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Butterflies

Laos Dietrich Feng

Localisation:
UK English

Reader guidance:

There is some sexual activity in this story
which does not happen. And some swearing,
which does.

Episode 2 — Exhibition Match

“I was not born to the Nazi Party. | chose it.”
Reichsfiihrer Antonius Behr, on his ascension

For Reichsfiihrer Behr, Liiftmarshall Gruber and Siegfried—the
SS political attaché charged with ensuring Gruber’s ideological
purity—the drive through Berlin was traffic-free, but slow-going.
The Benz had to take several complex diversions south of the
Potsdamer Platz because the installation of statues depicting the
new Reichsfiihrer’s life to date was causing a ripple of paralysis
across the whole city. There was only so much space for idolatry:
as new monuments were erected in the centre, those of the
Fiithrer’s predecessors had to be moved outward into new
positions, with Adolf Hitler at the forefront of the wave. Most
central streets were closed off and crowds had gathered to
celebrate the onward march of the bronzed dictators.

Gruber was depressed. In his hands, he held an intelligence
report saying that Mankind was doomed. After weeks of
apparent indecision, the Devices—or the Superior, as they styled
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Slaughterbowl XIlI

Christian Roberts

Localisation
US English

Guidance Note
Brutality, swearing, nudity, drugs.

Lying in semidarkness, Joey poked a finger through a fresh
cigarette burn in his black silk sheet. He wondered if it was one
of Tanya’s or one of his. He had a suspicion he was late, which
was disconcerting: he never worried about being late for
anything. Not even the Slaughterbowl.

He had to get up because he’d left his smokes across the
room. He pulled back the sheet and stood admiring Tanya’s ass
as he lit up. Her new tattoo had cost her almost a million dollars
for violating the terms of one of her modeling contracts. It was
an elaborate inscription of his character’s name: Joey Genocide.

He poured himself a cup of yesterday’s coffee. He sat naked
on the red leather couch and he switched on the giant wall
monitor. 200 million pixels came to life, bathing the room in
bluish-white light. The computer automatically checked his link
speed: 1.544 terabits per second--courtesy of Game King, Inc.,
one of his sponsors.
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He drank the cold coffee and logged into Slaughterbowl’s
competitor portal to watch the pre-game show. An animated
female announcer was taking calls from fans.

“I liked the old Joey,” said a boy wearing an ancient
Megadeth T-shirt. “He was bad. Now he’s too soft. Yeah, he’s a
lot richer now. But he sold his fans out.”

The show switched to a scene from Slaughterbowl XI, the
part where he’d gotten carried away with his flamethrower at a
mass funeral procession. Then came a scene from Slaughterbowl
XII. He would have won that one except for what happened
during the refugee camp uprising at the end.

Joey smiled ruefully at the carnage on screen as he pulled his
sweatpants on. His phone rang. His agent, Dave.

“Joey! You ready to go to work?”

“Yeah,” said Joey, as he lit another smoke with the tail end
of his first.

Dave waited a moment, as if he expected more. “Great,” he
said, finally. “That’s great. You feeling okay?”

“They’re saying I sold out.”

“Now, don’t go getting any bad ideas, Joey. Remember what
we talked about. You can’t please everyone. Think about your
sponsors. They wanna see you win this thing. They don’t wanna
see you throw it away again with some stupid stunt. You wanna
lose your sponsors? Think about the house, Joey. And the
Maserati. You wanna see the Maserati go bye-bye?”

“Don’t worry. I’ll play it cool.”

He hung up.

The pre-game show ended. The screen exploded into a red,
white and blue graphic, “Slaughterbowl XIII: INSURGENCY!”

The ground commander read the operations order.
“Situation: enemy insurgents have staged a comeback in the
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desert town of Ansarrah. Mission: find and destroy enemy
weapons caches and liberate the town with minimal collateral
damage.”

Joey gazed at the bottles of Russian vodka on the credenza.
No, it was too early for that. He reached for the bong on the
coffee table instead. The commander droned on as Joey packed
the bowl. Though the UN had built a brand new hospital and
school for them, the people of Ansarrah had questionable
loyalties. Excessive force could drive them into the arms of the
insurgents.

