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Drew Hayes

For the last decade or so, there has been a curious emphasis on making superheroes more realistic. What was once the territory of high-flying adventure and pulp intrigue has become laden with demands for authenticity and realism. From the cinema, to the comics, to independent artists, even I’ve been guilty of this in my own works. With so much weight behind this movement, it’s easy to forget where superhero stories originated from.

Superhero stories were, in their original incarnations, charmingly straightforward. They weren’t tales of moral ambiguity or over-violent grit; they were colorful adventures that paid no more than a passing nod to realism. Heck, the first real superhero didn’t put any more effort into a secret identity than some hair gel and a pair of glasses. Somewhere along the way, however, we forgot that superhero stories aren’t always meant to mirror the real world; they’re meant to showcase a place all their own. They’re supposed to be fun, dammit, first and foremost.

Ian Thomas Healy’s Jackrabbit is a tale right back in the tones and styles of the old-school stories. The emphasis is on the enjoyable tale of title-named protagonist. It’s a story that doesn’t waste time trying to placate the real world with half-spun explanations of how super powers work. Instead, it dives right into the action; hopping out of the gate with homespun costumes and constant banter. From the mythical pantheon of all-but-forgotten gods to the easy-to-loathe inhuman villains, Jackrabbit is a throwback to the classic tales that birthed the original superhero genre. It does not strive to make you question what you think you know about a superheroes; its only demand is that you surrender yourself to comedic entertainment and get lost in a more enjoyable world where the good guys wear bright outfits (but not tails) and the villains are properly wicked.

Jackrabbit is, in true form to the tradition, outright and unapologetic fun. It captures the heart and adrenaline that many modern stories lack, so quit listening to me blather on and turn the page already!
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One thing that the world’s religions have never considered is the possibility that they are all correct. And after all that goofiness in Ancient Greece when the gods were messing around with mortals, having children with them, turning them into animals, turning them into animals and then having children with them, and generally acting like a bunch of irresponsible teenagers, they pretty much stopped hanging around on Earth and instead kept to their own convenient little pocket dimension, which they called Gods’ Home.

Imagine the nicest resort possible. The suites are lavish and well-appointed, from the four-dollar bottles of water to the mints on the pillows, sheets of the finest silk, fireplaces, mini-bars, carpeting so deep you could get lost in it, a view overlooking Paradise, and room service from waiters with just the right amount of snooty attitude. Downstairs is the Main Hall, where most of the gods hang out. That’s where you would find Jehovah and Allah playing a game of Five-Card Draw that’s been going on for a couple thousand years now. There’s quite a crowd watching them, mostly retired Greek and Roman gods and goddesses, and a couple of half-snake and half-bird Aztec demigods who don’t understand why the game doesn’t involve more beheadings.

Other gods amuse themselves with different games of chance, or just hang around the pool outside where it’s sunny and eighty-five degrees every single day. Every night there’s live music and all the dim sum anyone could want. The Flying Spaghetti Monster, a new resident in Gods’ Home, is usually found here by the poolside bar, sucking down margaritas with Cthulhu and a god from a long-dead Sumerian squid cult.

Beyond the pool, the grounds of the resort stretch out for many miles in all directions. Go far enough, and you’ll find that every kind of terrain is represented, from the veldt preferred by gods like Anansi the Spider or Itherther the Buffalo, to the desert of Mangar-kunjer-kunja the Lizard, to the jungles belonging to the various South American and southeast Asian deities like Chasca Coyllur and Ulilang Kaluluwa. If you look hard enough, you can even find a stretch of icy waste frequented by the animal gods of the Eskimos and vacationing Asgardians.

Some gods just hang around looking for trouble because, well, you’re a god; where else are you gonna go?

Leporidus, the legendary God of Rabbits, fell into this latter category.

