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This is a story about hope...

Greyspace

“Take a mug, I insist.” Karl mutters mimicking the now-absent death before trudging over to try the door to the supply closet, “Sudden and violet and all I have to show for it is...”

Karl stops short in the doorway marveling at the volume of merchandise on display then moves in to peruse the goods. Selecting a large T-shirt off the rack, he tries on a ball cap, then a skullcap before deciding that even dead he looks stupid wearing a hat. Hearing a din from the writers’ room, Karl clicks off the light deciding to investigate.

A solitary figure towers over Myron, squeaking in apparent displeasure. Hmmm, not death but a man, familiar in appearance thinks Karl as he approaches the pair silently, from the rear.

“Look, I already told you twice you must pay strict attention to pronoun usage- choose correctly by reference to their online profile prefs. Do you even understand me, Gargoyle?”

“He’s ignoring you.” Karl interrupts the bully tirade handing Myron a shirt, “Here Myron, new swag- put this on.”

The two figures trade stares as Myron pulls the shirt over his head before turning to display the wares: a torso shot of Myron himself holding up both hands. His left hand gestures in a ‘thumbs-down’ pose while giving the finger with his right. Karl turns to the other man and grins.

“Seems to me, um...” Karl stumbles for a name, spies an ‘Apocalypse: V’ souvenir lanyard around his neck, “Mr. Noun, the medium is the message: thus old Myron here is more of a linguist than most.”

“Who’s Mr. Noun?”

“Your name isn’t Noun?”

“No, you twit. For the record, No-Un stands for No Unaccompanied Access. My name is Jordan Hancock and I am Chief of Staff to the President- well, formerly anyway, no matter.”

Baffled, Karl looks down at his own lanyard, a much fancier affair bearing two distinct words: All Access. “Oh, I stand corrected, Mr. former Chief of Staff. Myron, bring up Mr. Hancock’s profile, I am particularly interested in looping his, um, messy death.”

“Is that really necessary?” Jordie shows no interest in yet again reviewing the futile battering of his corpse, “Who are you anyway?”

“Production Manager, Karl Meltzer, at your service.”

“Sudden and violet Karl? No kidding? Small world- you know your demise wasn’t very pretty either with little bits and pieces dispersing hither and yon.”

Karl snorts, “Obviously you have a keen observational grasp of the concept of sudden and violet. You know, dead Jordie, your lanyard says you require an escort. Do you see an escort, Myron? No, Mr. Hancock should be elsewhere instead of bothering my production staff. Please have someone show Mr. Hancock the door.”

Jordie sneers, “If you weren’t dead already I’d kill you myself.”

“Here I thought we could be friends, so it goes.”

Karl and Myron observe closely as an imposing figure appears looming over the former Chief of Staff. The beefy escort picks him up under the armpits and flies out of sight.

“The lesson, Myron, is ‘don’t be a dick’. Think he learned anything? Me neither, so it goes.” Karl gags while sniffing the air, “What’s that smell? Yikes, is there a cesspool nearby?”

Karl takes in his surroundings noting that evidently his office is elsewhere. Good, the stench presents a compelling reason to be on the move, “Myron, it stinks in here; I’m heading to the transportation department. Need to check on the delivery schedule, which way to the loading dock?” Karl notices an ebb and flow to the pervasive stench, reminding him of...

Myron points to a exit way off in a corner. The sign above the door reads ‘The Edge’.

Karl finds himself unable to hold back, “Dude, you can smell can’t ya? Do you have any idea how much it reeks in here? Entire place smells like ass.”

Myron points to the queue to the restroom, holds up one finger on his left hand gives a thumbs-down with the right.

“Yikes, one toilet? Ok, Myron, do you mind if I call you Myron? Thanks. You’re doing a swell job Myron- not much to say and I appreciate this more than you know. My new job entails responsibility for delegating so I am promoting you to Supervisor of the Writer’s Room. I will be elsewhere but when I return I expect to see some improvements around here. Start with a fan in the restroom immediately. Then I want you to expand the number of stalls to one per six writers, add sinks and more air handlers. Put the restroom door in the new break room and install extra air handlers. While you’re at it, paint the walls in here. I saw limitless primary colors in souvenir storage; make murals with rainbows- give off a happy vibe. One last thing, maybe hire a dietician or two because, well, I’m just saying.”