Joey took a long, gurgling hit, watched the green bud glow
bright orange and gradually disappear down the hole at the
bottom of the conical glass bowl. He thought how he never used
to worry about collateral damage. He just killed and destroyed.
He was better at that than anyone. His old fans loved him for it.

But the Slaughterbowl was big. The Real Thing. The
audience was more mainstream. You couldn’t win the
Slaughterbowl on pure death and destruction. You had to win
hearts and minds and all that bullshit. What the hell was he
supposed to do, pass up his shot at the bigtime just so he
wouldn’t disappoint his old fans? He resisted the urge to cough,
then leaned back and blew a lazy cloud of smoke.

He clicked over to his main battle screen. In the lower right
corner an audience approval meter would show in real time how
he was performing during the mission. It had an aggregate meter,
which summed up all the millions of individual audience inputs,
as well as a spectrum analyzer, which showed a breakdown of
the audience response by approval rating.

He set his custom-made control console on his lap and
checked his various weapons systems, then clicked the READY
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button. The distant buildings of Ansarrah glowed in the setting
sun.

The game flag changed from red to green. Joey set the
command track rumbling autonomously down the dirt highway
that led to the town, and then flew his recon drone out ahead.
One by one, he painted the abandoned vehicles that sat alongside
the road with his laser so the supporting gunships could blow
them up.

No point in risking an IED so early in the mission.

The collateral damage meter incremented slightly with each
destroyed vehicle. Audience response stayed flat, although the
far right end of the spectrum analyzer, which indicated maximum
approval, spiked with every explosion. There were his old fans,
he knew—the ones who loved death and destruction, collateral
or not.

A warning buzzed. Something was up at the command track.
He turned the drone around and switched back to focus on it. He
selected thermal vision to see through his dust cloud and spotted
a vehicle closing from behind. He locked his 40mm on it. His
finger hovered above the FIRE key. He imagined the penalty if it
turned out to be a family of civilians.

He shook his head, popped smoke and drove the track off the
road. The far left end of the spectrum analyzer, indicating
maximum disapproval, shot up. His old fans were disappointed
that he wouldn’t shoot first and worry about civilian casualties
later.

When the vehicle came after him, he knew he’d made a
mistake. The track dropped into a deep bomb crater. If the
vehicle made it into the hole with him he was done for.

Switching to his first infantry bot, he un-assed the track and
scrambled up the side of the crater. A white Renault, engine
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screaming, spun its tires in the sand a short distance away. He
aimed his grenade launcher. The screen went blank.

Crap, he thought.

The mission had barely begun and he’d already lost one of
his three infantry bots. The audience meter was in the red and
getting redder. From the drone he saw a large, smoking hole in
the ground, all that remained of the Renault. They must have had
a shitload of explosives on board. The human-shaped chassis of
his first bot lay mangled beside the track. The game flag turned
yellow. The program cut to a commercial, taking advantage of
the lull in the action.

Tanya placed her hands on his shoulders from behind,
massaged his neck muscles. “I thought you were going to wake
me up before it started. How are you doing?”

“Lousy.”

“Poor baby. You want something to drink?”

“0J,” he said, maneuvering the track up the least steep side
of the crater.

Standing naked by the refrigerator, Tanya held a glass of
orange juice in one hand and a bottle of vodka in the other. She
was a work of art, with silky blonde hair that had sold a million
cases of shampoo, a face that had launched an entire new
cosmetics line, and a body that sold everything from lingerie to
sports cars.

“Mmm?” she asked, raising the vodka bottle.

“Surprise me,” he said, hoping that she would and wouldn’t
add the vodka.
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He rolled up to the hospital just after dark. He’d encountered no
further resistance since the suicide car bomb. The audience was
getting bored.

A muzzle flash from the hospital roof drew his attention. A
bullet struck the track’s armor with a metallic clank.

That was a good sign, he thought. They were hiding
something.

