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Golden Cuckoo

	Cheryl hung her purse under the bar before sliding into her seat. Seeing a text from her friend Janet, she sighed. Janet wouldn't be joining her. It was one final disappointment in a day plagued by them. Since she was already there, she decided to have her favorite martini before heading home.

	As she watched the bartender making her drink, a male voice addressed her from behind. "Rough day?" 

	Turning her head to glance at the man, she resisted the urge to laugh. One of the financial district's aging frat boys stood behind her in his bespoke suit. His face blazed with a sense of entitlement. 

	"No one likes a lurker," Cheryl said, turning back to the bar. 

	Uninvited, he took the seat to her right as the bartender approached with her drink.

	"Let me make it up to you." He gestured to the bartender.

	"Compliments of Mr. Jaeger," the bartender said, setting her drink down.

	Cheryl savored a sip before giving her cocksure interloper a proper looking over. He paused for a moment, posing for her inspection. There was an honesty to it she appreciated. He was fit, handsome, and adorned in a few thousand dollars of tailored clothing. She usually liked to sort through finance types by looking at their shoes, but this guy's diamond-studded Audemars Piguet wristwatch was the tell. He was beyond rich.

	"Jaeger?" she asked. The name rang a bell, but it took a moment to recall why. An elite salesperson, she prided herself on never forgetting a name. "You bought me that glass of port three weeks ago before my friend Janet ran you off." It was hard to forget a five-hundred-dollar pour.

	Jaeger smiled. "That's right. She seemed upset that I was paying more attention to you."

	Cheryl chuckled and settled in for some small talk. Half an hour later they were both still interested, he was still charming and good looking, and her judgment was two martinis weaker. So, she pulled out her phone, opened the Compati-App, and set it on the bar between them. It displayed the left side of an outline of a cartoon heart.

	Jaeger raised an eyebrow before setting his phone next to hers. The right side of the heart outline filled its screen. The two phones began swapping data. The first chime indicated she was verifiably free of sexually transmittable diseases. The next chime on the scale indicated he too was clean. Animation on both their phones started to color the heart blood red. The third chime signaled their birth control preferences didn't clash. A final trill crescendoed as the two half-hearts filled in, indicating their profiles were fully compatible.

	───

	Two weeks later, Jaeger was a faded memory. Cheryl's Compati-App preferences had indicated she didn't want any follow-up, but part of her was disappointed he hadn't broken the rules. She wasn't interested in Jaeger, but his compliance made her feel like she was losing her appeal.

	Taking the elevator to her apartment, her phone chimed an alert from the building's entry scanner informing her of a health change it detected: she was pregnant. Suddenly self-conscious in the crowded elevator, she pressed against the back wall, staring at the message. Her contraception implant made pregnancy impossible. 

	Cheryl stayed in the elevator, riding it back down to take a car to the nearest testing facility. She asked for all the STD tests in addition to a more definitive pregnancy test. 

	As she took her seat in the waiting room, an image of her mother flashed in her mind: drunk, holding her cigarette up near her face, snidely berating Cheryl. Her head wobbled mockingly as her words cut into Cheryl, finally thrusting her chin forward to emphasize the last one—whore. 

	Looking around the waiting room, Cheryl took in the clientele. Most were ten years younger and draped in clothing Cheryl wouldn't be caught painting in. When her more rational self interrupted her condescension to remind her why she was there, the scream that had been building within her nearly escaped. Instead, she clutched her purse tightly and giggled quietly like a madwoman. No one seemed to notice.

	To distract herself from the wait, she harangued her gynecologist's office into giving her an emergency appointment. 

	───

	Are you ready to be a parent? Come to CrècheCert to find out. Initial testing is free. If you pass, you'll leave with the peace of mind that comes from knowing you're qualified to be a parent. But if you don't, we will get you trained up so you can crush those parenting tests. You didn't come this far in life just to let strangers raise your child, did you? Be certain with CrècheCert.

	 

	Cheryl snorted at the piped-in advertisement even as the marketing professional in her admired its precise targeting.

	She waited in a treatment room for Dr. Bisson. For the last ten minutes, she had listened to her doctor's muffled conversations in the hallway; there was a problem with her vacation booking, and a Mrs. Jobel had been irritating the front office staff enough that they were considering kicking her off the service.

	After what felt like an eternity, she heard the obligatory two knocks before Dr. Bisson stepped into the room.

	"There's no mistake," her doctor said, forcing a smile. "You're pregnant."

	Cheryl saw a micro-expression of annoyance flicker across the woman's face as she said the word. They had crammed Cheryl into her busy schedule, and now she would be burdened with time-consuming counseling. The doctor sat down on her stool before continuing.

	"The law requires me to counsel you on your options and obligations." She tapped on her tablet, apparently calling up a script. "Your profile indicates—"

	Shaking her head, Cheryl cut her off. "No. I want an abortion. If you would just register the pregnancy, I'll run through the counseling online. That'll save us both time."

	The doctor smiled just enough to show her appreciation without seeming glad Cheryl was terminating a pregnancy. 

	Tapping on her computer again, the doctor said, "Okay. Jumping ahead, let's check the father's profile." The pregnancy test automatically included a DNA analysis to determine the father's identity and prescreen for genetic abnormalities.

	Dr. Bisson mouthed a silent "Oh" before she continued. "I've registered the pregnancy, but you're legally prevented from terminating it. The father has an injunction."

	Cheryl's mouth fell open as the words sank in. She had spent ten intense years building her career to the edge of a breakthrough into upper management. It was exactly the wrong time for her to have a child.

	The doctor filled the awkward silence. "On the upside, your boy's genetic profile is astonishing. His projected aptitude, athleticism, and health are all in the top percentile. I'm guessing this guy is a Golden Cuckoo who targeted you because your DNA profile complements his."

	Dropping her head, Cheryl groaned. She had heard the term, but it was always something that happened in China or Saudi Arabia where there was a surfeit of super-wealthy chauvinistic men. Under the right legal circumstances, they could force a woman to carry their child to term. Yes, women had a right to choose, but men did too. All they needed to force the issue were very deep pockets. 

	Suddenly inspired, Cheryl's eyes went wide. Sitting up straight, she asked, "What about the exception for faulty birth control?" To Cheryl, abortion was the recourse of ignorant, careless women, yet here she was desperately angling for one. Tears brimmed her eyes.

	Seeming happy to have something to do besides facing her teary patient, the doctor rolled her stool to a nearby drawer from which she pulled out a handheld scanner and held it near Cheryl's abdomen.

	After a few moments, the scanner chimed.

	Her doctor sighed. "The log indicates you turned your implant off five weeks ago."

