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I turned fifty this year,
which means I’m getting offers to join AARP in the mail and
scheduling certain types of medical procedures commensurate with
someone of my, um, dignified station. It does mean I’m a little
more aware of my own mortality than I was when I first started the
Just Cause Universe more than twenty years ago.

The world seems like it’s
going in a bad direction. The pandemic is still going on two years
later, and outbreaks happen all the time. As I write this, Russia
is trying to invade the sovereign nation of Ukraine and pushing the
world that much closer to World War III. At home here in the United
States, we’re seeing a sharp upswing in gun violence, racist
attacks, voter suppression, and a general rise of fascism. The
American Democracy experiment may turn out to be a failure after
all and we will slide into a grimdark future known colloquially as
the darkest timeline.

Sometimes the news is so
bad, so painful to read, that you have to step away from it.
Sometimes you just need a good bit of escapism to get yourself back
onto an even keel. This book is for you. You might think that it’s
pedestrian, or uninspired, or tedious—or any number of words I
could find in a thesaurus. This book is for you too, because even
when you give me a bad review, it still means that I brought out
strong feelings in you. On the other hand, if you like to lose
yourself in a ridiculous tale and laugh out loud while you’re
reading to the point that you risk waking others in the house, this
book is for you most of all.

I hope you enjoy
it!

* * *

This book would never have been written without my friend
AJ, who mispronounced my father-in-law’s name as Gary Cheddarman,
forever cementing that name in my mind. If you didn’t like it,
please blame him for the idea. If you did like it, remember that no
book can be brought to publication without a team. I am indebted to
Allison for her edits and to Ira for his commentary,
to my family for
giving me the time to write, and to you readers, for keeping the
interest in the Just Cause Universe alive.

 


Ian Thomas
Healy

May, 2022


​ Prologue: Gods’
Home

 


Time is one of the true universal
constants. No civilization can truly be said to have pulled itself
out of its prehistoric muck (or slime, or goo—pre-civilized beings
tend toward sloppy beginnings) until it has developed a method to
measure the one force that surrounds and binds them all. Without
it, nobody would know when to plant crops, when to plan sunrise
religious ceremonies, or what time the football match starts.
Nearly all civilizations have a personification of time, whether
it’s the Inevitable Count of the Puglosians of Snashtog Beta, the
Neverending Spiral of the energy-based beings of the Hauploid
Nebula, or the God No That Can’t Possibly Be The Time of the roving
nomads of Farbessad Continent on Planet Jazcon Six.

Humans, suffering from excessive
polytheism throughout most of their history, have come up with
literally hundreds of versions of the God of Time. Whether one was
talking about the Lakota version of Etu, the Balinese version of
Batara Kala, or the Daoist Xián È, in the end that god or goddess
is the one in charge of time, and like all other gods of the age,
resides in Gods’ Home.

Picture an expensive, exclusive
tropical resort: the kind of place where the staff is so discreet
as to be invisible; the kind of place where everything is brilliant
white marble and golden hardwood; the kind of place decorated with
art and sculptures produced by the finest minds of the human world
after their deaths. This is Gods’ Home, where gods past and present
have the good fortune to reside during and after their tenure as
worshipped beings. Dozens of sun-gods from Apollo to Horus to Frith
keep the place hot where it needs to be hot, not so much where the
residents prefer it cooler, or dark where night needs to reign.
Sure, not all the resort is tropical. The various Inuit gods have a
wing with a mountain, a ski lift, and a lodge with a crackling
fireplace. Members of the Australian pantheon have a red rock
desert in which to frolic. Even that one obscure Babylonian God of
the sewers has his own special place, but nobody ever visits
there.

All the different deities of Time
are merely aspects of the One True God of Time. To that worthy’s
peers, he is known informally as Father Time. Father Time is
a weirdo even for a place filled with non-Euclidian geometry,
violations of every law of physics, and mystical beings, very few
of which look remotely like their worshipers. They used he/his
pronouns, even though the God of Time’s physical aspect is
constantly changing and cycling, because a lot of gods are old and
stodgy that way. They often saw Father Time wandering the fringes
of the resort, muttering to himself or standing unmoving for hours,
or days, or eons at a time, staring at the most inconsequential of
things, flickering through aspect after aspect.

