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  Dedication




  For Rita, the love of my life.




  Introduction




  I’m excited to share six of my favorite stories with you. All were written for anthologies, so they were written with themes in mind; but for a myriad of reasons, they weren’t published. Frankly, I was competing with some talented folks whom I respect and submitted to editors I also have much respect for, so I am far from disappointed they were rejected.




  The truth is, I’m never disappointed by rejection because it’s all part of this business. The beauty is that the stories still see the light of day when another publisher, namely 53rd Street Publishing, picks up the stories for the anthology you have in your hands. Now you will be able to enjoy these stories as much as I enjoyed writing them.




  So sit in your favorite chair and prepare to be taken on an unexpected journey to imagination.




  Russ Crossley




  Gibsons, B.C.




  Canada




  




  Mind Readers




  Peter “Pumpkin” Jones’ watch commander, Assistant Superintendent Ian Serious, burst through the glass entrance doors of the Vancouver Police headquarters, a man on a mission. His azure eyes blazed with anger and his muscular arms appeared ready to burst through his white uniform dress shirt. Pumpkin had the sinking feeling his boss’ bad mood involved him and his partner, Arnie “Slant” Slantosky. They’d been his favorite targets since they were assigned to the super’s watch six months ago.




  “Jones.” Serious growled his name as if he were chewing glass. “I want you and Slantosky in my office. Now.”




  The lieutenant disappeared through the Staff Only door on the right side of the public reception lobby, the door slamming shut behind him.




  Pumpkin sighed as he rose from the chair he’d been occupying behind the counter. The Staff Only door was in a wall that separated reception from the open office where the officers coming off shift completed their reports.




  The reception counter was separated from people coming in off the street—to file reports for missing dogs, lost keys, misplaced musical instruments, or to ask inane questions—by a wall of bulletproof glass. During each shift, all he seemed to do was answer questions like, “How long does it take to drive to Winnipeg?” or “What’s the weather report for Costa Rica today?”




  (The answers, of course, are, “As long as it takes,” and “Too damned hot and too damned humid.”)




  Pumpkin had been stuck behind this counter for the past three months and it was driving him nuts. I’m a cop, damn it, not a Post-it Note.




  When would the super forgive and forget his little accident? Sure, totaling the mayor’s car seemed bad, but the brakes on the cruiser had seemed to fail (though the fleet mechanic said the limo’s brakes were in perfect condition) and the street was slick with rain, so how could the accident be completely his fault? He accepted fifty percent of the blame; the rest was an act of God.




  Yes, Slant and he had been playing a spirited game of I-Spy-With-My-Little-Eye, so his attention wasn’t completely on the road, but how was being young and free suddenly a bad thing? These stuffed shirts didn’t appreciate his skills.




  And why did the mayor’s driver park his car in the no loading zone? “I should have issued him a ticket instead of requesting a tow truck,” muttered Pumpkin under his breath.




  “Another officer will be here in a minute,” he called out to the reception waiting area filled with raggedy-ass people, drug addicts, and an assortment of unknown species of inner-city wildlife from the never-ending flotsam of humanity, each holding a slip of paper with a number on it. After summoning a replacement officer, he exited the reception area through the door at the rear of the long, narrow room. It’s like being a monkey in a glass cage.




  He walked to stand beside Slant’s desk at the rear of a row of six identical metal desks, each with a computer terminal in one corner. His partner’s job was to read online newspapers from across the country and the U.S., looking for items of interest to the watch commanders. Serious had given Slant a list of key words submitted by the four watch commanders.




  He was to identify the stories, print them off, and then clip them together for the day. He would then place the day’s batch of stories in a basket at one corner of his desk for pick-up by the watch commanders when they came on duty.




  The out-basket currently struggled to contain a leaning tower of paper so high that, from certain angles, Slant, who was a plus-sized man over six feet in height, disappeared completely. Pumpkin concluded this was the super’s point behind this make-work project.




  The super would have fired them both if he could, but the Police Association and the chief super wouldn’t let him. This pissed the super off so much he became even harder on them, but Pumpkin and Slant weren’t quitters.




  Five years slaving away in the City Works Department as Sewer Technicians before passing the Police Academy entrance exam had made them tough and uncompromising. Of course, riding around in a shiny patrol car was certainly preferable to cleaning sewer pipes all day, and you smelled of donuts and coffee instead of toilet water, which was certainly a bonus.