	"What?!" Cheryl yelled, jumping to her feet. She pulled the scanner from the doctor's hands. "I would never..." 

	"How?" she asked as she handed it back to the doctor.

	The doctor put her hands up and shook her head. "That's something I have no business speculating about. I'm sorry this pregnancy is unwelcome news to you. Do you have any other concerns today?"

	Cheryl heard in her tone that it was time to get out of the office. Dr. Bisson had done Cheryl a favor fitting her into her schedule on almost no notice, and now it turned out that rather than a crisis, what Cheryl had was a severe case of carelessness stacked on stupidity. They were done. 

	───

	That night, Cheryl did the online pregnancy counseling. Failure to do so would mark her as a disinterested parent. Anticipating some kind of legal scuffle with Jaeger, the last thing she wanted was to give his lawyers ammunition.

	What Cheryl knew about child-rearing law were dribs and drabs absorbed from popular entertainment and anecdotes from friends and family. Unless you were super-rich, your baby would be part of a crèche. The dramas were usually about getting your baby into the right crèche or having your interactions restricted because of your potential bad influence. And God forbid your baby be assigned to a public crèche.

	The counseling consisted of a half-hour tutorial on how state and federal law combined to establish the rules governing child-rearing in New York City. It came down to two things: the parents' financial status and their certifications. Parents who didn't make enough to put their child in a private crèche were forced to use subsidized public ones. Those parents who couldn't even afford the subsidized crèche fees would be kept from having more children—sterilized.

	She passed the exam easily. The faint tingle her bureaucratic compliance gave her was quickly quashed by a series of other counseling recommendations that hit her email only moments later. She sighed at the titles: Pre-Natal Nutrition, Work and Pregnancy, and Exercise and Pregnancy. 

	Realizing she knew next to nothing about those topics made her feel obligated to educate herself. More and more of her brain was being subordinated to her baby. Her singular career focus was fraying. 

	Clueless about pregnancy as she was, she knew the wining part of wining and dining prospective clients was out the window. And how soon would it be until her looks—she was an NYC nine—suffered? How would her bloated self fare selling to sober clients? That's not to mention what it would do to her promotion chances in an industry that ran on image.

	Her eyes flicked to the wine fridge under her kitchen counter. A groan escaped her as she lowered her cheek to the cool granite countertop.

	Cheryl's granite therapy was interrupted by her phone. The caller ID read: Jaeger Enterprises.

	She was in no mood to talk to him, but clinging to the hope that she could convince him to pull his injunction, she answered the call. "Yes?"

	"My name is Jameson, Mr. Jaeger's attorney."

	Cheryl stood up, laughing at the absurdity of it. "Nothing like the personal touch, eh? What occasions your call, Mr. Jameson?"

	There was an uncomfortable pause before Jameson replied. "As you've discovered, Mr. Jaeger's moral convictions—"

	"Mr. Jameson." Cheryl wasn't willing to listen to how Jaeger was a moral paragon. "Do you know what I was doing when my contraception implant logged a change of configuration? I had just drunk a marvelous glass of port magnanimously provided by your employer. Just the one, mind you. It wasn't until weeks later when I was fertile again that he returned to make the effort to bed me."

	"That sounds close to an accusation. Let's have no more aspersions against my client. I called because he has an offer for you."

	Cheryl chuckled sourly. "Jameson, your client just enslaved me to bear his child. Other than lifting the injunction, what can he possibly offer me?"

	Jameson made her wait for his response. Cheryl recognized the tactic: Always slow down an emotional conversation.

	"Money," Jameson finally said, inserting another maddening pause before continuing. "He'll pay you to relinquish all your parental rights. Considering you want to kill the boy, I imagine you'd be happy for the chance to wash your hands of him."

	Saying that her fetus was a boy she wanted to kill came close to breaking Cheryl's composure. She grudgingly admitted to herself that the lawyer had a talent for weaponizing words.

	Cheryl let Jameson chew on silence for a few seconds before answering. "Mr. Jameson, I'm not for sale." She ended the call.

	Scrolling through her phone's personal contacts, she looked for someone to talk to.

	Calling her mother was out of the question. She'd have to tell her sometime, but it had taken years to settle their relationship into a kind of benign neglect. There were too many old wounds her mother would gleefully rip open while posing as a supportive grandmother-to-be.

	Janet was also out of the question. To her, discretion wasn't a question of respecting someone's privacy but rather what spin to put on that person's secrets as she broadcast them to anyone interested. 

	Reaching the end of the list, Cheryl sighed as she realized she didn't have a proper confidante in her life. Then again, was there really anything to talk about yet? Her body might naturally reject the fetus for any number of reasons in the first ten weeks. Aged thirty-six, her womb's ability to carry a baby to term was fading fast, as her mother was so fond of reminding her.

	In the meantime, diligently training to be a good parent would both soothe her conscience and make her look more sympathetic to a judge.

	───

	Cheryl found the CrècheCert center a surprisingly pleasant space. Bright and airy, the lobby was decorated in soft colors. Pregnancy-friendly chairs with higher seat heights were interspersed among comfy couches. Fashionable beverages peeked out of a glass-fronted refrigerator, topped with baskets of snacks. Barely audible mood music wafted through the space.

	As she planted her still-taut ass in a comfortable chair, she had to admit that her only complaint was the overly solicitous staff. Their saccharine sweetness reminded her of Los Angeles where everyone hid behind a sheen of gentility. She preferred New York City's usual brusqueness.

	On the upside, the still-silent Mr. Jaeger, through his lawyer factotum, had paid for her certification course. She had also been provided unlimited accounts at the best local grocery store as well as the GrubMe app. Coerced and violated as she felt, the sharp edge of her anger was blunted by Jaeger's open-ended financial support.

	A heavily pregnant woman plopped down on the plush chair across from her. Cheryl gave her one of those carefully attenuated subway smiles that conveyed nominal friendliness with an undertone of don't-talk-to-me.  

	"Oh, hello! You must be Cheryl. I'm Rhonda. We're in the same class."

	Cheryl's smart-ass reply drowned in her confusion over how this random woman knew her name. "Should I know you?" Cheryl asked slowly.

	Closer inspection revealed that Rhonda had put on thirty more pounds than pregnancy allowed for. Evidence of former prettiness could be seen in her fleshy face but Cheryl was shocked at how much of that extra weight had landed in the woman's boobs. Surely that wouldn't happen to her.

	"Oh," Rhonda said. "I thought I had sent you an invite. I'm on the crèche board." She looked at her phone and frowned. After a few taps, Cheryl's phone beeped. "I took the time to write it but never sent it. How ditzy, right?" Her turgid belly convulsed in chuckling for a few moments before she added, "Pregnancy has turned me into a complete scatterbrain."

