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Captain Gregory said,” Boomer, I got a reading from an escape pod. The signal is faint, but the broadcast was regular. Someone may still be alive”.

Boomer pulled the pod through the bay doors and plugged in life support. “Captain, I’ve never seen one this old.

Captain Gregory announced, “I’ll be right there. Bridget is in command.”

He ran into the landing bay with his medical kit, ran his hands over the ornate carvings on the cold metal case, and, said, “Great craftsmanship. They built these things to last. Crack it open, boys. This one’s a time capsule.”

The person inside was human and physically young. He looked about twenty. He opened his eyes, looked at Boomer, and asked, “Who are you?”

He held up my three-fingered left hand. “My name is Boomer, but everyone calls me Stubby.”

Captain Greg checked the boy’s vitals and said, “He seems in good health. Let’s get some food in him. Break out the good whiskey.”

Boomer asked, “Do you think he’s old enough to drink?”

Captain looked at the boy and said, “What year was it when you activated the escape pod.”

“We’d just arrived in the Betelgeuse system. It was 3035 Standard Galactic.”

Captain Gregory laughed. “The boy’s over two hundred years old. He can drink if he wants. What’s your name, son?”

He said, “Mel, call me Mel.”

The crew gathered in the mess. Everyone wanted to hear what a two-hundred-year-old man had to say.

Boomer poured Mel a shot of single-crop algae scotch. He didn’t turn up his nose at the green tinge. He drank it straight away and asked for a second.

Boomer filled his glass. “Tell us about yourself. What happened to your ship and crew?”

Bridget said, “Let the poor boy rest. We’re a week from Altair at top speed. There’s plenty of time to hear his story.”

Mel smiled and said, “No, I’m not tired. If you’re right, I’ve been asleep for two hundred years. I haven’t talked all that time and I do like to talk.”

Captain spoke to the artificial intelligence, Blue Bayou. She’s the heart and soul of our ship. “Blue, make sure you record this and save it on the ship’s log. Upload a copy onto everyone’s private log.”

“You don’t need to tell me to record, Greg. I always record everything.”

“I know, but I want Mel to know you’re recording.”

Bridget, the captain’s wife, served a faux-lamb Irish stew. She grew potatoes, carrots, and onions on board. Mel ate faster than any of us. Evidently, the old adage about eating slowly after waking from hibersleep wasn’t true.

He filled his own glass and said, “This will take a while.”

Mel coughed to clear his throat and began his story.

***
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I was fifteen when I signed on with Captain Baha. She stopped at the waystation orbiting Altair Seven for repairs. I poured her a drink and she said, “I’m hiring. My ship, Lady Macbeth, is a salvage vessel. I need a new crew. We make a good living recovering scattered ships from an ancient war in the Betelgeuse system. The empty husks of thousands of empty warships drift in irregular orbits around the red star.”

I said, “I’ve never been in space, but I’m interested. Don’t the survivors care when you harvest the old ships?”

“No one knows who won the war because both races are long gone. There were no survivors.”

Captain Baha continued, “The ships are a treasure trove of unknown technology. Functional plasma drives, interstellar communication devices, food printers, and tractor beams are on those ships. Sometimes a ship can be retrofitted and used by humans. Lady Macbeth started her life that way. She was a proud cruiser in some ancient fleet and fought alongside her sister ships to protect some unimaginable way of life.”

I was orphaned and lived in the back of a tavern. I wasn’t expecting a better offer. I signed up, moved on board immediately, and made myself useful. The first day, I met an alien. She was a Queeg. I hope they’re still around. Bluish skin and six-limbed. Two arms, two legs, and two between that can go either way. The Captain called her Cyrana and she was covered with tattoos from head to foot. Cyrana took a liking to me. Queegs and humans get along really well. There’s no crossbreeding between the races; it’s not possible. Queegs are parthenogenetic. They reproduce without sex.

I asked, “How long you been with the Captain?”

“Twelve years and twelve voyages. She’s smart and always finds a vessel or two. She pays fair. Everyone gets one share, she gets three, and Lady Macbeth, the ship, gets four shares. The ship pays for all fuel, supplies, and repairs out of her shares.”

“I’ve never been on board a ship before. Captain Baha says the ship is an AI. How does that work?”

“Like I said, her name is Lady Macbeth, but she’ll answer to Lady. She monitors everything inside and out. Polite though, she won’t intrude unless there’s danger or she’s invited.” Cyrana smiled and lifted her glass in a toast. “Isn’t that right, Lady? Say hello to Mel.”

The voice didn’t come from anywhere, but it seemed to come from everywhere. “Hello, Mel. I’m sure we’ll be friends.” She sounded familiar. It took a moment, but I recognized her voice. In the orphanage, Saturday was video day and one of my favorites was the story about Dorothy and the Wizard of Oz. Lady sounded like Judy Garland, the actress who played Dorothy.

“Hello, Mel. Cyrana has work to do and you need to learn your duties. We’ll start with a ship’s tour and the rules. Follow the blinking yellow lights on the floor.”

Lady guided me around the ship three times a day until the repairs were complete, the ship was restocked, and the rest of the new crew were on board. I asked her, “What happened to the old crew?”

Lady replied, “We found a Tarn battlecruiser and the crew boarded it.”

“Tarn?”

“The battle around Betelgeuse was fought between the Tarn and Vrats. The Tarn were a race of silicon-based lifeforms. The closest physical analogs in your world are large squirrels. The Vrats were carbon-based oxygen breathers who originated on the fifth planet circling Betelgeuse. They called the planet the same thing they called themselves – Vrat. The Vrat weren’t that different from you. A little shorter and a lot stronger. Planet Vrat’s gravity is twice what your race calls Earth Normal.”

