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Chapter one

Intro







Welcome to this, the fourth edition of ShapeShifter’s Demo Tapes. You’d think with two full-length novels out now, there’d be no need for me and the band to continue to issue anything that would invite new people to join the fun, but… here we are, with another collection of short fiction, previously published on my blog, The Meet and Greet at West of Mars. As with previous Demo Tapes anthologies, I’ve taken the time to edit each story, and unlike the blog, I’ve taken the time to organize these stories into chronologic order. 

These two items are what raises the Demo Tapes project over a mere search at the blog. Not that I’ll mind the hits, and comments are still (as of this writing) open if you’d like to leave one there. Don’t be shy. Authors love to hear how they’ve touched their readers. Somehow, “Cheap Viagra” doesn’t quite cut it. Likewise, even a few words of your thoughts at a place like GoodReads are a great way to say thanks, if blogs aren’t your style.

As for the stories, this collection, of all of them, is the hardest for me to face. Unlike the anger found in Year 1, which reflected my frustration at finding a traditional book deal—believe it or not, that was in the days before the e-book bonanza, when the indie route was still very much looked down upon—this collection also reflects a very personal, painful part of my life: the dissolution of my marriage. 

Sometimes, as Trevor loves to point out, life bites you on the ass. It’s up to you to decide how you’re going to deal with that. I chose to put it into these particular stories and moments. 

If you’re new to the Demo Tapes series, have no fear. The anthologies are set up in such a way that you can pick them up in any order and find you’re holding an excellent introduction to Trevor and the gang. Many of the people who get started with the Demo Tapes stories—either via these volumes or by spending time at the Meet and Greet—claim they like Trevor better when he gets to star in his own novels. Others say they loved warming up to Trevor in the novels before learning his rich backstory. 

There is no right or wrong way to approach the Trevolution. Remember that, and rock on. 




      ***








  
  

Chapter two

Val's Choice







This was a year of title changes, and Val’s Choice, posted September 19, 2009, was one of many. I’d saved this as Val Decides, but for whatever reason, posted it as Val’s Choice. It came from my desire to grow and change—and to also bring you more Val. My intent at the time was to expand the secondary characters, which meant more Daniel, Val, Eric, and even Kerri. Less Trevor and Mitchell.

After all, my thinking went, I was more than a two-trick pony. It was time to show that off. 


      ***Daniel was stuck in front of the biology room, trying to get away from Stan the Stud when Val ran over to him. She grabbed his forearm and kissed his cheek, a flurry of excitement, perfume, and swinging hair. “You’ll never believe what I just found out!”

Stan leaned in. “You’re pregnant?”

Val curled her upper lip and drew away from Stan, closer to Daniel. “Maybe this isn’t something I want to say in front of jerks.” Every last ounce of her attention stayed focused on Daniel, who was sorry they weren’t alone. Val was never this into him when it was just them. Not like this. 

“Ouch. Color me wounded,” Stan sneered.

Daniel turned away, not caring if he was rude. He’d be forgiven; after all, he had something Stan wanted: a drum set. Stan, probably because he was such an ass, wanted nothing more than a band. Stan and His Studs. They’d wear black leather jackets and jeans and play good, old-fashioned rock and roll—which to Stan meant songs like “Johnny B. Goode.” 

It was a good song, but Daniel wanted to rock. His drums were a way to...

“Why aren’t you listening to me now?” Val asked, still holding his arm. She’d planted her other fist on her hip and if Val could look angry, she was there.

She was still pretty cute, though.

Daniel bent his knees to kiss her. “Sorry. What did you find out?” He glanced over his head. Stan, still shaking his head in disgust, was walking down the hall.

“There’s these vocational classes I can take. They’ll teach me how to be a chef.”

“A chef? Val, I thought you wanted to...” Daniel paused. What was it she’d wanted to do last week? Zoo keeper? Model? He couldn’t keep up anymore, it changed so fast.

Him, he wanted to play drums.

“But think about it,” she was saying. “If I’m a chef, I can feed hungry people.”

He eyed her.

“I can maybe open a restaurant, one where all the people with too much money go. And I can charge a lot of money and use some of what I make to fund a food pantry or a soup kitchen, for people like us. It’d be okay. I’d make it okay. I’d make it so it’s not so bad when we have to go there. But of course we won’t have to go there. We’ll be rich from it, only we’ll actually give back and try to help out and—”

“Val, not here,” Daniel said. He glanced around, hoping no one was listening. The last thing he wanted was to give anyone a reason to talk about him.

She seemed to understand, taking a step back and looking down. “It’s... It’s not just you, Dans. It’s us, too. My family, I mean. There’s been times and ... oh, never mind!” She stamped a foot, tossed her hair over her shoulder, and ran off down the hall, in the opposite direction from Stan.

Daniel watched her go. Actually, he thought a chef was the best idea she’d had so far. Chefs were always in demand. When his band got big, she could come work for them as their personal chef. She’d have a way to be involved with the band, and they’d be together forever.

He liked that last part the best.








  
  

Chapter three

Selective Service







I think you’ll notice a lot of emphasis on responsibility in this collection, and Selective Service is no different. It’s about stepping up, about doing what you don’t want to, about taking care of business. 

None of which, of course, Trevor ever wants to do.