He was neither fearsome nor powerful. In fact, he looked pretty much like any other rabbit one might find frequenting the lady rabbits’ hutches or warrens. He might have been a bit larger, a bit fatter, and his ears were a bit longer, but beneath his brown and gray-ticked fur lurked one of the most devious minds ever to spring forth from the primordial philosophy that birthed gods. After enjoying a brief surge of interest a millennium ago in North American indigenous tribes, he was living out his immortal retirement in Gods’ Home. He chose to spend it sitting by the pool every day, soaking up the sun with his friend Anurus, the God of Frogs, and watching other gods.

“I was talking to Poseidon,” said Leporidus, giving one ear a languorous scratch. “He was telling me about this weird new guy he saw yesterday.”

Anurus croaked deep in his throat from his perch at the pool’s edge. The corpulent frog was as fat as an amphibian could manage and still be somewhat mobile. His slimy skin shone in every color of the rainbow, including a few that hadn’t yet been invented on Earth. When he filled his vocal sac, his croak could shiver mountains. At least, that was what he’d told Leporidus, who’d never witnessed it firsthand. Leporidus rather suspected that Anurus couldn’t shiver a fly from its perch, but was canny enough not to mention it. “Weird guy? Someone new?” asked the God of Frogs.

Anytime a new god arrived in Gods’ Home, there was much interested discussion among the denizens, for it happened less and less often as humanity replaced their religious faith with other substitutes like the internet, reality television, and the NFL. Leporidus wasn’t bothered by it. After all, nobody had worshipped him in a thousand years. But he knew it was a subject of much discussion at the gaming tables indoors. The sudden appearance of the Flying Spaghetti Monster had caused such an upheaval that several of the Elder Gods had stomped away, secluding themselves for months. What one man started as a joke had become a bona fide religion. 

Leporidus and Anurus thought it was hilarious.

“Maybe. Poseidon’s just about seen it all,” said Leporidus. The barrel-chested sea god had been in the hot tub for several hundred years, surrounded by nymphs and mermaids, and was considered to be one of the best-informed of all the deities in Gods’ Home. 

“Maybe we ought to go look for ourselves.” Anurus set down a frozen concoction that he’d said was a grasshopper margarita. “It’d be a nice change from sitting here.”

“Tired of my company after a thousand years?” Leporidus grinned and whistled through his large front teeth, a trick he’d picked up from fierce Castorus, the brown-furred Beaver God.

“No, but you know... Different things don’t happen often here. It’s always interesting.”

Leporidus stood and shook out his luxurious fur. “Just what I was thinking. Hop to it, old buddy.”

“Never heard that one before,” grunted Anurus. Nevertheless, he bounced alongside his friend as they climbed the steps toward Poseidon’s party.

You could always tell how powerful a god really was by the company he kept. Poseidon had retained Thor, the Thunder God, as his head bodyguard.

The muscle-bound god slapped his hammer into his palm over and over as Leporidus and Anurus approached. “This is a private party,” he grated at them. “Invitation only.”

“Oh,” said Leporidus. “And here I’ve been invited and all. Stop by and see me sometime, said Poseidon to me. Come and party with me, he said.”

“When?” Thor shook Mjölnir at them, making thunder rumble behind the distant mountains.

Leporidus smiled. “Even Poseidon has to take a leak once in awhile. You ever seen anyone drink as much as him? Sometimes I think Bacchus would go out of business if not for him. Anyway, I bumped into him in the can and he said for us to come by sometime.”

A tiny bolt of lightning leaped between Thor’s furrowed brows. “You said that yesterday.”

“It was an open invitation,” said Leporidus. “Hey, look... Loki’s trying to sneak in!”

Thor spun around and roared in fury. “Where? That sneaky little bastard...”

While the Thunder God searched in vain for his arch-enemy, Leporidus and Anurus hurried past him. “Odin should have quit while he was ahead,” said Leporidus, referring to Thor’s father. “That one was dropped on his head one too many times as a child.”

