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      Every story has to start somewhere.

      This one begins amid my fascination with ruined buildings and blasted landscapes.

      I seek them out in life. I explore them. I write about them, and I photograph them. Most of all, I wander through them in both my waking and sleeping dreams. And what I find there always surprises me:

      Invariably, a second chance lies hidden among the devastation.

      Buried beneath the rubble, the seeds of a new life are taking root.

      Whether nature reclaims its domain, or a courageous visionary seizes upon the destruction as an opportunity to rebuild the world in their image, life always manages to rise from the ashes of the wreckage like the mythical phoenix.

      But then, myths are just metaphors for life, aren’t they?

      This collection contains five post-apocalyptic stories, written over the last year and a half.

      Each story takes place after the world as we know it—often recognizable as some vaguely broken America—has passed on, whether that’s due to mysterious alien invaders or a very human greed that has sucked the marrow from the bones of Earth.

      Each story in this collection is also about a boy—a young man who is forced to adapt and survive in the ruined world as he tries, simultaneously, to find his own truth and live life on his own terms.

      These are post-apocalyptic worlds. They are also worlds that, nonetheless, contain a secret seed from which life can grow anew.

      The trick for these young men is to find it… without losing track of who they are.

      And, most of all, who stands beside them.

      From secret gardens to alien invaders to extraterrestrial beasts, I bring you Boys & Their Monsters.

      
        
        M.G. Herron

        December 9, 2017

        Austin, TX
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      I stood on the bridge over the eastern dam, a dozen feet above the water’s surface, and followed Michelangelo’s trail as he whizzed by the pedestrian bridge and then past the collapsed bridge where the bats lived. Ripples in the shallow lake water trailed the quadruped robot as he zoomed toward me.

      I noted the time on my stopwatch—just under two minutes—as Michelangelo rounded the corner and came along the final stretch. In the water beside the road, the beast’s slimy tail undulated as it hurried to keep up with the speeding robot. The hair on my neck stood on end. Seeing its wake always gave me the creeps.

      Michelangelo took the last corner sharply, barely losing any speed. His dust cloud blew across the bridge, and the robot finally came to a stop next to me. I clicked a button on the stopwatch to mark the time.

      “Five oh three! Now that’s what I’m talking about!”

      I smacked the solar panels that doubled as the robot’s protective shell—it was squat and low like a turtle, six feet wide at the center. An orange stripe of paint crossed his central panel diagonally. “You didn’t even give Slimeball time to break the surface this run. That’s a new record, Mikey.”

      Michelangelo merely tilted his solar panels toward the setting sun, taking advantage of the pause to recharge. He may have been a wicked fast transport bot, but Michelangelo didn’t have the capacity for speech.

      With no one to talk to, it could get lonely in this dead city. Since the alien ships inexplicably rose through the atmosphere and departed like a cosmic swarm of satiated mosquitoes moving on to their next victim, I had been this city’s sole inhabitant.

      Everyone else I had ever known had died during the invasion.

      The beast I called Slimeball, whom the alien invaders had left behind, turned and began to make its way back to the center of the lake. Its massive wake described a large, legless serpentine form wriggling under the surface. It was likely heading to its bed at the lowest depth, but I couldn’t really say for sure where it went to rest.

      I sniffed.

      A dam at either end of the lake kept this stretch of water from drying up—and kept Slimeball penned in. I suspected the only reason the aliens hadn’t sucked the fresh water out of this lake, like they had out of Lake Michigan and the other Great Lakes, was for the sake of this monster.

      I had no idea why they left it behind. Maybe they were in a hurry. Maybe they left it to torment the scattered fraction of humanity still struggling to survive on this ravaged world.

      Unfortunately, the lake was also the only source of fresh water I had left. That’s why I was making Mikey race. I figured that if I could create a reliable distraction with the robot, I could retrieve enough fresh water to fill my water catch system. This, my last test run, seemed to indicate that the plan had legs.

      I pulled aside the panel covering one of the passenger seats inside Michelangelo’s shell, then jumped in and let his guidance system lead us home.

      I hung on, gripping the padded safety bars while we drove along streets lined by abandoned and dilapidated skyscrapers. As we turned to head back to the shelter, something moving down near the river caught my attention.

      I pulled Michelangelo around in a sharp U-turn, my eyes scanning the trees that lined the lake.

      My heart pounded. Had my eyes deceived me?

      No. There! A thin figure in an oversized green Army surplus coat and baseball cap. The figure dropped off a tree branch and crept toward the water. I pulled Mikey to a stop and jumped out as I saw the familiar ripples on the surface of the water glide toward the shore.

      “Get back!” I shouted. My shock at seeing another person was tempered by the conditioning of fear that several close run-ins with Slimeball had instilled. “The water’s not safe!”

      A boy turned and regarded me. His eyes narrowed with distrust. He crouched on the thick tangle of tree roots and lowered a plastic jug into the water.

      “Are you deaf? I said the water’s not safe! There’s a monster in there!”