Pausing to take the mirror Tanya handed him, he snorted two
lines of coke. It hit him—wham!/—Ilike a big mouthful of really
good wasabi sauce. He wiped his nose and eyes. His head was
finally beginning to clear and he was feeling right, like his old
self again. Ready to storm the hospital.

He took the bot around back and hit the generator with a
grenade. The fuel tank went up in a terrific secondary, shattering
about a hundred windows. The hospital went dark.

He activated night vision, then he kicked open a back door
and made his entry. He fired a few warning shots to clear the
corridor and sprinted for the stairs.

All hell broke loose when he burst into the stairwell. A mass
of people streaming downstairs for the bomb shelter screamed at
the sight of him. He shot out the emergency lights, plunging
everything into pitch darkness. He plowed downstairs and
crouched low amid the crowd and entered the cafeteria.

A sustained burst of automatic fire rang out from across the
room. People around him screamed and fell to the concrete floor.
Ha, thought Joey, spraying lead in the direction of the shots. Got
it in the bag, now. He fired a few tear gas grenades and waited
behind a pillar for the crowd to disperse.

His phone rang. Dave again. “Joey, Joey, what the hell are
you doing? You’re in a hospital for crying out loud!”
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Joey lit another smoke. “There’s a weapons cache in the
bomb shelter.”

“I hope you’re right.”

“Trust me," said Joey, draining the last of his screwdriver. “I
know what I'm doing.”

The bomb shelter was a long, tunnel-like room filled with
pallets of supplies and people fighting over gas masks. Joey
pressed the MIC button and hollered, “Out! Get the fuck out!” He
fired another tear gas round down the length of the shelter.
People poured out, choking and gasping. A man stooped to grab
an AK-47 lying on the floor. Joey blasted him with a flechette
round from his grenade launcher.

“Ooh, ouch,” said Tanya.

He ripped open one pallet after another. He found nothing
but medical supplies. No weapons or explosives. The audience
disapproved. Collateral damage increased.

“Shit,” said Joey. It had been a ruse.

He imagined blowing the shit out of the whole building just
to teach the bastards a lesson. His old fans would love that. But it
would ruin his chances of winning. The ground commander
would probably abort the mission early. They might even
disqualify him from future Slaughterbowls. His sponsors would
bail on him.

He gritted his teeth, then he took the drone to find the new
UN school.

Joey took advantage of a commercial break to wolf down a jar of
caviar and a cup of instant noodles. Tanya sat next to him on the
couch, naked, painting her toenails. The nail polish smell was
getting to him. “Can’t you do that someplace else?”
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“Don’t you like me sitting next to you?”

“Can’t you see I’'m trying to eat? That stuff smells like shit.”

“Fine,” she said, standing up in a huff and bumping the
coffee table. The nail polish toppled, spilling blood red polish on
his white carpet. “See what you made me do?”

Joey rolled his eyes. “Do you think you could make it
through one single day without spilling something?”’

“Don’t take it out on me just because you’re losing!”

She stormed off into the bathroom and turned on the Jacuzzi.

Joey reached for her panties, draped over the couch’s
armrest, to mop up the spilled polish. The game flag turned green
and he returned to his control console.

He positioned the track in an overwatch position across the
street from the darkened school, then took a bot to the near wall.
Creeping around one corner, he peered through a window with
his night vision.

Shots rang out from inside. He hunkered down, then
switched to the track and sprayed every window in sight with his
minigun.

Switching back to the bot, he threw two grenades through
the window—Crump! Crump!—and dove inside. Smashed desks
littered the room. The sniper lay bleeding on the floor below a
chalkboard. Joey zoomed in so the audience could see him up
close, gasping for breath.

“Tanya,” he called.

He waited a moment for Tanya to step out from the
bathroom, then finished the dying man off with a single shot
from his pistol. He lingered on the mangled head, slowly
zooming out to capture the spreading puddle of blood, black in
the grainy green image of the night vision device. It was the little
things that set him apart, he thought. Subtle, artistic touches in
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the midst of battle. The far right of the spectrum analyzer
jumped. His old fans.