Poseidon, as usual, was surrounded by beautiful naked women. Leporidus and Anurus, being animalistic gods, only had the slightest passing interest in the human or even demihuman form. Leporidus, though, could appreciate Poseidon’s love of the finer things in life, and few things were finer than the nymph giving the bearded god a shoulder massage with the Balm of Forbidden Trees. “Greetings to you, friend Poseidon,” said the cheerful God of Rabbits.

“What do you want, Leporidus?” Poseidon gazed down on the two smaller deities with the malevolence of storm clouds in his gray eyes. “I thought I told you yesterday to piss off. Thor was supposed to keep you out.”

Leporidus snorted. “Please. That half-wit couldn’t find his own hammer if it wasn’t hanging between his legs and constantly banging into his manhood.”

Pina colada foam blew through Poseidon’s mustache as he laughed in spite of himself. “Oh, dear me.” He wiped coconut from his beard. “I should cast you down from here, but that was funny.” He raised a magnanimous hand. “I grant you a reprieve from my anger.”

“How kind of you, Posie. Hey, Toots, I’d love a drink. Something with carrots in it?” Leporidus poked a nymph with his paw on her ample behind. 

Poseidon drained the last of his drink. “And another drink for me. A prickly pear margarita, I think.” He looked at Leporidus. “Why are you here?”

“Oh. We wanted to ask you about that new guy you told me you saw.”

Poseidon smoothed down his mustache. “He was an insect. Animalistic, like you fellows. Not humanoid. Lurking around the dark corners of Dionysus’s.” Dionysus’s was a bar in Gods’ Home, like Bacchus’ Place, but not nearly as savory, especially with that annoying possessive S after the apostrophe that Leporidus was damn sure didn’t belong there. Dionysus insisted, though, and in the end, gods weren’t supposed to get involved in each others’ business. Well, not much, anyway.

“An insect god?” Anurus sounded interested and maybe a little bit hungry. “They’re not common.”

“No, and this guy was quite odd, even for an insect.”

“Interesting. What were you doing in Dionysus’s?” Leporidus scratched behind his ear. 

“That’s none of your—hey, what is that you’re doing?” said Poseidon. “Fleas? Are you putting fleas in my water?” His ire rose like a storm surge.

“No,” said Leporidus, backing away. “Honestly, I don’t have fleas...”

“Get away from here! ” Poseidon’s roar shook the foundations of the pool, sending whitecaps and breakers in all directions.

Leporidus and Anurus glanced at each other and then ran for it. They didn’t stop until they were safe, ensconced beneath a hedge some distance away from the pool.

“I think maybe we ought to stay away from coastal areas for awhile,” murmured Anurus. “And inland lakes, just to be safe.”

“I think I want to go see this weird new insect god,” said Leporidus. “This place has been so dull for the past few hundred years. I could use a fresh perspective not tainted by two-thousand-year-old dogma.”

“I could use a fresh dragonfly sandwich with some crispy French flies on the side.”

“That’s repulsive.”

“I can’t help it. I love bugs. They’re delicious.”

“You ought to find plenty where we’re going. Especially if we tour the kitchen. I hear Hygieia won’t even go near the place.”

“You’re not exactly raising my confidence,” said Anurus, shivering at the thought of what sort of mess would keep away the Goddess of Cleanliness.

The two friends loped through the fields and forests, skirting around the main hotel, heading for the seedy backwoods shack known as Dionysus’s. 

As usual, the neon sign had a couple of unlit letters and therefore read Di-n-sus’s. Anurus looked at the splintery wooden walls with distaste while Leporidus was disenchanted with the stinking fens around the building. From somewhere beyond the bar, in the deepest part of the forest, they could smell the tang of burning wood from Dionysus’s stills.

“Phew,” said Anurus. “This was a stupid idea. Let’s go back to the pool.”

“No way,” said Leporidus. “We’ve come this far. I want to see the weird insect god.”

“Rabbits.” Anurus made the word sound dirty and rolled his eyes.