Myron gives Karl both thumbs in the good way.

“One last thing,” Karl holds out his all access pass, “I assume this comes with a tracker? Ok, how about we switch?” Myron eagerly swaps, taking Karl’s badge with a wicked grin. Karl studies his new pass, ‘TMP’- you’re a temp? He laughs, “Aren’t we all, eh Myron? Got a thick marker, in-erasable?”

Myron pulls open the middle drawer and passes Karl an ‘Apocalypse V’ official marker. A moment later, Karl scribbles verbiage across the face declaring himself all access, loose and untraceable. Myron rummages through a file drawer for some time before unveiling his secret treasure for his new boss.

Karl takes the facilities map showing all the back doors and emergency exits, studies it and hands it back, “Ok, one more last thing. Pedro will be passing through here eventually, give him the map, point him to The Edge and tell him I’m in my office, wherever that is.”

Karl scans the top of Myron’s workspace, “Hand over that sticky note pad, I just remembered something important.”

Myron passes him a thick stack of embossed sticky notes, classy office supply merchandise. Karl examines the emblem; a colorful ‘5’ encircled by the words ‘EPIC’ and ‘APOC’. Shaking his head at the volume of thought put in the merch designs Karl removes the marker cap and scribbles a name on the top note- L. Moen.

“Death is going out on a limb promising an epic apocalypse, you know? Anyway, do me a favor and record the feed on this guy. The book is taking major action on Mr. Moen, the release of his first ticket skyrocketing to success going viral with the Union knuckleheads, for obvious reasons. The new book marketing department boosted his popularity with a limited release of low number collectibles, a hugely popular move positioning these tickets as non-fungible souvenir commemorative trading cards.”

Myron immediately detaches the note affixing it to the top of his screen. Frowning, staring at his formerly pristine pad of sticky notes, Myron hesitates then removes the topmost square, stares at it a bit then wads it up and drops it into the waste can. Karl looks down to see what the deal is with the pad. Myron disapprovingly meets his gaze then focuses once again at the top square discovering more annoying in-erasable marker bleed-through, which he removes and discards before tearing off another then another for a dozen sheets, one at a time, agonizingly slowly. Finally satisfied Myron opens the middle drawer and hides the pad deep inside before locking up then pocketing the key. Myron is fastidious regarding his sticky note obsession.

“Oops, sorry about that,” Karl pats Myron’s shoulder, “You’re all doing a swell job and I appreciate the effort- just look at all these notes everywhere. Keep up the good work.”

Waving goodbye spinning with a flourish whistling the Paddock theme song Karl makes for the door to The Edge leaving Myron not wondering why he has zero on his friend list given his sticky note destructive tendencies.

Myron looks down at Karl’s fancy souvenir lanyard, then up at the retreating figure advancing toward The Edge. Next Myron closely examines Karl’s all-access pass trying to understand fully his newfound duties and responsibilities. Rampant rumors of improvements to come flashover Myron’s writer’s domain before spilling into the other work rooms. All monkeys stop typing, waiting for developments.

Myron ponders his course of action carefully weighing the import of Karl’s pass, wondering as to the exact definition of all-access.

Flipping the lanyard he spies an encryption code embedded between the lines, A few writers leave their posts to stand close, before long others follow. Myron turns to look over his shoulder, sees hope instead of misery. He knows they are not disgruntled; one must first experience happiness before one becomes disgruntled. His flying monkey crews could best be described as downtrodden apocalyptic veterans.

Myron and the rest experienced ‘Apocalypse Uno’ first hand; in fact, Myron caught the first meteor fragment minutes before the primary impact took the entire flying monkey population on their last journey. Thus it was Myron the others met when death transferred their existence en-masse to Greyspace. True fact: the majority still holds him accountable for their misery four apocalypses later. Poor Myron’s pain environment index rarely breaks below eight- never under seven for the duration.

