with squiggles and blotches like a kindergartner’s doodles.

“You don’t happen to have a translator handy, do you?” said Mack. “We’d like to know what’s going on.”

Big Guy Number Two had a wisp of a smile on his face. “Sniffle, snort, honk.” 

“Everyone’s leaving,” yelled Benny. They stared as the auditorium emptied in seconds, the stairs whisking hundreds of golden antelopes out invisible doors at the top. 

The Legionnaires stood at attention. At a nod from the Big Guy, they released the handcuffs and substituted wire loops around the humans’ waists. 

As they were separated into three groups, Ef demanded, “What the hell’s going on?” His shoes squeaked as he was propelled into a group with Billy K., James, Benny, Nick, and Mary.

“What exactly do you have in mind?” asked Lucas, as he was herded into the same group, though without restraints. Lucas tried to dodge the antelope doing the corralling, resulting in a comic dance. Everyone watched as Lucas tried to out-broken-field-run a master, finding it impossible to outmaneuver an antelope.

“You win.” Lucas stepped back with his new group. “What’s next?”

“We’ve been split into three groups, for what purpose we should know soon,” said Mack. “It looks like I’m stuck with you guys.” Courtney, Peter, Madison, Roy, Ellen, and Barry. Not too bad, thought Mack, with minor or major exceptions. “Hi, Ellen.”

She practically spat. “Big help you are. A failed leader, doing nothing.” 

“I beg your pardon, Madame Ellen. Do you have a better plan? Right now, I want to avoid anyone getting beat up.”

“You’re a wuss. There’s no sign they’d harm us.”

A Legionnaire slapped a heavy handcuff on Courtney’s left wrist, pulling it behind her back, then snapped a matching handcuff on her right wrist. The enormous connecting chain pulled her arms toward the floor, where she stood in martyr mode, raising her eyes to the heavens, or at least up, moving her lips. She was either in great pain or an imitation of great pain as sweat ran down her face like rain.

Mack stepped forward and pointed to Courtney’s handcuffs, pantomiming taking them off. The Big Guy sternly shook his head, nodding at the Legionnaires who herded the three groups up the moving stairs. The first group consisted of Reg as leader, with the quieter millionaires, Fats, Rudd, Molly, Betty, and Arturo. Lucas headed the second group. The last was Mack’s.

They whisked up the fast-moving stairs and outside under the camouflage canopy. On the left sat a teardrop-shaped shell the size of a VW van, so black it glistened. On the right sat a large white egg painted with loopy scallops, shimmering like a hologram. Six Ermine and five Ivory antelopes guarded the teardrop vehicles. Four of both were heavily armed, wearing side holsters the size of a Swiss Army knife. Two Ermies dressed in rainbow colors, along with a single balding Ivie, who seemed absent-minded and not really interested, were stiffly shaking hands with Goldie Big Guy Number Two. They displayed no cordiality and little diplomacy. The Ermines were overtly hostile, jerking their hooves away almost before the handshakes began.

The Golden antelope guards marched Lucas’s group to the black bubble where the number two Big Guy stopped them. He placed a stick pin with a black head in Lucas’s collar, almost skewering Lucas as he jerked away. The Big Guy waved the group toward the Ermine vehicle and placed a similar pin in Mack’s collar. The Ermine vehicle opened high gull-wings and the Ermie guards escorted Lucas and his group inside. Everyone waved and yelled lustily at their departing acquaintances. Mack could hear every word Lucas was saying.

“You bugger. Quit pushing. Let Nick and Mary sit together. They are married, you know. And Ef, leave that stuff alone. Let’s keep a low profile until we know what’s going on.” Mack could hear Benny complain, Billy K.’s jokes, and James’ imitation of himself.

Mack said, “Do you read me Lucas? If you do, say something intelligent. Maybe the separation is only temporary.” Mack heard a gulp and then Lucas’s voice 

“So, they gave us mics. Pretty cool, eh?” 