	Cheryl's irritation was melting in the face of Rhonda's sloppy charm. After scanning the email, she accepted the invitation and was sent to the website of Jaeger's private crèche. Their very professional-looking homepage showed a glamour shot of a lovely Westchester mansion. Underneath that was what looked like a preschool class photo.

	Cheryl looked up at Rhonda. "I don't understand, Rhonda. I thought Jaeger had a private crèche. This one looks a lot bigger than I expected."

	Rhonda gave Cheryl an impish grin. "They're all his!" She patted her belly. "I'm about to give birth to his eighteenth child. You are carrying the nineteenth! Your child will grow up in luxury with all those brothers and sisters."

	Nineteenth? Cheryl considered Jaeger a monster for what he did to her, but the idea that he'd done it to eighteen other women staggered her.

	Forcing a smile, Cheryl asked, "So, Rhonda, how are you on the crèche board if you're not already certified?"

	Rhonda shrugged. "It comes with a big salary." Shifting her massive bulk in the upholstery that seemed determined to swallow her, Rhonda grunted. "He is a supreme asshole, but he's not cheap or stupid. He's got nineteen baby mamas—sorry eighteen, one died—seething about having their birth control hacked. Money goes a long way to softening their anger."

	Cheryl was heartened that Rhonda was much savvier than she appeared. Already she felt a trickle of camaraderie.

	"Why doesn't he just hire surrogate mothers?" Cheryl asked. "He's got the money. Why hack our birth control?"

	"I think it's about our DNA," Rhonda said. "All the kids' genetic profiles are amazing. He hunts for women whose genes are complementary to his. Knowing most women wouldn't willingly donate eggs or carry his child, he takes what he wants. I certainly wouldn't have borne him a child for money. Would you?"

	"Hell no," Cheryl said, frowning. Rhonda's DNA theory made sense, but she suspected beyond that rationale Jaeger got some kind of thrill out of hunting all his baby mommas like prey. 

	"We're caught, Cheryl." Rhonda shifted in her plush seat. "The law is on his side. So do we use his awesome crèche or piss away money on a losing legal battle to then raise our children in relative poverty? Is your pride more important than the benefits to your child?"

	Cheryl nodded slowly. "Meanwhile we might as well get trained up on his dime."

	"Welcome to the gilded cage, Cheryl."

	───

	Muffled medical alarms chimed in the background as Cheryl surfaced to consciousness. Jostling of her hospital bed told her she was on the move.

	When she was days from delivery, Cheryl had moved into a birthing suite at Columbia Presbyterian Hospital, essentially a luxury studio apartment with a dedicated delivery room attached. Jaeger's people, besides paying for the suite, had hired a matronly nurse to assist her.

	"It's time, dear," the older nurse said. "Everything looks good. We're moving you to the delivery room."

	"I don't feel right," Cheryl said, raising a hand to her face. The IV line attached to her arm startled her. "When did you put that in?"

	"About five minutes ago," the nurse said, angling the bed through a doorway. "The drugs are making you a little foggy. Don't worry, you're getting the best care money can buy."

	Cheryl focused on the nurse's voice, trying to tease out every last bit of nuance as if there was something to negotiate. After a few moments, she smiled at her own stubbornness. Whatever they had doped her up with had made her thinking sluggish and her outlook optimistic.

	"I hope so because I'm barely able to string two thoughts together." Cheryl glanced at the empty visitors' chairs. What about the caring that money couldn't buy?

	Following her gaze, the nurse asked, "Do you want me to call someone?"

	"No, thank you." Maternal détente had lasted about a month before her mother's toxicity had reasserted itself.

	A final jostling and the telltale clicks of her bed's wheel locks sent Cheryl's pulse racing. 

	"Try not to freak out." A masked face came into view from behind her head. "I'm Doctor Posner, your anesthesiologist. Your OB/GYN is in the office next door. She'll be here in a minute."

	"Aren't you a little early?" Cheryl asked. "I haven't even had a contraction yet."

	Dr. Posner nodded. "I'm double-boarded in nano-tech. My little friends are doing the nano-episiotomy."

	"Already?" Cheryl asked. 

	"Oh yes," he said. "My guys need a little lead time to get set up. If we wait too long, you'll be stuck with an old-fashioned scalpel job."

	"The nanites are fantastic," the nurse spoke up. "You'll be mostly healed four hours postpartum." The older woman looked around conspiratorially before leaning in to whisper, "And your hooha won't be a subway tunnel when it's all over." 

	Cheryl snorted a giggle.

	Moments later when Dr. Bisson, came in, Cheryl asked, "Hey, Doc! Is it true you're gonna get Junior out without turning my lady bits into a subway tunnel?"

	Dr. Bisson smiled while reaching for a mask. "That's not exactly what the brochure says, but you'll definitely be in better shape down there than the rest of us."

	After steeling herself for an hours-long trial, Cheryl found the half-hour delivery much less brutal than expected. The combination of drugs and Dr. Posner's nanite "zipper", as he called it, made her boy's emergence into the world quite anti-climactic. The most disturbing bit was passing the placenta. Her doctor matter-of-factly pulled the blob out of her and spent a few minutes tinkering between her legs, calling for instruments like a bored mechanic.

	"I'll be damned, Alan," Dr. Bisson said. "If I didn't know better, I'd say the incision was a week old. There isn't a spot of hemorrhaging." She shook her head. "Yay for little robots, I guess."

	Looking around the room, Cheryl noticed the crowd had thinned, leaving her alone with the two doctors. "Where's Arman?" she asked, suddenly paranoid that Jaeger's people might have whisked her boy away.

	Doctor Bisson stood and took off her surgical cap. "He'll be right back. They're cleaning him up, giving him a shot, some ointment for his eyes, and checking him out. Remember? We talked about this. Standard operating procedure. Your boy is as healthy as any I've delivered."

	Dr. Posner came around to the foot of the bed. "Scope me some pictures, please, Edna."

	"Already on the monitor," she said. "This'll be a godsend when the price comes down to something normal people can afford."

	"My job here is done," Dr. Posner said. He bowed to Cheryl with a flourish before leaving the room.

	Dr. Bisson harrumphed. "He's going to be insufferable. Master of the new new thing. Boys and their goddamn toys. I prefer my anesthesiologists quiet and humble."

