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    An Anniversary Concession


    “You don’t got cop hands,” Ryan said, “You got hands for playing the piano.”


    Eric considered his thin fingers. “Are you getting out of the car?”


    “When did you first decide to be a cop?” Ryan asked.


    “It doesn’t seem like I thought…”


    “You’re being sensitive, again,” Ryan said. It was dusk. His full, acne scarred cheeks were backlit by a distant streetlight as he smirked. “Thanks for covering the rest of our shift, rookie.” He pointed to the dispatch radio, “Just listen to this. Do what it tells you.” He looked around with a playfully conspiratorial air, “Now, Eric, if you have to shoot somebody,”﻿—﻿his small eyes twinkled﻿—﻿“it’s draw, point and squeeze. Don’t do any of that snapping and jerking I seen you doing on the target range.”


    “Alright, Ryan, but please,” Eric said, “Make sure you return the favor next week﻿—﻿you know I﻿—﻿”


    “Pop the trunk then, bitch.” Ryan got out. He carried a duffle bag around the cruiser. The guy was nuts for bowling.


    I’m ready, Eric thought. Just remember. Remember all those fucking dispatch codes.


    Ryan slammed the trunk, then slammed the passenger door with his ball bag. He had stuffed his button-down navy shirt into his duffle but, as a six-three guy in an undershirt and polyester pants, he still looked a lot like a cop ducking out of the last few hours of his shift.


    Eric drove from the curb and continued on Forty-Second. He could hear Charlene’s slightly nagging voice, see her wagging her finger at him. Aren’t you serious about us? How could you forget to take off work for the first anniversary of our wedding? He would never admit to anyone, least of all Ryan, but he knew he absolutely couldn’t let Charlene know he’d forgotten their anniversary. He had to make dinner reservations, be home early with flowers, the whole thing. He was proud of himself, in a way, for fixing his mistake like this. He just had to coast through two more hours on a Tuesday and then Ryan would owe him, and would cover for him next week.


    He turned left on Carriage. Streetlights lit cracks of a vacant firehouse’s brown concealment coat. Between shadows, fresh blue paint shimmered with the tag NO HOPE!


    The radio issued: “Dispatch to Eight-Tango-Twenty, over.”


    Eric stared at the radio, then he unlatched the black-corded transmitter, “This is Eight-Tango-Twenty, over.”


    “Code Three. Investigate a three-seventeen at the Thirty-Second and L Smart Mart, over.”


    Damn. Eric pulled to the curb. Thirty-Second and L… “Eight-Tango-Twenty to dispatch, that’s affirmative﻿—﻿”


    He looked to the empty seat.


    “﻿—﻿we’re on our way, over.”


    His siren bleeped as he flipped the switch and pulled a U-turn. He pressed the gas. The brake lights of a grey Datsun glowed red. Eric swerved around the car. It shrunk in his rearview. His tires squealed as he turned right on Thirty-Eighth. You’ll call for a supporting unit﻿—﻿but that doesn’t make sense. He pressed the gas. Cars parted in front of his gleaming black hood. You’ll just go. You can handle this. Nine times out of ten it’s nothing, anyway. You know that. Just take care of this and Ryan will owe you big.


    He pulled into the Smart Mart’s lot. It was dark. The yellow, backlit banner sign flickered and hummed above big windows. A lone fill-up hose had been left splayed across the grimy cement beneath the gas canopy. His heart hit against his ribs as he parked by the tire inflation hose, away from the glass front.


    He opened the glass door. The store’s dusty, outdated merchandise was lit to a white gleam with buzzing fluorescents and muzak hummed softly. What’s that smell, what’s that smell? Hotdogs and… sulfur? …gunpowder? No one was sitting at the beige Formica booths along the windows or walking near the freezers. His right hand rested on his holstered Beretta. His other hand felt empty. What’s wrong with you? Eric looked behind the checkout counter, between shelves of WD-40 and Christmas tree car deodorizers. The black register till lay empty on the tiles.