This particular day in Gods’ Home
was even more beautiful than most. The cloudless blue sky was just
a little bit bluer. The breeze was a little more capricious than
typical—almost but not quite reaching the level of impertinence.
The margarita glasses were salted perfectly, with uniform grain
sizes that even Bacchus didn’t normally achieve. Dryads cavorted
amongst the trees, wrapped in diaphanous scarves woven from the
finest silk and decorated with wildflowers of every known color and
several that could only be inferred. Naiads splashed in the pool,
laughing and shouting at their joyful games. Sylphs danced above—or
at least, everyone assumed they did, as air elementals were
invisible even to the gods. All days in Gods’ Home were lovely, but
this one was notable enough for Ra and Frith to high-five and
celebrate with a couple frosty beers over a Job Very Well Done
Indeed.

On a beautiful day like this, as
many gods as could manage it were lounging around the pool, which
expanded in size and form as required to give all of them their own
chaise-lounges, side tables with a plethora of tasty snacks and
well-crafted beverages, and a waiter with just the right amount of
aloofness. The pool, as had been for thousands of years, was
Poseidon’s domain, and he enjoyed a lustful party as much as the
next god. In this case, the next god was a ridiculous concoction of
semolina pasta, meatballs, and attitude known as the Flying
Spaghetti Monster. Created as a joke religion, enough humans had
chosen to follow it that Gods’ Home had witnessed the arrival of a
new god to their ranks—something that was growing increasingly rare
as humans replaced religion with smartphones, virtual reality, and
something called TikTok, which nobody in Gods’ Home really
understood.

Leporidus, the God of Rabbits, was
lounging by the pool, and had been granted a prime spot, just close
enough to the bar to get cold drinks and sliced carrots delivered
quickly but far enough away from the water not to get splashed by
the naiads’ over-exuberance. As far as gods went, he wasn’t a
particularly imposing specimen, looking primarily like a well-fed
and well-groomed rabbit of perhaps slightly larger than average
size. He was, however, in the enviable position of being currently
worshipped, which put him into rarefied company among the gods.
That was why he had the Good Seat courtesy of Poseidon, and was
making the most of it.

Most of other gods were either
retired or obsolete, depending upon whether the god in question was
talking about themselves or being catty about others. Leporidus, on
the other hand, had a small cult of active followers, many in
Japan, and their belief gave him status amongst his peers.
Furthermore, he was one of very few gods who had an actual Herald,
because he’d taken the time to read all thousand pages of his
contract when first becoming a god and didn’t opt-out by signing
the short form instead.

His Herald was, well . . . he was
a young man of impeccable character, interesting friends, and
questionable taste in women. Jackson “Jay” Jones was known in the
world of men as Jackrabbit, and he’d saved the world through the
powers granted him by Leporidus. A lot of gods needled Leporidus
about those powers, but jumping real high counted as a godly power
if it was bestowed by a deity, even if said deity had magnificent
ears and a fluffy tail. After saving the world, Jackrabbit had gone
into the superhero business full-time. His partner was a talking
chimpanzee, which pretty much said all that needed to be said about
where Jackrabbit was in life.

Leporidus sat by the pool with his
best friend Anurus, the Frog God, who likewise had his own Herald.
The two had developed the accurate reputation as party animals.
Additionally, they were considered to be devious bastards—which was
only true in Leporidus’ case. Some gods considered them—well,
Leporidus anyway—thieves, which Leporidus thought was extremely
unfair because it was just that one time and he’d put the thing
back before Ares missed it anyway, or so he’d thought.

But as active gods with Heralds
and worshippers, they also carried a certain cachet that couldn’t
be denied. Thus, they both had the Good Seats, and their waiters
were just a little more aloof than the others. Leporidus leaned
back, letting the sun warm his fur, and sipped at a carrot
margarita through one of those long, twisty straws the humans had
invented.

“I’m telling you, Anurus,
merchandising is where it’s at these days. Step one is to create
the religion. Step two is merchandising. And then step three is
ridiculous profits.” He held up a paw and made a gesture like he
was rubbing coins together between two toes.

Anurus licked one of his eyes with
his long purple-gray tongue and croaked, “I’m a god. What do I need
with profits?”

“You reinvest them in more
merchandising!” Leporidus combed pulverized carrot from his
whiskers.

“So I am creating things I don’t
need, and my followers don’t need, and selling them to my followers
for profits I don’t need, and then taking those profits to create
more things I don’t need?” Anurus burped.