They crossed the creaking bridge over the fetid swamp stream and entered the bar. It was dim inside, lit by naked overhead bulbs. By the look of it, Dionysus seemed to have acquired his décor from the backwoods of Arkansas—splintery wooden floor with sawdust spread across unrecognizable stains, sputtering neon signs advertising mostly Sumerian brands of beer, and a single ceiling fan with greasy, dust-coated blades that didn’t move the air so much as slide through it. Dionysus himself slouched behind the bar, sullen and drunk, a jug of his best moonshine sitting beside him.

“Ho, barkeep!” called Leporidus in his most cheerful voice, trying not to taste the thick, stagnant air that seemed to coat everything.

Dionysus emitted a long, grating belch.

“Nice,” muttered Anurus.

“What ye want?” asked Dionysus.

“Oh, nothing much, really.” Leporidus examined the bar’s only other inhabitant out of the corner of his eye. “Two pints of your White Lightning and a spot at the bar to drink them.”

Without another word, Dionysus plopped two chipped bowls in front of them. They were filled with a cloudy liquid that promised numerous hallucinations and hangovers galore.

Leporidus gave up his subterfuge and looked over at the insect god. He couldn’t identify the creature’s origin. It had a long body, short legs, and long antennae that wiggled constantly. Its head shone in the dim lighting, almost a perfect reflector, but the body was a flat black with traces of red in the chitin.

“Greetings, strange one,” said Leporidus. “I haven’t seen you around here before. Been in town long?”

The insect made a chittering noise at them, instead of speaking properly like a god ought to. Leporidus marveled that he could understand the sound at all.

“I have arrived recently,” said the creature.

“I am Leporidus, the Rabbit God. My bulbous-eyed and charming companion is Anurus, the God of Frogs.”

The stranger didn’t respond.

Leporidus tried again. “And so I don’t have to just call you the dude with the antennae, if we were to call you by name, what would it be?”

“Blattodeus.”

“Charming name.” Leporidus thought it sounded like someone being sick. He tried his White Lightning and determined that more than a sip might kill him in spite of his godhood. “What do you call your flock? Those who worship you?”

“Soon to be victorious.”

“That’s kind of a mouthful. I’d think you’d want to call them something that rolls a little more trippingly off the tongue. Blattodites. Oh, I see what you mean. That doesn’t work at all. What are you expecting them to be victorious over?”

“The world of Man.”

Anurus gasped and Leporidus waved a paw at him to get him to shut up. “Your people are going to take over Man’s world? Nice try. The Rules don’t allow it. Don’t you remember your Ancient History? It’s been tried.”

“Where others have failed, I will succeed. It is inevitable.”

Anurus gasped again and poked Leporidus in the back, frantic.

The Rabbit God sighed. “What?” 

“He’s not from around here,” said Anurus.

“Well, duh. I can see that.”

“No, I mean he’s really not from around here. Don’t just look at him. See him.”

Leporidus focused the total of his mind on the stranger, bringing to bear the superb senses possessed by the divine. Then he gasped too. Blattodeus wasn’t a human god at all!

Dozens of millennia ago, when the First Gods had walked Gods’ Home, they laid down the Rules. Gods’ Home was only for the gods created by Mankind. That was deemed both appropriate and proper, as only two other species in Man’s world even had the slightest concept of Higher Beings. Animals simply didn’t create gods.

Except some other race had done just that: those who created Blattodeus. The insect was a god created by non-humans, and therefore an impossibility in Gods’ Home. Leporidus slurped down the rest of his drink to steady himself, feeling its fire coat his insides much in the same way as a nice, refreshing glass of magma would. “You... you shouldn’t be here!”

“It matters not. Soon my people shall rule the Earth, and therefore I shall rule here.” Blattodeus dropped to all sixes and scuttled out of Dionysus’s bar.

“Not if I c’n help it, short, shquat, and fugly.” Leporidus felt drunk and dangerous.

“What can you do?” whispered Anurus. “The Rules say no god may interfere directly with another.”