	Despite all her studying, Cheryl wasn't prepared for the experience of meeting her son. As a nurse approached with him—considerably cleaner—his newborn eyes couldn't focus on Cheryl. Guilt welled in her as she saw how perfect he was. She was certain that he had sensed her reluctance to bear him. He would resent her, reject her. But the moment he was placed on her chest, his guileless face smiled, seeming to recognize her. As Cheryl touched his head he cooed. Her heart filled with adoration.

	Cheryl immediately started bawling. After a few moments, she said through her sobs, "I can't stop crying!"

	"Don't worry about it," Dr. Bisson said, smiling. "Some new moms react this way. Just mind that you handle him gently. Let it out. I'm happy to see it." The doctor brushed some of Cheryl's hair back. "I was worried about you, but now I see the mom behind that hard front you put up."

	───

	Friday evening, after a hard week of getting back to work, Cheryl's nerves were up as her autocab approached the crèche's gates. She had been haunted by the idea that Arman wouldn't recognize her after five days apart. Even as she sat there telling herself it was a silly thing to worry about, she fought the urge to cry.

	Physically she wasn't much better. Even with the nano-episiotomy, her body still needed time to recover from giving birth. She had also underestimated the difficulties of supplying the crèche with her breast milk while working full time.

	Ironically, she was riding a wave of career satisfaction. Her boss had informed her that he was leaving and she was the front-runner to replace him. It had almost justified going back to work so early.

	The car didn't even slow as it approached the opening crèche gates. The previous Sunday afternoon when she dropped off Arman, they remained closed until a member of the staff had made the long walk down the driveway and given Cheryl and Arman a final bureaucratic blessing. 

	"What a difference a few days make," she muttered.

	Her phone spoke, startling her. "The autocab system transmits the ID of its occupants to security checkpoints. You're authorized in our system, free to come and go as you please, Cheryl." 

	Her annoyance at her phone being hijacked was blunted by the patient, almost fatherly tone of voice. She wasn't certain if it was a person or a computer. Cheryl stared at the time and weather on the lock screen. "How did you—"

	"I'm speaking to you through the crèche app you installed on your phone. You need only address me as Crèche. If I can hear you, I'll respond."

	Rhonda was standing on the front steps waiting when Cheryl pulled up to the mansion. When she saw Rhonda's gleeful face, Cheryl felt a twinge of guilt. She hadn't made any effort to stay in touch.

	As Cheryl stepped out of her cab, Rhonda rushed to hug her. "Oh my god, Cheryl, you bitch! Your stomach has snapped back like a goddamn rubber band!"

	"I appreciate the personal touch," Cheryl said, surprised that she meant it. "Apparently, the crèche AI was ready to take me under its wing."

	"Yeah, Crèche is a sweetheart," Rhonda said, as she grabbed Cheryl's rolling luggage from the car's trunk. "He's not one of those clunky, soulless jobs that they taught us about in class."

	Cheryl fell in behind Rhonda. "Yeah, I bet." To Cheryl, Crèche represented continuous, pervasive surveillance. If Jaeger was the enemy, then Crèche was too.

	As they navigated the massive house's hallways, Rhonda briefed Cheryl. "Seven of the moms gave up custody to Jaeger," Rhonda told her. "For a payout, of course. Another five live too far away to visit very often. Four more live in Westchester and take their kids home for visits, including me. One died. One has a restraining order against her—long story. Then there's you, super mom, who already has a level three cert. Very impressive, by the way."

	───

	The next morning, breakfast was delivered to Cheryl on her suite's south-facing balcony where she was nursing Arman.  The sight of the rolling lawn, with its perfectly maintained trees and flower gardens, soothed her sleep-deprived brain. Already the memory of getting up every few hours last night to feed Arman was fading. 

	A soft chime interrupted Cheryl's idyllic moment. 

	"Yes, Crèche?"

	"His diaper needs changing."

	Cheryl bit back a sharp reply. They'd been through this last night. Cheryl's protest that one shouldn't interrupt feeding for a diaper change was met with the AI assertion that Arman was done feeding. His algorithm involving the ratio of sucking to swallowing and a bunch of other little tells was apparently infallible. After Arman's second nocturnal feeding, she had stopped questioning the AI.

	She changed Arman's diaper and took him downstairs to the playroom. Cheryl had expected the best of everything, but couldn't get over how clean and shiny it all was.

	Arman was too young for serious interactive play, so Cheryl set him in the playpen. Work had run her ragged all week, so despite her paranoia about the AI spying on her, she was grateful its constant vigilance allowed her to relax. Within a minute of taking a seat by the enormous window, she was snoring lightly.

	The noise of an attendant pushing a stroller in the hallway brought Cheryl instantly alert. "Crèche, what's Araman's status?"

	"He's been dozing for most of the twenty-one minutes you've been sleeping. His diaper is dry and his vitals are excellent."

	Cheryl checked on Arman anyway. When she saw the little pool of drool he'd deposited on the padded playpen floor, she started going through the sideboard's drawers looking for a towel. Before eventually finding one, she stumbled upon a security badge in one of the drawers.

	After she wiped up Arman's puddle, she held up the badge, addressing the AI. "Crèche, I found someone's ID badge. Where should I turn it in?"

	"That's not one of ours. The crèche doesn't occupy the entire structure. The rest has its own security system. Don't worry about turning it in. It's probably deactivated."

	The idea of some part of the house Crèche didn't monitor disturbed her. "How can I make sure?" Cheryl asked. 

	"East wall bookcase, left side. Wave the card near the wall."

	Cheryl walked to the bookcase. Her badge dance was rewarded with a click before the bookcase slowly opened outward like a door.

	"I advise against going in," Crèche said. "I can't monitor you there."

	Ignoring Crèche, she walked into the hidden room. The door closed behind her. The industrial room was an architectural dead space with oddly angled sections of ceiling. Its walls were peppered with electrical conduits, some of which ran to a server cage. Far from reassured, Cheryl saw the hidden room with its rack of computers as a bomb in the heart of the mansion where Arman was being raised.

	Unusual wear on part of the floor's linoleum squares caught her eye. On a hunch, she waved the badge around it. A four-square chunk of the floor slid down and sideways to reveal a ladder.

	The room below was a surveillance nest. Nine large plasma screens were arrayed around a desk in a semi-circle. Cheryl's hand hovered near the computer mouse, wondering what using the computer might trigger. A heavy layer of dust on the mouse reassured her.

	Her touch activated the screens. Each of the large monitors displayed six different cameras around the mansion. Rhonda was getting dressed on one of them. Stepping back, Cheryl pulled out her phone to take a picture of the setup.

	Worried that she may have triggered some kind of alarm, Cheryl rushed to explore the rest of the space. Sweeping her phone flashlight around the room she found a tunnel entrance to the left of the desk.