“Yes! That’s it! That’s it
exactly!” Leporidus said. “That’s capitalism!” He took a lengthy
drink from his margarita, finished it, and considered whether
another was warranted.

Anurus ate a tongue-full of
mosquitoes from the plate the waiter brought him. “Capitalism is
dumb, and humans are dumb for inventing it.” He belched politely,
sending a couple random mosquito wings spiraling through the
air.

“Who said humans invented it?”
Leporidus decided yes, another margarita was definitely warranted.
He signaled the waiter, who sighed at the interruption, and went to
the bar with the wounded pride only the best waiters can
manage.

Anurus eyed him. “What god would
come up with something so asinine?”

Leporidus pointed. “He might.” His
waiter arrived and set his drink down without so much as a your
beverage, sir. Leporidus was perfectly offended by it. It was
wonderful.

Anurus looked to see Father Time
standing at the far side of the pool, his back to the water,
staring at his empty hand. “Huh. How long’s he been standing
there?”

“I don’t know. An amount of time
greater than it took us to notice and less than the lifespan of the
Universe,” Leporidus said, trying to sound wise.

“Why’s he not changing? He looks
like he’s stuck halfway through a transition.”

Indeed, Father Time seemed to be
roughly split down the middle, with his left half wrapped in
Greek-style robes and his right half in traditional Akkadian
attire. His hair transitioned between white and black, and his
beard was of different style, color, and length on either
side.

Leporidus shrugged, went back to
his drink. He was determined not to pursue the question further,
because after all, he was in one of the Good Seats, and that was
something not to take lightly. Still, his eye kept falling upon the
frozen god of time until he couldn’t even enjoy his new margarita
any longer. “Oh, dang it. Now I’m curious.”

Anurus croaked and hopped off his
chaise-lounge. “I’m glad, because it’s driving me
crazy.”

The two animal gods hopped around
the edge of the pool, careful not to go too fast lest Morskoi, the
Slavic god of the sea who was on lifeguard duty, blow his whistle
at them.

They reached Father Time and
looked up into his face. His godly brow was wrinkled in
consternation as he stared down at his palm.

“So . . .” Leporidus began. “Been
here long?”

Nothing moved except Father Time’s
lips as he replied. “I don’t know. I don’t know how long it’s
been.”

“What? That’s ridiculous,” Anurus
said with a laugh. “You’re the God of Time. How can you not know
that, of all things? That would be like someone asking me
Anurus, what’s the best frog food? And me not knowing it’s
mayfly nymphs eaten at the shores of Lake Erie under the light of
the first full moon of spring.”

“I don’t know,” Father Time
repeated. “I’ve lost it.”

“Lost what?” Leporidus asked,
whiskers twitching in anticipation of a new mystery.

“The Nick of Time.”

“What’s the Nick of Time?” Anurus
asked.

“It is the device by which all
time is synchronized across the Universe. It is the Singular
Constant, the Prime Clock, the—”

“Do you remember when you had it
last?” Leporidus asked.

“No,” Father Time said, and a tear
rolled down his cheek. “I only know that I had it in my past, which
was sometime before now, and now it is gone.”

A shadow passed across Gods’ Home,
as if a cloud crossed between the resort and the sun.

“What, uh, what happens if you
don’t have it?” Anurus asked.

“What happens?” Father Time’s eyes
moved away from his palm to focus upon the two animal gods instead.
Leporidus suddenly felt like maybe he needed to go pass hraka on
one of the grassy knolls of the Happy Hunting Grounds. “What
happens if there is no more Time? What happens if Time stops
advancing as it should? I don’t know. Nobody knows, for it has
never happened before in the past. It is a fundamental aspect of
the Universe. What happens if there is no more Distance? Or
Gravity?”

“As far as I understand it, there
is no gravity,” Leporidus said. “The Earth just sucks.”

Anurus blinked at him.

“It’s not my joke,”
Leporidus said quickly. “Mine are funny.”

“Sure they are, sport,” Anurus
said, trying to be encouraging.

Leporidus turned back to Father
Time. “Well, I guess we better help you find your missing thingie.
I bet it’s on Earth.”

“Why would you think that?” Anurus
asked. “Why couldn’t he have lost it here?”

“Don’t you think he’d
know?”

Anurus shrugged his froggy
shoulders. “Yeah, probably. Should we ask our Heralds to look into
it?”