“How do you know that? Why didn’t I know it?”

“I know because I began my life as Vrat battleship. As to your second question, I’m not responsible for your previous education or lack thereof. As I was saying, the crew boarded a Tarn battle cruiser. Sometimes the ships we find are in good enough condition that we can get them working again. It’s faster to pilot a salvaged vessel home than it is to tow it. The crew activated the solar charging system and the ship came to life. I uploaded protocols to allow me to control the vessel remotely.”

“The Tarn AI woke up. Tarn AIs are organically based rather than purely electronically based like I am. It’s a different type of artificial intelligence. The acronym is MOBI –multifunctional organic-based intelligence. Humans haven’t been able to recreate them. A few hundred Tarn vessels have been salvaged, but a functional one had never been encountered before.”

“The MOBI panicked and lashed out. I tried to calm it down, but it saw me as a Vrat trying to take control. It fought me. It detected my protocols and methodically destroyed them. Once it gained control, it attacked the crew. The MOBI treated them the same way it would have treated the Vrat. It withdrew life support from the areas where my crewmen worked.”

“The men were in containment suits, but the oxygen supply in those is limited. The Captain suited up. She ordered Cyrana and me to maintain contact between the two ships. “Hold us against their airlock until I come back with the men. Lady, fry that bitch’s brains. I want this ship.”

“Did you fry her brain?”

“No, she almost fried mine. The Captain boarded the Tarn and used a Vrat battle axe to batter her way from compartment to compartment. The axe is cast from titanium. The handle is six feet long and pointed at the bottom. The blade has a twelve-inch razor sharp edge and the butt of the blade is a long spike. She says it makes her feel like a pirate.”

“She found the men dead in the room where the MOBI trapped them. The Tarn opened the airlock and blew the Captain into space. The force knocked her out and her spinning battle axe cut off her left leg below the knee. I took control of her suit and sealed the tear before she died from lack of oxygen, increased the pressure on her leg like a tourniquet, and targeted the Tarn.”

“The old ship fired on me and I took significant damage. I could chase the Tarn or I could save my captain. I saved her. I put her in my regeneration tank and her leg regrew while I limped to this repair station.”

“Do you know where the Tarn ship is?”

Lady Macbeth said, “I recorded the signature of its engines. I know exactly where it is.” She went silent for a moment. “Captain’s on board. We’re leaving. Thrust will be less than one gravity and you’ll hardly notice it. Go to your quarters. Dinner is at 1700 hours. Don’t be late.”

I went to quarters as ordered. I shared my compartment with Cyrana, the Queeg. She was rarely there. She spent her free time decorating an escape pod with similar to her tattoos. She painted, acid etched, laser engraved, and scratched curlicue upon curlicue, and design over design. I asked why.

“This pod may be my home for a long time, maybe even eternity. It could be my salvation or I could ride it to a fiery death in a blazing sun. In any event, the markings tell the story of my life and my people. It gives me comfort.”

She pointed to an area near the latch. “This part is new. It tells of the coming of my human friend, Mel. I left enough space to record our first journey together. This symbol means good hunting.”

Captain Baha called a meeting before we left the Altair system. It will take three years to reach the Betelgeuse system. After dinner, I want everyone in hibersleep. Lady Macbeth will wake us when we arrive.”

One of the new recruits asked, “Why Betelgeuse?”

“There are still thousands of Tarn and Vrat ships to be salvaged. On my last trip, we woke a Tarn MOBI. Who knows what mischief it’s up to by now? Lady Macbeth can track it. It killed my crew and escaped me once. It won’t again.”

I think of hibersleep as magic. I close my eyes in one place and open them somewhere else – magic. We woke up, cleaned up, and met with the Captain.

“Boys, the Tarn is in geosynchronous orbit around the fifth planet. We’re going to take our time and sneak up on her. Lady Macbeth will only use her drive when the planet is between us and the battleship. We’ll power down and drift for three weeks. We’ll position ourselves behind the largest moon and when we’re as close as possible, we’ll come at her out of the sun.”

“Each of you has a job to do. I want to hit her with electromagnetic pulses at the same time Lady Macbeth unleashes a six-pronged cyber-attack. Three of you will man lasers. Mel and Cyrana will operate the tractor and repulsor beams. I don’t want the MOBI to have time to think. The Lady has the simulation room ready. We’re going to practice this assault a thousand times before we do it for real.”

The Captain was a mad woman and drove us twenty hours every solar day. She went so far as to base our synth-alcohol rations on our performance. Disable the Tarn every time or drink water with your meals. Finally, the day came. We came over the moon’s horizon and out of the sun. Lady Macbeth fired an array of EMP bombs. They had no effect. The Tarn’s shields held and she shrugged off our tractor beams like they were spider webs.

The Tarn returned fire and we took heavy damage. She left our ship adrift and flew away. Two of the laser operators were killed. I don’t remember their names. I found the Captain. Her left arm was gone from the elbow and she’d lost an ear in the battle. Cyrana and I carried her to the hibersleep pods. The AI flashed a blinking light over the one outfitted as a regeneration chamber. We placed her inside. Cyrana reached to close the door and the Captain woke up.

“What in the nightmares of seven hells do you think you’re doing? I’m not going to sleep.”

Cyrana replied, “Begging the Captain’s pardon, but you’re badly injured. We’ll make repairs to the ship while you sleep and heal.”

Lady Macbeth said, “The hyperdrive is offline. I can maneuver with thrusters, but we can’t reach escape velocity. We’ll orbit this planet forever without repairs. I need three weeks.”