      He let the jug fill while he watched me, licking cracked lips. Apparently, fresh water was worth the risk. That was something I could understand, having gone through the trouble of figuring out how to distract Slimeball so I could get fresh water for myself. But the dark hump of Slimeball’s back was rising out of the river now. If I didn’t do something—and fast—the only human I’d seen here in years was going to become a Slimeball snack.

      “Mikey, run!”

      Michelangelo spun his wheels, kicking up a great cloud of dust that immediately enveloped me. I skidded down the sloping bank, grabbed a fistful of the big green coat, and yanked the boy back an instant before Slimeball’s great jaws snapped shut on the tree roots where he’d been crouching. I squinted as a volley of splinters flew overhead. A wave of water knocked us back from the shore.

      When Mikey hit the corner and zipped across the dam, Slimeball took the bait, turning from us to trail the robot along the shore again.

      I pushed myself up, hauled the boy to his feet, and dragged us both up the muddy bank. I paused when we reached the street and I was sure we were out of Slimeball’s range. I’d only ever seen the creature come a few feet up the shoreline. It seemed to prefer to stay in the water—for the most part.

      “I’m sorry,” the boy said. “I—I didn’t know.”

      But it was my turn to stare with my jaw hanging open. The voice that came out of the boy’s mouth was… a female voice.

      Not only was she the first person I’d seen in over a year, but she was the first woman I had seen in… well, since my mother died. The bulky green army jacket and baseball cap had fooled me. Now, I noticed her narrow shoulders and how the army jacket hung loose on her frame. I stared at her small hands and the dirt under each long fingernail.

      She noticed me staring. “What?” she demanded, burying her hands in two of the jacket’s many pockets.

      “Nothing.” I reached into my pocket and clicked a button on the remote without looking, ordering Michelangelo to cut his run short and make his way back to retrieve us. Her curiosity seemed to get the best of her then.

      “Who are you?” she blurted.

      “I’m Sid.” I held my hand out. My palm was very sweaty all of a sudden. “What’s your name?”

      “Nina,” the girl whispered. She didn’t take my hand, so I let it fall.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      “My watering hole dried up last week. Aren’t many left. Had to come down here to find fresh water.”

      “Well, you found it. It’s occupied.”

      She snorted. “No shit.”

      I smiled. She met my eyes and finally cracked a smile of her own. A giggle burbled up from my gut, and soon we were both chuckling.

      Michelangelo came into view and angled toward us. The girl stared at the robot with interest as he came to a stop. I flipped open a panel and took a water bottle out of the back. When I handed it to her, she took a deep drink.

      “Easy,” I said.

      She eased up. I took the water bottle back and took a careful sip myself. Then I climbed into Michelangelo’s shell under a front panel.

      “Want to go for a ride?” I asked.

      She hesitated for a moment, gathering her coat about herself, before nodding and climbing in next to me.

      “Let’s go home, Mikey.” The robot put our backs to the river in response to the voice command, and we rolled into the center of the city. After a dozen blocks, we passed through an open gate and skirted what used to be the state capitol building, back when that meant something.

      “This is incredible,” the girl said, staring up the straight columns at the rotunda.

      “You’ve never been here before?”

      “Not since I was a little girl.”

      “Where are you from?”

      “Up north,” she said vaguely.

      “Your folks around? Got any family?”

      She shook her head.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “My parents are gone too.”

      “My mom said the city was here, but… I was always too scared to come see it.”

      I nodded. “Their ships filled the sky as far as the eye could see on the day they left.” That was one memory that still frequented my nightmares. “But they’re gone now.”

      “My mom said they came for the oil in Texas.”

      “My dad said they came to suck the Earth dry.”

      “Does it matter why?” she asked.

      “Not really.”

      Michelangelo drove across what used to be a lush green lawn and was now a patch of crabgrass and dirt. He finally stopped near a hole in the ground, a perfect rectangle twenty feet across and a hundred feet long.

      I popped the panels and climbed out. Nina struggled out of the awkward door after me, caught her foot on a hinge and fell to the grass.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I should have helped you out.”

      She snorted. “I’m just clumsy, that’s all.”

      When she inhaled again, her whole face scrunched up. “What’s that smell?”

      I inhaled the rich air deeply. “That is the smell of home.”

      “Home?” Nina said. “It smells like farts.”

      “Indeed it does.”

      Michelangelo rolled to the side and raised his panels up to recharge. Just in time too. After the time trials and an extra run to distract Slimeball so I could save Nina, his battery was severely depleted.

      I waved for Nina to follow me and led her into the building, down a stairwell, and out into a long hall that was positioned directly below the long rectangular hole. Tile went around the outside of the floor. The real treasure was what I’d built in the middle—my garden.

      The hallway itself was cleverly built on a perfect east-west axis so that it was exposed to maximum sunlight. When I found the hallway, the floor had been covered in shards of glass and metal—the remnants of the roof. It took me a week to clear the floor. But the submerged shelter made a fantastic garden, naturally sheltered from the wildlife and exposed to plenty of sun.

      “Oh my God,” she said. “This is astounding, Sid! How did you get all this dirt and stone and”—her nose wrinkled again—“fertilizer down here?” Without waiting for an answer, she hopped across the stack of loose stones forming a wall around the edge of the garden and stepped gingerly down a row of baby cabbage and red peppers, marveling at the tiny plants, caressing the purple and green leaves.