	To the right was a plain steel door with a security pad. When she waved the stolen ID card in front of that pad, the door unlocked.

	The small storage room was lined with metal shelving containing an eclectic collection of boxes, devices, and tools. She gasped when she saw a box of bright-red medical nanite tubes. Not believing her eyes, she first thought they were compact flashlights. When she got closer, there was no mistaking the bio-hazard glyph in a yellow triangle on the end of each one.

	Her picture of the surveillance nest couldn't prove much, but a nanite harness was something. She pocketed one of the tubes before rushing back up the ladder to the crèche.

	───

	When Cheryl emerged from behind the bookcase into the playroom, Rhonda was standing near the playpen with her crying girl in her arms. Facing away, she didn't hear the bookcase door over the sound of her baby's fussing. 

	Cheryl walked quietly over to Rhonda. "Good morning, Rhonda."

	"Aaaah!" Rhonda startled. Her girl, now distracted, stopped crying. "I thought we were alone."

	Smiling, Cheryl said, "You were. The bookcase is a secret door."

	Rhonda nodded. "Wow. Only your second day and you're finding the hidden doors? It took me a month to find my first one."

	Cheryl's eyebrows rose in surprise, confused she hadn't shocked Rhonda. "Well did you find the one that leads to the surveillance nest? The one with feeds from over fifty cameras around the house?"

	Rhonda's expression hardened. "That's a joke, right?"

	"I saw the red-devil tattoo on your butt cheek pitch-forking toward your lady bits." When she saw the annoyance in Rhonda's face, she quickly added, "Not judging. Some guys need directions."

	Rhonda burst out laughing. "My eighteen-year-old self thought it was so cool. I still sort of like it." 

	"So what are we going to do about the snooping?" Cheryl asked, confused that Rhonda didn't seem very angry.

	"Well, if they're tapping into Crèche's cameras, we're stuck. If we cover them up then Crèche can't do his job. All I can think of is bringing it up at the board meeting next weekend."

	Tilting her head, Cheryl said, "I thought you'd be more upset."

	Rhonda shrugged. "He's already seen all us moms naked. What's he gonna do, study our stretch marks?"

	"Okay," Cheryl said, nodding. Did her crèche board salary buy so much slack for Jaeger? "I'm going back upstairs with Arman before the post-breakfast playroom rush."

	Back in her room, Cheryl sent a picture of the surveillance station to Jameson with a request that he have it removed.

	───

	Sunday morning, Cheryl got up—stayed up really—around 5AM. Arman's feedings kept her from getting restorative sleep. She marveled at the fact that she was looking forward to going back to work so she could get some rest.

	Checking her phone, she saw that Jameson hadn't responded to her email with the damning photo.

	Given Rhonda's tepid reaction to the spying and Jameson's silence, Cheryl decided to cut short her weekend visit. She wasn't comfortable there, especially since Rhonda no longer seemed like an ally. She asked Crèche to inform the staff of her imminent departure before she started packing.

	She had hidden the nanite harness on the floor behind her nightstand. When she went to retrieve it, it was gone. The shirt she had rolled it in was still there, but the red titanium-alloy cylinder was gone.

	Dazed, Cheryl sat on the bed. She couldn't just ask Crèche if he had seen her hideously illegal container of nanites.

	"Crèche, was anyone in this room last night besides me and Arman?" 

	"There were no security breaches. Your privacy settings preclude me from saving any recordings or data from your rooms that aren't actionable." 

	Cheryl let out a little snort of displeasure at Crèche's careful choice of words. She had no idea what constituted a security breach to the AI. If Jaeger had plugged into the house's security feeds, no doubt he could co-opt household security.

	───

	Monday afternoon, Cheryl's boss called her to his office. It was his last week, so she was expecting some advice about taking over his job. She wondered if her new bonus range would apply to the entire fiscal year or if they would prorate it.

	Bernie gave Cheryl a grim smile as she filled his doorway. "I spent this morning trying to convince management that you should replace me as Director of Sales, Northeast. They were having none of it." 

	Cheryl froze. Her promotion was supposedly a sure thing. She searched Bernie's face, wondering if he was playing a joke on her.

	"Why not?" Cheryl finally asked, sitting down. She took a calming breath. "I have the best numbers. I'm the only one in the group who has an MBA." 

	Bernie nodded. "I told them that and more. They gave me this weak shit about not wanting to lose their best salesperson. I told them if they pass you over, they'll lose you anyway." 

	"So—" 

	Bernie put his hand up. "Wait, it gets weirder. I pushed them hard. I mean, what are they going to do, fire me? Eventually, Rick confessed that someone in the C-suite had it in for you. That's the most I could get out of him. It's totally unfair. I'm sorry I couldn't do more for you." 

	Dazed, Cheryl stared stupidly at Bernie. After three years of busting her ass for this man, he was sorry? He should have taken care of this weeks ago. Had he even forwarded her name in the first place?

	Cheryl realized she was too worked up to have an intelligent or even civil discussion about it. Humiliated, the only dignity she could claw back from him was to maintain her professionalism.

	"Well," Cheryl said slowly. "I appreciate that, Bernie." Feeling on the verge of losing her composure, she awkwardly stood up and rushed to the doorway. "I'll see you at your going-away party."

	───

	That night, a pint into her Häagan Daz therapy, Cheryl received a call from Jameson.

	"I heard you were passed over for promotion," Jameson said. "It occurred to me that you might now be more interested in discussing relinquishing your parental rights over Arman."

	Cheryl grunted. Jameson's taunting confirmed that Jaeger had found the right lever to pull to kill her promotion. Still, she couldn't resist poking the bear. "So, Jameson, I wonder if you ever had that slime growing on you cultured. I'd love to know how all the evil you do just slides right off you."

	Immune to her insults, Jameson continued. "I'm sure that as a salesperson, you appreciate that the offer will get weaker as your position declines. Who knows what the future holds for you?"

	The sheer lack of emotion in Jameson's voice chilled Cheryl. He wasn't rubbing it in. He wasn't enjoying this. He was a disinterested mechanism that would take apart her life piece by piece until she was begging for crumbs from his boss' table.

	"It'd be hard for the offer to get worse," Cheryl replied acidly. "You haven't actually made one."

	"You're in luck," Jameson said. "This Saturday, Mr. Jaeger will be attending his eldest's birthday party at the crèche. He'll make you an offer personally. I suggest you take it."

	───

	Not wanting to bring any drama to a five-year-old's birthday party, Cheryl showed up half an hour after the start time when she figured Jaeger would have likely had his fill of preschoolers.