“The Captain crawled from her pod. “We aren’t going anywhere. I came for the Tarn and I’m not leaving until I have her.”

She patched her arm and ear with Phoflesh. “Five people make repairs faster than four. Did you track the Tarn?”

“No, but I can find her engine signature once repairs are made.”

The Captain printed a metal hand for herself. It was more like metal pincers than a hand. It reminded me of channellock pliers, but she was happy with it. Repairs went slower than expected. We recycled broken parts and printed new ones.

Lady Macbeth located another Vrat cruiser orbiting the fourth moon. Betelgeuse Five had nine moons in all. Captain Baha asked, “Do we have the power to get there? It will be easier to salvage parts than to keep printing them one piece at a time.”

“Yes. I can match orbits with the craft and make contact in forty-eight hours. You will have to connect the docking tube manually.”

“Make it so.”

We checked and double-checked our suits and equipment. The Captain rigged her suit to accommodate her metal hand. Cyrana didn’t sleep. She spent every personal moment working on her escape pod. She constantly laser-inscribed new designs. I told her to give it a rest.

“Mel, my human friend, I cannot. My gods call to me. My story must be complete when I enter the pod. I fear it will be my coffin rather than my salvation. If my people find me, I want them to believe me worthy of waking or proper burial, whichever is appropriate.”

“Lady Macbeth and the Captain will get us through this.”

“Captain Baha is the reason we’re here. She is not our salvation.”

Cyrano never stopped decorating her pod. I watched for another hour and fell asleep in the corridor. Lady Macbeth announced contact with the Vrat cruiser and the Captain ordered us into our suits. We flew the docking tube into position and manually connected it to a Vrat airlock.

We returned to Lady Macbeth and were in the airlock when the Tarn battleship skimmed over the moon’s horizon. The MOBI opened fire. We scrambled to battle stations and Lady Macbeth shifted her remaining shields and returned fire.

The Tarn didn’t target Lady Macbeth. She targeted the cruiser. The long-abandoned craft was inert and defenseless. She cut it to pieces on her first pass. As she flew by, she caught it with her tractor beams and jerked it out of orbit. She released the beams and the cruiser slowly fell toward the surface of the moon.

The Captain screamed, “Release the docking tube. Release the docking tube.”

Lady Macbeth said, “I can’t. You’ll have to release the tube manually.”

We hurried to the airlock and dumped the air pressure. The tube was bolted and sealed in place. The Captain used her metal hand on the first bolt she could reach. I fought with a second one. Cyrana held herself in place and attacked two bolts at a time. Four arms is a good thing. There wasn’t room for the other two crewmen to help us.

Lady spoke calmly. “There are thirty-six bolts. You won’t have time to disengage them before were are too close to the moon’s surface for me to escape. I can’t target the tube.”

Captain Baha grabbed a laser torch. She clipped a cable on her belt and shouted. “I’ll cut the tube. Pull me in before Lady activates her thrusters.”

She drifted a few feet into the depressurized tube and started cutting below her feet. The docking tube tore along the cut line and the cruiser twisted, tumbled, and ripped the tube apart. The tube billowed and collapsed around the captain. She lost her balance and burned her ankle with the torch. We pulled on the cable, but the captain was engulfed in the wreckage. Cyrana activated the winch and jerked her free. I shut the airlock after the Captain cleared the door.

Lady Macbeth said, “Engaging thrusters. Brace yourselves.”

We continued to fall, but the fall became shallower and eventually, the ship began to climb. The Lady put us in a high orbit above Betelgeuse Five. She called it a LaGrange Point.

The Captain’s right foot was gone; burned off by the laser torch. She was the toughest human I’d ever seen. Cyrana tried to help her and she said, “Keep your blue hands to yourself, you ugly Queeg. I will not go to the regeneration chamber. The MOBI’s taken a leg, a foot, and a hand. I take that from no creature, breathing or not. Spend your time fixing Lady. I want that battleship.”

She made a metal foot for herself. It wasn’t a claw-like her hand. It didn’t open and close. It was a spring-loaded peg that gave a little when she stepped on it or bounced gently off the walls when internal ship gravity was off.

It took a week, but we got the drive working. The Lady said it would function at about forty percent of capacity. It would do. We cut the remains of the broken docking tube away and repaired the hull as best we could. We didn’t have the material or time to repair everything and several of the internal chambers were left in a vacuum.

The Captain’s plan was simple. It wasn’t necessarily a good plan, but it was simple. She said, “The Tarn is still in orbit around the same planet we are. I’m not sure exactly where, because she’s hiding behind one of these cursed moons. Her drive signature is close and Lady will find her.”

We shifted all the tractor beams to the port side. When we encountered the Tarn, the Lady would spin on her axis and activate all the beams at once. Cyrana and I would man the bow lasers and the other two crewmen would man the aft lasers.

The Captain said, “Your job is to distract the battleship so I can board her and disable the MOBI.”

She built a rocket sled. I figured she’d smash herself flatter than a breakfast pancake, but no one asked me.

Cyrana stopped talking and eating. She continued to decorate her escape pod and constantly cleaned it. She checked and rechecked the batteries, the solar chargers, and the hibersleep controls. She sat and meditated, but she didn’t sleep.

At dinner, the Captain announced, “Tomorrow, we find the Tarn and take her down. Be at battle stations at 0600.” Her claw hand and foot were chrome plated. She’d printed a new scarlet uniform. Her six-foot battle axe was sharp and polished. Even the cables that operated her hand were bright and shiny.

“Double shares for the man who first fires on the Tarn.”

I didn’t sleep well that night. Battle stations? I signed on a salvage vessel. I didn’t know anything about battle stations.