“No need. I’m sure Jackrabbit is
already involved with it.” Leporidus took one more look up at the
distraught God of Time and shivered a little.

“Why are you so sure?” Anurus
asked.

“Who is more likely than him to be
involved in reality-destroying shenanigans?”

Anurus thought it over. “No,
you’re right. Hey, where are you going?”

Leporidus looked back over his
shoulder. “To get another drink. If Time is about to end, I want to
make sure I’ve got a drink in my paw to enjoy for all
eternity.”
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​ Chapter
One

 


Jackrabbit versus the Falcon (no,
not the one from the movies)

 


The conventional wisdom is to
never start a story with the main character waking up, but in this
case, it just so happened that Jay was asleep and dreaming of
frolicking through a lettuce patch—as he often did—when his old
clock radio alarm went off. Most modern folks had dispensed with
such obsolete technology in favor of cell phones, but as a young,
proud, and independent superhero, Jay had to be more
budget-conscious. Thus, he still had the dusty black unit with its
fading crimson LED numerals that had belonged to his mom when she
was his age. Jay rather enjoyed the old school aspect of having to
remember to set an alarm on his mom’s clock radio, and being
awakened by the mellifluous tones of—

“—Seven in the A.M. here at KOSF
Studios,” the DJ yelled, startling Jay awake. “It’s time to get
your day started. Here’s one to take you back to 1982, before you
were born. Remember? Here’s the Club. The Culture Club, that
is!”

The opening chords of The Culture
Club’s Do You Really Want To Hurt Me started, with Boy
George crooning his trademark “Give me ti-i-i-ime . . .”

Jay slapped the radio off and
sighed, staring up at the ceiling. He’d gotten in late the night
before. Late enough, in fact, to be considered earlier this
morning. It had been yet another in a recent series of failed
dates. He was suffering those dates courtesy of the profile his
friend Bunny had set up for him on the SoulBait app. SoulBait
claimed it was guaranteed you would find your soul mate or die
trying. Jay thought that was a little on the dark side of mottoes.
He’d struck out with every single date SoulBait had facilitated,
and he was beginning to wonder if die trying was more than
just a motto. Or maybe it was just that SoulBait was the cheapest
of all the myriad dating apps, and Jay, being a generous and
altruistic superhero, was more insolvent than not.

Sure, he could have joined up with
a Just Cause team and started drawing a fat government check. What
team wouldn’t want someone like him, with his scintillating
personality, his direct line to a Supreme Being, and his ability to
crack wise with the timing of a professional comedian? His last
real girlfriend, a Herald like him named Bluebird, had gone that
route. She was part of Just Cause Seattle, had gotten into a deep
and meaningful relationship with a hero named Black Ice, and seemed
to be terrifically happy with her life. When the end of the month
came—as it tended to do every few weeks—and he was counting pennies
to make rent, Jay wondered if maybe he should bite the bullet and
call up Just Cause Los Angeles to offer his services. He wasn’t
much of a joiner, though, and his poor record of respecting figures
of authority wouldn’t sit well with the structured organization of
the world’s premier superhero team. His big mouth would undoubtedly
get him into trouble.

Bunny would have been supportive
of that move, though. Bunny wanted him to do something with
his life. Just being a superhero, as awesome as that was on a daily
basis, still wasn’t enough to make ends meet. Jay found occasional
work doing odd jobs—delivering pizzas and making celebrity
appearances at appliance outlet grand openings—but it was tough
going. There weren’t a lot of permanent employment opportunities
for heroes of his stature, magnificent ears, and fluffy tail. The
lack of liquid funds was likewise contributing to his difficulties
in meeting women. He didn’t think they were all gold-diggers, but
nothing seemed to bring a date to a close faster than Jay barely
having enough funds to get a couple of vegan bean burritos from the
pushcart.

Bunny remained adamant that he was
tired of seeing Jay alone.

“Jay, honey, it’s just not right.
Every time I see women around you, they want you so badly they are
practically gushing. But you still can’t get a date.” Bunny’s real
name was Bainbridge, but nobody was allowed to use it—not even
Bunny’s mother. He’d been Jay’s real-life Gay Best Friend since
they were kids, and now he was married and living the good life
with Spence in the expensive part of San Francisco. They had a
burgeoning superhero costume business and were the go-to
specialists in the industry for anyone not directly involved with
Just Cause.