“Combination mic and receiver. Better than Dick Tracy, I’d say.” 

“Who’s that?”

“Never mind. But at least we can keep in touch, figure a way out of this mess. Do you think Ellen was right, that we’ve been wusses?”

“Ellen was right,” said Ellen. “Though I hope you aren’t that far gone and started talking to yourselves.”

“The Big Guy gave us mics and receivers. They’re packed together in this little bitty thing,” said Mack, pointing at his collar. “Pretty cool, eh? But what about the Ivies group?” 

Mack took off after Big Guy Number Two as he handed the third group over to the Ivies. “Hey, Senor. Could we get one of those pins for—”

Before Mack finished the sentence, the Big Guy flourished a pin and pinned it on Reg’s collar. 

Mack yelled at Reg’s disappearing back, “It’s a mic and receiver. So, we can keep in touch—” 

The gull-wings on the Ivory coach closed over Fats, Rudd, Molly, Betty, Arturo, and Reg, with no time for protests or goodbyes. Reg’s group, the Ivies, included Rudd complaining about such a dumb bunch and Fats mumbling that putting up with Rudd would save him a packet of reincarnations and earn him super karma. Molly and Betty wondered whether Betty’s deceased husband could see her now, and Arturo was, as usual, saying nothing. Mack tuned them out and realized that doing so tuned him into Lucas’s group.

Mack looked down at his collar, cross-eyed as he tried to see what made it so sophisticated. He didn’t want to mess around and lose contact with the others.

The Ermine and Ivory vehicles disappeared with a “whoosh,” Mack and his group staring where they’d been a second before. The only evidence was two silvery ovals.

Mack edged over to take a closer look before a spiffy Legionnaire headed him off. The silvery ovals were tubes that looked like railroad tracks receding to infinity inside. Mack guessed pneumatic tubes.

Mack whispered into his pin-mic, “Where you at now?”

There was no answer. Mack thought a few seconds and then visualized Lucas and group. “Where you at, Lucas?”

“Don’t know but it looks pretty much like where we left you. Tons of humongous boulders, rocks as high as an elephant’s eye. Except all the antelopes are black. Make that Ermine. It’s a beautiful black like that shiny volcanic stuff, not the pumice junk with holes in it.”

“You mean obsidian?”

“Yeah, that’s it. We have a huge reception committee and the crowd is interesting, to say the least. There must be a festival. Flowers are everywhere, everyone’s dressed up, and, Christ, you should see their Big Guys. They are really Big Guys, a foot taller than your Big Guys. And pouty. They don’t look friendly. I have to go since I’m the spokesman.” Pride overwhelmed his accent.

“Pretty good for an Aussie, leading a delegation on our first contact with Ermie aliens. Your Big Guys are bigger than my Big Guys. Indeed. Keep in touch and I’ll see what’s going on with Reg.” 

Mack thought about Reg. “You there Reg? How’s it going?”

Reg came back immediately. “Rather calm here, compared to the Goldies. I like the Ivies. They’re relaxed with no agenda to speak of. It’s like being on vacation, and best of all, they fed us first thing. At least we think it’s food. It looks and smells good and doesn’t taste bad, though it’s not what we’re used to.”

“No hamburgers and hotdogs, eh?”

“Not even a TV dinner, or plates with little compartments. It’s mounds of different colored mashed potatoes like whipped cream. But more substantial than either. Though the fluorescent color is a bit off-putting. How about you and Mack?”

“You’re making me hungry. Our first move will be a hunger strike. How’s Fats and Molly and Betty; oh, yeah, and Fats?”

“You seem to have forgotten Rudd, who’s as diplomatic as ever. He’s complaining about the color of the food. The rest are as happy as I’ve seen them.”