Cyrana and I manned the laser array even though the lasers were controlled by Lady. Our job was to take over if something happened to Lady’s targeting programs like an EMP attack or total destruction of our AI.

We drifted toward the moon closest to Betelgeuse Five. It was small, fast, and irregularly shaped. Lady said, “I’ll snuggle up to the moon and skim barely above the surface. The moon’s gravity is negligible. The Tarn is on the other side. I’ll position myself so the tractor beam generators face our direction of travel and activate them the instant the Tarn’s in range.

Lady was true to her word, we skimmed the surface and slipped into the moon’s dark side with tractor beams engaged and lasers blazing. The Tarn was less than three hundred miles away. She tilted when the beams hit her. Our lasers looked like red spotlights flashing in the dark. The metal glowed where the beams cut her hull.

The Captain shouted. “I’m away. For God’s sake, don’t shoot me.”

Lady had perfect control of the lasers. We didn’t have anything to do except watch. The Captain quickly crossed the decreasing space. She spun her rocket sled and fired thrusters to slow for impact. She grabbed an airlock handle with her claw and pushed the manual switch. The door opened and she went inside.

She activated her helmet camera and ordered, “Stop firing. Full power to the tractor beams. I’ve got this.”

The Captain drifted down the passages to the core of the ship where the organic parts of the MOBI were secured. The hatches were locked and pressure-sealed. “I’ll have to burn my way inside. She’s opened her compartment to space. I can’t fight the pressure difference.”

Captain Baha activated her torch and cut away at the hatch.

Lady drew the ships together. The Tarn didn’t try to cut our tractor beams. It didn’t fire back. Suddenly, the Tarn activated its own tractor beams and the ships screamed toward each other. Lady responded by cutting some of her beams. She fired her repulsors, but the two ships clanged together. At the moment of contact, the Lady reactivated her tractor beams and the two ships were as one. Lady said, “Captain, we have the Tarn. Our ships are locked together.”

The Captain moved through the dark Tarn ship. The MOBI didn’t need light. The Captain’s helmet lights jerked and shifted as she made her way to the vessel’s core. She’d salvaged several Tarn battleships and she barely glanced at the virtual map projected on her helmet’s faceplate. The control room door didn’t respond to her touch. She hefted her battle axe and activated her boot magnets. Anchored to the floor for leverage, she said, “I’m going to enjoy this.”

She smashed the door’s controls in one blow. She sliced a three-inch cut through the door on her fourth overhead chop. The axe blade caught in the metal. The Captain swore and braced one foot against the door and twisted and pulled to free her axe. She used her metal claw to peel the ruptured metal away from the axe.

I watched the visual feed. I was fascinated. She refused to use her torch and pounded the door as though the MOBI could feel pain. The Captain ripped a big enough opening to crawl through, but she wasn’t satisfied. She didn’t stop until the interior of the corridor and the MOBI control room were filled with hundreds of pieces of drifting shrapnel. Her magnetic boots clanged in the silence. She smashed the butt of her battle axe on the floor and spoke firmly. “Hello. My name is Captain Anaya Baha. It’s time for us to have a little talk.”

She moved to the control panel and activated her laser torch.

At the first touch of the laser torch, the MOBI applied full power to its drive. The thrust overbalanced the Captain. Her boots held her in place, but she dropped her torch. The thrust pushed it against the ceiling. Its short-range beam glowed red in the darkness.

The Captain screamed, “I’m fine. Lady, don’t you dare let this bitch get away.”

Lady responded, “She hasn’t released her tractor beams and ours are holding. She’s taking us with her.”

“Where’s she headed?”

“The planet. She’s diving at the planet.”

The Tarn maintained acceleration. Lady said, “I can’t escape the planet’s gravity with her attached to us. I have to break contact.”

The Captain attacked the control panel and screamed between blows. “Lady, if you let her go, I’ll restore your system to factory settings. Stay with me.”

The Captain wasn’t finished with the Tarn and the Tarn wasn’t finished with us. The battleship reversed polarity and shoved us away. She targeted our tractor beam emitters and burned them into molten slag. The ships drifted apart.

“Captain, the Tarn has broken contact. She burned out my tractor beam array. Instructions.”

“Ram her. Ram the bitch.”

It was as though the Tarn followed her order. The alien used her thrusters and turned toward us. The battleship grew larger.

Lady responded, “The Tarn is targeting us. I don’t have the speed to evade her. Impact in sixty seconds. Abandon ship.”

Cyrana and I scrambled toward our escape pods. Communications still worked and I could see and hear the Captain. She slashed and pounded at the alien hardware. Lady’s countdown reached thirty seconds and the MOBI opened fire.

Lady’s shields fell instantly and laser beams ripped through our ship spilling the atmosphere and vaporizing everything in their path. A beam tore the passage. I heard a gasp and looked behind me. Cyrana was down. Her rear legs were on the floor. The beam cauterized as it cut and she wasn’t bleeding. I struggled to her aid.

She slapped me. “Go. There’s no time. Tell my people I died in battle. Take my pod. My people will read my story and sing my praises.”

I didn’t stop to talk. Countdown to impact was ten seconds. The Captain’s blows were about a second apart and I used them like a metronome. At seven seconds, I climbed into Cyrana’s escape pod. At four seconds, I closed the canopy and hit the jettison button. I was nearly crushed between the two ships.

The Captain’s feed survived the impact. She anchored herself with her boots and her claw. She never stopped tearing at the AI’s guts.

Lady Macbeth drifted silently and she never spoke again. I called repeatedly to the other crewman, but no one answered. I yelled to the Captain, but she didn’t respond. She broadcast visually, but her audio was down.