“Rules don’t... don’t apply to him. He’sh not even a human god.”

“Still, you can’t do anything to him here in Gods’ Home. Whether or not he is bound by the Rules, you still are. Hey, are you drunk?”

“Course I’m not. I’m a frickin’ god. I don’t get drunk. I’ll find a Herald.”

Anurus burst out laughing. “A Herald? You’ve got to be kidding! How is that even possible?”

“I didn’t opt out.” Leporidus let out a juicy belch that peeled varnish from the bar and told himself the room wasn’t really spinning and there was only one frog sitting beside him, not three.

“What, you mean that huge pile of forms when we became gods? I just signed the short form,” said Anurus in wonderment.

“I read ‘em all. Took a hunnerd years.” Leporidus giggled. “An’ I took ev’ry option. No short cuts f’r this li’l... li’l bunny.”

Anurus croaked long and loud. The windows in the bar all rattled with sympathetic vibrations. “Wow. A Herald. Like Jesus. Or Mohammed. Nobody’s going to believe that the God of Rabbits has his own Herald.”

“I wouldn’t b’lieve it m’self,” Lepidorus slid off the stool onto the floor and slipped in a pile of sawdust. “But somebody’s gotta do somethin’. Can’t let a stupid an’mal god take over th’ world.”

“We’re animal gods.” Anurus supported his intoxicated friend as they left the bar.

“Created by humans,” said the Rabbit God. “That fella... Blassomus or whatev’r. He was cree... crate... cretate... borned by animals. Prolly insects.” Leporidus swayed close to the edge of the wooden bridge and only by kicking with his powerful hind legs could Anurus keep them both from tumbling into the brackish water.

“Where are you going to find a Herald in this day and age? Nobody’s got any faith anymore.”

“Already got one in mind.” Leporidus decided that walking presented far too much effort and plopped to the ground. “Kid’s perfect for th’ job.”

“Oh?”

“C’mon... I’ll show you.”
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“I’m breaking up with you!”

Jackson “Jay” Jones blinked as every book in his locker tumbled down to the floor, the last one knocking the Super Big Gulp out of his hand and dumping Mountain Dew all over the black Nike Air Griffeys with the red trim that he’d saved up for all summer. “What?” He turned to see his apparently former girlfriend standing in the hall with her arms crossed over her purple letter jacket.

Shari Washington tossed her mass of stylish braids that Jay suspected were extensions. She’d brought two of her white cheerleader friends with her and their sniffs of disdain were choreographed in perfect unison. “You’re a shitty boyfriend.”

Jay wished he’d had more time to prepare for this sudden breakup. They’d been dating for a couple of months, and he hadn’t seen any signs of her discontent. He couldn’t manage a better retort than “No I’m not!” Without a stronger position, he knew he’d have to run with it. “I’m a good boyfriend. Hell, I’m a great boyfriend. I’ve got my own car and everything.”

“Weak, dude,” said a passing kid with a trombone case. Jay could have facepalmed; he was getting dissed by a band geek?

Shari was unmoved. “You don’t play sports. You work at a stupid dance studio, and your best friend is a fag. I can do better. Have a nice life, loser.”

“Loser,” repeated the other two cheerleaders. All three spun on their heels and flounced down the hall. The crowd of students parted like the Red Sea, leaving Jay standing in shock with soda soaking into his socks.

“She totally owned you, dude,” said the ginger-headed freshman two lockers down from him.

Jay couldn’t believe it. He was a junior, which was practically the same as being a senior, and a lowly freshman was talking smack at him. He’d have smarted off a reply if the kid hadn’t been almost a foot taller and a good hundred pounds heavier. The youngster looked down at him with a mixture of pity and contempt. Mostly contempt.

“You suck so hard,” said the kid, and loped off to his first class.

