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0—PREAMBLE—0

 

GREETINGS AND SALUTATIONS, dear reader. And welcome back (if you read my previous entry of Tales From A Strange Mind short story collection. Or, if not, Welcome To…) for another rousing engagement of a collection of tall tales and strange oddities straight out of the imagination of one warped mind. You’re welcome.

Now, I’d originally offered up this collection back in 2020. Most of these entries were in there save for one: The Day The Laser Died. That one was written at a later date. Instead, there was a story called Final Fantasy VII: Crisis From The Sky. I was tempted to put it back into this tome, but, since it was technically a fan story fictional work, I decided not to take any further chances and left it out. I’ll put it up on my Facebook page, so if you’re keen on looking it up, you can click the link at the end of this book or just plug it into the good old Google search engine, or whatever you’re using, and head on over there to see if you can dig it up. I had a website, but I stopped being able to afford it, but maybe, just maybe, by the time you’re reading this, I’ll have it back up. One can hope.

All of the stories you’ll find within were written between 1999 and 2020. All have been tweaked and reworked over the years for punctuation and grammar, and nonsensical issues that I somehow missed in the first writing. They’re still the same stories, mind you, just written to be more readable. Of course, issues still persist here and there because reading and rereading doesn’t guarantee every issue will be corrected. Editing is both fun and distressing all at the same time. Maybe that’s why I’ve always had issues when it came to trying to get these works published in a traditional manner. Or, maybe I’m just not a traditionalist, and I was always meant to publish these things myself. I mean, the tools are there to get me out there, yes? I just have to figure out how to use them and market myself.

Easier said than done.

Before each story, I’ll be letting you in on some of the thoughts I had when originally writing them. There is a lot to share, and some rather intriguing behind-the-scenes thoughts will shine a light on how these works came to be in the first place. Well, outside of the fact I just like writing and telling fantastical tales. And these novellas are definitely fantastical.

Over the years, I’ve written eight novellas. Three of which are not included in this tome. One of them I’ve already mentioned because it’s a fan fiction of Final Fantasy VII and I plan on putting it up on my Facebook page. I really do need to get my website back. But, like all things in this world these days, it requires money that I don’t have. Anyhow, aside from Crisis From the Sky, there was also the fan fiction work of Gambit & Rogue Illusions. That work was based off of the X-Men comics and sort of set up a new storyline involving them getting married, having three kids, and the start of a new series I was going to call Gene X because it sounded cool and I thought it would have led somewhere awesome. Unfortunately, Marvel Comics are a rather insular company and don’t like outside ideas coming into their midst. Talk about not listening to their readers, am I right?

Anyhow, I had a whole line of thought there and I’ll probably post what I have up on my Facebook page eventually. There was a lot there. Roughly eleven thousand words, give or take a few hundred, and a lot of story being posited. But, all for naught, I’m afraid. Such is the life of a creative in a world continually obsessed with capitalism.

The other excluded novella is equally incomplete. It was a story drawn from the realm of my novel Red Star Sheriff. In fact, it’s part of the Red Star Sheriff timeline. Which, honestly, is my Cosmic Fantasies story reach from prehistory all the way up to the far-flung future. This story was to be called Nebulous. It was either going to be an anime series or a run of movies. Depending on where I was at in my career. Of course, that depended on me actually having a career! Of which, I do not have. Nope. Just a guy in a spare bedroom writing this stuff up still hoping at the age of fifty that something important will happen to him eventually. And not just die like so many artists before me, destitute and unknown. Only for their works to suddenly be important after having been, you know, dead. Thanks for the support, fuckers. Could’ve used that money while still alive.

Regardless, Nebulous is still on the writing block. It’s a saga stretching over nine episodes. Much like George Lucas desired with his Star Wars movies only for them to be hijacked by Disney and betrayed with episode nine. Oh, what I could have done with that movie series! And, believe me, I had my own vision of how to end the whole thing. If only I wasn’t some nobody from nowhere doing nothing no matter how hard he tried. Fucking sucks being a casual in a world where casuals are just the common stock that nobody really gives two shits about. Welcome to life.

Yet, here we are, in the 2020s, and have the opportunity to self-publish online to our heart’s content. Does that mean success? Probably not. But, at least ‘No’ is no longer the answer we have to be content with. And believe me when I say this, I’ve been told ‘No’ dozens of times over the decades.  If it weren’t for a penpal of mine, I might never have been published in any sort of magazine. She translated a short story of mine, ‘Fire In My Pie’ (available in the previous collection of Tales From A Strange Mind’) and put it out there in the world for all to view. Well, the Turkish world, anyway. As far as the West is concerned, I’m just another nobody with nothing to really say. Which is to say, we’re all in the same boat until we’re not. What a world we live in.

All right, I’ve rambled on long enough. And, honestly, if you didn’t want to read my thoughts anyway, you’ve already moved on to the stories themselves. Which is fine. The stories tend to speak for themselves anyway. I mean, what more do you need said which the titles are of the likes of F.L.I.E.S. and the Day The Laser Died? They say it all, yes? Of course, some people do like some backstory. So, that’s what all of this is about. Backstory to attempt to explain the madness behind my method. Will it work? Well, that’ll take a miracle, I think. However, don’t ever let it be said I didn’t try.

I do believe, though, I was pretty creative when writing these works. Story one is about a horde of flies attacking the Pentagon due to them being used for a biological experiment in genetic warfare. What does the title stand for? You know, I once knew that answer. I once knew what F.L.I.E.S. was anachronistic for. However, that knowledge was lost over the years. So, let’s suppose this, let’s suppose that the title means: Flight Logistics Intelligence and Espionage Systems. That seems pretty close to the original intent. Isn’t that the ridiculous intent of most military operations? Didn’t we once have an operation dubbed ‘Enduring Freedom’? How do you ‘endure freedom’? Isn’t that the end result? Military operations are just insane. And I think F.L.I.E.S. was a parody of that to begin with. I’ll explain more when it comes to describing the story in the forward thoughts of the tale.