Myron returns his attention to the task at hand, considering his path forward. Reaching into the top drawer he withdraws a fresh hand towel bearing an early swag design from ‘The Lucky Deuce’ (furry fuzzy dice showing snake eyes commemorating Apocalypse Two) and dries off his hands dramatically hoping to hide an obvious stall. In a flash of inspiration Myron holds the encryption code to the screen. The word processing program disappears off the screen replaced by a line of text followed with a prompt:

WELCOME SUPERUSER!

su->

Myron studies the screen wondering which admin language to try. Deciding it probably wouldn’t matter; he types a traditional directory listing command providing permission details. Collectively the flying monkeys intake breath. When the root directory prints to screen, a cacophony erupts. Myron stands, turns then bows deeply to acknowledge their cheers.

Next he sets to work at the task at hand.

Myron opens the subdirectory labeled ‘procurement’ to launch the acquisition app. First off he inputs Pedro’s Midwestern organic connection as a preferred vendor then wires a long overdue order for immediate, ongoing delivery of mass quantities of organic popping corn kernels accompanied with organic butter. Immediately the crowd goes wild.

Myron holds up one finger and the crowd hushes. After confirming the food order, he searches for popcorn machines then orders hundreds of thousands for immediate delivery concurrent with the grain shipment. The crowd again erupts into cheers as they contemplate a possible secondary food source to supplement their food pellet diet of misery.

Fresh off his first victory, Myron releases the acquisition app in favor of a subdirectory labeled ‘temps’. He spots the database of flying monkeys and opens the personnel app. First off he needs to beef up local staffing thus sorts by skill set and location finding and isolating all the construction crews seconded to Hell as manual labor during the expansion program. Myron shakes his head at the volume: death uses hard drugs religiously- slaving off Myron’s writers to the Union pays the bills. Well, thinks Myron, not for long. With several selects and mouse-clicks he recalls all construction personnel to Greyspace. Immediately the flying monkey corps receive instructions to begin withdrawing from Hell. The blowback, thinks Myron, will be significant.

What’s good for the goose, eh? Myron again selects and clicks. Immediately another contingent of off-site flying monkey corps receive orders to vacate their temporary accounting jobs at Heaven’s Gates.

Suddenly, Myron is lifted bodily out of his chair, finding himself crowd surfing. First time, long time his pain environment index drops to zero. The writers maneuver Myron throughout the room until he finds himself next to the head- miraculously queue-less, Myron theatrically dabs a tear before entering the stall triumphantly to ponder his next moves.

Meanwhile, the din outside gradually settles. Before long the writer’s room quiets ominously. Perplexed, Myron puts down his newspaper, finishes his business and exits the tiny bathroom relieved to find his charges in place once again hard at work documenting Apocalypse Five. He makes his way slowly back to his seat feeling the weight of responsibility, perhaps even a little uncertain. His mood improves when draped on the back of his chair Myron discovers the ultimate homage in a white managerial shirt with a starched collar and front pocket logo:

FUN*F

Myron rides his emotional wave to a crescendo upon donning his new mantle as he leaps onto his desk and raises both arms. The room erupts, chanting his name: Myron, Myron!

And so it goes that almost by accident, seemingly effortlessly, newly appointed Production Manager Karl Meltzer acquires staunch allies and BFFs in Myron and the flying monkeys.
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$tooge$-2, Alamogordo, NM 0715 Saturday 30 August
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Lying immobilized flat on his back Larry Moen focuses intently as peculiar looking black holes swirl overhead. Being in a discovery frame of mind he commences counting them all to determine once and for all how many holes fill the Albert Hall: one two, three...

Not by choice he’s not moving saving himself instinctively relaxing. Larry Moen’s (Curly, to his friends) mind races through time retracing his steps seeking answers to the unknown counting the stars circling overhead.

Whoosh! Suddenly Larry’s ears pop, clearing to the sounds of dead and dying. Painfully alive Moen sits up rubbing his tender L-Spine as Stooge$-1 pays all holders of ‘survive’ outcome.