“Ew,” said Tanya, turning away. “That’s gross.”

Joey watched her disappear back into the bathroom. She
didn’t get it. Didn’t get him. He glanced back at the audience
meter. A peak grew on the left side, the disapproval side, much
larger than the blip on the right. How could they not appreciate
the stark beauty of a head shot? Dave was right. You couldn’t
please everyone.

He cut from the dead sniper to the classroom door. A shadow
in the hallway darted by, then another. They had to be insurgents.
Who else would be there in the middle of night?

He raced from room to room and blasted one figure after
another. Now he was in his element. Thousands of hours of
practice had honed his reflexes. His fingers flew on the control
console. The bot fired and maneuvered through the building like
a ballerina from hell, spewing death and destruction at every
turn.

At last he found the stairs to the basement. Sending two tear
gas grenades in first, he entered with a long burst of automatic
fire. Screams and gasps filled the air. He finished off half a
dozen insurgents, then searched for weapons.

There were none. Those fucking insurgents—finding their
weapons cache was like playing a shell game. He should have
gone straight for the mosque. The aggregate approval meter
dropped into negative territory. Joey hung his head.

Suddenly a figure rushed downstairs. He fixed it in his
sights. A little boy stopped short at the base of the stairs, blind in
the pitch darkness, choking from the tear gas. Bare, skinny legs
protruded from a bulky field jacket. Joey smiled as an idea
formed. There was hope yet.
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He turned on his light so the boy could see, took a knee
and opened his arms. The audience spectrum split. On the far
left, a smaller peak indicated maximum disapproval. His old fans
knew full well what the boy had under his jacket. On the far
right, a larger peak showed the mainstream’s approval of his
restraint.

He split the screen to show the outside of the building from
the track. Inside, the boy walked hesitantly into the bot’s open
arms, then yanked on something under his jacket. The bot’s
screen went blank. The track captured a muffled thud. Dust and
smoke billowed from the school’s ground floor windows. The
peak on the right end of the approval spectrum disappeared. The
peak on the left grew. That was okay, thought Joey with a grim
smile. He still had one more bot and now he had sympathy
capital. He planned to spend it all at the mosque.

* * *

Dawn was breaking as Joey approached the mosque. He took a
hefty swig from the vodka bottle. With sunrise—the mission
deadline—only 45 minutes away, he had to move fast.

He wasn’t worried. The audience couldn’t possibly
sympathize with an adversary that sent children out on suicide
missions, could they?

Maybe they could and maybe they couldn’t, he thought.
Anyway, at this point he had nothing to lose.

He un-assed the track with his last bot and sprinted across an
open area. Small arms fire winked from atop the mosque’s
minaret. From the track, he fired a long burst with his minigun at
the base of the tower, severing it. “Tim-ber,” he called as it
toppled. He zoomed in on the falling sniper and let him have one
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with the 40mm, scored a graphic hit. Who else could have pulled
that off? Audience approval soared.

He sprayed the whole front of the mosque with his minigun,
then opened up with his 40 mike-mike on the main doors. He
pumped half a dozen tear gas grenades inside and took the bot
around back, picked off the insurgents as they fled choking out
the rear exit. Bam! Bam! Bam!

“Get some, motherfuckers!”

Pausing for effect to wipe the bot’s feet before entering the
mosque, he called to Tanya, “Hey Babe, you wanna watch the
grand finale?”

“Mmm,” she said sleepily from the bed. “Are you winning
yet?”

The audience approval meter said he was; the body count
was rising.

“Check it out,” he said, blasting three more insurgents on his
way inside. Mangled corpses and debris littered the ornate tile
floor beneath a fog of smoke and tear gas. Small arms fire
hammered from all around. Bullets clanked against the bot’s
armor plating. He fired a long burst with his machinegun,
followed up with a series of high explosive rounds from his
grenade launcher. Body parts and rubble rained down from
above. The noise was deafening. Tanya turned the volume down,
then sat beside him and loaded the bong.