  “Hey, partner, how goes the battle?” he asked after watching Slant squint at the computer screen in front of him for several seconds. The computer was the only dial-up model left on the force, and it shrieked loudly every time he connected to the Internet. The dial-up connection meant the download times were so slow it would have been faster to run to the newsstand on Granville Street that carried newspapers from across the country and read them all than wait for even one screen to populate.




  Slant eased back in the ergonomic chair and rubbed his eyes with the palms of both hands. “Man, I’m going blind and stir crazy simultaneously.” Dropping his hands away from his eyes, he peered up at Pumpkin. His red-rimmed eyes gave Pumpkin a start. “When are we getting back on the road?” Slant’s eyes pleaded with him.




  For the first time in the past three months, Pumpkin worried Slant might throw in the towel and submit his resignation. Wouldn’t the super love that?




  Before speaking, Pumpkin recalled the line “fly casual” from his favorite movie. His pal needed him to be calm right now. He chuckled easily. “Today might be the day, ol’ buddy.”




  Slant’s watery, hazel eyes opened wide and he shifted his butt forward on the chair. “What do you mean?” He raised his voice, causing the officers seated at the desks nearby to look in their direction.




  Pumpkin grabbed an empty chair from the desk next to Slant’s and sat down. He lowered his voice to a whisper and placed one hand on his friend’s arm. “Lower your voice, bud.”




  Slant nodded but his pale complexion was now the color of red beets.




  He’s losing it; I hope the super’s news is good.




  “The super wants to see us in his office right away.”




  “Really? We’re finally going to get out of here?”




  “I’d be willing to bet that hand,” Pumpkin said, bluffing just like he did at their monthly poker game. Fortunately, Slant fell for his bluffs every time.




  Pumpkin stood as Slant bounced to his feet. His friend reminded him of a puppy who’d just been given a fresh bone.




  They soon stood in front of the assistant superintendent’s desk, listening to the super chew out Sergeant Tums on his cell phone.




  Pumpkin squinted at the wall behind the super’s desk and discovered his boss had received another honorary award to add to his collection of meaningless plaques and phony awards covering nearly every square inch of the wall from the ceiling to the floor. Any more phony awards and he’d need a new wall or, as Pumpkin was sure Serious dreamt of every night, a promotion with a larger office.




  The Men Supporting Opera Society bestowed this latest cheaply framed treasure on the super. Pumpkin had to stop himself from smirking. He didn’t need to be on Serious’ only remaining worst side; he’d already maxed out the super’s worst-side quotient for this lifetime.




  Finally, Serious finished the call and then tossed his cell phone on top of a short stack of papers on his desk. He glowered in silence at them, his eyes flicking between them.




  Pumpkin felt Slant tremble under the super’s stare. Pumpkin wanted to jump over the desk and rip out Serious’ throat for torturing his fragile friend, but murdering the boss stunted a career path, so he restrained himself.




  “I really hate you guys,” Serious growled. He looked away and shook his head slowly. “But the chief wants you both for a special assignment.” He spat the words as if they were sour milk.




  “Yes, sir,” said Pumpkin.




  Serious’ eyes shot to glare at Pumpkin. “Pumpkin Jones is no name for a cop. A purveyor of fine farm produce maybe, but not a bona fide cop.” The super stood up behind his desk, causing Pumpkin and Slant to take a step backward fearing the boss might hit them, shoot them, or something equally bad. “But screw that,” Serious continued, “it’s not important right now. You two morons are to report to Sergeant Tums at the water treatment plant in False Creek.”




  The water treatment plant? The water treatment plant was the end of the long lonesome piss trail, as they’d referred to the place when they were sewer techs.




  “Uh, sir, why?” asked Pumpkin. He stole a glance at Slant and saw he looked pleased to be leaving the office. Not that he blamed his friend, but this assignment sounded fishy. Or maybe salty was the better word?




  “Did I say you could ask questions?” Serious glared at them.




  “Uh, no, sir. Sorry. Sir.”




  “Then get the hell out of my office. I told Sergeant Tums to call me when you’re done.”




  Once outside the super’s office, Slant looked like a kid on the last day of school before Christmas holidays. “We’re outta here!” He ran away, leaving Pumpkin standing amongst the desks filled by officers arriving for work or preparing to leave for the day. Since it was shift change, the room was full of people and all eyes were on Pumpkin.




  “Sorry, guys and gals, he’s a little excited about a top secret mission for the chief.” Grinning sheepishly, he held both hands up, palms open. “Before you ask, modesty prevents me from providing the details. Let’s just say we’ll be seeing you all at the medal ceremony.”