“Oops, they’re moving us. But go ahead.” The Legionnaires led them to an impenetrable stack of boulders, nonchalantly walking through as they opened like hidden doors. They were in a small room with human-sized chairs, a long table, and real doors lining one side of the room. Fragrant bouillon-sized chunks were stacked in five pyramids, colors ranging from boring beige and glittery gold to forest green, orangutan orange, and baby-poop yellow. Three Legionnaires stood at one end of the table and indicated the humans should eat. A lone Legionnaire opened a barred door on the side of the room.

Reg continued, “I think we’re having a religious ceremony. Only a guess. They’re quite different from the Goldies. None of the on-the-floor stuff, flopping around. These guys stand and bob, holding a round bolster. And they dress completely different from the Goldies. They wear ties. Can you believe it? Actual ties, like you see at home. Long ones and bow ties.”

“I’ll let you go now. We have a crisis. They locked Courtney behind bars. I’m sure you can hear her screaming.”
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Courtney was in a frenzy, banging her head against thick rubber bars that bulged with every whack, the screaming worse than needles under fingernails. 

Mack ran to Courtney and mimed for the guards to open the door and remove the shackles. The closest Legionnaire tried to open the door but with the insane screaming, couldn’t concentrate. He tripped against Mack, knocking him against the table of food. Platters of colorful cubes slid onto the floor in slow motion, covering Mack’s face in goop.

“Sorry about that.” Mack licked off a couple of cubes. Better than two days of airline food.

“Hey, save some of that for us, you big pig,” said Peter.

The guard jumped up as if he were expecting an attack, throwing Mack against the bars of Courtney’s cell, where Mack felt like he’d stuck his head in a jet engine. 

Mack yelled at Courtney, “SHUT THE FUCK UP.” 

She stopped, staring at Mack.

“Please. I’ll try getting you out, or at least get the cuffs off you.”

“I’m happy to die for Jesus, but I would like to eat first. And you should have your mouth washed out with lye!” She harrumphed and resumed screaming.

Mack motioned at the guard. “Get the cuffs off her and give her something to eat. That should do it.”

The guard stood with horny fingers stuck in his ears. The other Legionnaires had disappeared.

Ellen reached between the bars and caressed Courtney’s face until the wails subsided.

The men stood stupefied as the guard removed his fingers from his ears. To their amazement, he opened Courtney’s cell and stripped the manacles from her wrists. But when she tried to walk out, he closed the door in her face.

“Sorry about that Courtney,” said Mack as everyone scooped chunks of food off the shiny floor.

Peter slurped the green stuff. “Not bad. Tastes like avocado.”

Ellen nibbled the yellow. “I like this.” No one mentioned its exact shade.

Mack took a handful of mixed colors. “Here, Courtney.”

Courtney spit. “You can call me Mrs. Sherman. God rest Mr. Sherman’s soul.”

Mack felt sympathy for Mr. Sherman’s soul. “If that’s what you prefer, ma’am. It’s Courtney from here on out.” He again offered colorful cubes.

Courtney grumped, “That looks terrible, you haven’t washed your hands, and it’s Mrs. Sherman. Can’t you get anything right?”

“If you’re hungry you’ll eat. I doubt we’ll see different food in the future. Are you considering a diet?”

“I can lose weight but you’ll always be ugly,” sniffed Courtney.

“Was that another blankety-blank quote? I’m sick up to here but you give me a yell if you change your mind about eating.”

“I like the brown cubes.” Barry scrunched his face. “Tastes like venison.”

Mack laughed. “I wouldn’t call it that if I were you. The antelopes may be against cannibalism.”

“Don’t be silly.” Ellen shook her curls. “They’re probably not even related. They seem more like us than real antelopes.”

“Not a thing I’d like to say,” said Madison. “But then I’d like to make your day. They’re better lookin’ when they’re cookin’. Taller, leaner, faster, smarter.”

“They’re not better looking,” scoffed Peter. “Our women are much prettier. Of course, I can’t tell which are females since the antelopes dress the same, except for Big Guys and Legionnaires. But the commoners look alike. Can’t tell who’s what.”