Then I present Conundrum, which, is an insane tale about a man being pulled out of the movies to take on Satan. Alright, alright, alright. I’m not going to explain everything and ruin the forethoughts on these stories. I’m just thinking outright at the moment as I’m writing this. Thinking about how insane my development process was when I first wrote them. What was going on in my mind when the stories first came to mind? Sometimes, they were dreams. Other times, they were inspired by real-life events. F.L.I.E.S. was based on a real-life event, Conundrum, on the other hand, was based on a dream, based on a parody about martial arts and over-the-top drama. I love all of it.

Then you have Shiver, which was originally called ‘Creeping Death’. And it was inspired by the horror games I would play in my youth. Most especially Silent Hill. I loved the first few games in the Silent Hill series. They were so mindful of the inner workings of the psyche that I was forever changed in my thoughts regarding horror. And, make no mistake, Shiver is a horror story at its heart. At the time of writing this, Return To Silent Hill has hit the theaters with a most resounding thud. It just didn’t understand the true nature of Silent Hill. And I really hope I captured that intent with Shiver. Ah, so much more to do with that narrative!

After Shiver, we have Holy Shards: The Thirteenth Age. This tale has a story behind it. A story involving the seven ages of mankind that I had once heard told to me. I’m not sure if that tale was true or not, but it definitely got the creative juices flowing. And the Thirteenth Age ranks among the most enjoyable tales I’ve told over the years. Of course, it isn’t always really the best written. I’ve edited it to the most readable form that I could manage, but at points it is definitely a slog. Ah, but sometimes stories are like that, yes? You have to understand the mechanics of the tale to enjoy the story. It’s just part and parcel of how the story is relayed. That doesn’t make it bad, oh no. Not at all. Merely important to understand why it is told. At least, that is how it is for me when writing.

And then we come to the last novella I wrote some years ago. Oh, there will be more to come, don’t get me wrong. But I’ve had personal issues that have derailed my ability to focus over the last several years. This tale was the last I wrote during… well, more enjoyable times, shall we say. I’ll get more into it in the forethoughts section before the story itself. Suffice it to say, I may have been a little bit of a prophet when writing this one. The world is starting to catch up with my imagination, and I can’t say that I’m happy about that fact. But only time will tell if this science fiction fantasy will become reality in a world continuing to delude itself into compliance to the authorities that want to call the shots.

Eight billion people and counting across the face of this Earth. And we allow the handful of lunatics to control the narrative of our lives. When will that change? And can it? I don’t know. I’m merely a storyteller. I tell the stories that come to mind. Sometimes about what affects us most, other times what is just absurd and enjoyable. However it is, well that is just irrelevant. I speak my mind and write down my thoughts. I’m not done yet. There is so much more to come and I’m bursting at the seams to express them.

I just have to push through the daily task of manual labor and exhaustion to make it work and put it to page. For now, though, these five tales I’m presenting to you are the tales of the past. Tales that I once found intriguing, exciting, and engaging. Tales that I’ve reread and still find them the such. At least, well, for me, anyway. I hope you’ll feel the same way as you read them. I can’t convince you of what I feel. You just have to feel them the same way, or something similar. Maybe my thoughts will help fill in the gaps that are missing. Or, maybe you’ll see something I missed.

Whatever you feel or sense while reading these works, and I hope you will read them and give them a chance, especially in a world that no longer has time for subtly, perhaps it will resonate with you in a way it did with me. And still does. Each of these five stories still fills me with hope. The hope that we still have a chance as a species. Sure, I wrote them, but that doesn’t mean they don’t mean anything.

But, then again, what do I know? I’m just one man with certain thoughts that might not mean anything in the grander scheme of things. I hope my voice might mean something. But, I’m not delusional enough to think it’s the only thing people need to hear. After all, aren’t we all just voices in the wind? It’s sad to think about, really. Over eight billion people living on this Earth. And only a handful of any of us can have any sort of say over anything political, societal, or really, just basic in our ability to live free and secure. The people with the real say just don’t read things like this. They live in a bubble that’s insular and exclusive to the reality of all of humanity. And we, with just our words and expressions, are only able to tell them we’re human, too.

Is it enough? I don’t know. But I hope so. And I am doing my best to add to the chorus of those speaking. If only in my limited way. As such, thank you for picking this one up and hearing my own tone in this chorus.

Five tales.

Many voices.

The future is just beginning, and I plan to be a part of it, no matter how minuscule that role may be. Yet, for now, have fun reading some crazy absurdism. Thank you for reading, and I’ll read to you again soon.








I—F.L.I.E.S.—I

FORETHOUGHTS

 

ONCE UPON A time, I worked for a company under the Shoney’s brand label called Captain D’s. A seafood restaurant in Huber Heights. In case you were completely curious, that is to say. And at the time I came up with this particular tale, I was a shift lead. Unloading a truck to restock our supplies. And it was summer. And that summer was particularly loaded with insects. Most obvious of those insects were flies. And they were everywhere. On the computer, on the dolly, on the counters, just there was nowhere you looked where flies weren’t crawling along the surfaces.