She opened the organic processor and tore at the flesh. She shoved her metal claw into a cluster of connection nodes wiring the organic components to the ship and there was a bright electrical flash. Her claw fused to the metal housing.

The Captain’s last effort must have been successful because the battleship never made another maneuver. The Captain tried to free herself. She would have cut off her metal arm if she’d had her battle axe or her laser torch. She never located either one in her dimming headlights.

She removed her metal foot with her good hand and used the metal appendage like a hammer. She was still pounding the ruptured flesh when the transmission went dead.

Lady Macbeth and the alien ship tumbled toward Betelgeuse Five. The hulls separated when they hit the atmosphere. The shower glowed like a waterfall at sunset and the pieces flashed into brief bright flames like trees in the path of a lava flow. The fire was so bright that I covered my eyes. The fragments cascaded through the sky below me. The thousand points of light burned out and the morning sun glinted on the quiet fleecy clouds.

I set my pod on automatic. It had enough power to break orbit and head toward Altair. I started the hibersleep protocols and saluted the empty sky. The next thing I remember was when you woke me.

***
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Mel put down his glass and stood. “That’s my story. I think I’ve had a bit too much to drink. I’m out of practice.”

Bridget said, “I’ll show you where you can sleep.

Captain Gregory said, “Blue, put a copy of his story in our files. What do you think, Stubby?”

“Two hundred years is a long time. His pod records show it started for Antares a hundred and eighty years ago.”

“I know that, but I don’t know who won, the Captain or the battleship?”

“They both won and they both lost. The Captain and the MOBI were obsessed with each other. Either one could have retreated, but neither could stay away. They were moths circling each other’s flame. They both won and they both lost. They killed each other, but they killed themselves in the bargain.”

The Captain’s wife laughed. “Stubby, that’s pretty deep. Good advice, though. I expect you to remember it the next time you’re throwing dice. Sometimes, a man’s got to walk away.”

Stubby smiled, “Maybe that’s true, but sometimes when the bear’s got your arm in its mouth, a man’s got to keep shoving until it bites off his arm or chokes on his fingers.”

***
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I wrote "Biscuit Blues" in April 2018. It doesn’t have a true genre. It isn’t a crime story, not is it a mystery. It doesn’t have a moral. I decided I’d just call it humor and hope that would work.

Gypsum Sound Tales was kind enough to purchase the story and include it in “COLP: A Little Bit of Nonsense,” published January 13, 2019.
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BISCUIT BLUES
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Gary and I were out of jail for two weeks, and most of our meals came from restaurant trash cans. I filled out a dozen job applications, but nobody wanted to hire an ex-con with a grade school education. The liquor store manager told me to file for unemployment.

The unemployment office clerk looked at my application and asked, “You wrote San Michela State Penitentiary as your last place of employment. Were you a guard? I don’t understand your reason for leaving. Does released mean quit or got fired.”

“No, I did ten years for armed robbery and was released a couple weeks ago.”

“You were an inmate. That’s not a job. You weren’t an employee.”

“I did laundry for eight years. It was a job.”

The woman closed my file and shook her head. “Have you lost your mind? This is a joke, right?”

“No, I’m serious.”

She pointed at the door. “Give it up. You can’t be unemployed from prison. You don’t have to pretend anymore. It was funny for a minute, but not anymore. Get out of line. Next.”

I found Gary on a street corner with a cardboard sign, “DOWN ON MY LUKE. PLISE HELP.”

A man in a pickup threw a dollar at Gary and shouted, “I don’t like Luke, either.”

We bought coffee in cardboard cups at a place with free refills. A dozen sugars and six creams make coffee into a meal. We drank three cups each.

Gary said, “Ronnie, we need money, but we can’t stick anybody up, we don’t have no guns.”

“We can pretend to have guns.”

Gary showed me a short piece of pipe he’d found. “Okay, what’s the worst gonna happen?”

We picked a fast food restaurant and decided to make our move when they opened at six. Gary wanted breakfast. “We’ll get the money and sausage biscuits. I want a hash brown thing.”

We were the first people in the door. Gary caught the manager in the lobby and shoved the piece of pipe in her back. “Do what we say, and nobody gets hurt.”

“Are you kidding me? There’s hardly any money this time of day. We just opened. You’re wasting your time. Give me a break. I got a bad hangover, and I’m short two people this morning.”

Gary marched her around the counter and pointed to the lady working the drive-thru. “I’ll get the safe. You make her open the cash registers. Remember to get biscuits and coffee. I want two sausage biscuits.”

I told the lady to open the register. She said, “I don’t see no gun. I don’t think you got a gun. I think you’re just a raggedy asshole. The register don’t open unless you buy something. Buy something.”

“I don’t have any money.” I gestured with the stick in my jacket pocket.”

“Don’t point your finger at me. If that’s a gun, you better show me. The manager’s the only one who can open the register unless you buy something.”

“Pretend I bought something.”

It said Karen on her name tag. She crossed her arms. “Don’t work like that. I don’t ring up pretend stuff. I’ll get fired. You have to buy something or have your buddy bring Martha up here and open the registers.”

I yelled at Gary and said, “You said don’t use names. This lady said the manager’s name was Martha. It’s not my fault.”

“I don’t care about their names? I don’t want them to know our names. Don’t tell her my name is Gary. Just open the damn registers and get the money.”

I turned and stepped beside the fry vats. The floor was wet from being mopped, and I slipped and fell. The cheap slick-bottom shoes from prison might as well have been roller skates. I threw my arms out, and my stick fell out of my jacket pocket.