    He drew the Beretta. Nothing. Maybe﻿—﻿


    A shuffle of footsteps﻿—﻿his stomach fell faster than gravity﻿—﻿his mouth dried. From between rows of shelves, a lanky man in a brown T-shirt and tattered navy tuxedo pants shoved a short woman. The man had a creased, taxed face like a used-up rock star.


    Eric winced and stepped backward. He drew and aimed between the man’s eyes.


    Buzzing fluorescent lights lit her face. The thin, creased skin around her eyes revealed the outline of her cheekbones and her short Notre Dame shorts showed-off her tan, toned legs.


    The man clutched her straight red hair near the base of her skull and rammed a shotgun against her neck. He repositioned the barrel, exposing a tennis-ball-sized bruise on the inside of his needle-tracked forearm. Rose rings flushed around his eyes and his marble-sized pupils quivered.


    A rubber band fought one side of the woman’s braces and she muttered “please” over and over, soft and fast.


    Eric yelled, “Drop﻿—﻿!”


    The man’s eyes shattered. “I don’t have to explain﻿—﻿” his feminine voice wheezed, “You can’t see the beginning﻿—﻿can’t see the end﻿—﻿only what’s here!”


    She cried, “Please!”


    Eric’s hands squeezed to align his red dot sights beneath the man’s temple. He blinked to stop the dots from bouncing. It didn’t work. Can he see my hands? The Beretta’s rubber grip slickened. Don’t let him leave. Take a shot if it’s clean.


    She trailed a “please” with a gasp.


    “Drop the gun, NOW!”


    The woman moaned.


    The man said, “Listen to me,” he walked her toward the entrance.


    Eric stepped back. He cocked. “STOP! Don’t move!”


    “NO!” And then he mumbled, “Listen. I’m hold’n it,” his nostrils flared, “I’M CHANG’N! And fix’n and walk’n… talk’n.”


    “STOP!”


    The man’s eyes begged: “Listen. LISTEN!”


    A drawled “please” escaped from the woman’s rubber band latched braces one more time.


    Eric tried to steady his aim on the man’s temple. Clean. Clean. Clean. Steady. Clean. His sights bounced.


    Eric’s heel struck a raised tile edge. It couldn’t have been any thicker than a quarter. His Beretta exploded. Bits of the cartilage of the man’s ear scattered behind and he staggered, pulling the barrel backward. Her neck mushroomed crimson, propelling geysers, speckling warm across Eric’s face. Buckshot riddled a plastic cigarette sign by the checkout counter and her grimaced face turned upside-down as her head rolled off to her side. The head bounced against the tiles with a crack before her body fell.


    The man’s hand slapped to his ear, “NOBODY!” He thrashed his head, “NOBODY! NOBODY! NOBODY!”


    The Beretta exploded three more times. Red mist flashed over the man’s face. He fell onto a shelf, popping and crumpling plastic Doritos and Tostados beneath him as his shotgun clamored and slid.


    “Jesus! Shit… God.” The Beretta fell. The handle clinked. His hands searched his chest and stomach for wounds.


    The buckshot had hit the cigarette sign.


    He collapsed onto the checkout counter and used his arms for support. Then he twisted toward the glass doors and his numb legs followed. The glass door swung silently closed behind him, sealing off the brightly lit store from him with its hot guns and the girl’s lifeless head. Eric staggered on past his police cruiser toward the dim yellow streetlights.


     

  


  
    The Heat


    The Aheara’s hull groaned and folded. It burst up with licking flames as we escaped in the lifeboat with my thumb dead-stopping the outboard’s throttle. I clutched the flare gun in my other hand. The Aheara’s bow upturned, sinking in a vortex of the midnight Pacific.


    Part of the pulsing redness that ringed the research vessel broke off and followed us. It skimmed waves, closing the gap.


    “Majaar!” I screamed through the wind and the waves. He huddled and shook in the bouncing bow and clutched his fifth of whisky. “Majaar!”


    He didn’t answer.


    “Everything cool, Samples?” he asked in some distracted malaise. He shivered with that fishy skin respiring near his horned cheeks. He was losing it. But I was still just Samples to him﻿—﻿still just the human technician.