There was one particular fly that seemed to have spikes on its skin. Just a hairy bastard with spiky spikes making it look larger and more menacing that it had any right to be. And then the computer started uploading information to headquarters sounding like the AOL disc trying to load online. This was the late nineties after all. Then, the genesis of this story entered my head as I said out loud, ‘They’re trying to take over the Pentagon!’ That was all that was required. I came up with this tale and started writing it on my day off. The original version was fairly stiff and full of serious errors. What you’re about to read, however, is that edited version from 2004 (five years after I initially wrote the crazy story) and the further edits from last year. Some twenty-one years later.

Yet, it still stands the test of time if I do say so myself. A story about genetically altered flies developed for infiltration purposes and now hellbent on destroying their creators deep within the Pentagon. What a fun tale!

So, why did I write the title the way I did? I think it’s because I used to love this movie called D.A.R.Y.L. Which is a movie about the military having created a young-looking robot where the name is acronymic for Data-Analyzing Robot Youth Lifeform. Basic, yes? Well, F.L.I.E.S. is no different. I don’t know the exact references I used for it, but I’ll go with what I laid out in the Preamble of this tome: Flight Logistics Intelligence and Espionage Systems. Which, honestly, works out better than D.A.R.Y.L.’s acronym. But, that’s just me. The point, though, is that the military keeps getting itself involved in suspect programs. So why wouldn’t they be involved in mutant flies as a spy agency? It’s not like our military isn’t looking into using insects for infiltration purposes for real. Right?

No, of course not. That would just be ridiculous. You know, if they were really doing things like that. Certainly, they would never let that leak out into the public domain. Nope. No sir. Never ever. In fact, you couldn’t Google such things to find out just how many programs they’re working on involving bugs for a variety of reasons.

Not. At. All.

Regardless, F.L.I.E.S. is a fun story I once wrote and still enjoy even after reading through it again these many years later. That’s why it’s in this collection. I once thought about making it into an animation. You know what? I think I just might do that in the future. Once I get my company off the ground. In fact, all of these novellas would make for good animations. Maybe even video games. We’ll just have to see.

In the meantime, it will just have to remain as a novella. You know what makes a novella a novella? The rules are suspect, to say the least. But, if it’s over ten thousand words, which this story is, then it’s in that novella territory. Just barely over short story terms. Hell, short stories anymore seem to be in the six thousand to eight thousand word turf. Me, I just consider it a story no matter how long it is.

Well, the rules are a little loosey goosey when it comes to the fringe of short story and novella, to be sure. However, in my mind, a story is only as long as it needs to be. It gets to where it needs to be when it needs to be there. Like a wizard, it’s never early or late. It arrives precisely when it means to. And that, dear reader, is just the way I like it, and probably why I’ve never been professionally published. Because I let the story breathe, and they’d rather suffocate it until it is unrecognizable.

I guess that means I like the independence of just self-publication. Huh, go figure. I want to be traditionally published, but it’s just so stifling. Yet, to self-publish is to mean you have to advertise yourself and not have the whole networking that traditional publication allows you access to… You know what, that has nothing to do with this story. It just dawned on me, is all, that I’m doing this because I love the freedom. However, wish I had the money.

Eh, whatever. Here’s a bunch of flies menacing the Pentagon. Enjoy that narrative while I ponder what’s happening in my life.







F.L.I.E.S.

Original Writing 1999 C.E.

Redux Writing 2004 C.E.

 

***1***

 

Outside of the Pentagon

 

A torrential downpour of hard rain laid siege to the Pentagon and its surroundings. Water exited from storm gutters and streamed into the parking lot. In a hurry to escape nature’s fury, civilians and military personnel alike covered their heads with whatever object they happened to have in hand so as not to get soaked by the rain. Quickly, those people caught outside made their way to the dual outer doors of the primary entrance to the U.S.-sanctioned facility. Within the massive confines of the structure, secrets were well kept, and only the highest-ranked individuals had access to what lay within.

One such individual was Simon Grant. He squealed his Corvette into his usual parking spot and leapt out of the vehicle after having grabbed his much-needed essentials. The downpour increased in its force as if to forecast how his day was going to be. Ignoring the immediate line of thought on that matter, Simon rushed inside the building.

Simon Grant was six feet tall to the inch and had black hair slightly offset by his strikingly blue eyes. He paused near a display with a glass enclosure that reflected the several hallways branching parallel to the entrance and one main hall leading forward. He stroked his hair back, trying to brush away the water particles that hung onto his follicles like leeches on fresh skin.

Viewing his tanned, peach skin and the neatly pressed black suit he wore, Simon smoothed down the bottom of his jacket that was folding up on itself due to the water. He flicked a finger at himself, indicating that he was the ‘one’ and every bit King-Of-The-Hill. If his charming posture and elegant clothing style were any indication, Simon was a ladies’ man. A fact that was hard to miss in any social get-together. This was no less apparent as he turned and proceeded down the main hall toward his office, which was located on the lower levels. His very walk indicated his social status, as did his newest potential target sitting at the receptionist’s desk at the end of the hall.

Simon paused for a moment and smiled keenly to himself. He took in the blonde-haired beauty who was typing away stoically on some document or another. Hmm, fresh blood. Wonder what happened to Mary-Lou? Eh, oh well. Better make a good impression. He smiled impishly as he approached the reception counter and made sure to brandish his pristine teeth.

Upon reaching the counter, he held himself in his most straight-forward stance and, still smiling, awaited the receptionist’s attention. He casually glanced down to see a small, golden nametag on the front of her gray dress-suit. Audrey Ochler. Somehow goes with those glasses. He considered watching a slight motion of her head bobbing up and down as she typed. Her hair was pulled up into a very professional style, and he imagined it must have been long, given the breadth of said hair-do.

His smile faded somewhat as Audrey had still to recognize his presence. Several moments passed, and he was starting to get impatient, so he did what was most natural in such events.