Karen saw the stick and shouted, “Martha, he don’t have no gun. It’s a stick. He pointed a stick at me. I’m gonna kick his ass. No raggedy man gonna hold me at stick point.”

I tried to pull myself up on the rack of empty French fry baskets. I slipped again, and twenty or thirty stainless steel baskets fell on top of me. I crawled to the grill area, and the cook hit me in the shoulder with a spatula. I pushed him away and staggered against the wall.

I yelled to Gary, ‘Help. Help me.”

Gary raised his head and looked at me. The manager opened the safe. She reached in and came out with a roll of quarters in her right fist. She jammed the quarters into Gary’s crotch. He screamed and dropped his piece of pipe.

Martha shoved him over, and he slid across the floor. “Son of a bitch. Try to rob me with a broken pipe.” She kicked him once and slipped on the second kick.

I ducked a handful of hot sausage patties. They splattered on the window and slid to the floor. They smelled great. The cook hunted for more stuff to throw.

The worker at the prep sink sprayed Gary and the manager with hot water. They both screamed and tried to crawl away. Gary pulled her under him, and they rolled toward me.

A bacon and egg biscuit hit me in the face. The cook opened a small freezer and began throwing frozen hamburger patties at me like Frisbees. A quarter-pound patty hit me between the eyes. It hurt.

I saw stars and tasted blood. I yelled, “My nose. You broke my nose.”

He flipped another patty, and I turned my head. Karen, the drive-thru lady, mashed a double handful of freshly cooked potato patties into a baseball-sized glob and ground the steaming mess in my face. “You want hash browns with that?”

I blinked the hash browns out of my eyes. Gary crawled away from the manager and grabbed a mop to pull himself upright. He slipped and pulled the mop bucket over and flooded the entire floor with greasy mop water. The flood washed Gary under the prep table. An open gallon jar of mustard fell off the table and landed top down on Gary’s chest.

The yellow sludge covered Gary like a blanket. I took another frozen patty in the face. My knees went weak, and I slid down the wall. I had to get the hell out of there. I shook my head and crawled toward the opening at the end of the counter. I saw the door. Karen kicked my hip and emptied an aluminum can of salt over my head. It stuck to the slivers of hash browns and burned my eyes.

I staggered blindly to my feet and flailed against the wall. I grabbed the first thing I could find and activated the fire extinguisher. A cloud of white powder exploded into the room and covered everything and everyone. It was like exploding a cherry bomb in a can of scouring powder. The workers looked like ghosts in the fog.

Drive Thru Karen emerged from the mist. Her angry eyes peeked out of her white frosted face. She carried a broom and hit my shoulder. I fell again. I crawled to the door and tried to pull myself upright and open it. I finally pushed instead of pulled, and the door opened. Someone poured hot coffee over my head and shoved me into the asphalt parking lot, “You want that order to go?”

Martha and the prep cook chased Gary out the door in slow motion. The three of them couldn’t stay on their feet for two steps in a row. Gary crawled out the door and slipped twice on the tile walkway. He was covered in mustard and white powder. He looked like a dirty lemon meringue pie. He yelled, “We can’t run in these slippery-ass shoes. Take them off.”

We did and ran barefoot across the parking lot into the empty field behind the dumpster. Empty fields have weeds, and weeds have stickers. Big stickers. I danced behind the dumpster and sat on a pallet. I couldn’t see through the sausage patties, hash browns, salt, and coffee on my face to pull the stickers from my feet, Gary wasn’t any better off. It was hard to see the thorns.

I didn’t feel the fire ants until Gary started to scream. Holy crap, I thought the salt burned. We were both covered with several items from the menu, and the ants saw us as walking smorgasbords. The ants either couldn’t tell where the hash browns stopped and my skin started, and they didn’t care.

A man can take his pants off really fast when his legs are covered with biting ants. I dropped my trousers and ran naked from the waist down through the parking lot. I wasn’t going to tiptoe through the goatheads again.

There was a water truck parked at the drive-thru window. I could see well enough to find the discharge hose. Gary limped beside me, slapping his bare legs and crying like a little girl.

“Ronnie,” he screamed. Spray me with the hose. For the love of God, wash off the ants.”

I grabbed the hose and turned the valve. I opened the nozzle, and the high-pressure spray streamed out. It was strong and knocked Gary across the parking lot. I twisted the nozzle and lowered the discharge setting into a strong shower. I held it over my head.

Damn, it wasn’t water. It wasn’t my fault. I couldn’t smell anything with all the food on my head. I wiped my face on my shirt sleeve and peered at the side of the truck through bleary eyes. The sign said, “Acme Septic Cleaning”. Well, shit. This can’t get any better.

I shut off the hose and just sat on the curb. Martha stomped into the parking lot. She gagged at the smell and said, “I called the cops. I’m not cleaning this up.”

Gary sat beside me. Martha held a spatula like a sword, and the cook brandished a long sharp grill scraper. “You boys stay right there. Don’t touch nothing. I’d beat you to death except you stink too much to touch. Besides, I’d be doing you both a favor. You’re too stupid to live.”

Karen brought two large black plastic trash bags. “Wear these like ponchos, I don’t need to look at your skinny-ass legs.”

Three police cars roared into the lot with lights and sirens going full tilt boogie. A fire truck was right behind them. The firemen left as soon as they realized the restaurant wasn’t on fire and didn’t have coffee or food available.

The police didn’t handcuff us right away. They didn’t want to touch us. The sergeant said, “We can’t wash them up, they’re covered in evidence.”

“Sarge, I’ll quit before I let them in my squad car.”

“Don’t blame you. I called the crime scene squad. The lab rats can deal with this shit.”