Holloman’s tower and radar the largest structures on the base burn out of control, lighting up the surroundings. Pulling up to one knee, shaking his head Larry Moen, Curly, struggles to comprehend current events. Boom, a secondary explosive concussion picks him up, throwing his body another fifteen feet! Once again Curly finds himself flat on his back; however his semi-clear head registers pain penetrating nearly every cell in his damaged body. Rolling over trying to catch his bearings to figure out who, what, when, where, and why for God’s sake. Who? Everyone and every aircraft caught outside, apparently. What? Missiles. When? He looks at his Timex; less than five minutes give or take. Where? The flight line, taxiway and everything nearby gets hit. Why? Why not?

Five minutes ago Master Chief Larry Moen and his crews feverishly prepare to sortie half the 355th Air Combat Wing’s F-22 Raptor air superiority fighters. Three hundred seconds later, fourteen billion dollars of taxpayer funds cook off rocking the ground. Fearless men and women pilots and crews bleed out; the destruction so complete few survivors remain.

Struggling to regain his feet Curly takes a hesitant step then collapses. However wounded, he remains alive- paying all holders of Stooge$-2 gambling on Larry Moen’s survival.

Later, first responders find him on his back staring into the sky wordlessly counting, still looking for answers.
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Secondary Considerations, Southern USA 0745 EDST Saturday 30 August
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With her first attack in the books, Airre the Quantum collects and processes battle damage reports on the move hitching a ride south with her old pals Bill Cross and Julian processing algorithms calculating how and where to apply the next bit of muscle simultaneously seeking a form of understanding or even clarity examining the blood on her hands pondering the necessity of adding more: when will enough, be enough?

Airre finds herself quite the busy quantum intelligence lately, recalls fondly her relative inactivity during the prep phase including her hours embedded among the BackBreakers. Legend has it she attempted infiltration of the bowling team during league tournament play but yielded to The Sink's objections to employing a 'ringer': good fun.

Airre's prep time included days relaxing in this very cab’s bunk observing Bill and Julian setting up the second attack performing SALS Missile installs, simple automated launch sequence technology built into fifty-three foot boxes using proven off the shelf technology. She recalls the oft-heated nature of the debate between her friends. The most poignant of their discussions she replays constantly mining the data stream for a better answer:

Bill Cross eases off the gas as they approach yet another traffic gaggle, “Jules, I’d call our current job OSLP, Out of State Linear Preprograming, wouldn’t you?” Taking a long swig off his ever-present extra-large bottle of pink bismuth Bill bangs on the controls trying to get the air conditioning to function.

“Instead of murder, you mean? Bill, the second strike SALS we’re dropping off most likely will include targeting innocent civilians and you know it.” Julion has concerns.

“There’s no such thing as innocent,” Bill looks cross, "I can see programming the secondary attack weighs heavily on your soul- a grave responsibility," concluding with a sly grin.

“Don’t laugh; you should worry about your soul- mine too for that matter. We’re going to burn in hell for killing innocents.” Julian flips through page after page of their logbook detailing 120 prior grave undertakings, primarily double loads taken from the Galveston warehouses north into cooler air masses. “Stop saying here’s no such thing as innocence- you're not fooling anyone you know.”

Reacting to the vibe in the truck cab, reading the room, Bill grows serious, “Get off your high horse. Besides, who says it’s hot in hell? Sometimes I wonder. How hot is too hot? Listen and learn, stop taking life too seriously- maybe get a woman. Most of our loads target missile radar sites and ancillary facilities so maybe you won’t make it to hell after all because as I said, nobody is innocent. Youngsters like you want it both ways; to live simultaneously on a knife’s edge and in safety, to deliver death without killing. Forget to worry- life’s too short not to put your faith in the big picture.”

Airre worries listening to Bill lying to himself, taking upcoming deaths to heart despite his protestations to the contrary. The number of miles he’s laying down dragging around SALS missiles takes a huge toll; about five years off an already short life in Airre's estimation.

“Yeah, your 'leap of faith' argument requires a suitable final flourish: 'not to worry, the payoff will be spectacular' or something along these lines.” Sunlight glints through the trees as they pass, drawing his attention to the road behind. Julian scopes the rearview then leans forward to stare into the big mirror outside his door, “We got company. Shit, I hate when this happens.”