A thick, oriental rug near one wall caught his eye. He swept
it aside. Zooming in, he scanned the tile beneath it, spotted a gap
in the grout. He pried the tile loose with his bayonet to reveal a
crude handle underneath.

He yanked up on the handle. A cleverly disguised trap door
swung open. Bounding down a narrow stairway, he found crates
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and crates of weapons, ammo and explosives in a low-ceilinged,
dirt basement.

“Jackpot!” he shouted. The mission clock indicated only
minutes to go.

His phone rang. Dave, worried about collateral damage
again. Turn the stuff over to the grunts. Mission accomplished.

Joey lobbed the phone like a grenade. It landed, ker-plunk, in
the aquarium across the room. To hell with Dave. The audience
was on his side, now. He could almost hear them cheering.

Removing half a dozen charges from his rucksack, he daisy-
chained them together, placed them atop the crates of explosives
and lit the fuse.

“Ten, nine, eight,” he counted, bolting back up the stairs.
“Seven, six, five,” as he sprinted out the main doors. Tanya
chimed in. “Four, three, two,” they shouted together, as he ran
for cover across the street.

“One, zero!”

The ground shook from the explosion. The dome of the
centuries-old mosque seemed to lift ever-so-slightly. The walls
crumbled. Billowing smoke and dust obscured the view.
Audience approval pegged at its highest point on the meter. Joey
found his controls disabled. A waving, black and white
checkered flag filled the screen.

The animated announcer came on. Joey held his breath,
waiting for the results to tally. Tanya hit the bong, then kissed
him on the mouth. He drew the smoke from her lungs into his as
their tongues entwined.

“He’s done it!” shouted the announcer. “Joeeceeceeey
Genocide! Slaughterbowl champion!”

“Yay!” screamed Tanya, spilling the bong as she threw her
arms up and bounced on the couch.
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Elation surged through Joey like electricity. He’d done it.
He’d won the Slaughterbowl! And he’d done it Ais way. No one
could say he’d been too soft on those fuckers in the mosque.

Scrambling to get dressed for his victory interview, he put on
a T-shirt from Defense Robotics, the manufacturer of the infantry
bots. Tanya handed him a hat with the Remote Control Systems
logo on it. The red light on his webcam came on. Joey’s grinning
face filled the screen. Tanya shrieked and dove naked behind the
couch.

“Congratulations, Joey,” said the announcer.

* * *

Like the sun creeping up from behind distant jagged peaks,
Ansarrah’s children crept out from pockmarked doors and
alleyways to collect the shiny brass cartridge cases that littered
their streets, a small fortune for them in brass.

©Copyright 2009 Christian Roberts

29



Target of Opportunity

Pacze Moj

Localisation
UK English

Reader Guidance
There’s a little bit of poop.

“That’s the car, right there in the package. There’s some pictures,
license plate number, a description. There’s a map, too—
Bowden’s route to and from work,” Carl Lundmark muttered, his
heart racing, the word “insanity” bouncing around his head, both
eyes trained on the pigeon standing across from him.

Pio Falcone merely nodded. He was used to this: anxious
first-timers, new clients. With a nonchalant jerk of the beak, he
pointed at the sixteen bags of birdfeed that Carl had dragged into
the warehouse earlier in this evening.

“Oh, right, right,” the sweaty human piped up again with a
nervous smile, “It’s all there. Sixteen bags. Half now, half later.
Just like you wanted.”

Pio Falcone cooed.

Cadillac. Early 90s model. Black. There’d been a sentry on it all
morning as it sat in front of the HG Insurance building. The
weather was nice, the sun was out, the skyscraper rose like a
glass monolith into—
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—the Cadillac’s car alarm beeped, twice; system disarmed.
A human was approaching: tall, handsome. From a nearby tree,
the sentry clicked on his tiny headset. After a burst of feedback,
he sent out the word.

By the time the car rolled onto Baker Street, the scouts were
on it, cutting through the air like silent, feathered U2s.

Somewhere in the city core, Pio Falcone perched on a stone
gargoyle and waited. He studied the map Carl Lundstrom had
provided.