Martha said, “That’s not funny. No, on second thought, it is.”

We sat there and waited. Martha told the police what happened and we waited. Crushed hash browns, salt, grease, fire extinguisher powder, and septic tank goo dripped off my face, and we waited. The sun warmed the mixture, the smell grew stronger, and we waited.

The crime scene guys couldn’t stop laughing. The Sergeant said, “Stupid speaks for itself. It won’t shut up. It stands in the back row of the classroom, waves its hands in the air, and screams, “Pick me. Please pick me.”

He turned to us. “If you turkeys waive your rights and confess, we’ll hose you down and get you some dry clothes, or you can sit there and stink for a while longer. I think you’ll be safer in prison. What’s it gonna be?”

I dug a chunk of greasy hash brown out of my ear and Gary spit out a gob of disgusting brown goo. I asked, “Officer, are we too late for breakfast at the city jail?”

“Probably, but they have baloney sandwiches and corn chips for lunch.”

The firetruck came back and washed us. Martha donated a coffee cup filled with soap. It smelled like the laundry. I missed the laundry. Everything was so clean.

***
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I believed that curse was just a word until I stumbled into one. Call me stupid, but I didn’t know the horse belonged to a witch. It wasn’t really my fault, the horse was just standing outside the inn. The only thing missing was a “Steal Me” sign.

I jumped on the horse, fitted myself into the saddle, and shook the reins. The horse didn’t move. I yelled and kicked. The horse never flinched. I tried to dismount, but my feet were trapped in the stirrups. The reins coiled like snakes, wrapped themselves around my forearms, and pulled me against the horse’s mane.

The witch was young, attractive, angry, and amused. She smirked at me and loaded her purchases into her saddlebags. “My horse hates strange men. Why would you steal a poor widow woman’s horse?”

I mumbled through the horse hair, “Never saw a poor widow woman who owned a horse. I thought the horse was abandoned.”

She thumped my nose and said, “If you lie again, I’ll tighten the ropes.”

The reins clinched and I said, “My feet hurt. I’m tired and I’m broke. My army disbanded and I’m going home.”

“A soldier or a deserter? Can you fight? I need a swordsman.”

“I’m alive, aren’t I? That means I’ve never lost a fight.”

The witch motioned for the reins to loosen, but the stirrups still held my feet. She said, “I’m traveling east. The Brandoo cult killed the adults in my coven and took my little sister, Candace, and her friends. I survived because I wasn’t home. I’m following them. My spells are strong, but I need a swordsman with an iron sword. Help me and I’ll pay you in gold. Refuse and die like the thief you are.”

I pondered the choices. I didn’t want to fight the Brandoo, they’re religious fanatics and fearless warriors, but maybe I wouldn’t have to. Time and patience are strong warriors. If I refused, the witch would kill me now. If I accepted, I might have to fight the Brandoo someday, but maybe not. A lot could happen between now and the day I’d have to draw iron against them. We might not find them. The girls could escape. The witch could die. I asked, “If I say yes, will you remove this spell.”

“I will, but don’t try to run. The devils I’ll summon are faster than you.”

We ate in the inn. She said, “Spells are useless against cold iron. That’s why I need a warrior. Some of my spells require my total attention and a Brandoo with a knife could kill me while I negotiate with demons and devils. I need protection.” 

“What’s to keep me from killing you myself?”

She tossed a long thin strap of leather at me. It coiled and slithered up my arm and wrapped itself around my neck. She said, “The leather torque is bound to my heart. If my heart stops, the leather will contract and choke you.”

“What’s to keep me from cutting it with my iron knife?”

“Nothing, but if you do, the pieces will reform around your neck. The cut pieces will be smaller and tighter. How long can you hold your breath?”

“I understand. My name is Tanar. May I know the name of the woman I’ve been volunteered to serve?”

“Maggie. Let’s get started. I ride. You walk.”

We stopped an hour from the inn. Maggie dismounted, disrobed, and cast a scrying spell to find her sister. Her casual nakedness shocked me. Her eyes rolled into their normal position and she said, “The Brandoo party has reached the other side of this forest. They’ve camped at the base of the Maiden’s Breasts. I imagine they’ll rest the night and cross the pass between the mountains in the morning. The snow won’t melt in the high country for another month and they’ll be slow in the pass. If we travel all night, we’ll catch them tomorrow.”

I finished a piece of dried venison and washed it down with warm beer. ‘I’m not sure I can walk all night.”

Maggie pointed behind me. “Walking’s not your problem, that bear is.”

I turned around and held my sword in both hands. The black bear was huge. His claws were longer than my knife. He dropped to all fours and roared. I crouched to meet his charge. He cuffed my head and I rolled on the hard ground. I dropped my sword and bounced off a tree.

He scrambled after me. I crawled around the thick trunk. The bear chased me around the trunk. I crawled and recovered my sword. He lumbered toward me and I stabbed him in the nose. It only made him angry. He tore up the bushes and underbrush. He howled when he tasted his own blood.

I didn’t hesitate. I attacked and swung my sword in a figure-eight pattern. I caught his left paw with an upswing and took the top from one of his ears on the return. The bear sat on his haunches, mewed like a housecat, turned, and ran.

“Maggie, why didn’t you help me?”

“I wanted to see you fight. If the bear killed you, I’d know you lied. I rather learn now you’re just a thief than find out you can’t fight when it’s too late.”

I cleaned my sword. “Can’t you fly us to the Maiden’s Breasts?”

“I’m a witch. I can fly us, but I can’t fly iron. The horse’s harnesses will fall apart and your sword will be left behind. I can take us to the Brandoo camp, but we’ll arrive without weapons. I don’t believe you can whip fourteen trained warriors with your bare hands. I’ll do the thinking and riding. You do the walking.” 