“Uhn-hmmm...” The sound came from his clearing throat, hoping that would get her attention.

“I’ll be right with you,” she responded, not looking up.

Alrighty then, he thought, a smidgeon of pursed lips adorning his visage. Audrey finished typing what it was she had been typing and then cast her glance up at Simon. The sunny smile suddenly reappeared on his face.

“May I help you?” Audrey inquired in as serious a tone as he had ever heard.

Oh, yeah. You can help me with a great deal many things! Now if you’d only get rid of those stupid glasses and flash that beautiful Angel’s smile that I know is in you, he remarked to himself, though he wouldn’t dare speak those words out loud. Lord only knew what kind of impression that would have made. Audrey patiently awaited his response.

“Yes, Simon Grant,” he started, proffering her his hand, which she didn’t take, “Uhh... Research Division. I need entrance... to those doors over there,” Simon minutely stumbled for words to her rather cold response. Oww...

He motioned hurriedly toward the doors some twenty feet away to his left and beyond the receptionist's desk. A guard stood there smiling to himself and pulled his eyes away as Simon glared at him. Audrey looked at the set of doors by the guard, then looked back at Simon, her facade never wavering.

“Ok. Let me see your security clearance,” she requested and held her hand out awaiting the proper identification.

Simon hesitated momentarily, then reached for his badge within the suit pocket of his jacket. He handed the little card to Audrey. She continued staring at him.

“Your license, too,” she said.

He cleared his throat again and reached for his wallet. After handing her the ID, he stood there in an uncomfortable silence as Audrey typed in his information. Simon imperceptibly looked around the receptionist lounge, trying to ascertain if he was being watched. His smile had all but dissipated in the secret knowledge that his come-on had just gone south for the winter. Audrey handed the cards back to him.

“You’re all set. Just swipe your card at the doors. I’m sure you are aware of that procedure by now, Mr. Grant. You have a nice day,” she flashed a quick smile, then returned to work.

Simon stood for a second, holding his cards in his right hand. Damn, he thought, and turned to head to the doors that would lead him down to the research levels. He didn’t have to go through her to get to the doors, as she plainly reminded him. However, he couldn’t resist a chance to get to know the new help. Not that ‘help’ was a word he would have used to describe their first meeting.

He arrived at the doors and did his best not to look at the guard as he swiped his card through the reader. However, he could hear the snicker brewing in the guard’s demeanor.

“I’m guessing someone already told her about me?” Simon inquired, still avoiding the guard’s eyes.

“Mr. Grant, she’s a stiff one. You’re not the first to try their hand with her today. But, yeah,” the guard chuckled. “There’s some rumors about you floating about!”

Simon looked at the guard and smiled knowingly. The dark-skinned man, who stood nearly as tall as Simon, understood him better than most. After all, Officer Desmond Stevens was one of Simon’s best friends.

“So, I’ve noticed,” the door chimed, allowing Simon free entry into the Pentagon interior.

“Have a good day, Sir,” Stevens said, slightly tipping his hat.

“You too, Stevens,” Simon responded and proceeded down the next hallway that would take him to the elevators leading to the Research Division.

 

Back within the lobby, another receptionist had arrived to take her place alongside Audrey. She sat down and suddenly screamed as she leapt back out of her chair. A uniformed guard, just arriving for duty, rushed over to see what had startled her so much. Audrey stopped typing and stared at the woman, trying to figure that out herself.

“Ma’am, what’s wrong?” the guard asked.

“Look!” the woman pointed a slim finger at an insect on the countertop, prompting Audrey to roll her eyes.

The guard looked at where she was pointing and saw a fly sitting there. Trying to hold back a smile, the guard rolled up a newspaper he’d been carrying and swatted the insect, smashing it before the thing could take off. The woman tried to stifle a further scream and was only mildly successful.

“Ma’am, calm down. It was just a fly. It’s gone now,” he did his best to pacify her, and raked the fly corpse into a small trashcan.

“Eww! God, I hate those things! They’re so filthy and carry diseases!!” she huffed.

The guard let his smile loose, unable to hold it back any longer. He proceeded onward toward where his partner, Stevens, awaited him.

“I don’t think they’re quite that bad,” the guard stated, walking off, “so, relax, it can’t hurt you.”

The guard half laughed as he approached his smiling partner. Stevens shook his head. It was going to be a long, albeit entertaining day. Audrey, on the other hand, was not amused and just figured, it’s going to be a long day.

 

***2***

 

Elsewhere on the Pentagon grounds

Within the confines of an old Oak tree

 

The chamber was massive, as far as insect understanding went. It could easily fit the corpse of a human being, were there a necessity for the such. This fact wasn’t on the mind of the thousands of buzzing flies, communicating among themselves. They were an armada that had been brought together for a singular purpose: invasion.

Just beyond this massive chamber, within a specially carved room overlooking the fly horde, two flies stood in a human-like pose. The first was extraordinarily large, by fly standards, and looked over his minions through the large window in the control chamber. He was the General. His two main arms were drawn and folded behind his lower back, while the other four arms lay crossed on his abdomen. His gaze was steely and mandible, almost wasp-like. His wings comfortably rested upon his two folded arms. Spikey hairs sprang out of his flesh, reminding anyone who viewed him of a porcupine. If porcupines were flies, that was.

His companion was much smaller. That one was a fruit fly; small, unobtrusive, and had metallic skin tones that reflected the minuscule light in a spectrum of the rainbow. He was the commander of the armada below and had dire news to share with the master, the General. The slight commander absently rubbed his two main hands together and pursed his extended mouth in anticipation.