	Twisted pairs of blue and silver streamers running across the playroom's ceiling caught Cheryl's attention as she approached the playroom. Matching cloths covered tables loaded with snacks and drinks. Children toddled around, resisting the attendants' efforts to engage them with activities.

	Near the far wall, presents formed a pyramid almost as tall as Jaeger, doing his best to look lordly despite the red plastic cup in his hand. Cheryl couldn't remember the name of the mom he was chatting with but was surprised that she was the only other parent present besides Rhonda.

	Feeling vulnerable, Cheryl sidled up to Rhonda.

	Following Cheryl's gaze, Rhonda whispered, "She's on team Whore Sycophant."

	Cheryl barely understood Rhonda's slurred words. 

	"Jesus, Rhonda, you're drunk," Cheryl replied. "You should get out of here. Don't let the kids see you like this."

	Rhonda hiccupped and burped which produced a few follow-on giggles. "Not yet. I've been waiting a loooong time for this." She looked at her watch. "Seriously, it's overdue."

	Confused, Cheryl studied Rhonda who wouldn't take her eyes off Jaeger. "Rhonda, what did you do?"

	Rhonda waved away Cheryl's question. "He did it to himself. Cocaine binge in college. The little privileged shit got a pacemaker at twenty." She teetered a little on her feet. "Oh, that reminds me." She grabbed both of Cheryl's shoulders. Rhonda slowly enunciated her words. "I'm so sorry for stealing your...nanites."

	Across the room, Jaeger's eyes bulged and he fell forward onto the rug, barely missing a crawling infant.

	Rope lighting in the room's crown molding started pulsing red. Crèche announced that first responders were on the way. Quietly and efficiently, crèche attendants whisked the children out of the playroom. Cheryl resisted the urge to grab Arman from the lady carrying him and sprint out of the house. 

	Cheryl cast a look at Jaeger, face down on the floor before slowly guiding the wobbly Rhonda upstairs to her room.

	───

	After some resistance, Cheryl got Rhonda to drink a glass of water and take some aspirin.

	"How much did you drink?" Cheryl asked, worried about leaving her alone.

	"Like two glasses of that crappy Merlot," Rhonda said, wavering on her feet. "But I haven't eaten and I may have overdone the Xanex. My God, that's the best drug in the world! Don't worry, I was just peaking there for a minute. I'm okay now."

	Cheryl relaxed. "So you dosed him with nanites?"

	Rhonda laughed. "I dosed a lot of people! But only he had that exact pacemaker."

	Ushering Rhonda to the bed, Cheryl's mind reeled. Her intoxicated friend plopped onto the bed giggling.

	"You should see your face. So concerned! You probably couldn't imagine that I have an MS in comp-sci. Those things aren't that difficult to program."

	Cheryl's face flushed, embarrassed that she had pegged Rhonda as the MRS degree type. "But—"

	"But nothing, Cheryl! God, you can be so condescending." She wagged a finger at Cheryl. "You've got a brain but you waste it, shaking your perfect ass in sales."

	Cheryl resisted pointing out Rhonda's own condescension. "Okay, smart girl, tell me, are the cops gonna figure this out?"

	"They'll figure out that someone used nanites to hack his pacemaker. But they'll never even consider that his baby mommas could get their hands on a nanite harness let alone program it. Even better, those nanites trace back to one of Shithead Enterprises' subsidiaries. It's criminally poetic."

	Cherly's eyes went to the tiny camera in the far corner of the room. Did Crèche just record her confession?

	"Don't worry about the AI," Rhonda mumbled, flopping back on her bed. "I made him my bitch a long time ago."

	Cheryl walked to the window. Two police cars with their lights blazing sped to a stop next to the ambulance.

	"So murder's okay?" Cheryl asked. 

	Hearing no answer, she turned to look at Rhonda whose sleeping face wore a blissful smile.

	Cheryl hurried to her room and packed in a daze. The smile on Rhonda's sleeping face kept intruding into her mind as she gathered up her things. She wasn't certain that Rhonda was in the wrong, but she was certain that there was nothing to smile about. She was done with her murderous friend, the secret doors, and the corrupted AI.

	With Arman strapped to her chest, she dragged her rolling luggage downstairs. When she reached the wide playroom entryway, it was blocked by a policeman.

	"Did they revive him?" Cheryl asked the cop.

	Clearly uncomfortable, the officer glanced at Arman before saying, "Ma'am, I can't—"

	"He's my baby's father," Cheryl said quietly. "I have a right to know."

	The cop's eyes softened. "He was declared dead at Northern Westchester a couple of minutes ago. I'm sorry."

	Numbness descended on Cheryl. She nodded her thanks and headed for the front door.

	As her cab pulled away from the mansion, she uninstalled the crèche's app from her phone.

	All she could think about was how she would explain it all to Arman when he got older. ■

	 

	
Butters the Demon Dog

	The first time I suspected my English bulldog wasn't normal was on a breezy spring day. The nice weather meant that instead of lazing around inside buffeting us with his astounding farts, Butters was outside manifesting his alter ego, Professor Chaos.

	A mewing stuffed cat got him wound up. The fact that I was holding the toy and teasing him mercilessly with it was, of course, no fault of mine. Butters was snarling, and I was getting nipped occasionally. I didn't get mad. If you're going to play rough with a dog, you're going to get a little banged up. When things started to get out of hand, I gently dominated him in good Dog Whisperer style. I held him down on his side until he relaxed.

	My mistake was to rub it in.

	Before releasing him I leaned in close to stare into his eyes and yelled "Gamma, you turd-mongering bastard! You're not alpha, not beta, but gamma!" I guess I was a little mad after all.

	An hour later he took a crap in the form of a lower-case alpha. Since it's just a long turd with a loop in it, I took it as a humorous coincidence. In retrospect, everything looks more ominous. I was the guy in the horror movie who couldn't see the obvious signs. In my defense, I thought I was living a dramedy. 

	───

	Decoding my dog's behavior was low on my list of priorities. I had a pile of first-world problems: annoying boss, slacker co-workers, and the burgeoning realization that I had already peaked. Even with all that, I tended to brood on my neighbors. It's about proximity. You get up and go to sleep knowing that scant yards away a clan of slack-jawed, trashy idiots were gleefully proving Darwin wrong. These offensive morons bred like rabbits and showed no signs of being culled from the herd. In fact, the youngest in my least favorite neighbor's house was a seventeen-year-old miscreant who had already passed on his seed. His father recounted the story to me with false lament and a telling glint in his eye that said "My boy is an unstoppable force of nature," as if knocking up some high-school girl proved he had raised a thoroughbred. 