We traveled all night. I stood off a pack of wolves when the moon was high. I killed one and the rest ran. The fire pit was still warm when we arrived at the Brandoo camp. Maggie performed her scrying spell again. I asked, “Do you have to take off your clothing?”

“Yes, I do. What are you, twelve years old? Grow up. Some spells require blood. Some require the spellcaster to be as naked as the day they were born. Some require batwings, frog’s tongues, or even butterfly wings. My mother taught me a spell that requires the eyes of a blooded warrior. Be thankful I don’t need to manifest a dragon’s spirit.”

She removed warm skins from her saddlebags. We wrapped our legs and draped the skins over our shoulders. “It’s going to be cold. Move quickly.”

Maggie said, “Unsaddled the horse and leave it untethered. It can feed itself if we don’t come back.”

The footprints were easy to follow above the snowline, but the going was hard. We helped each other through the steep rocky passages. We heard screams and hurried through the snow.

Moments later, we peeked around an ice-covered boulder. A pack of snow leopards pinned the Brandoo party against the steep wall of the mountain pass. I counted three leopards and six Brandoo warriors dead on the snow.

The leopards screamed and the men shouted. The young girls pressed against the high rock wall as if wishing and pushing would allow them to vanish into the stone.

The leopards charged and retreated. They prowled from side to side and the Brandoo moved with them. The Brandoo warriors maintained a thin line of defense. They had iron swords and knives and their clothing appeared to be small plates of bronze sewn on deerskin. The plated jerkins were belted and hung below their knees. Their beards and mustaches look black as coal against their sallow skin.

One of the men overextended himself slashing at a leopard and the beast pounced, killed him, and retreated. The animals ignored the dead. The Brandoo behaved the same. A Brandoo feigned a fall and two leopards leaped toward him. His companions intercepted the two and cut them down.

Maggie asked, “Well, warrior. What’s your plan?”

I never liked battle plans. They never work. In my experience, most battle plans were only a way to get yourself killed. I said, “My plan is to let them kill each other. I’ll think of a plan when only two warriors or two cats are alive. Can’t you witch up something?”

“I hate to agree, but your plan seems wise for now.”

I turned to reply and saw the bear with the cut nose right behind her. “Bear! It’s the bear!”

I pulled my sword and splashed through the soft snow. She waved her arms and screamed, “Stop moving. Put your sword on the ground.”

She vanished. I looked at my sword hand and it was gone. My sword floated in the air. I put it on the ground. We were invisible. The bear heard the battle, rushed around the boulder, and looked for someone to kill.

One Brandoo didn’t fight. He stood in a bearskin cloak and guarded the young girls. When the bear charged, the Brandoo threw off its cloak. It was a female. She was dressed like a temple priestess. She dropped to her knees, waved her arms, and chanted. The bear froze and a warrior slit its throat. A leopard killed the Brandoo before he could free his sword.

Maggie said, “She’s a sorceress. I can sense her powers. She’s strong. You have to kill her.”

“Can you shield me from her?”

“I can try.”

The last two warriors faced three snow leopards. One man slipped and all three leopards pounced. The other man hurried to help his friend, but the leopards overpowered him. Not a Brandoo warrior remained to protect the priestess and her captives from the leopards.

The leopards took their time approaching the priestess. She cut her own wrist and bled into the snow. She made a bloody snowball and threw it into the battlefield. It rolled and grew larger. It stopped moving, but the blood-soaked slurry flowed to the snowball from all directions. The pink-stained snowball grew larger and sprouted arms and legs. It grew to twice my size. Splotches of Brandoo skin, bear hide, and leopard fur dotted its body.

The three leopards hesitated. The snow creature moved toward them and they growled and encircled it. A leopard bit the creature’s ankle and spit out a mouthful of bloody snow. The icy slurry flowed like water and filled the bite.

A snowy fist crashed down on the leopard and snow splattered in all directions. When the snow cleared, the leopard was dead. Fresh snow flowed upward into the creature and reformed its shattered hand. The last two leopards ran. I didn’t blame them, I wanted to run myself.

Maggie shoved me. “Okay, swordsman. Earn your pay. Kill that thing. It’s a magic construct and should be vulnerable to iron. It shouldn’t be able to replace any parts you cut with your sword.”

“You said should and shouldn’t, not is and can’t. What if you’re wrong?”

“Then we’ll die. I’ll duel the priestess with magic while you play with the snowman. Don’t let it kill me.”

Before I could think up a different plan, she shoved me from behind the boulder. I stumbled, caught my balance, and turned to yell at her. She sat cross-legged and her eyes rolled back in her head. Her chants echoed in the cold morning air.

A girl screamed. I pulled my sword and turned. The creature of blood, snow, and fur came toward me. I wanted to run away. I could live with abandoning Maggie, but not the little girls. I shouted and charged. I slid feet first under the snowman and sliced his leg. There was barely any resistance and I took off his foot. He tilted to one side and I chopped off his left arm at the elbow. I congratulated myself on my prowess and stood to make another cut.

Maggie was wrong and right. The snowman didn’t draw fresh snow to regrow the parts I’d cut away. The iron was effective, but the creature shrank in stature and reformed as a smaller image of itself, complete with two arms and feet. The ten-foot golem reached for me.

I somersaulted toward it and slashed at both legs. It collapsed on top of me and engulfed me beneath its icy body. There was no air. I hacked and chopped my way out. I took a deep breath and crawled away, but a cold hand grabbed my throat and another caught my wrist. I couldn’t bring my sword into play.
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