“Master,” the commander began, hesitant to bring forth the knowledge bestowed upon him, “I have received word that we’ve lost contact with our scout.”

He stood silently and awaited his master’s will. Words that came from the General were usually short and commanding. No doubt, this time would be no different. Finally, after too long a silence, the General spoke without looking at his tiny companion.

“Prepare the soldiers,” he said.

“As you command, Master.”

He left the room, and the General simply stood there in the barely illuminated chamber, contemplating that which was to come.

 

***3***

 

Deep within the confines of the research facility...

 

A buzz sounded as the massive, inner doors to the labs opened and allowed entrance to Simon Grant. It was a white, sanitized environment filled with individuals in white lab coats. The impression someone would get by seeing this lab would be that the occupants were engaged in advanced, biological experiments. Such an impression would have been correct.

Simon walked the short distance to his office at the far end of the lab complex. It was on the lower tier of the two-tier room. Several people watched him as he went and seemed troubled. This didn’t have anything to do with his black-suited personage traversing a mostly white interior, but rather something else that Simon was hesitant to guess at. He glanced around from the corners of his eyes. Something was definitely amiss.

Entering his office, Simon was just about to take his seat when his intercom buzzed.

“Grant,” came a gruff voice, “I want to see you in my office. Now.”

“Right away, General,” Simon answered and then straightened his tie as he thought to himself, Well, this answers some things. What does that belligerent fool want now?

Simon walked the short distance up a half flight of stairs to the second tier, where the General’s office overlooked the rest of the lab. Through the window, he saw General Claymore pacing in agitation. Shit. He looks pissed. He pushed open the door to Claymore’s office.

The General stopped pacing at the edge of the window and kept his view plastered to the workers on the floor. He was dressed in his green uniform, decked with various medals earned over a lifetime of military service. The man was six foot two and weighed roughly two-hundred and sixty pounds. A slight gut was brewing beneath the General’s coat, making him look, to Simon, like a teddy bear trying to be a G.I. Joe.

Refusing to acknowledge Simon, the General kept his back to him and continued staring out the window. Moments passed as Simon took a seat in a chair that looked to be pulled out for him.

“You bellowed?” Simon taunted, settling in comfortably, preparing himself for a good chastising.

“Your results disturb me,” Claymore stated, making a mental note of Simon’s sarcasm.

“I don’t know what you expect. The funding is less than—”

“Stow it, Grant! After last month’s little incident, the bureau doesn’t have much faith in your capabilities to oversee this operation,” Claymore spoke as he turned to stare at Simon and continued his pacing. “You talk of a lack of funding; however, your inactions in this matter are why those funds are so low. If it were up to me, I’d cut all your funding and get you the hell out of my face! Are you even trying to rectify any of this? We still have an operation to complete, and you’ve yet to deliver a suitable contingency plan!”

“The work is proceeding. Yes, a contingency plan was enacted, and headway is being made. We’ve had to… re-evaluate our resources and their usefulness in the field. You can let the bureau know that the new subjects are responding well, and I have faith there will not be a repeat of last month’s events,” Simon related coolly.

“For all our sakes, you’d better be right. There is too much riding on this operation. The target is moving north, and there isn’t much time left. If your little experiment works, you can expect a nice little bonus for you and all your hardworking associates. Then the bureau will have its new weapon...” Claymore spoke as he returned his gaze out the window.

“If you want to look at it that way,” Simon answered.

“I don’t look at it that way,” Claymore turned his view back toward Simon and stared intensely at the man. “They do, though. Consider this and consider it well, the two of us are just pawns in this game of theirs. We complete the operation, and we complete it without incident. I suggest you remember that, Grant. Don’t lose sight of the objective.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Dismissed.”

General Claymore listened to the door shut behind Simon as he vacated his office. He didn’t treasure the feeling that resonated through his body. He certainly didn’t like all the research going on under the facilities. Yet, he knew that Dr. Simon Grant was one of the most brilliant biophysicists on the planet. The bureau had offered him this position on the Research Division team in response to a threat that no one had anticipated. But is it worth it? Can it get any further out of hand? The things scientists do... God, save us all.

 

***4***

 

Back within the huge Oak tree chamber outside the Pentagon...

 

The fly horde stood at full attention, saluting the commander as he took the platform before them that they had come to call ‘stage.’ Silence befell the armada as the commander saluted them back and instructed them to be at ease. The horde did as instructed and awaited their orders.

“Colleagues, fellow soldiers. The General has come to a decision and sent me before you. You know why you are here. You know what must be done. The moment is at hand. A fellow colleague of ours is felled,” the commander spoke as a slight din of buzzing broke out. “He will be honored and avenged. He was the best scout we could have asked for and did his duty without question. The human empire must be punished!”

Cheers broke out from the gathered fly horde. The time had come, and there was great excitement in the air. The chance to take back what had been taken from them had finally arrived. The commander motioned for silence.

“Now is the time, as the hard water rains have subsided, and our targets are eager to enter the strike zone. Let us use them as our vessels, our passage to victory, as they would have, and did, use us. Go forth, now my colleagues, as soldiers of a greater cause! Liberate our brethren and take what is rightfully ours! We may meet our deaths this day, but it will be a death well met for we will be a dagger into the mind’s eye of our enemy! Remind them who we are! Godspeed, colleagues!” he finished to a uproar of approval.

A tremendous buzz filled the massive Oak chamber, a place they had chosen when forced to flee. A place they had come to call home. Now that home resonated with the fierce echoes of the horde armada as they lifted off in unison and flew from the tree toward the pentagon entrance. Within the control room, the master watched and waited. He would be joining them shortly. There was just one thing he had to do first.