  Bill Parker, who stood to his left, leaned against a filing cabinet with his arms crossed over his chest, laughed, and then in a mocking tone said, “I hear you guys are assigned to the water treatment plant. You rejoining the sewer patrol?”




  The assembled officers laughed as Pumpkin hurriedly left the room through a side door to join Slant in the locker room. His face felt warm and his heart beat rapidly.




  I’ll show them. We’ll get those medals and be heroes, or my name isn’t Pumpkin Jones.




  ***




  Standing ankle deep in dirty water, Pumpkin played the beam of his flashlight over the tunnel walls. The curved surfaces were coated with green slime, and dark brown water ran in small rivulets from random patches of coal-black moss growing on the surface of the riveted steel plates used to build the tunnel walls.




  Slant used his flashlight looking for eels or snakes that might be lurking in the murky water. Pumpkin assured his partner there was no chance such creatures could possibly survive in the contaminated liquid.




  The bright yellow environmental suits, complete with hoods, breathing tanks, and heavy, insulated boots, protected them from not only any contaminants in the water or on the surface of the curved tunnel of steel, but also the air, which no doubt reeked of toxic chemicals. The suit helmets muffled their voices but they could still hear each other through the Plexiglas faceplate.




  Constructed in 1899, the original wastewater tunnel system had mostly remained untouched for over a hundred years. It was very likely they were the first humans that ever ventured this deep into these tunnels since they were constructed.




  The farther they went into the maze of tunnels, the more Pumpkin’s dreams of medals and accolades began to fade. Sergeant Tums told them two treatment plant technicians had gone into the tunnels and hadn’t been seen for three days.




  The chief requested Pumpkin and Slant conduct the search for the missing technicians specifically because of their experience in the sanitation department. And because the chief believed in them, or so Tums had said before ordering them into the tunnels. Pumpkin suspected the rest of the sanitation staff had refused to enter these uncharted waters to look for their staff, and no doubt their union supported their decision.




  Caught between the options of quitting the police force or doing the job, what real choice did they have? Much like Dorothy, the Scarecrow, the Cowardly Lion, and the Tin Man, they set off into the tunnels looking for the missing technicians. Too bad the road’s made of slimy, dark brown water instead of yellow bricks.




  After two hours of slogging through the murky water, Pumpkin suggested they rest for a few minutes before continuing. Slant agreed and they stopped at a junction where the pipe divided into two tunnels, each running in opposite directions. Pumpkin had hoped there were maps of the tunnels, but the original maps had been destroyed in a fire over sixty years ago




  Breathing hard, Slant rested his back against the tunnel wall with his eyes closed while Pumpkin scanned the two tunnels, alternating the flashlight beam between them, trying to decide which tunnel they should go into next. Pumpkin considered flipping a coin, but the insulated suit covered his pants pockets and he wasn’t about to take it off. If they had straws they could each draw one to decide, but the fact straw didn’t grow in the dark nixed the idea, and there were no fast food joints nearby to get some plastic ones.




  He directed the beam over the waterproof watch on his left wrist and saw they had six hours of air remaining, which meant they had to turn back in another two hours or they’d run out of air before they got back to the plant.




  Pumpkin didn’t like the idea of failing, but so far they hadn’t discovered any clues to the whereabouts of the missing technicians.




  Something floating in the water at the edge of the yellow flashlight beam caught his eye in one of the tunnels. Stepping closer to get a better look, he was shocked to discover a large wooden puppet, or more properly, a ventriloquist’s dummy, floating in the water. It looked like a caricature of a man, with short, brown hair, cut pageboy style, a red-and-blue plaid shirt, and red suspenders. The dummy’s stubby legs were covered by black pants and on its tiny feet were white canvass running shoes.




  The expression on the puppet’s chubby-cheeked features took him aback. The black, pupil-less eyes were beady, the skin the color of red beets, the mouth was shaped in a sneer. It didn’t look anything like the friendly puppets he’d seen on television growing up. In fact, it looked kind of evil.




  The only good thing about finding the dummy was that it was their first clue. “Hey, Slant, look what I found.” He picked the puppet up by one arm and lifted it from the water. Slant sighed wearily and opened his eyes. Gazing at the dripping puppet, his eyes grew wide. “Is that a ventriloquist’s dummy?”




  Pumpkin chuckled. “Yup, I found it in this tunnel.” He nodded his head slightly toward the tunnel to the right.