	Who cares, right? I mean the world is full of offensive asses. How near or far their ass-clownery occurs is hardly relevant. It's like cursing the weather. You'll go crazy if you let it bother you.

	Normally I can get behind that sentiment. But this neighbor had a jacked-up, silver pickup truck that rode a good two feet off the ground with enormous tires and a V-8 that you could hear idling a mile away. Since I lived only fifty yards away, it was hard to ignore. As far as my girlfriend Doris and I have been able to tell, the monstrous nature of his truck has no actual utility in his daily routine, but we hear it every morning and evening. If we're home, we hear it coming and going throughout the day. Doris says the guy is an insecure alpha-male wannabee. She calls it the penis truck. Its size and noise announce just how big his phallus isn't.

	One penis truck is bad enough, but they run in packs. There are days when a second and even a third one will add its voice to the automotive auto-eroticism. Each has an after-market exhaust system that ekes out another few horsepower by not actually muffling the exhaust. So when the throaty trucks are in conference, nose to tail allowing their drivers to chat, the thunderous idling noise of the things rattles the panes of glass in my front storm door.

	These thoughts were distracting me one day while I was walking Butters. It took several shouts to bring me back to the present so I could witness the second clue that Butters was more than your average dog.

	I hadn't noticed that a neighbor had been yelling at me to stop, over and over. She was struggling to control her own dog, so what little of my brain that was listening thought she was yelling at her unruly mastiff. I kept going down the sidewalk towards her house until she said "Sir, halt!" in a tone that indicated that 'sir' was a stand-in for something far more vulgar. More bemused than anything, I complied.

	Butters dutifully sat on his haunches next to me. Not the typical bulldog color, he is what the AKC calls 'fawn brindle'—a beautiful brown with vertical tiger-like stripes and white accents. He's as well behaved as he is good looking. The little under-bite makes him impossibly cute.

	"I don't think she respects your authoritah, Butters," I said to him. "She's messing up your walk, and addressing your human quite rudely." 

	I often talked to Butters like an adult. His face is so expressive that I think I see meaningful reactions in it. This time, Butters got one of those contemplative looks on his face, wise and dispassionate with just a hint of sadness. It looked nothing less than sentient. He replied with a rare, quiet woof.

	Immediately the noise from my neighbor changed. Her mastiff, Pookie, jerked on her leash hard enough to shut her owner up and pull her off balance. As the lady did a face plant on her lawn, Pookie ran out of the open gate and sprinted towards Butters and me.

	Butters didn't flinch as the massive dog bore down on us. I didn't either. I'm a dog guy. Dogs like me, and I like dogs. Pookie sensed all this and came to a skittering halt in front of us, clearly overjoyed to meet us. I smiled at her and patted her head while murmuring doggie praise.

	Pookie lowered herself to the ground before Butters, her tail wagging too fast to see. Meanwhile, her bitchy owner was cursing me as she raised her fleshy frame off the ground. Somehow her inability to control her dog or close her gate was my fault.

	The mastiff and Butters engaged in delicate nasal communion until the mastiff's owner was dumb enough to yell "You keep your damn mutt away from her." Maybe she didn't see how Pookie had clearly joined our pack. Maybe she didn't see Butters' magnificent pedigree. The absurdity of it made me laugh.

	Butters seemed less amused at the slight to his lineage. His ears twitched. Those large, empathetic, watery eyes of his narrowed. An exasperated little groan came out of him, the kind he uses with us when he doesn't get his way. Hearing that, Pookie sprinted back to her yard and set on her ill-mannered owner.

	"Proper," I said, nodding at Butters. His corkscrew tail responded with a few excited cycles.

	We lazily resumed our stroll down the sidewalk, enjoying the show. Pookie ran looping patterns in her yard, body-slamming her owner every time she regained her feet. When we reached her gate, Butters stared the owner in the eyes while Pookie urinated on her prone form.

	You have to see it from my point of view. This wasn't my dog wielding arcane powers. This was a stupid owner unable to compete with the sense of community that our little mobile pack offered Pookie. There was no blood or serious injury, just an ill-tempered woman receiving her comeuppance.

	It was funny to me. I live in a dramedy. Comic relief is half the reason to own a dog.

	───

	I was completely disillusioned a month later. When I stepped inside my front door, I immediately knew something was off. Growling came from the backyard, a soft chorus in curious pitches and cadences. I had to strain to hear it. About three seconds after cocking my ear, it cut off. Then there was a symphony of muffled sounds: thuds, tapping, rustling, skittering, and the distinctive rattle of the chain link fence.

	When I walked out back, Butters was sitting in the middle of the yard facing the door as I came out. His ears were up. Rather than running to me as he usually would, he continued to sit for a few seconds giving me a knowing, happy look. He waited while I scanned the yard looking for the source of the noises.

	Again, in retrospect it was creepy. It's like he didn't want to interrupt me reassuring myself that nothing was going on. His canine Jedi mind trick complete, he sprinted over to me with his little corkscrew tail thrumming at a gleeful frequency. Happy dogs are very reassuring, and distracting. So when I saw Butters do his oh-my-god-you're-home shtick, I put everything else out of my mind. The delay was odd, but the emotion was so genuine that I just chalked it up to bulldog oddness. Butters was inscrutable. 

	That evening my suspicions resurfaced. I didn't say anything to Doris because she would worry herself to distraction. If put to the test, I think she would choose me over him, but I'd rather not see it played out.

	I logged onto our home security website and pulled up the backyard video. Minutes before I arrived home, the backyard was filled with twenty neighborhood dogs respectfully arrayed before Butters. I almost choked on my beer.

	My mind was already working hard to avoid the truth. I rationalized that a bunch of dogs hanging out in my yard, acknowledging Butters as alpha was something to be proud of. That weak explanation held only a few seconds. When I saw their reactions to me coming home, I shivered. They held formation while Butters turned briefly to look in the direction of the house. Then, as a synchronized group, all the dogs scattered like a band of ninjas melting into the background. 

	My backyard is completely fenced, so there were scenes of incredible poochie parkour as many of the dogs performed acrobatic bounds that propelled them over the low fence making use of the garbage cans and the lawn furniture. The smallest dogs slipped through gaps in the three gates. The less nimble of the medium-sized dogs were helped by a Rottweiler who served as a step. He stood next to the fence, and they bounded onto his back and over the top with fearless élan. The Rottweiler then did something I'd never seen a dog do. His hundred pounds wouldn't easily take the three-foot barrier in one leap, so in mid-jump he used his front paws to give his bulk the boost it needed to clear the fence.

	When I saw the vacant look on my face in the video, I was chilled. I was not alpha. Butters was handling me. But to what end?