From a dirt trail in the woods lights flashing siren screaming Julion watches a brownish green State Police car peeling out, wheels spinning digging deep in the mud before fishtailing onto the two lane highway. Before the Trooper even brings his cruiser under control his fate seals, old school style as an elderly couple driving a plain white minivan doing 85mph strike his rear bumper spinning him out of control off the right shoulder over the guardrail and into a grand old oak tree killing him instantly in a huge fireball.

“Damn, I hate when that happens- third time this year. Why?”

“Chalk it up tweaking the results of extensive probability modeling into quantum end effect.” Airre silently chimes in. The architect of the SALS second strike package adds, “Not so difficult, merely a matter of simple arithmetic more or less.” Wishing for understanding if not approval, she reaches forward touching Bill and Julion’s temples in turn transmitting a brief data sequence of the SALS' delivery routing schema along nano neural nets into short term memory storage.

Airre sits back to watch video from one of the planning meetings- hey look, there's Karl from back in his oxygen-processing days:

“Unless the US completely loses touch with reality disassembling NorthCom, we’ve too many targets missing from the strike lists, enough to tilt the scales.” Karl is debating planning details with Carolla utilizing his trademark commonsense and logic, “We must pre-position mobile assets to fire an additional salvo of solid fuel rockets pre-programmed for secondary or targets of opportunity. Look, there are not enough windmills to do the damage the invasion scenarios require. So rather than paring our “must hit list” instead we'll increase to include key pieces of non-military command and control or whatever.”

“We can place assets in place months before the strike. We’ll code to program SALS following up with local security monitoring teams. When the time comes, bang-zoom, the missile operators release to tertiary or post-strike duties.” Pedro agrees with Airre and Karl.

Carolla suggests they firm up (decrease) bomb damage projections casually disbelieving their somewhat rosy scenario. Thinking of her nightmares, she allocates a portion of the second strike to Air Force repair facilities particularly hangars with elevators; hard targets (in fact under feet of reinforced concrete with titanium lining) hoping to catch in the open a substantial percentage of end of season maintenance jobs.

Airre sets up the secondary and tertiary strike package list in an ‘N- Space’ format of a trillion or so data points in a loose matrix though of the opinion Carolla's excess targeting overwhelms the quantum end effect creating a ton of unnecessary tweaking to keep Bill, Julion et al safe preserving the BackBreakers' hold on the league trophy.

Afterwards material supply experts go to work engineering another set of RFIDs for the SALS, acquiring materials, building additional launchers, simultaneously training up techs and drivers to take some strain off Airre's pals: the BackBreakers.

Julion looks over at Bill, "What the hell?"

What the hell, indeed.
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The Other Apocalypse of Peter
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"Gate three?" inquires Jesus innocently.

"Gate three," confirms Peter.

"In disarray?" probes Jesus.

"Completely and utterly," nods Peter.

"So you went to investigate?" inquires Jesus, again innocently.

"Had to see it to believe it: Death pulled all the temps off reconstruction projects leaving the gate ajar for quite some time. If I hadn't stopped by, it would be still. I found this," Peter hands Jesus a commemorative 'End of Days! Fourscore!!' letter opener, "wedged into the lock to hold it open. Sabotage, obviously."

Examining the artifact, Jesus opines, "Apocalypse Four- not one of death's better efforts if memory serves."

"That's all you got say?"

"Chalk it up to the danger of 'All-Access. Sounds like a management issue, for sure. How do you plan on managing without the temp workforce?"

"You know I don't have a clue."

"Again."

"Rub it in."

"So you just happened to stop by gate three, eh?" inquires Jesus.

"Following up on a hunch," replies Peter.

"Maybe looking for a specific check-in?"

"Ok, ok- I needed to know the status of Larry Moen."

Jesus laughs out loud, "Stooges-2!"

"Certainly."

"Still the Three Stooges fan, I see. We covered gambling extensively during my teachings, if you recall." Jesus enjoys the good laugh.