      “Incredible,” she whispered.

      “Mikey helped me cart the stones. The soil I pushed in through the ceiling. The fertilizer was scavenged at first, but I make my own now.”

      “Really?”

      “Yep.”

      “That’s commitment,” she said. “Is that what you called the robot, Mikey? Where did you find him anyway?”

      “In a big glass building northwest of the city. After the ships disappeared, I tracked the robots down. There are hidden treasures all over the city if you know where to look.”

      “You mean the ruins,” she said.

      We locked eyes. I looked away first.

      I hated that word: ruins. It signified something lost. This city wasn’t a ruin to me. It was a lonesome city now, but it was my lonesome city. I could bring it back to life. This garden was proof of that, wasn’t it?

      “You are an enigma. Growing vegetables, rescuing robots,” Nina said. “How did you learn all this?”

      “My dad taught me about solar panels and robots when I was younger. He worked at a robotics company.”

      “What about the garden?”

      “That’s been more… trial and error. That’s actually why I was at the river today.”

      “For water.”

      I nodded. I was excited about the idea and wanted to tell her. I had completely forgotten how fun it was to be able to talk to someone else about your plans.

      “I think I found a way to distract Slimeball for five full minutes,” I said. “Imagine how much water I can haul out in five minutes.”

      She looked confused. “The garden seems to have done fine. Why do you need the extra water all of a sudden?”

      I sighed. “The water catch ran dry, and there’s no sign of rain coming. If I don’t find a way to get extra water, the plants in the garden will die soon. It will rain eventually, but it could be too late by then.”

      “You never used the river water before?”

      “You met Slimeball, right?”

      “Is that what you call that alien monstrosity?”

      “Yeah. He’s gross.”

      “So what’s your plan?”

      “Okay. Mikey has to be going full speed to get Slimeball’s attention. I think it has something to do with the noise or vibration he makes when he’s cruising along the shore. Slimeball goes apeshit every time. So if we’re at the eastern dam when Mikey starts, and he leads that thing to the other dam and back—two and a half minutes either way—that leaves me five minutes to haul water while Slimeball is distracted.”

      “And what if your friendly lake monster doesn’t take the bait? Or comes back sooner than you expect?”

      I grimaced. “It’s a risk I have to take.”

      She sighed. “It’s not the best plan.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I’m just saying⁠—”

      “Who are you to come in here and tell me my plan is bad? Aren’t you the one who’s stupid life I saved like an hour ago?”

      “I didn’t know about Slimeball then, okay? If I did, I wouldn’t have gone down to get water. That’s the difference.”

      “Wouldn’t you? You seemed pretty dehydrated when I pulled you to safety.”

      I glared at her. She rolled her eyes and stepped back into the garden. She wandered through the rows while I fumed. At least she had the decency not to step on any of the plants.

      When she found a couple of cherry tomatoes on the ground at the far end, she asked me if it was okay to eat them.

      I nodded, relaxing a bit. She brought them back to me with barely contained glee. We each popped a tiny red tomato into our mouths, sighing with contentment as the juice gushed between our teeth.

      “You’re right,” she said after she swallowed. “I probably would have tried to get water eventually anyway. I need water to survive.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Thanks for saving me.”

      I smiled as I chewed on another tomato. I wasn’t sure if I liked tomatoes, but I had learned to appreciate them.

      “You’re welcome.”
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      I climbed into the garden and checked things out. I could tell that some of the leaves were starting to shrivel from lack of water. I cursed under my breath for the thousandth time for not planning better and sooner. My reserve water would only last another few days, and I was already rationing it. And that was for drinking.

      Nina wandered off. I didn’t follow her. We’d just met, and I was kind of relieved to be alone again. I’d forgotten how much energy it cost to be around people.

      I was disheartened, too, because Nina was right. My plan had flaws. But it was the only plan I had.

      By the next morning, I had talked myself back into it. I walked up to ground level and found Nina there. She leaned against Mikey, waiting for me.

      “Going ahead with the plan, are you?”

      “Unless you have a better idea.”

      I tried to ignore her while I checked to make sure Mikey’s power levels were full. The gauge read 98%, which was about as good as it ever got.

      “What if he runs out of battery?” Nina asked.

      “He won’t.”

      “What if your big fish doesn’t take the bait?”

      “Slimeball always takes the bait.”

      “What have you got to haul the water in, then?”

      “What’s with the thousand questions, Nina? Give me a break, would you?” I looked down at my hand, where I held it rigid at my side, and noticed it shaking. I made a fist to try to get it to stop.

      I walked over to the parking garage and brought back a stack of orange buckets.

      “How much water does that hold?” Nina said.

      “Six buckets, five gallons each.”

      She pursed her lips and nodded.

      Her wide-eyed astonishment from yesterday had faded. Now she looked at me with puzzled interest, pursing her lips and rubbing at her neck. Her stressing about my bad plan was kind of cute, in a way. It showed how much she was worried about me.
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