“Affirmative,” one of the scouts crackled over his headset,
“ID is positive. Charlie proceeding South on Fullerton. Will
update.”

Pio Falcone squawked, beat his wings and rose into the
unclean air. For if there was one thing he could never turn down,
it was the thrill of a successful chase—the unbeatable
satisfaction of an operation executed to perfection.

The black Cadillac had crossed Hedley’s Bridge and was on
course for rendezvous at 76 Fillmore Drive. when it suddenly
merged into the left lane of Brubaker Street and turned off onto
Applebeth Avenue. The headsets came to life. This was a change.

Pio Falcone was high into the clouds looking down when he
commanded, “Stay on it. ’'m on my way.”

He swooped down with violence.

Ivan Bowden peeked out of his car window, squinting to see the
numbers of the houses he was passing. They all looked the
goddamn same. He always got lost in this bloody
neighbourhood.

Why couldn t Dorothy just move someplace else?
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As he watched the Cadillac weave its way irrationally through
the intricate, snaking roadways, cross-streets, and cul-de-sacs of
suburbia, Pio Falcone considered for a moment the possibility
that Bowden had gotten spooked—had realized they were onto
him. Then, the feeling passed. It was impossible. The human
must have simply lost his way. Humans were terrible navigators.
It was on that hunch that Pio Falcone gambled and called in the
bomber squads. The ambush at Fillmore Drive was off. It would
take place here instead.

“Jesus Christ. Finally,” Ivan Bowden spat at his windshield.

He’d found the house he was looking for—17 Mildred
Pierce Court—and pulled into the driveway with style. He
combed his hair in the rear-view mirror, shut off the engine, and
opened the driver’s side door.

Circling the skies above the ill-fated home, the scouts saw
exactly what Pio Falcone was seeing: the black Cadillac stopped,
Bowden getting out.

“We appear to have a target of opportunity, sir,” one of the
scouts said over the radio, “Do we take it?”

Pio Falcone considered his options. He could do the car as
planned, pick up the eight remaining bags of feed and everything
would be spit-polish clean. But that was too easy, too by-the-
book. Undoubtedly, Carl Lundstrom wanted the man more than
the car—not that Pio Falcone cared much about Carl Lundstrom.
He held all humans in nearly-equal contempt. Which was exactly
why the unfolding situation was so tempting.

“I repeat: we have a target of opportunity. Do we take it?”

“Affirmative. Take it.”
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Ivan Bowden had just finished pocketing his wedding ring when
the first blob of white bird feces plopped onto his head. He had
no time to react—he was already ringing the doorbell...

Above the suburbs, Pio Falcone watched the first projectile
hit its mark dead-on. He gave the signal: a furious flapping of the
wings, a deafening squawk; and the bombers began their run.

Deep within 17 Mildred Pierce Court, Dorothy Powers fixed her
make-up and calmed her nerves. After making sure she felt
sufficiently pretty, she opened her front door, to behold:

Ivan Bowden, stinking, holding out two crap-stained hands,
bug-eyed, whiteness running down his hair, face, jacket, dripping
over his neatly-pressed pants, his mouth half-open, crap, piss,
eyes half-closed, stunned, staring, startled like a child caught
stealing cookies.

“Oh, shit.”

© Copyright 2009 Pacze Moj
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War — A Cantata in Three Movements

Sandra M. Odell

Localisation
US English

Reader Guidance
No cautions required.

“What’s this one, Dziadek?”

The old man took the paper from his grandson’s hand. The
folds were brittle with memories and years. He opened it with
care. “Ah! The Stuka.”

“The Stookah?”

“No, no. Stuka — short for sturzkampfflugzeug. That’s
German for dive bomber, you know.” He tapped the paper with a
palsied finger. “It was sometimes called a Booter because it
could not bring its wheels up. They were fixed, see?”

The young boy considered the drawing.

“It looks weird. Fat.”

“The Stuka was not built to fight other planes, it was a dive
bomber used for killing people on the ground.”

“Sturst...How do you say that word again?”’