	───

	I hadn't understood it, but Butters had been slowly acclimating me to his arcane nature. That time I got home and heard the tail end of his canine conclave, he had purposefully delayed dismissing the group so I would catch a piece of it. No doubt, he heard my car pull up, the car door close, and my key ring jangling at the front step. Butters had plenty of time to clear the yard with me none the wiser.

	That gentle indoctrination took a hard turn late one night. I got up at 2AM to let him out to pee. Rather than finding him curled up on his bed with his tongue hanging comically out of his mouth, he was instead awake and alert, waiting for me.

	It was a cool, moonless spring night. He dutifully loped off to one side of the yard to do his business—both barrels that evening. Then, instead of trotting back to me eager to return to sleep, he crossed to the other side of the yard where the back light didn't reach. 

	Curious, I shuffled over there in my flip-flops and was stunned to see three other dogs waiting there. A beautiful Siberian Husky was holding down my neighbor's Siamese cat lightly with a paw. The agile Rottweiler was supervising, and a Chihuahua was standing guard near the cat's head. Anytime the terrified cat so much as twitched, the Chihuahua swatted it cruelly with its sharp little claws. Pound for pound, Chihuahuas are one of the most fearsome dogs you'll ever meet.

	The cat looked at me, pleading with its eyes. The dogs looked only at Butters. Without so much as a chuff out of any of them, Butters reared lightly onto his back legs. His narrow bulldog waist gave him astounding balance.

	Butters' left paw scratched at the air. The muscles in his ground legs flexed, exerting a tremendous force in the effort. Blue fire trailed his paw as it moved. Gesturing slowly in this way, it took him several seconds to trace a flaming glyph in the air. Resembling Indian script, it rippled like it was drawn on an invisible fabric fluttering in the breeze.

	On some silent cue, the three other dogs bounded away, and the glyph sheet wrapped around the cat just as it regained its feet. The cat became a brilliant flash of blue light that streaked to the corners of the property bathing the yard in a diffuse haze.

	When I got over my shock I realized the three neighborhood dogs were gone. Butters was sitting, watching me intently. Flecks of blue fire danced in his eyes. I stepped to where the cat had been immolated and pawed at the ground with my flip-flop. I kept at it overlong, drawing reassurance from the pushback of the Earth. After seeing Butters carve the air into something that swallowed up a cat, I enjoyed the reassurance that reality was where I left it.

	I don't know if it was another canine Jedi mind trick, but when I looked back at Butters I had this sense that despite his power, he was still my dog, my impossibly cute, good dog.

	"You know I hate cats, buddy," I said. "Good riddance to that Siamese prick. But don't let Doris see anything like that. She doesn't understand how evil cats are."

	Butters tilted his head in the classic confused-dog style. It was my turn to be nonchalant. I ignored him and headed back inside. After a second, he followed at my heels.

	───

	I had a demon dog. After witnessing a blood sacrifice, there wasn't room for misinterpretation, even in the dumbest horror movie. The question was: should I care? Let's face it, Butters had good judgment. Pookie's owner needed an adjustment, and the fewer Siamese cats in this world the better.

	Butters didn't demand better treatment. He never turned on me or addressed me in some satanic voice. As far as I could tell, he was the same stubborn, lovable, playful pain in the ass he always was. I decided to roll with it, mostly because I couldn't bear the thought of telling Doris about it.

	Once the truth was out, the gifts started showing up. Cans of luxury dog food and bags of high-end kibble would appear on our lawn. Dog toys, some still in their packaging would show up on our doorstep. Doris thought it was marvelous. The other dogs loved Butters so much that they brought him stuff. In her mind that tracked. I never told her the truth. It was partly out of fear of her reaction, and partly out of respect for Butters. No doubt he could have arranged a demonstration for her if he thought it was needed. There was a precarious equilibrium to the situation that I couldn't imagine improving with an intervention.

	We had reached an understanding, he and I. I was alpha in my world, and he in his. His growing material wealth was fine with me. When Doris wasn't around I would open the pantry door and ask him what his pleasure was. He would survey his minion's offerings and paw at his preference. High-quality meat on a bed of overpriced, soft kibble was his usual favorite.

	I was content, but not as vigilant as I should have been. One day while Doris was at the store I made a horrible mistake. When she wasn't around, I could talk to Butters like the sentient being that he was. He never answered with more than a look, but it was a kind of man-dog bonding that we engaged in when we had privacy.

	Seated in front of the TV watching Dr. Pohl, we were interrupted by the penis truck. Butters gave me a questioning look when I reached for the remote to turn the sound up. Four beers into the evening, it just slipped out.

	"That truck needs to go, Butters," I said slouching back onto the leather couch. Lying next to me, Butters lifted his head. Knowing that he was paying attention, I should have stopped, but I just let it fly.

	"That guy needs to learn some respect, and his son needs to be neutered so that his over-chlorinated gene pool doesn't leak any further into the population."

	Butters huffed what I took to be a laugh. I felt clever that my use of the word 'neutered' got a chuckle out of him. It was man-doggie bonding at its best.

	A week later, Butters scrabbled at the front door. That was unusual because we generally didn't let him out front where there was no fence. Curious, I went with him. He sat on his haunches facing my neighbor's house. Seconds later we heard the approach of the penis truck.

	Knowing Butters as I did, him calmly sitting, waiting with purpose like that, gave me a chill. When I saw the dog turd in my neighbor's usual parking spot softly glowing blue I silently mouthed an "Oh Shit."

	The penis truck rolled up with my neighbor and his son in it, oblivious to the presence of the arcane shit pile underneath. The man popped the hood, and went to the front of the truck. I was impressed to see that there was a little platform bolted underneath which he rotated out so he could stand on it and work on his engine.

	The guy futzed with something and yelled for his son to give it some gas. A flash of blue light burst from the engine. Startled, he pulled his head out of the compartment. Immediately yellow flames and an explosion followed, engulfing the father's torso. Simultaneously, the truck cab was filled with dust.

	I called 911 before running over to help. Butters stayed sitting where he was. I used my neighbor's hose to put out the fire and ease the pain of his burns. Some neighborhood first responder was on the scene in less than two minutes. By the time I had water on the fire, he was working on getting the son out.

	Distant sirens approached. I looked at Butters across the street. Despite all the noise and smell, he sat still and serenely on our lawn like some bulldog Buddha.

	The next day Doris got a report from her network of neighborhood ladies. The father suffered second-degree burns on a third of his torso. The debris propelled into the cabin had destroyed his son's genitals, just like I had told Butters was needed. Unfortunately, it also ripped a femoral artery. The boy was dead. Butters killed that boy because of what I said.
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