    “I feel sick,” Majaar said. “My memory’s blurry.”


    “Part of it broke free,” I said. “It’s following us.”


    “It needs heat. It must be some form of virulent wasteform.”


    “What?” I yelled. “That’s what this is? Our plastic and your﻿—﻿Veronian-bio-engineering?”


    “SK5,”﻿—﻿the lifeboat crested and Majaar clenched the side lip﻿—﻿“I told the chairman we had to monitor the Veronian and the terrestrial waste streams sooner.”


    “SK5?” I yelled.


    Old memories surfaced.


    “SK5,” I mumbled. “The building blocks of your smart plastics? But,”﻿—﻿I aimed the outboard motor away from a breaker﻿—﻿“SK5 is harmless as long as it’s deactivated before it’s released”


    The pulsing mass skimmed and broke out behind us, revving like an engine.


    Majaar shivered. He cowered in the boat and drank. “On normal scales, sure. On mass scales﻿—﻿here in the Pacific’s gyre with the native plastics… We﻿—﻿we knew this would happen. I told the chairman. It’s not my fault.” He looked over my shoulder at the approaching mass. “It goes haywire when it coalesces at mass scales.”


    “This happened before.”


    I remembered all the knowing looks I’d seen. Not just Dimension Jumpers﻿—﻿humans also.


    “It gets hungry. It turns on us. But we’re so dependent on the technology. We just find new worlds.”


    “You colonized other worlds and had your garbage use the native plastics like﻿—﻿like shapeless hermit crabs.”


    “A thousand times,” he admitted. “We’re so smart.” He took a drink. “We never learn a thing.”


    “How many strains of the fluid-based AIs do you think were floating out there in the gyre?” I asked.


    “Hundreds﻿—﻿thousands.” He closed his eyes tight. “We grew them all for backwards-compatibility. The syntho-neurons are viscous﻿—﻿you’ve seen the magnifications of how they flow over each other; right? for greater interconnectivity. The hotter it gets, the smarter it becomes. That thing’s burning up from the heat of the Aheara’s fire! We’re both dead.”


    My heart pounded and my thumb was numb against the throttle with the ocean mist blinding me as I searched out the black horizon. The thing couldn’t have been more than two hundred feet back there﻿—﻿


    “I’m gonna be sick,” Majaar said.


    The red mass surfaced through black waves. It dimmed and sunk beneath.


    I slid the satellite transponder across the hull to him. “Call in our position.”


    He stared at the transponder and looked dizzy for a moment.


    The fuel gauge on the outboard was moving to red. “We didn’t leave the ship with much fuel. We’re running out of time. Call in our position.” I stabbed toward the transponder.


    He stared up at me, vomiting milky chunks over himself and the transponder. “Where are we? Where are we?”


    The wind died. The outboard bucked and sputtered. We were slowing down. I looked back and let the throttle loose. “I﻿—﻿I lost it.” I turned to him. “Majaar, it isn’t behind us! I lost it. I can’t hear it. Where is it?”


    He pulled off his fifth with the vomit all over himself and looked distractedly out toward the distant, flaming Aheara. “Probably diving beneath us. Then it surfaces in a ring, trapping us like it did the Aheara.”


    “I don’t know if anyone else had time to call in our position,” I said. “Quick!”


    Majaar stood. He picked up the transponder and scraped idiotically across it with the neck of his whisky bottle.


    “What are you doing?” I asked. “Call in the position.”


    I rubbed my sore hand, unbreached the flare gun and loaded in one of the cartridges from my pocket.


    He threw the transponder overboard. He looked over at me:


    “What are you doing with that device?”


    “It’s a flare gun, Majaar.” I trained it on him. “You know what a flare gun is, don’t you?”


    “How did you operate it?”


    “You’re becoming one of them; aren’t you? You’re forgetting the little things. Just like the captain before he drank… What’s inside the bottle?”


    “What happened to the device in your hand?” he asked. “I need to know. It’s important for me.”


    “What’s in the bottle, Majaar?