"Suckers gamble." Peter mumbles.

"More or less a severe character deficiency."

"Everyone plays the 50/50!" Peter points out the obvious.

"Indeed," agrees Jesus, "sooner or later they lose."

"But its Larry Moen call me Curly!"

"No more gambling on the Stooges, understand?"
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Tradition, GC Cavern, Southern Paraguay 0750 Saturday 30 August
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Preparing for the SALS swarm Carolla, with cold black heart, makes a long visit to her private spa. After squeezing in a catnap, she towels off in her fluffy robe and slippers. Five minutes to launch, best get a move on. “Someone needs to wake up Pedro. Someone.”

Changing into comfortable jeans and a sweat shirt Carolla gives Pedro a hard shove then a backhand to the face before falling into contentment in her recliner, gazing contentedly at a perfect view of the big screens, sighing a low moan of pleasure as a cup of hot tea appears at her fingertips. Reveling taking the first best sip nearly burning out her throat Carolla slips on her comms headset glancing at the countdown clock. She is in control of her element.

Well, almost: Pedro stirs, opens one eye and breaks wind. Grunting, he trundles off to the head. Carolla holds her breath until he passes by.

Flushing the toilet with his foot, Pedro makes his way further down the hall toward the kitchen. Passing the balcony pausing to gaze into the void, he notes the Cavern is quiet as a church. Uh oh, best get moving before the SALS begins. Pedro collects a cold one, drinks it down then grabs another before trundling back to Carolla. She shoots him a dirty look while he studies the screens, "You promised you'd handle the SALS countdown, idiot." Shaking her head, Carolla leans back fresh tea in hand dramatically voicing over the SALS strike count down from "three...two...one...fire!”

Pedro wonders what else he forgot to do.

Maximizing terror proves easy thanks to a woeful lack of accuracy coupled with terrible intentions. Carolla’s target selection committee initially attempts to minimize damage but much of the elderly military equipment in their SALS arsenal interprets Airre’s targeting instructions as “helpful hints on where to land” or in some cases, “try to get near these coordinates if at all possible just do your best”. Some of the more vicious strikes hit first responders, particularly those at fire scenes with anti-personnel warheads detonating just overhead raining white phosphorous death into the bravest people doing their utmost to save seemingly lucky survivors of suburban neighborhood obliteration.

The devastation sickens Carolla yet she doesn’t turn away choosing to own her cold heart.

Second strike ‘lift-off to impact’ replays on Carolla’s screens taper in favor of damage assessments. Social networks scream in agony with every bloody video posting to the net by ordinary people on the scene. Suddenly every United States citizen actually witnesses real war in their backyard for the first time as the Gran Columbians shock the shit out of everyone.

Realizing he forgot to eat, Pedro returns to the kitchen wondering where they keep the cookies; his sleepy interest in the 2nd Salvo waning as the launch rate drops off.

The netsphere graphically portrays the terror, nonstop. Nearest the strike, bodies and body parts accompany fire, holes and debris. Those unhurt shake off their shock rushing into flaming structures to assist. Many others provide first aid or seek help. But always and everywhere at least one person whips out a camera phone and starts uploading the scene. Everyone can now see everything.

More video comes online from outside the impact zones as neighborhoods empty toward the screams and the smoke. Network technicians take note of the increase in jitter thanks to all the clutter, weeding out all the “running to the scene” footage in favor of true horrors.

Cavern operations monitor incoming downloads, locking locations to launchers on the fly, creating stunningly accurate bomb damage assessments courtesy of intrepid amateurs’ indiscriminate uploading. An impossible amount of data floods their net yet Rita’s systems pace the flow. Carolla finds herself smiling.

One missile into a neighborhood is bad luck whereas a second missile falling ten minutes later into the melee proves tragic. GC Operations watch for responses then target the bravest as they rush into burning buildings to remove victims screaming in agony. 

“Targeting responders?” wonder the semi-tough loitering outside the second impact zone, not rushing in where fool’s fear to tread. “Better to disperse, perhaps find someplace safe to hide?” 