“I can’t help it, Bunny. The
second I actually start talking to one, all I can do is babble. I’m
pretty sure my personality is the most effective form of birth
control out there. They see my luscious ears and cute, fluffy tail,
and build me up in this mind to be a sexy, muscular version of Bugs
Bunny instead of some weird, hybrid half-man, half-rabbit Herald of
a living god. How do I tell them that their company is great, but
it doesn’t compare to a really good salad?” Jay’s eyes had widened
at that realization. “Dear Leporidus . . . I’m . . . I’m a
vegosexual!”

“Jay honey, do not stick any
fruits or vegetables inside you or stick parts of yourself inside
them if you intend to eat them later. That’s how people wind up as
statistics.”

Last night’s date had been what
Jay would charitably call a catastrophe in his ongoing series of
catastrophic engagements. The lady had been friendly and chatty,
and amenable to Jay’s suggestion of bowling after dinner at the
soup-and-salad place. At first, Jay had thought things might turn
out different, but of course he couldn’t be so lucky. The woman was
an ultra-competitive bowler, and got so aggressive that Jay
wondered if she might have been a supervillain in disguise. He was
bowling for his life and struggling to break one hundred pins, and
she was bowling on adjacent aisles with a ball in each hand. He
didn’t mind losing, but her crowing endlessly about beating a
superhero had grated on him until he dropped a ball on his cute
bunny toesies just so he had an excuse to say goodbye and limp
home.

His phone buzzed. He reached over
to look at it. It was from Psycho Bowler Woman. Hey, I’m sorry I
went off last night. I get a little crazy when someone puts balls
in my hand.

Jay snorted at the
double-entendre. “Good one,” he admitted. “Wish I’d thought of
that.”

Anyway, thanks for the date. I
don’t think I need a follow-up.

“That makes two of us,” Jay said,
and texted her back. All good. Gotta bounce!

Chimp Braddock stuck his head into
the room. He had a shower cap over his head and water dripped from
his furry muzzle. “There’s no hot water.”

The talking chimpanzee had been
part of a medical experiment to grant increased intelligence and
vocal abilities to great apes. Where the others in the program had
decided to become supervillains, he’d chosen to follow the path of
law and order, and thus became known as Chimp Braddock, the
Bare-knucks Brawler. He was Jay’s roommate, because who else would
be okay living with a talking ape?

“Why are you wearing a shower
cap?” Jay asked.

“I don’t want to get my hair
wet.”

“You don’t have hair, you have
fur,” Jay said. “You are literally covered in it. You are dripping
all over my carpet because your fur is wet.”

“I don’t want to get my head-fur
wet,” Chimp retorted. “I just got it done.” He pulled off the cap
to show off a freshly-shorn high fade.

“Hey, that’s great. Really
stylish. I bet the lady chimps at the zoo are all into
it.”

“You just don’t understand them,”
Chimp said.

“You’re right. Because I don’t
speak monkey.”

“I feel very strongly you should
apologize to me for saying that,” Chimp said.

“You’re right. I’m sorry. But you
know what I’m not?”

“What’s that?”

“A plumber!”

“Ha ha. Very funny. You know cold
water makes me shed more. You want to plug up our drains even
worse, just keep on laughing, funny man.” Chimp aped at him,
which was the term Jay used for when Chimp acted like a
stereotypical chimpanzee and made grunting ooga booga sounds
at him. It was the simian equivalent of a human grabbing his nuts
for emphasis and it just about made Jay’s ears stick straight out
with frustration.

“Yeah well . . . uh . . .” Jay’s
wit failed him as Chimp went back toward their bathroom to continue
shedding all over their shower. “Just you wait . . . I will think
of a better comeback several hours from now when I’m nowhere near
you and then, boy, you better look out!” He shook his fist at the
empty air for emphasis.

Jay lowered his hand. He felt just
a tad bit off today, like he’d woken up on the wrong side of
bed.

“Breakfast,” he grumbled, but then
brightened, for the prospect of a big leafy salad topped with fresh
fruit. He pulled on a pair of cargo shorts over his warm brown pelt
so nobody would call the police to report a naked bunny man jumping
around the city. Then he stuck his head into the bathroom. “I’m
heading out. I’ll bring you back a banana.”

A dripping, furry arm emerged from
behind the shower curtain and extended a long middle finger at
him.

As Jay left the apartment, Chimp
called after him, “Just kidding. I’d love a banana, and maybe a
plantain if they have them? I don’t actually know where you’re
going.”