    “That’s how it spreads; isn’t it? The alcohol keeps it sterile before it reaches the bloodstream. The captain drank from Nikolay’s flask. Then they went nuts and torched the engine room.


    “Why? Why torch the engine room? For the heat?”


    “How did you change it?” Majaar asked. “That thing you hold﻿—﻿how did you change it. It’s important you tell me.”


    “Pour out the bottle over the side.”


    He looked into me and smiled. “I’ll pour it﻿—﻿”


    “No. Wait.”


    He turned the fifth upside down. Grey slime oozed onto the floor with plopping sizzles. It flashed in specks before pulsing red. The thing hesitated and fanned out. Then it stopped and coalesced in a blob. It headed toward me.


    “Stop, Majaar. Call it back.”


    He looked back up and laughed. “It’s been growing inside me. I’ve watched it destroy so many times on so many different worlds. Now, it’s inside me and I know what it feels like to be part of the burning redness. It feels like home.”


    “Stop it. Call it back!” I pressed into the aft lip of the lifeboat and thought about jumping overboard. The mass was below us now, waiting to encircle.


    The glowing sludge scorched the steel beneath it in a thin, black streak. It burned and slid with stuttering back and forth hesitations like a taunting dog.


    “How many cartridges do you have for the device? How many does it take to activate it?”


    “The device?” I asked. I held the flare gun overboard. “I’ll drop it.”


    “No,” Majaar said. “We need it. Give the heat. Be careful, Samples.”


    The glowing slug stopped, inches from my foot. Its throbbing glow warmed through my steel toed boots.


    “That’s why you followed me to the lifeboat﻿—﻿the flare gun?”


    “The heat,” he said. “Tells us more of the heat. Tell us: how hot is the device? How long will it keep us warm? How long will it keep us flexible﻿—﻿keep us pliant?”


    “Forever,” I blurted. “You’ll be warm and flexible﻿—﻿you’ll be pliant forever. I swear.” I looked down. “Call it back!”


    He made clicking noises and it moved toward him. It slid up his leg and over his chest, burning his clothes and charring his smoking flesh on its way. “Come home. Come home,” he said and it turned grey and slipped into his mouth.


    “Now,” he edged forward, crouching low. “Give the device.”


    I looked at the flare gun, then at the distant, burning Aheara and the black horizon. “Okay.” I pointed it at him.


    “No. First﻿—﻿”


    The flare imbedded into his chest and his ribs ballooned outward before the grey slime pulled him back together. It seeped out of his skin and his whole body gleamed a blinding red. “It’s magical,” he said, wobbling and struggling to stand. “Each sector I’ve visited﻿—﻿all the pleasures I’ve experienced. This is the center point, Samples. This is what I’ve always been waiting for and what I knew I deserved. It loves me.”


    The red ring rose out of the water. It revved and tightened around us.


    He turned on me: “Now﻿—﻿you burn for heat.”


    I picked up an oar and jabbed him off balance and the oar caught fire.


    He wobbled and looked over at the icy black waters.


    I jabbed him again and the boat rocked.


    “No,” he said. “It’s mine,”﻿—﻿he looked over at the icy waters﻿—﻿“The heat wants to stay with me.” He hunched himself lower in a defensive stance, preparing to lunge. “You can’t hate me; can you, Samples? You can’t hate the spark for wanting to live.”


    I jumped on the left lip of the hull just as a wave struck. The lifeboat capsized and I was sucked under into the cold blackness. As the waters swirled and shook me I managed to open my eyes long enough to see a flailing red ember sinking down. It sputtered out in a storm of steam geysers. I groped around and found the edge of the lifeboat and slowly pulled myself out flat over the top of the overturned hull. Up above, the rescue copters lit up the waters and the lifeboat. The red slime oozed up the boat, burning my leg and my clothes. It was a slow burn. It was tired. The size of its catch had been overestimated.


    It shared so many secrets﻿—﻿secrets I didn’t deserve: every love, every ambition, every shiny new product and toy﻿—﻿all heat. And the source of it all touched me, giving itself freely, unselfishly. “So warm,” I muttered, “so warm﻿—﻿so warm.”