Mack stared at Peter, amazed he had a thought unrelated to partying, women, booze, or drugs. Then he realized it had to do with women, and was interrupted by a squawk on the collar pin.

“Come in Mack. Big news.” 

“Yo, Lucas. What’s up?”

“Found a buddy. And most of them speak English. They picked it up from satellite, radio and telly. Also, Spanish and Portuguese.”

Mack frowned. “Then why are they playing games?”

“It’s the Goldies who’re playing games. The Ermies don’t play games, or at least they say they don’t. It’s nice to get the inside scoop.”


“You hope it’s the inside scoop. Who’s your new friend?” Mack took a bite



of the food, wrinkling his nose. 


“The guy in charge of food. Crazy food.”



“The Goldies food is also weird.”

“The Ermies whip their food for religious reasons, and the three antelope religions are completely different. My new Ermie friend gave me a brochure. The pamphlet’s sketchy on the Ivies’ religion, which the Ermies say is strange. Of course, the Goldie religion is something else, too, according to the Ermies. I always thought religion was BS, but this stuff is real interesting.”

“What about the new friend? He seems a good influence. You sound unworried.”

“He’s a great admirer of Hollywood. Yak, yak, yak, talks nonstop. Mostly about his personal life, which is a yelp. This is one crazy society, maybe worse than the one we left. And you were right about the tellies in the Goldie auditorium. They were voting, and you almost got it right about what for.”

“Spare me the suspense.” The rest crowded around Mack’s collar. 

“A heresy trial with the death penalty for you know who— The one who chopped up their holy statue.”

“Praise the lord. I’m a’goin’ home.” Courtney fell on her knees, sending a tremor through the room. She repeated the refrain over and over, thanking the Baptist god for the privilege of dying. “I’m a’goin’ home. I’m a’goin’ home.”

“I heard that and she nailed it. They all voted, the Goldies, Ermies, and Ivies. Anyone voting against trying Courtney for heresy, which carries the death penalty, condoned the desecration of their own god. They’re all more or less monotheistic, I think. The little pamphlet isn’t clear.”

“How do they execute her if she’s found guilty?” 

“I don’t know that part. Maybe they’ll take a hatchet to her like she did the Goldie god, called Radnicharra. The Ermies consider Radnicharra a silly god. I may have gotten the names mixed up. This makes them bitter enemies.”   

“Well, religion can be tricky.”

Ellen disagreed. “Religion is about loving your neighbors. Everything else is fake religion.” 

“You mean anything outside of Roman Catholicism?” Mack asked.

“Not at all. The Church is ecumenical. We welcome all who believe in one God.”

“Jesus Christ!” said Barry. “Has the pope gone that far? Back in Tennessee he seemed mighty down on other religions. Especially Jews and Protestants, and maybe other ones too. I don’t know much about it myself and I can’t say I give a good Goddamn.”

Ellen shuddered. “Blasphemy.”

Courtney interrupted her prayer of thanksgiving. “You should all have your mouths washed out with lye. You’re bad examples, nigh unto evil.”

As if on cue, Lucas said, “‘Nor is it you alone who knows what it is to be evil, I am he who knew what it is to be evil, I too knitted the old knot of contrariety. Blabb’d, blush’d, resented, lied, stole, grudg’d. Had guile, anger, lust, hot wished I dared not speak. Was wayward, vain, greedy, shallow—’”

Mack interrupted, “Enough already.”

“No, no, let him finish,” said Madison. “Never diminish poetry.”

Lucas continued, “‘—shallow, sly, cowardly, malignant, The wolf, the snake, the hog, not wanting in me, The cheating look, the frivolous word, the adulterous wish, not wanting. Refusals, hates, postponements, meanness, laziness, none of these wanting, Was one with the rest, the days and haps of the rest.’ Pretty cool, eh?”

Peter shrugged. “Doesn’t sound evil to me. It sounds pretty normal, like most everyone. Not evil at all.”