Jay blinked again and the freshman was replaced by Mr. Pillsbury, the basketball coach. Being tall, fat, white, and jolly ensured that Pillsbury would be called Doughboy by every student until the day he retired. “Look at you, Jones, you’re a mess. What you need is some physical activity to take your mind off that floozy. Women are nothing but trouble anyway. I’ve got three ex-wives and am working on a fourth, so believe me when I say I know what I’m talking about.”

Jay blinked. “What?” 

“Basketball, bub. It’s in your genes. You should be out there on the court with the other kids, not mooning around with your nose in a notebook. There’ll be plenty of time for that after the NBA. You want to go to college, right? You come see me and we’ll start applying for scholarships. They love to give underprivileged black kids like you scholarships. But you’ll have to play ball first. You do the work, you reap the rewards. That’s the way it works in the world, Jones.”

“Underprivileged? But I’m not—”

Doughboy wasn’t having any of it. He smiled and clapped Jay on the back. “Come see me after school and we’ll get you signed up for the team.” He looked down. “And you should probably change your shoes. Shame, too. Those look expensive.” He winked. “And good for basketball.”

Jay shook his head to clear away Doughboy’s cheerfully innocent racism. He looked down at his feet, which felt like they were encased in wet concrete from the soda. His books had soaked up plenty of the sticky beverage and he doubted he’d be able to pry them off the floor. 

A tingle on the back of his neck made him look back and there she was: Creepy White Girl. He didn’t know her name, didn’t know a thing about her except that she’d spent all of last year staring at him from behind those big-ass glasses every time he saw her. Her straight black hair was always held back by a headband and she wore odd dresses that looked like something out of a sitcom from the ‘50s. And there she was, staring at him again. It made him twitchy. He didn’t know what she saw in him, but he saw nothing in her. Even now, when he’d just become single, and been made a fool of in front of the entire school, he wasn’t desperate enough to think of her as the Creepy White Girl Who Might Want To Hook Up.

“Hey, punk, where’s your boyfriend?” A couple of football players in their own letter jackets stood and surveyed him like he was a tackling dummy. “We heard that Shari finally dumped your sorry ass. Guess you better stick with your boyfriend.” They laughed like a couple of hicks with hayseeds stuck in their teeth, slapping each other’s backs as they walked away.

Right on cue, Bunny appeared. Bunny’s real name was Bainbridge, but he’d been Bunny since first moving to the neighborhood when they were both in second grade. It was still September and hot as hell outside, but Bunny wore tight black stretch jeans under a double-breasted navy blue jacket and gold lamé shirt. His hair was perfectly done up in twists. He looked cool enough that butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth, as Jay’s mom liked to say. Bunny offered a gracious smile. “Jay honey, you’ve absolutely ruined those shoes. Ruined them!”

The first warning bell rang and students started to dissipate from the hall. A quick glance over his shoulder confirmed to Jay that even Creepy White Girl had disappeared. He bent down to pick up his textbooks. All of their covers had soaked through, and half of his algebra book stayed stuck to the floor where it had hit. Bunny helped him collect his things, doing the best he could not to actually touch any of the sticky, wet books, and all the while fretting about Jay’s footwear.

“I’ve got some spare flats in my locker, but I don’t think they’d fit those gunboats you call feet. What on Earth happened to you today, Jay? You’re usually so self-assured.”

“Shari dumped me.”

“Oh. Oh my.” Bunny looked sadly at Jay. “I’ll kick her ass for this.”

In spite of himself, Jay snickered at the thought of the diminutive Bunny taking on Shari in a no-holds-barred cage battle. Poor Bunny would find himself outmatched by the feisty cheerleader. She’d have him begging for mercy in seconds. He sighed and peeled off his shoes and socks. He’d have to see if his mom would be able to salvage the expensive Nikes after she got back from her business trip to Toledo. “Ah, screw it. It’s Friday and I no longer have plans tonight. I’m ditching,” he said.

Bunny looked up at him, concern in his big brown eyes. “You sure that’s such a good idea, Jay honey?”