 

***5***

 

Lunchtime had come for many of those in the Pentagon complex. People hastened to the local restaurants of choice to grab their meals, and some commented on how the weather had improved from earlier. They were oblivious to the black van that took advantage of this time of day. No one paid attention to the seven military men as they got out of the van and headed for the front doors. And no one, including the military personnel, paid attention to the unusually thick swarm of flies hovering around the compound.

The lounge area was nearly vacant as the military men, complete with black briefcases, hurried through to the doors that would take them to the subterranean levels. They didn’t notice that an armada of flies hung onto the sides of their briefcases. The men were only intent on the task at hand. The bureau had sent them to get a certain program back on track.

A man passed their path on his way to lunch, as the armed contingent arrived at the locked doors. Stevens stood aside to allow all of them entrance. His partner, Elliot, amused himself with a magazine and didn’t really pay attention to the men. This was a matter Stevens would have to bring up with Elliot. Then he looked down at the briefcases the men were carrying and saw the legion of flies sitting there looking innocent.

“Uh, Sirs,” Stevens started, prompting the lead official to glare at him, “you might want to know that ya’ll got a bunch of flies on your briefcases.”

The men looked down and saw the flies. A look of surprise donned their faces. At the sudden attention given by the military contingent, the flies knew the gig was up,

“Our cover’s blown! Attack! Attack!” the call went out from the lieutenant in charge of the main assault.

The flies converged on the officers and the two guards. Then they fanned out to attack anything else that was moving in the immediate vicinity. The military men swatted at the flies, feeling the bites of the fly horde.

“Somebody call the exterminator!” Stevens cried out, batting several flies out of his face and off his uniform.

 

***6***

 

Audrey Ochler and the other receptionist stood up to see the chaos and then witnessed a plague of insects heading their way. The man who had been rushing to lunch earlier was swinging like mad, trying to knock the stinging flies away from himself. The other receptionist screamed in terror and tried to flee toward the entrance doors down the hall. She fell down under a cloud of insects before she got halfway.

Audrey could only stare wide-eyed as she watched the flies swarming the lounge. She didn’t think flies were deadly, yet the way people were acting was like they were under attack by Africanized bees. Then a swarm of them had converged upon her location. She felt their stings on her flesh, and that was when she realized they had to be venomous.

She swatted away as many as she could and was about to run herself when two of the flies landed and looked like they were engaged in some sort of conversation. Which was odd and presented a matter of disbelief that two flies were standing in a human posture on top of her desktop. It was a matter of fact that the two flies were indeed having a conversation, of sorts,

“Hey! Did you hear the one about the fly and the pig? Yeah, the fly says, ‘Move over bacon, here comes something meaner!’ Ha hah!!” Marcus quipped.

“Now’s not the time for jokes! We have a job to do. Now, listen up. Those men are going to want to get into those doors. We won’t have much time, so get a small squad together; we’ll need five. Spread the word to let them through and only us. No one else enters. Get a move on! I’ll grab our hacker,” Lieutenant Reno spoke to his subordinate.

“Sure thing, boss!” Marcus responded and took off.

Reno launched himself to go find their hacker. He’d been assigned squad leader for this leader by the Commander himself. It was a special honor. Though he harbored reservations about attacking the humans. Why couldn’t they live in peace? Weren’t they all from the same intelligent mold? Yet, he had a job to do, and do it he would. Regardless of any doubts. He was the one chosen out of thousands. He was the one given the responsibility of leading seven specialists to allow entrance of the horde to the lower levels. Reno wasn’t about to fail in that task.

“We don’t have time for this nonsense! Jackson, open the doors! Now!” One of the military men commanded.

They all stood there, trying to swat away the attacking flies. Time was fleeting, and they had to get their documents downstairs. One of the men swiped his card and opened the door. Stevens saw Audrey in a panic, trying to get away from the onslaught.

“Ms. Ochler, come on! This way!” he called out to her, and she ran over in his direction.

The seven men, Stevens, Audrey, and Elliot, all entered through the doors. There was a hall beyond the doors which led to an elevator and several passages to office rooms.

“You, watch that door. When everything has been cleared, return to your position. You,” the top official spoke, indicating Stevens, “take the receptionist down to the inner lounge and stay there until this matter has been taken care of.”

“Yes, Sir,” Stevens said.

The men continued towards the elevator at the end of the hall while Audrey and Stevens took a separate elevator to the inner lounge. No one took note of the seven flies that had followed them into the hall and now followed Stevens and Audrey. Those two were heading to where the seven flies needed to go.

“I’ll bet the General will get an earful when those men arrive,” Stevens commented with a grin.

 

***7***

 

In the receptionist lobby...

 

The fly horde continued its onslaught. Those people still in their offices had tried to flee but were overpowered and brought down by the venomous insects. The flies spread out to eliminate their enemies.

While the slaughter ensued, a separate swarm of flies broke off from the main group and made their way through the twisting corridors and into the ventilation shafts. Their target mission was simple: get to the deepest level possible in the government compound.

 

***8***

 

“Repeat that?” Lieutenant Hudson inquired, unable to believe what he was hearing from the exterminators up in the main lobby.

In the lobby, the exterminators had been spraying the insects with every available chemical in their arsenal to no avail. The flies weren’t responding to the substances. One exterminator was on the phone,

“I said, we have a serious fly problem up here!” he had to shout over the din of buzzing that seemed to get even louder, “We have people up here dying! I think the damn things are venomous! It’s the damndest thing I’ve ever seen. They look like regular house flies, but nothing seems to be affecting them! An evacuation of the main complex needs to be ordered until we can get this infestation under control! You boys keep it tight, and I don’t think they’ll get down there!”