“That’s the point,” said Ellen. “Without religion you’re adrift, Peter. Being adrift is evil.”

“So, I got another one for you,” said Lucas over Mack’s groan. “‘Morality is simply the attitude we adopt toward people whom we personally dislike.’ I thought Ellen might appreciate that. Or not.”

Ellen shook a finger at the mic. “That’s silly. I like you all. I only dislike your cavalier attitude toward religion.”

“There you have it,” said Mack. “I like the part Ellen said about Catholics accepting everyone who believes in one god. That might make antelopes the same as Catholics.” Mack danced around like he was witty.

A new voice piped up on Mack’s collar mic. “Very interesting. The Ivies are also unique.”

“Hey, Reg. I’d love to know what’s going on but maybe we should cool it on the air. They gave us mics for a reason. It could be so they can track what we’re up to.”

Lucas voice crackled over the mic. “So what? We’ve got no choice, unless we use lingo the antelopes don’t understand. Otherwise we can’t keep in touch.”

“Good idea. From now on we’ll be cryptic, though cryptic isn’t really us.”

“You’re both a couple of degrees east of rational,” said Reg. 

“We’re here to entertain you,” said Lucas. “What should we know about the Ivies?”

Reg said, “Maybe I misspoke. I find religion fascinating, enchanting even. At least my own. The Ivies are an interesting mix of religions we’re familiar with. They dress up like Protestants used to, in suits and ties. Ivies pray toward the Goldies’ tepui, which has a magic stone like the Muslims in Mecca. They’re required to lead a perfect life, which Judaism used to do. They outlaw outside television except CNN for the political elite. Ivies have a humdinger network of their own, very pious. Daily prayers are praise for their god. They don’t ask for things like the Goldies and Ermies.”

Mack said, “Why don’t they kick us off the tepui so we don’t bother them anymore, bygones forgotten?”

“They were voting on other things too,” said Lucas. “If we thought about it, it’s obvious what they’re most afraid of.”

Barry frowned. “Yeah, what’s that? It’s not obvious to me.” He turned to the Legionnaire standing in the middle of the room, listening to everything. “How about more chow?”

The guard dropped the handcuffs as an invisible door slid open. A waiter entered with heaping platters of colorful cubes and a large pitcher. The guard cobbled the broken table leg together, and the waiter slid the platter and pitcher onto the table. The humans rushed the feast, chomping and slurping. Cherry lemonade was served in gargantuan cups and declared scrumptious. Ellen carried a plate to Courtney.

“The vote gives us a trump card,” said Lucas. “They’re more afraid of us than we are of them. After a millennium, they’ve finally been discovered. Can you imagine the impact of that? After thousands of years, or however long they’ve been up here, they’re outed.”

Mack summarized, “So, the vote whether to try Courtney for heresy passed on all three tepuis. Anything on whether there’s a trial and if so, how long it’ll take?”

Reg said, “I’ll check.”

“What else besides voting to divide us into three groups?” 

“Well, one question was whether to help us return home,” said Reg. “The Ermies and Ivies voted to divide us up while the Goldies voted no. The Goldies were outnumbered, but they all voted to imprison us so we don’t blow their cover.”

Mack said, “We’ll promise not to blow their cover if they help us get back. That should be our first strategy.”

“Right,” said Lucas. “But they’re not dumb. Someone would rat them out. Think about who we’re dealing with, from Rudd the rat to Peter the party boy.”

Mack said, “Better lay off character assassination. I’m getting dirty looks from Peter.”

Lucas sounded like he was smiling. “I doubt few of us, after a few drinks, could resist bragging about a scrape with seven-foot aliens.”

“Gotcha,” said Mack. “But we have to try—”

“I sort of did,” said Lucas. “I asked Badsr, that’s the guy I liaison with, if he’d help us get back to civilization, and he said no problem if it were up to the Ermies. But the Goldies refused. Even if we promised on their respective holy books not to talk. Poor Courtney.”