The portrayals shift focus as uploads show families scrambling, packing the car with the kids, snack food, and maybe some money, jewelry and photo albums. Aloud, Pedro counts vehicular projections showing rear window views.

Carolla shoots him a look and he goes silent as many of the cars streaming video screech to a stop. The scenes shift, swirling around to catch windshield views of massive traffic snarls as more and more vehicles jam the roads joining the fleeing citizenry. Pedro draws in a breath as a gun battle resulting from a fender bender claims the lives of a family of five, including the teenager holding up his phone. 

Carolla lets out a long sigh. Finally- here we go: the stampede. One lightning strike alone rarely spooks the herd but a second then a third? Uncertain safety transforms cattle formerly thinking of running into full headlong gallops away from danger. Pedro gives Carolla a nod then takes a drink as the SALS strike launches slow to a crawl while Rita’s people program tertiary targets, "Time to cover ass?"

Keeping an eye on possible war crimes trials, for or against, Carolla goes live on comms repeating her standing orders, “Attacking or targeting fleeing civilians remains unacceptable. Violators will meet with harsh measures up to (but not necessarily including) summary execution, if no compelling explanation is forthcoming. Killing for sport is intolerable. No raping. No exceptions.”

Carolla raps up her ‘remember posterity’ monologue snickering derisively adding a cheery, “So how about that SALS?”

Pedro takes another swig, swishes the backwash then opines, “The United States’ tendency toward aggression comes home to roost in mid-America as their neighbors to the south; indigenous people worrying over their future take steps to rein in the World’s Policeman. Carolla crosses the line in the sand then turns around to kick dirt and debris making sure to absolutely obliterate the line. The line’s disappearance confirms the United States government cedes event control as chaos reigns while their zone of influence collapses; millions die satisfying Carolla's bloodlust.”

Carolla smiles indulgently in her clueless scapegoat’s direction. Asshole Pedro, what the hell do you think you know, anyway? Sure go ahead and run your mouth while you can, your personal end is near. Well, certainly Pedro’s end approaches. Picking up her tablet, turning to leave, “I’ll be in conference, idiot, don’t make a mess.”

Inside her inner sanctum, immediately Carolla knows she’s not alone. Airre the Quantum looks on in silence, wearing a thin smile sitting in a small plush loveseat alongside her professional make-up table. Carolla frowns at the interruption as she turns on the taps.

“Quite symbolic pulling the old 'washing of the hands' routine- you know you’re a piece of shit, right?” Airre the Quantum wonders.

Carolla smiles, a frequent traveller on Airre’s path, “Like my mother before me and her mother before her- Bolivar to the core!”
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Workman's Comp, Presidential Operations Center, Shamokin PA 0815 Saturday 30 August
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Taking a gulp of water swishing her tongue around to loosen the chunks, President Shriver desperately wishes to clear the taste of sympathy puke. Spitting out the remnants of her Jordie experience into an empty mug proves cathartic as Betsy refocuses on the latest developments while looking over the shoulder of her favorite analyst.

Digital Specialist IV Monique Franklin’s exotic fingernail appliqués (beach umbrellas) typically blur the keyboard (she types so fast the colors run together) but today she is taking her skills to a new level searching for Ramey’s triple double whammy source. Lifting her eyes from the hack, seeing her nail edges pealing from the friction, Monique grits her teeth bearing down for the final push groaning in agony before screaming in triumph and hitting send. Then she moans to mourn the loss of her latest $50/nail extravaganza.

Keeping her mind off her nails proves impossible so Monique refocuses on her five hundred open program windows feverishly running filter after filter on crappy amateur videos, mostly blurry messes, impossible to work with until without serious jitter stabilizes. Monique sighs as her appliqués drop between the keys. Five hundred bucks flushing down the crapper. Could have paid the electric, shit.

A soft cough precedes a gentle touch to Monique’s shoulder as President Betsy strains her neck leaning forward staring at one very grainy, low quality feed from the west coast. Gesturing to the screen, “Monique, goddammit forget your nails and get your head in the game. Focus on Pacific littorals out to ten kilometers.” Betsy looks down at Monique’s' forlorn countenance, "But I will say the umbrellas were awesome while they lasted. Put in for reimbursement."