    The liquid nitrogen cannons went off from the copter’s decks. I felt it shiver and die. It asked why it had been betrayed after giving its love so freely.


    I laughed and muttered, “All my desires: All heat.”


     

  


  
    A Blind Date For Bonkers


    Looking through the lens of his microscope, the first thing that came to his attention was that when these creatures, which he deemed considerably humanlike﻿—﻿when they talked, they didn’t say things in the way you or I would say them. That is, one word after the next. It took him considerable time to decode their language. They exchanged by utilizing a singular outburst. All of their syllables and ideas were scrunched into this quick, sharp outburst so that whole sentences, whole ideas, whole narratives came out as isolated, singular sounds. Of all the sounds available, their unit of exchange sounded most like a bonk. Whenever these humanlike creatures conversed, they did not so much talk as bonk. To put it another way, they were Bonkers.


    These bonking Bonkers bonked all night long. They bonked on cell phones, in trains, they bonked in burgundy, overburdened beds. They bonked in groups going up stairs and sometimes going down these stairs. When they were angry with each other, they bonked each others brains out: bonk, bonk, bonk. They didn’t even think before they bonked. They did it in excited, exuberant ways. And this was exciting to watch through the microscope. Sort of a peep show for people.


    What would happen with these Bonkers from time-to-time is that both a male and a female would expend all romantic options and turn to outside parties to help form an alliance. This was called a Blind Date. It was called a Blind Date because neither party was able to see the other prior to their first meeting.


    There was this one couple that got set up on such a date. The male was named Mason foot because he had this sedimentary thing not completely unlike a foot. The female was named Cola Eyes since her eyes beamed sugary, caffeinating brown.


    Before Mason Foot left his abode for the evening, he bonked a trusted female friend: “How does my foot look this evening and since it is what helps me bear my name, does it bear it well?”


    She bonked back: “Modest male friend﻿—﻿true companion, I have never lied to you and, so, as such, now I bonk: Might’ve you of done something to fasten up the chariots and guard the oarsmen against a foul wind?”


    “What?” Mason Foot bonked in befuddlement. Bonking being a relatively new form of communication among Bonkers since Bonkers had evolved their entire civilization incredibly quickly﻿—﻿in a matter of weeks, actually.


    “Oh, I don’t know,” she bonked. “It is masonry but is it also a foot? One can never be too sure. Do this: speak to her in high-pitched squeals and prance it about. But, be masculine. Be erudite; be calm; be poised; but be rugged and masculine. Be a lover and a fighter, be both poet and prince. Be modest as a pauper and kind as a saint. But, use trickery if it be to both your goodly advantage. If her back itches from intemperate, stray weeds, buy her a newspaper and read some funnies. If the funnies turn her aghast with melancholy, swear to her you understand her mythologies of mirth. If she eats a bite, nibble the feathery ostrich and find an usher that can seat you promptly for the show.”


    “Sound advice!” Mason Foot bonked. “I got my wordsworth﻿—﻿and twice!” he bonked again.


    Later on, both Blind Date Bonkers were seated at a fancy restaurant that had flaming gobos and honey-sweet swatting shimshams with tintercating mismots. Neither of them had released a single bonk from fear and nervousness of being the first to bonk and, of course, also of over-bonking. Presently, the waiter appeared and bonked thus:


    “Dear sir and dear madam, would you like to hear me bonk of these specials? This is not important. I have already bonked﻿—﻿ha ha! you cannot listen to this message in part, or can you?﻿—﻿ha ha! We got rice cakes, we got pandas, we got noodles, we got gurbbling, singsong mashed potatoes and things that go slurp beneath your soup. Please do not sloup your soup, we have a strict policy on that and we enforce it sometimes if we’re bored or we’re all spunty. If you wish to sloup your soup, fill out this flout and undress each other with ravenous complibents… We got shellfish, too.”


    “Just a couple of snot shots to start, please,” Mason Foot bonked and the waiter left.