“Why so?”

“They execute by boiling oil, deep fat frying. The Goldies, I mean. It’s part of their religious tradition for dealing with heretics. A high calorie auto de fe.”

Mack clenched his fists. “I hate it when you know more than I do.” 

“You don’t have a chance because the Goldies are secretive. They won’t admit they understand English, much less provide a translator. The Goldie Big Guys are fluent in English.”

“That’s what I heard too,” said Reg. “Of course, the Ivies, Ermies, and Goldies hate each other. Nothing one says about the others is believable. So, it’s hard to tell what’s true and what’s twaddle.”

Mack pondered. “Is anyone looking for the missing plane, making a rescue attempt?” 

“Well, they’d have to be?” said Lucas. “No plane has ever disappeared without a search. Me mum married a guy who flies the big birds. He says they have homing devices in the black boxes, easy to find with GPS. Rescuers should be on their way right now.”

“So, all we got to do is sit tight and keep Courtney out of boiling oil.” 

“I would appreciate that,” yelled Courtney from her barred room.

“What made you change your mind? A minute ago, you were celebrating martyrdom.”

“I prayed for guidance and he answered my prayers. Dying for a bunch of aliens adds no stars to my crown. They’re not even human. Not in the image of my Lord and Savior.”

“No brown nose quality there, eh?” said Lucas

“Hey,” said Reg. “Be kind. The lady’s doing the best she can.”

“There’s something in what you say.” Mack wondered about Courtney’s star-spangled crown. It almost sounded like superstition, which had never occurred to him before. “Are you happy, sitting on your butt, waiting for a rescue? The flight recorder is a mile below the tepui. Why would they look on top? How long will it take them to realize we’re missing from a wreck that fell thousands of feet? Someone may be on the way, but not to the top of the tepui. And none of us have the vaguest idea which way you went.”

Reg said, “That’s a reasonable objection to sitting on our thumbs. We’re getting baths and mine is next, so sayonara and adios.”

“Me too,” said Lucas. “Adiosing, that is. The Ermies are putting on a culture program and they’re proud as partridges.” Lucas clicked off.

“Peacocks,” said Mack. The guard was sound asleep, propped next to Courtney’s door. The group sat stuffing their faces in human-sized chairs, which must have intended for juvenile antelopes. The lemonade was obviously alcoholic. Only Mack and Courtney were sober, a fate Mack felt he should avoid as he filled a tumbler of the frothy red potion.

“Which nobody can deny,” sang Peter.

Mack laughed. “You’re as intelligible as a Goldie. But at least everyone is happier than usual.” 


“We’re feeling fine.” Ellen swayed like a swizzle stick. 



Madison sang “When Irish Eyes are Shining,” as his shined brightly, alternating with Barry bellowing the Tennessee fight song to an unrecognizable tune. 

Mack filled a tankard and took it to Courtney. “Drink plenty of liquids, ma’am. Don’t let yourself become dehydrated.”

“Don’t be silly,” said Courtney. She threw the liquid back through the bars, drenching the guard. He jumped up and fled the room, shedding red residue as he wind-milled through an invisible door.

Courtney scoffed, “That’s the devil’s potion. But I would like a glass of water.”

Mack groaned, “Oh, yeah. Lips that touch wine, etcetera.”

The guard entered the room in a fresh uniform with sharp creases and drew a big mug of cherry lemonade, sloshing it over Courtney’s head with evident relish. Mack wiped a few drops from his sleeve and started to lecture the guard. But it was too late. The guard had slouched back on the floor, fast asleep. 

Courtney spluttered. “I’ve never touched the devil’s drink and now a cockamamie alien doused me with it. How humiliating. Ugh. Ugh.” She sluiced the stuff off jiggly arms, front, and sides. She couldn’t reach further than her hips, the rest absorbing into the mud stain on the hem.
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