“Plantains are for closers,” Jay
yelled back, and closed the door behind him. He and Chimp lived on
the third floor of the building. A narrow staircase open to the air
spiraled down between levels, with apartment doors branching off
from each little landing. “What does that even mean, Jackrabbit?”
he grumbled. He padded down the steps on his fluffy bunny feet,
trying to avoid the worst of the unrecognizable stains. At one
point, early in his Heraldic career, he wouldn’t have been so
concerned about them. Back then, he was still just a kid in a
costume. At some point, the costume had actually become him, and he
really was a six-and-a-half foot tall humanoid rabbit. Or maybe a
rabbitoid human. Either way, he didn’t want to step in something
gross with his oversized bare feet, and now he had to wear
pants.

As he descended to ground level,
the door to the apartment right below his and Chimp’s opened and
their nebbishy little neighbor stepped out. He was balding with a
poorly-executed comb-over, a mustache so thin it might have been
drawn on, and glasses that made it look like his eyes were crossed.
He jumped as he saw Jay’s looming figure.

“Oh, h-hi, Mr. Jackrabbit, sir,”
said the man.

“Hey, uh, Gary,” Jay said, and
continued down the steps, steeling himself for the kind of
confrontation for which years spent battling supervillains couldn’t
fully prepare him.

He knocked on the landlady’s door
with all the steely-eyed panache of a bomb disposal technician
guessing which was the right wire to cut.

The door flew open and Jay felt
his insides turn to water as the landlady glared up at him. As an
animalistic Herald of an animal god, Jay felt he had a good rapport
with lots of creatures. He wasn’t entirely sure the landlady wasn’t
a denizen from the Lower Realms, cursed to spend her life walking
the Earth sowing misery and discontent wherever she went. She was
built like a hobbit, closer to four feet than five, and solid like
a tree trunk. She preferred shapeless house dresses, bandannas tied
around her head, and had a vape pen perpetually clenched in her
teeth. She had a pug clutched under one arm that was, for some
reason, wearing a floral bonnet. It yipped at him. She blew a cloud
of moist chemicals into Jay’s face that smelt of fake strawberries
and regret. On the whole, Jay would have rather faced an entire
legion of angry ninjas than deal with his landlady, but he didn’t
have much choice in the matter. When one was a giant humanoid
rabbit and Herald of a lesser god, and one’s roommate was a highly
intelligent talking chimpanzee, one didn’t have a lot of choices
for places to live.

“Whaddya want, Rabbit?” she spoke
like a gang boss from the Chicago Mob.

“The, uh, Mrs. Manchego, the water
is, uh . . .” Jay wished he had a shirt with a collar so he could
hook a finger into it to release some anxious heat. Instead, he
made a helpless, flapping motion with his hands that he hoped she
could translate.

“I’m busy, Rabbit. Spit it
out.”

“Hot water. It isn’t. I mean, hot.
It’s not. Not hot. It’s not hot. Hot, uh, not.” He gave her a weak
grin.

“No hot water, Rabbit?”

Jay sighed in relief. “Yes. Yes,
that’s it exactly.”

“Whyncha pray to your god to fix
it?” The door slammed in his face.

“He’s not a . . . plumber . . .”
Righteous anger welled up in Jay, to the point where he was almost
ready to raise his voice. “He doesn’t have thumbs, Mrs. Manchego.
You need thumbs to fix plumbing.” He sighed, knowing he wasn’t
going to get anywhere with her. Maybe he really should reach out to
Leporidus. Surely the Rabbit God knew the God of Plumbers or
something. That seemed like his sort of crowd.

“Boy, she’s the worst, huh?” asked
a voice.

Jay turned to see the neighbor
from 1B, who lived across from Mrs. Manchego. She was a tall, lithe
brunette with her hair up in a ponytail and wearing yoga attire
that left very little to the imagination. “Yeah, she is, but what
can you do when your roommate’s a monkey?”

“I wouldn’t know,” the woman
purred. “I’m all alone down here.”

“He’s not really a monkey,” Jay
said. “He’s an ape. He makes a big point about that.”

“I bet you could make a big point
too,” she said. “You could come in and tell me all about
it.”

“I should really be more
considerate of him, even though he uses too much toilet paper and
clogs things up on the regs. I had to get us an industrial-grade
plunger.”