Jay nodded and held out his phone to Bunny. “Call the office for me? Pretend to be my mom? Tell them I’m sick.”

Bunny took the phone and did a credible if overly-dramatic impression of Jay’s mom and excused him for the day. Then he made kissy-lips and photographed himself with the phone, then checked himself out in the picture. He handed the phone back to Jay and sighed. “Dear God, if I don’t get some moisturizer I’m going to spontaneously combust right here in the hallway. Are you going to be all right?”

“Yeah, Bunny. Thanks.”

“You could always switch teams, you know. I’d welcome you with open arms.”

“I don’t doubt it.” Jay laughed. It was their running joke. Jay knew Bunny lusted after him, and Bunny knew it was a fruitless venture to try. “What about you, Bunny? You’re already late for class and the Hall Monitor will be along any moment.”

Bunny gave him a sly smile. “Girlfriend, please.” He sashayed off down the hall, disappearing through a door just as the Hall Monitor walked through the intersection. Jay tensed, but the teacher’s aide stuck with patrol duty never looked his direction.

Jay padded barefoot through the halls to the nearest exit. It was supposed to sound an alarm when opened during school hours, but Jay knew the teachers who smoked had disabled it so they could duck outside for a quick butt. He looked down at the metal grate in front of the door, which was supposed to be used for scraping mud off shoes before entering the building but instead had become a catchall for ashes and filters. The edges of the grate looked sharp enough to lacerate his feet to the bone. Beyond it lay hot pavement growing soft in the morning sun, then half a gravelly parking lot until he got to his truck.

He wished he could just jump over it all.

He sighed. His feet were already filthy from the Mountain Dew and treading the venerable halls of Bayview High. If he cut them on something, he might die of a sudden infection, which he thought might be a kindness rather than having to return to school tomorrow and face the traditional Gauntlet of Mocking and Hazing. But that would mean letting Shari win, and he couldn’t let her know how much she’d really hurt him. He hadn’t been that bad a boyfriend. Sure, he’d missed the first football game because he’d had to take his mom to the airport. And he’d had to break a date because Bunny had a meltdown in a Starbucks over a caramel macchiato that didn’t have enough pumps of caramel in it, Jay honey, and my life is over, do you hear me? And he’d forgotten their one month anniversary.

He slapped his forehead with the realization. “Shit. I am a shitty boyfriend,” he said aloud.

He rooted through the trash barrel beside the door until he found two empty Super Big Gulp cups. They were sticky and smelly inside, but they’d at least get him across the lot. Or maybe he could cut across the lawn. The soft green carpet was only a few feet away and called to him in an inviting way. His eyes dropped to the sign set at the edge of the field.

Keep Off The Grass!

Jay snorted. Grass was part of nature. It was meant to be walked upon, not admired from a distance. He looked at the cups in his hands and weighed the risk of being busted by someone on the faculty for daring to cross the field. Gazing back at the direct route to the parking lot, it looked more and more like pavement the temperature of lava and a gravel parking lot filled with chips of broken glass.

“Screw it.” He threw the cups aside and jumped for the grass.

The grass welcomed his bare feet with its cushiony soothing touch.

“That’s not so bad,” he said.

Then the sprinklers turned on.
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“You’re kidding, right?” asked Anurus, incredulous at Leporidus’s selection of the seemingly hapless human youth. “He doesn’t look anything like a Herald.”

“There’s potential for greatness within him,” said the Rabbit God.

“There’s potential for needing a bath, but I don’t think Hygieia would go near him either.”

“You’re hilarious.” Leporidus combed out his fur with fastidious attention to detail.

“Why not his friend instead? He seems so organized and detail-oriented. He’d be the perfect Company Man, you know?”

“I don’t want a perfect Company Man. Look what happened to Jesus. He got nailed to a cross for telling people to be nice to each other.”

“Still, though, you could probably do a lot better if you took some time to look around.”