In one of the main offices of the Research division, Hudson listened to the incredulous report. He was at a loss for words but knew to let the exterminators do their jobs. He was going to have to deliver the news to General Claymore.

“So... what do we do?” an officer asked Hudson.

“Order the evac of all level one offices and keep a lockdown of the lower levels. I’m going to inform the General,” Hudson replied, getting to his feet and preparing to deliver the bad news.

“Yes, Sir,” the other officer replied, and got on the intercom.

 

***9***

 

“All personnel, evacuate ground floor and await, and designated retrieval zones. All lower levels are being locked down...I repeat...”

Audrey and Stevens listened to the broadcast. They looked at one another with startled expressions. They had only been in the ground-level two lounge for about fifteen minutes, and it looked as though they were going to be there quite a bit longer.

“Is it that bad up there?” Audrey voiced their shared thought.

Stevens shook his head in wonder and opened the door to the adjoining office, where a secretary was engaged in the tail end of a conversation.

“Ok, let me finish this, and I’ll get right on that,” she said as Stevens entered.

The secretary and the official she’d been talking to looked over at him. She smiled pleasantly while the officer looked back at the woman.

“Make it quick,” he said, and entered the doors at the other end of the office.

“So, what’s going on that required an evacuation?” Stevens asked the secretary.

“Oh, the infestation is a little worse than they expected. So, all non-essential personnel on the lower levels are being ordered to stay put while they evacuate the first floor. I’d just stay in the lounge there and not worry about it,” she responded with a smile and went back to typing.

Stevens left the office and went to sit on a couch across from Audrey. As he sat down, seven tiny flies entered the secretary’s office and landed on a bookshelf out of sight. The squad leader, Reno, addressed his team,

“All right, it’s up to you to access the network and open the inner doors. The secretary should be getting up momentarily. Once she leaves, you’ll have free access,” he spoke to his female companion, the group’s most notable hacker.

“I’ve got it,” she said, and flew off towards the secretary’s desk.

“Do you think she can pull it off?” one of the other flies inquired of Reno.

“She’s the one with the training. If anyone can do it, she can,” Reno responded confidently.

His colleague approached the desktop and landed. Unfortunately, her landing didn’t go unnoticed. The secretary had seen the fly from the corner of her eye. Reno hoped the secretary wouldn’t react until he saw her slowly reaching for a fly swatter with her right hand. Reno stared in horror,

“Oh, no...” he muttered to himself as his associates looked on, unable to say anything.

 

***10***

 

“Grant!!” General Claymore yelled at the top of his lungs across the research labs.

All work suddenly ceased as the people looked up to see the General standing outside of the door to his office. Simon came to his office’s entrance and yelled back,

“Yes, General, what can I do for you this time?”

“You can get your skinny white ass into my office now!!” Claymore responded, anger brewing on his reddening face.

“As you wish,” Simon responded more quietly as he noted the eyes of the room affixed on him.

Simon left his office in not the best of moods. Too much work had yet to be done, and here he was again going to the General’s office. The man must love me or something. The thought worked its way through his head. He was halfway to the office when he saw seven military men leaving. This didn’t look good.

It wasn’t long before Simon had arrived and was sitting in the chair across from the General’s desk. He sat in this chair so often that he had toyed with the idea of having his name carved into its back. Claymore had resumed his all too familiar position by the window overlooking the labs.

“Hudson, give your report to Dr. Grant,” he huffed.

“Well, Sirs, as you are aware, we’ve had to order a temporary evac due to a small infestation in the main lobby. I thought it prudent to inform you of this. The exterminators should have it under control shortly. Though they have spoken of several casualties due to a potential venom in the insects’ bite, flies, I believe,” Hudson delivered his report and stood at attention with a perplexed expression.

“Flies? We have a fly infestation? I don’t see...” Simon’s eyes went wide as a thought struck him.

“That’s right, you get it now, don’t you?” Claymore stared down at Simon.

“You said there have been casualties? What sort of casualties?” Simon asked, hoping to not hear the answer he knew he’d receive.

“A few deaths, Sir. It looks like some people had an allergic reaction to the fly bites,” Hudson replied.

“There will be a lot more before all is said and done... Hudson, I need you to make sure the lower levels are completely locked down. Nothing and no one gets in, do I make myself clear?” Simon leveled a finger at Hudson.

“Yes, Sir,” Hudson responded, not sure of what was going on.

“Grant, I don’t need to tell you the level of screw-up that is developing here! You take care of this and take care of it now!” Claymore shouted.

Simon glared at him and wanted to strangle the man. He got up out of his chair and stood at the desk, matching his gaze with General Claymore.

“I will take care of this, and I don’t need your crap on top of everything else! I have a plan to deal with this. Let me do it,” he said and turned to exit the office.

Simon didn’t like dealing with Claymore anymore than he did dealing with him. It was a necessary evil for the benefit of the research. Unfortunately, the research wasn’t at the level it should be.

 

***11***

 

The secretary raised the fly swatter and brought it down onto the fly before it had a chance to escape. Upon the bookshelf, Reno said this and couldn’t believe his eyes, and could only watch in horror as the secretary brushed his associate’s corpse onto the floor. She wasn’t just his associate, though; she’d been more. She had been his mate, and he was left with only her name on his lips,

“MAG...gieeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee!!” Reno shouted, his voice tiny against the human-sized room.

“Fear not, young warrior, for her sacrifice shall not be in vain,” a deep voice resonated from behind Reno.

He looked up and behind him to see the lethal form of the General of the entire armada. Reno rose up from his knees, onto which he had fallen, and was perplexed to see the General here. He hadn’t expected him to join the attack. And he certainly didn’t expect to see him in the presence of six very large yellow insects.