Watching with one eye her sole remaining appliqué preparing to fall, the digital engineer silently grieves as her final yellow/red umbrella flutters off into the cold computer room HVAC slipstream making for the scrubbers: going, going gone, “Yes Ma’am.”

Clicking on the tiny window bringing the scene to the forefront, Monique freezes the west coast digital assembly construct manipulating the growing file laying down filters and enhancers simultaneously tossing condolences to her poor nails under her breath. She focuses on the new parameters and a semblance of order begins to emerge.

Monique’s massaging algorithm parses the file into bits then doles them out about the network for smoothing and multi-filter processing before reassembling each snippets’ metadata chronologically ultimately creating an absolutely coherent picture suitable for viewing on any Presidential screen. Without hesitation Monique sends data from coastal actions in a stream throughout the room, each screen playing a different locale. Her fellow techs rise in unison saluting the master.

President Betsy Shriver’s jaw drops, “Jesus. Is that a battleship?”

The silence in the room deafens during the first loop of the data, about five minutes. Prepping for a second run-through, Monique splits screens to additionally simulcast the running scenes from differing POVs in slow motion. She parses out to the biggest screen footage shot off the phone of a fourteen-year-old runaway roaming the beach looking for trouble. Monique begins the sequence of interest with the camera sweeping the sea-lanes. A very long vessel intermittently flashes what looks to Monique a signal light toward the beach. The military personnel in the bunker understand immediately keeping count automatically- four then four then four. Monique gets it when surface-to-surface cruise missiles pass directly over the runaway to strike inland.

The teenager decides to find a safer viewing spot; end of file.

Monique decides to focus on the long ship. She runs the file through a teraflop supercomputer to enhance the starlight. Suddenly the phone video appears super clear. President Betsy goes ballistic, running to the wall jabbing a finger at a grouping of pixels, “That’s not a destroyer it’s a damn merchant container ship. What the fuck?” 

Murmurs of doubt from some in the room piss her off, but the President keeps her cool. “Look behind the flashes you can make out these square shapes, rectangles rather- what looks like a radome. That’s a wall of containers, colors and markings show the owner.”

The silent crowd moves in for a close-up, “Merchant marines?”

Nobody replies but Betsy swears she hears Jordie’s horrified whisper next to her ear, “Does this remind you of anything?” Momentarily her eyes roll back in her head (though her big head exploding reveal is nowhere nearly as dramatic as Jordie's death).

Murmurs begin as the room catches up; soon cacophony reigns.

“Oh no, not Carolla!” President Betsy’s questions collapse into singularities as she suddenly understands the what, where and when. It’s only a small jump to give a fair guess as to whom and why. The President and select others recognize the attack plan as a UN/CFR creation.

Betsy reflects then spits up bile. Rinsing her mouth yet again, she silently consults dead-Jordie. Dead-Jordie frowns in disapproval, typical of his ilk when alive but even more annoying with his absence. President Shriver decides to yield to his whininess one last time, to come clean at the behest of her late Chief of Staff: "What I am going to relate is only for this room, turn off the mikes,” she instructs the NSA. Once again silence envelopes oppressively. Monique makes as to leave but the President places her hand on her hero, the revealer of the moment, “Thank you for clarity; stick around for the big reveal”

“This’ll take a minute so everyone keep your comments to yourself until then. For the record the United State's Executive Branch now officially links the ongoing hostilities to China and South America,” cacophony re-erupts, “Dammit I said shut up and listen. The coastal attack plan signature is the product of an updated littoral invasion study I participated in back in my post-doc days. The workflow originated from Bolivar Academy. My project partner was Carolla Bolivar. Ultimately our work never made publication; the sponsor red-flagged the study as infeasible. That benefactor interested in how-to launch a coastal invasion operation was the Red Army. As I recall, the overall plan's feasibility requires major breakthroughs in subterfuge- I am afraid we may have been leapfrogged technologically. We’re under attack from the China and/or South America. Take it to the bank.”
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