“I wouldn’t mind being clogged up
on the regs if it’s you doing the plunging,” she said, sidling up
to him.

“Okay, so I’m off to get
breakfast, and it looks like maybe you’re about to work out, so
I’ll be on my way,” Jay said. “Bye!” He jumped into the sky,
thinking that she seemed nice and he wouldn’t mind getting involved
with someone like her.

Hmmm, he thought as he saw
a falcon wheeling through the sky. That bird is getting a lot
bigger really quickly. I wonder what—
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“—Seven in the A.M. here at KOSF
Studios,” the DJ yelled, startling Jay awake. “It’s time to get
your day started. Here’s one to take you back in time to 1982,
before you were born. Remember? Here’s the Club. The Culture Club,
that is!”

The opening chords of The Culture
Club’s Do You Really Want To Hurt Me started, with Boy
George crooning his trademark “Give me ti-i-i-ime . . .”

Jay slapped off the alarm clock,
rolled onto his back, and stared at the ceiling. That had been a
weird dream. It was like those ones he used to have about getting
up in the morning and going to school, except in those dreams he
usually wasn’t wearing pants. He looked down at himself and saw he
wasn’t wearing pants. That wasn’t particularly unusual in Casa de
Jackrabbit, as both he and Chimp were comfortable in both their
sexuality, species preferences, and frankly found pants to be more
of a bother than they were worth when not in public. Chimpanzee
hips weren’t designed for pants and their shoulders were sloped
awkwardly so as to make suspenders not very effective. As for Jay,
well, he had his fluffy bunny tail that required him to cut holes
in the back of every pair of pants lest he look like a toddler who
was a couple meals overdue for a diaper change.

Thinking of pants made him think
of pants-adjacent clothing in the form of shoes, which in turn
reminded him of the travesty of the previous evening’s bowling
extravaganza. Dear Leporidus, that woman had been Absolutely The
Worst. He’d have to let her down softly, he figured. Most women
responded poorly to being dumped by a superhero, especially one as
awesome as Jackrabbit. He reached for his phone, then stopped. Did
a single date warrant a breakup text? They hadn’t even shared
fries—but that was mostly because Jay was more of a jicama guy, and
bowling alleys weren’t known for their haute
cuisine.

His phone buzzed. He reached over
to look at it. It was from Psycho Bowler Woman. Hey, I’m sorry I
went off last night. I get a little crazy when someone puts balls
in my hand.

Jay snorted at the
double-entendre. “Good one,” he admitted. “Wish I’d thought of
that.”

Then he froze. Why did he think
he’d already said that?

Anyway, thanks for the date. I
don’t think I need a follow-up.

He’d dreamed those exact text
messages. Word for word. What jacked-up collective unconsciousness
had he tapped into now? He was already a certified weirdness
magnet, according to Bunny. He scrunched up his face, trying to
remember what text he’d sent in his dream, but nothing came to him.
“You gotta tell her something, old sock,” he muttered.
Gutterball it is, he texted.

Chimp Braddock stuck his head into
the room. He had a shower cap over his head and water dripped from
his furry muzzle. “There’s no hot water.”

Jay yelled in surprise, making
Chimp also yell in surprise, and their downstairs neighbor, a
swarthy warehouse worker who lived across the landing from Gary,
thumped the ceiling at them.

“What the hell’s wrong with you,
sneaking up on me like that?” Jay chided.

“What the hell’s wrong with
you? You look like I just caught you shaking hands with
Jackrabbit, Junior Grade,” said Chimp.

“You,” Jay said, pointing at
him.

“Me,” Chimp agreed, looking
confused.

“You’re wearing a shower
cap.”

“You always were bright and
observant that way.”

“It’s because you got a new
haircut and don’t want to get it wet.”

“What the hell, Jay? Are you
spying on me? Can’t a chimp go get a haircut without it making the
front page?”

“Not while the guy with the fake
orange hair is still in the news. Chimp haircuts don’t rate higher
than Page Six.”

“Ha ha. Very funny. You know cold
water makes me shed more. You want to plug up our drains even
worse, just keep on laughing, funny man.” Chimp aped at him,
which was the term Jay used for when Chimp acted like a
stereotypical chimpanzee and made grunting ooga booga sounds
at him. It was the simian equivalent of a human grabbing his nuts
for emphasis and it just about made Jay’s ears stick straight out
with frustration.
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