“He’ll do, Anurus. He’ll do quite nicely. When I get through with him, he’ll be a true Herald.”

“We’re going to have to go down there now, aren’t we?” Anurus sounded resigned.

“You can stay here if you want.”

“Are you kidding? I wouldn’t miss this for the world.”
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Two
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Jay was heading for the beach in his rusty, beat-up Toyota truck when his phone rang. He nearly shut it off without answering it, but then he saw it was his mother.

“Hi, Mom,” he said, looking for a place to pull off the road. Conversations with her always made him need to pace and wave his arms.

“Jay, why are you answering your phone? Aren’t you in school?”

A roadside stand appeared around a corner and Jay whipped his truck onto the sandy shoulder and shut down the engine. The stand might have once been a trailer, but it sat on four naked rims with shreds of rotten rubber hanging from them. The faded, peeling sign on the roof said Droogs, which meant nothing to Jay. He looked at the digital clock stuck to his dash by a piece of double-sided foam tape. It wasn’t yet 10 AM. But his mom was in Toledo. That was three hours later. Maybe she’d forget. “It’s lunch, Mom.”

“Oh? Are you having lunch at a roadside stand?” Jay winced at his mother’s preternatural hearing. Bunny often said she must be a parahuman, like the heroes of Just Cause or the Lucky Seven, but Jay knew better. She just had that uncanny Mom Radar that was right more often than it was wrong.

“No, uh, it’s that Timmy Taco Truck that always parks by the school. Mmmm... tacos, right?”

“You better not be ditching, Mr. Jones. And if you are, you’d better not have gotten Bunny involved.”

“No, Mom, he’s in class. I mean, he’s got class while I’m at lunch. I’m A Lunch and he’s B Lunch.”

“I’m trying to close a big deal here, Jay. This one is for your college fund. You do still want to go to college, don’t you?”

“Yeah, Mom.” Jay stuck his filthy feet into a pair of beach flip-flops he kept behind the seat and walked over to the stand. He figured he’d find a secluded section of beach someplace and watch the ocean for awhile to see if its rhythms might help him unwind his shoulders that were rock-hard from tension. The only other patrons of the stand had arrived on a tricked-out touring motorcycle. The tall lanky man and his pretty auburn-haired companion wore riding leathers with plenty of chrome zippers. They looked at him with mild interest as they sipped on milkshakes.

“Let me say some words to you, Jay. Tell me if you’ve heard them before. Range Rover. Trip to Italy. Boob job. These are all things I’m not getting because you want to go to college.”

“I know, Mom.”

“And if you decide to throw that away because you’d rather skip school when I’m out of town, I can promise you that your college fund will pay for all those things. All of them, Jay. You’re going to have to learn to play basketball and get a scholarship, because you’ll have paid for your mom’s perky new boobs.”

“God, Mom, really? Could we not talk about this, please?”

The biker slipped the counterman some money and shot a wry smile at Jay. “Hang in there, buddy,” he said. “Don’t let her get the upper hand.”

“Shush,” said the woman.

The counterman put a tall paper cup with a straw poking out of it down in front of Jay. “I didn’t order that,” he whispered, covering the phone’s mouthpiece and looking with caution at the frothy white liquid within.

“They did,” said the counterman, tilting his head toward the couple as they climbed back onto the bike.

“Milk?” Jay looked over at the couple.

“It does a body good.” The biker winked at him. The back of his jacket read BORN TO KICK ASS. 

“So let’s have it, Jay.”

“Have what?”

“Your grades. How are they?” Her disapproving tone made Jay feel like throwing himself out into the passing traffic. He checked to see if there were any semi trucks or even a bus approaching. Nothing but a bearded dude on a scooter, which wouldn’t even remotely approach a lethal impact.

“Doing good, Mom. I got an 83 on my algebra test on Wednesday, and Mrs. Nipple—I mean Niblett—said my book review of Watership Down was really good.” Jay picked up the glass of milk, looking at it in the light.
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