  Slant stepped away from the wall and joined Pumpkin in looking over the strange doll. Gripping the dummy in one gloved hand, Pumpkin turned it over and discovered a clear plastic bag with a piece of white paper inside pinned to the puppet’s back.




  Glancing at Slant, who seemed eager to investigate, he pulled the pin out, releasing the bag, which he handed to Slant. The bag was a food storage bag so it had a resalable strip along one edge. Undoing the strip, Slant pulled the piece of paper from the bag, revealing handwriting.




  Unfolding it he held his flashlight beam over the writing. “Hey, this is like one of them notes in a bottle,” he said. His brow wrinkled as he read the note. “It’s written by someone named Helen Pinky, who says she’s being held against her will by what she calls the mind readers of the tunnels. She wants to be rescued.”




  “Does it say where she’s being held?”




  Slant turned the document over. “Uh, no. Too bad. We’d get medals for sure if we rescued her.”




  “You know what this means, don’t you?” asked Pumpkin. Slant looked at him, his expression registering his confusion. Pumpkin grinned. “It means this is a job for Pumpkin and Slant, hero cops of the VPD.”




  ***




  Pumpkin led the way through the tunnel where he’d found the floating ventriloquist’s dummy, hoping it would lead to the woman who wrote the note. As they walked, the level of the water dropped lower and lower until, when they arrived at a steel door blocking further progress, the water had disappeared completely. The steel grating on the floor was dry and free of moss.




  The door had no handle, so Pumpkin felt around the seams where the door was attached to the frame. Unfortunately there didn’t appear to be a way to open it. Glancing at his watch, he realized they had to turn back in thirty minutes anyway.




  “Let’s go back. I’ll file a report with the super and he can dispatch a search team with tools to take down this door,” Pumpkin said after giving up on finding any hidden latch or spring.




  “Stay where you are.” A man’s husky voice—which seemed familiar, yet he couldn’t quite place it—echoed off the steel walls.




  Pumpkin and Slant swung their flashlights around them, trying to find who had spoken, but there was no one there.




  “Uh, can we help you?” asked Pumpkin, his heart rate increasing. Before they entered the tunnels he’d considered bringing his gun, but since it would be hidden beneath the suit and he wouldn’t be able reach it, he’d decided to leave his weapon with Sergeant Tums. Now he regretted that decision. He knew Slant always carried a hidden weapon. He hoped.




  “Step back from the door,” said the voice.




  Slant looked to Pumpkin, who nodded. They might as well do as the voice said since Pumpkin hadn’t found a way in. He hoped they’d find Helen Pinky beyond the door.




  A screech of metal on metal made Pumpkin wince as the door swung inward away from them. Bright light shone through the now open doorway, forcing them to look away.




  “Are you carrying any weapons?” asked a woman’s high-pitched voice.




  Blinking his eyes rapidly until they adjusted to the sudden burst of light, Pumpkin could make out a fuzzy outline of a woman framed by doorway.




  “Uh, no, we’re not,” Pumpkin said.




  “Good. Please step through the door and follow me.”




  Slant went first, followed by Pumpkin, then the door closed behind them with a loud clang. They were trapped.




  Pumpkin froze and sucked in a breath when his vision had cleared completely. For a second he thought his mind was tricking him, but what he saw was real.




  They were standing on a grassy hilltop looking over a vast city of spires—glass towers that disappeared into the curve of the horizon. A network of streets in a checkerboard pattern ran left and right in between the buildings. The streets were busy with three-wheeled egg-shaped vehicles moving about like ants. The buildings and spires rose a hundred feet into the air, and sparkled and glowed under light pouring down from above.




  Shielding his eyes with one hand, he looked up and saw hundreds of banks of light bars, some six feet wide, while others were smaller. His eyes began to water under the assault of the lights, so Pumpkin looked away.




  “We have the lights on daytime setting. You should see the city at night.”




  Pumpkin looked at the woman, startled to discover she was a small person who had the bluest, most piercing eyes he had ever seen. Her irises were like two pools of lake water on a sunny day.




  “Where are we?” he asked.




  “This is the Parish of Talent, or POT for short.”




  “Okay, but really, where are we?”




  The woman chuckled. “Hi, I’m Helen Pinky.” She offered her right hand in greeting. She had on a one-piece tan jumpsuit with the name Pinky stitched in red thread over the left breast. Her straight hair, a brassy reddish color, was cut shoulder length and parted to one side.
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