The six were the size of a human’s palm and were bright yellow. Reno saw that they were a member of the fly family, yet their natural stripe pattern was reminiscent of a yellow jacket, and their mouths looked to have been patterned after the same insect. Only the mandibles set at the end of an extended fly mouth. They terrified Reno more than he could have imagined, but he maintained his dignity.

The General cast his black-eyed gaze at the six and issued a command.

“Kill the woman,” he spoke, and the six flew after the secretary, “go and open the doors,”

The General motioned to the small squad to continue on with the mission. One of the flies speaks up, “Our hacker is dead, we don’t know how to open the doors.”

“That one there does,” the General motioned towards another in the group who had been trained alongside Maggie, in case she were to fail.

“Yes, Sir,” she responded and prepared for the task to come.

 

***12***

 

“Boy, this is really something,” Stevens said, sitting down on the couch across from Audrey, “I guess we just wait here for the exterminators to finish doing the deed.”

Audrey shook her head and said nothing. She stared at a clock on the wall, wondering why she had even bothered getting out of bed. Working for the Pentagon was supposed to be one of those dream jobs with cushy benefits. Instead, she was privy to arrogant men and swarms of venomous flies. So far, her day had been less than ‘dreamy.’

Stevens picked up a magazine and started reading an article inside its pages. Audrey watched him as the seconds dragged on into eternity. It wasn’t long before that eternity gave way to a piercing scream from the secretary’s office. She and Stevens exchanged puzzled expressions, then leapt to their feet to see what was the problem.

Opening the door that had drifted shut, Stevens stands aghast as the secretary’s body falls to the floor. Audrey stares in horror at the sight of six yellow insects, each the size of a man’s fist, stinging the woman without mercy.

“What the HELL!?” Stevens shouted out, taking his newspaper out to take a swing at the six insects.

He could tell already, though, that the woman was dead. While Stevens busied himself swatting the deadly-looking insects, Audrey watched a giant, black fly land on the secretary’s desk. She also noticed a little fly accessing computer files.

“Uhm, Mr. Stevens,” Audrey spoke, waving her hand in the direction of the computer, “is that fly using the computer?”

The large, black fly stared at her, suddenly. Before any further actions took place, the door at the other side of the office flew open, and Simon Grant rushed through. He froze in place when he saw the scene.

“You!” Audrey heard the black fly shout, actually shout, at Grant.

“You!” Simon shouted at nearly the same moment and rushed forward to push Stevens and Audrey back the way they came, “Leave her! She’s dead!”

“What!? I’m not...” Stevens started, but Simon cut him off,

“No time! Run!!” Simon commanded and ushered the two back through the other door.

 

***13***

 

“Attack him!! He is the one!! Go! Go! Go!” The Fly General barked at the six.

Their pursuit was halted as Simon slammed the door behind him and the two others, preventing the six from following. Not willing to give up the pursuit, the six darted through the vent they and the General had used to enter the building. They wove their way through the ducts to find the way into the hallway beyond the inner secretarial offices.

 

***14***

 

Simon led Audrey and Stevens through the halls toward the elevators leading to the main floor. He didn’t bother looking around to ensure they weren’t being followed; he just ran.

“When you get to the first floor, run like hell to the entrance! Don’t look back! Don’t stop!” Simon was telling them as they approached the elevators.

“What about the infestation?” Stevens inquired.

“...Do your best. Just don’t get bitten and you’ll be fine,” Simon spoke.

“Real comforting, Simon,” Stevens responded, biting back any further retort.

“I’m not going back up there with all those...flies...biting everyone. I’m in no hurry to die,” Audrey said, determined to stand her ground.

“You stay down here, and you definitely won’t be getting back out,” Simon retorted and pushed the button for the elevator.

Audrey said nothing to this, not relishing the idea of rushing through a cloud of venomous insects while avoiding their stings. It was already a daunting task. The debate ended, though, when the six arrived out of the vent over the elevator and began an attack run on the three people.

“Change of plans!” Simon shouted as they ran in the opposite direction.

Stevens pulled his gun and started taking shots at the yellow flies that were giving pursuit.

“Stevens, you idiot! Who do you expect to hit!?” Simon queried, not relenting in his run.

Audrey matched Simon’s pace while Stevens drew back.

“Regardless, I’ll hold them here, Mr. Grant. Get Ms. Ochler out of here,” Stevens shouted while unloading his weapon on the converging insects.

“How noble,” Simon commented wryly.

“We’re not just going to leave him?” Audrey asked Simon.

“He’s a grown man and can take care of himself. Stick with me, and I’ll get you out of this. Of course, you can always try your chances with the flies,” he spoke and motioned back the way they had come.

They rounded a bend down another hall. To the left-hand side of this one was another elevator. This one, however, only goes one way: down. They entered the open doors, and Simon pushed the button that would take them to the lowest levels of the complex.

“Where are we going?” she inquired.

“Down,” he said cryptically.

“No shit, but why?” she wanted to know, but he only stared silently, waiting for the doors to close.

A buzzing sounded from around the corner, and Simon found himself reaching for the button and tapping it again. Audrey found herself holding her breath as the buzzing grew louder. The doors closed just as the buzzing seemed right on top of them. Simon and Audrey audibly exhale and cast sidelong glances at one another.

 

***15***

 

In the hallway where the elevator doors had closed, six yellow flies gathered around the elevator summons panel. They looked up at the floor indicator and saw where the other elevator was heading. The lead fly pressed the summons button, which caused the second elevator to open up. Once inside that elevator, the leader of the group pushed the button to the lowest level.
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