    Still neither one had let out the first bonk of the evening. The tension splouted.


    But then it happened. Both bonks flew out of their mouths at exactly the same time and hurtled through the air and crisscrossed the table and struck them at exactly the same time and they both sounded nearly like this:


    “My﻿—﻿! you are pretty (or handsome) and I was nervous coming here but now I see that this was a good idea. I find you attractive but I don’t want you to butter my toast with margarine on this, our first date (or, I wouldn’t think of buttering your toast although it seems lovely and fresh) and even though it would be fun and who doesn’t enjoy a little extra dairy. Is it hot in here? Have you ever driven to the moon on a moldy mattress? (a trifling narcotics reference popular that week) And could you please give me directions to your warm, buttery toast. Kidding. Just kidding. Not really kidding though.”


    The waiter returned promptly with their drinks and bonked: “And has the lady decided on the main mourse for the meavening?”


    Cola Eyes bonked: “She has…but with size-nits. This here, yes this? Of course this, the first item transisted: Can this sandfist be a maco? Can this aldedo sauce be magorgen and then be vaporblized to nothingness before it be brought? Can one of the most senior smooks in the kitchen guess me my blirthblay?”


    “All this can be done and more. Would you like the coat rack to arrange for flaming gobos and swattering mismots to dance and sleer as you chew?”


    Cola Eyes slimmened her cola eyes, “I sniz sarcasm in your bonk, waiter.”


    “Not at all, madam. Rest assured that I would never bonk sarcasm at you. I merely stepped on a sharp meable just before bonking and may have mis-bonked. It won’t happen again. And for the gentleman?”


    “Another round of snot shots, sneeze, and a big, pig squish-out, medium dare.”


    “Excellent choice, sir. I’ll bonk this repeatedly at the kitchen.”


    Cola Eyes bonked: “Wow, Mason Foot! Two rounds of snot shots, a fancy restaurant and a big pig squish-out, medium dare, you really are fussing out all the flops this meavening. I’m squished inwards in permanent by your powerful pushouts. Wait? Do you have enough green-backs to pay for all this partying? Oh…I shouldn’t of nibbled that inside this bonk. Regardless, I have not brought green-backs. With you being from a good family and coming so well recommended, I maglooned the male would meter the meal and practice the compulsory panty-praise. But, some femzots bonk panty-praise is being dosed in globs of gooey suffocating glue. Will you pay for the meal? Have you brought enough? Do you hold the art of panty-praise high above you, Mason Foot?”


    His bonk expelled: “Panty-praise is held high by me. If an old woman wants to dross the geat, I sprowse her in zords of glop. If a young girl wears a pretty print dress, I spin her around in smirckles until she vumpkins. If a horse hobbles into a train station, I punch its gonads. All these actions are maintained by me. You see? Toast worthy! Opps﻿—﻿misbonk! Disregard mid and end bonk! Wait. Disregard entire bonk. I rebonk this one.”


    “Never mind your rebonk, Mason Foot. I simply want to know if you brought enough greenbacks. As you know, I arrived here later and did not get a chance to great you in the meeting room. How many salamanders have you beneath the table?”


    Mason Foot picked out the small cage hidden beneath the tablecloth and presented it for her appraisal. “Two salamanders. Two salamanders with which to pay. You see? All is well. I have brought the necessary amphibians. Buttery toast﻿—﻿misbonk! Misbonk!”


    “Two salamanders! That will be plenty. We could do quite a lot with two, whole salamanders!”


    “I have trained them since I was a boy. Wake salamanders! Speak to the lady!”


    A leftmost salamander scampered back and forth nervously in the cage and stood and adjusted his spectacles and bonked, “I don’t trust this one, master. She will never show her toast. She will not serve you as well as us. Please master. What did we do wrong? How have we offended you that you should exchange us in such a risky endeavor? Other salamanders have been sacrificed before in this way and for what? They have not been treated well by the restauranteers. The female’s bellies grow full﻿—﻿we toil, master. We toil! Don’t be a fool! I know a nice female over on Slibberbing Jablibberbing Boulevard.”
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