In a sense, you can’t blame the guy. In fact, I think his need to act like he’s ducking his responsibility while he’s getting it done—and done well—is one of his most admirable traits. It was one I needed to borrow, myself, at least for awhile.

Maybe I’ll give it back one of these days.

Selective Service, first posted May 24, 2009.


      ***They’d been summoned to dinner. Trevor fucking hated being summoned, even if Sonya had tried to soften the blow with a pot roast. She’d made sure Trevor knew that was on the menu. After all, no one summoned Trevor Fucking Wolff. Not if they actually wanted to see his ugly mug.

Bribery with pot roast, however, changed the situation. 

“Boys,” Patterson said after dinner but before dessert. 

Mitchell burped, turned red, and immediately said all the polite shit that Sonya liked so much. 

Patterson ignored him. 

Trevor waited.

“You’re both eighteen now,” the elder Voss said. “You know what that means.”

“You said we didn’t have to move out until we’d graduated, Dad!” 

Patterson chuckled. “This is a lot less painful than moving. Unless the country goes to war.”

Mitchell drew back in his seat. Trevor reached for his cigarettes, then reminded himself he wasn’t allowed to smoke in the house. Even though he had the feeling he was about to need to. Maybe even something stronger, more soothing.

“You need to register for Selective Service,” Patterson said. He put the forms on the table. Where he’d just pulled them from, Trevor didn’t know. Patterson hadn’t been holding them a second ago. Trevor didn’t care. If he wanted anything, it was for those stupid pieces of paper to go away.

“No can do, powerful legal guardian,” he said. He shook his head slowly from side to side, exaggerating the motion as much as possible. “I am what you’d call one of those conscientious objector people, ready to bolt for Canada.”

“What do you object to?” Patterson asked. Trevor admired his patience; if he’d said that to Hank, it would have been a quick left followed by two rights. And another shirt with too much blood on it to bother trying to wash. Not to mention what would happen to his nose. Again.  

“All of it. Cutting my hair. Saying yessir to an asshole. And guns. I object to guns.” 

“Maybe what you need is to be taught to use a gun properly.”

“Why? Planning on sending me back so I can get it right?”

Mitchell cleared his throat. “Dad?”

Trevor looked at Mitchell. Blondie had turned a new shade of white; now, he looked like something fresh out of Sonya’s washing machine. 

“Do you… do you really think…” Mitchell swallowed so loud, Sonya turned and looked at them. 

Or maybe, given her proud smile, it was just coincidence. But it gave Mitchell enough gumption for some of that color to come back into the guy’s face.

“Thinking’s bad for your health,” Trevor said. “That’s the only good thing about the military. They don’t let you think. They turn you into mindless automatons who can’t do a damn thing for themselves except maybe, maybe wipe their asses when they take a dump.”

Patterson leaned back and folded his arms across his chest.

Mitchell mirrored him. Trevor wanted to laugh in blondie’s face. He looked like the loser Trevor was trying to save him from being. 

“Trevor, I spent many years in the military, and I can promise you that’s not true. In fact, if I weren’t doing my present job, I’d still be a military man. Our military’s important. It’s part of what makes this country so great.”

“I don’t care. I still object. They come after me, I’m outta here. Canada, get ready. Trevor Wolff’s on his way. I’m not killing for anyone, hear me? And fuck anyone who says I’ve got to.” He waited for Patterson or Sonya to comment on his unwelcome word choice. They would; his words could tie them into knots faster than anything else. Even smoking in Mitchell’s room.

“What if you could serve without killing?” Patterson asked.

“Yeah, right. Like they let you do that. Like they’d let me do that. Fuck, no. They’d take one look at me and tell me I’m the unit’s crazy SOB who lives and breathes just to kill and I’d better suck it all up and be a good little soldier boy and do it. Who fucking cares what Trevor wants or thinks? It’s for a greater good than one fucked-up, beat-up kid.” 

“Mitchell?” Patterson asked as Trevor stopped for a breath. 

That was, of course, Trevor’s cue to stuff it and shut the hell up. Trevor decided he would, for once, quit while he was ahead. If the Vosses got tired of him, who knew where he’d wind up. Dead under a bridge somewhere, most likely. 

At least if that happened, he wouldn’t have this conversation to worry about anymore.

In response to dear old dad, Mitchell the idiot was uncrossing his arms and pushing at his hair. It was starting to be long enough to sit on his shoulders; at last, it was starting to make him look sort of cool. “You know, Dad, I want to see the world one day. I just…” He looked at the piece of paper on the table and, again, swallowed loud enough for them all to hear it. “I just thought I’d do it with a band.”

Patterson patted Mitchell’s hand. 

Trevor stared at them. Some stupid photographer somewhere probably totally dug that picture their hands made. Family love. Ahh, how sweet it was. 

He wanted to gag. 

“Son,” Patterson said, “the chances of this country needing to use a draft are very slim. Registering is the law, and it’s one law I’d like to see you both not break.”

Trevor peered at the form. If Mitchell was, maybe he…

No, he told himself. Doing things only because someone else was? That had to be the world’s stupidest reason for doing anything. A man should stand up for what he believed in.

He’d come scarily close to killing a man once. He’d come scarily close to being killed. More than once.

There was no way anyone was handing him a gun and inviting him back to that hell. No fucking way. He’d sooner be a Canuck, and Patterson would just have to choke on that. 