“Sturzkampfflugzeug.” The boy’s grandfather sounded the
word out slowly, allowing him to follow along. “Sometimes they
had sirens attached to their bellies that made the most horrible
shrieking as the plane came diving down.” One withered hand
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followed the dive and sudden pull up as the old man whistled
and buzzed.

The screen door opened behind them. “Telling stories again,
Tata?” said the boy’s mother.

“Not just stories, Mama, war plane stories!”

“Well, fly yourself to the bathroom and wash up for lunch.”

“But, Mama. . .”

“Do as you’re told.”

The boy followed his pout into the house.

Father and daughter exchanged a knowing glance as the old
man refolded the picture and returned it to the past.

“It’s not so good remembering, is it?”” she said, practical and
tender.

“No, it’s not,” said the old man who was once a boy under
shrieking Polish skies. “But it is worth the remembering if the
horror he should not forget.”

“Forget the planes, get the people on the ground! Turn on the
siren!” The boy’s imagination followed the swoop and pull as he
raced his Sturzkampfflugzeug hand up the stairs. “Rat-tat-tat-tat-
tat! Got’im! Die, you ground people!”

The house echoed with whistles and screams and the boyish
enthusiasm for other horrible sounds.
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II

Horrible sounds that stripped the air from Kelby’s lung as he
raced ahead of the angry sky death. The Locusts sliced the sky a
hungry red, devouring color and hope as they spit fire on the
ground. Kelby darted through the rubble, trilling for his mother.
There was no answer. And still the Locusts came.

Death breath rushed up his back and he dove into a steaming
crater, burrowing into the loose rock. He closed two eyes to hide
and kept two open to seek. Kelby kept perfectly still, no
blinking, no thinking, no tasty movement for the sky eyes to
track. There was the clatter of loose rock and a gray female
tumbled in the pit, desperate for a place to hide. Too late for the
female, a sky eye saw her. It howled and chirped and plucked her
from the pit with jagged pincers. Kelby kept perfectly still until
dark, wishing he could claw at his ears to dig out her screams.

Things were better in the dark; the sky eyes were
nightblinder than the Sporath and Kelby was able to run from the
Truthing wreckage and back to the den. He didn’t look back. The
silence of the dead was louder than the screams of the dying.
Louder still were the Locusts in the sky. No looking back. Ever.

Sharp stones cut through the tough pads of his feet. There
was no rain to wash away the blood. The Locusts ate the rain.
Kelby remembered listening to his mother sing during the rain as
he nestled in her furry lap. Mother, sweet mother. He trilled.
There was no answer.

The den was shattered and smoking. Kelby sniffed around
the edges. With two eyes on the hungry sky, he dug out the entry
until there was enough room to shimmy through the crystal
shards. He trilled for his mother. There was no answer, but the
smell told him she was there.
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He squeezed through the hole and dropped onto a cold, still
shape. He could smell Umbrel deeper in the den, but Umbrel
wasn’t mother. It was Mother who was cold and still. Her fur
was sticky; she didn’t reach for him when he snuggled into her
lap. Kelby trilled. There was no answer.

I

“There was no answer, babe,” Luetnent Brian Tec said, wiping
his face on the sleeve of his field jacket. “You was right. All that
time I spent followin’ orders, an’ when we stand up to the
Majority an’ ask what it was all about...they can’t answer.” He
began to cry in earnest as did the sky. The remnants house was
the only building left standing on the gray and muddy plain. “So,
so that’s why I came to tell you...tell you I’ve given up Hawkin’.
I’'m a Dove.”

He slit open the skin at the base of his skull with a ringblade
and pried out his interface. “The screams, babe, oh, the screams
were terribul, babe.” He dropped the bloody chip on the ground
at his feet. “I never heard ‘em when I was jacked in the air, but
on the ground...oh menz, babe, on the ground they was
screamin’ an dyin’. It wasn’t real when I was Hawkin’. I was a
gawds, y’know? But on the ground...” The weight of the truth
drove him to his knees. “It was people an’ chil’ren...an’ they
screamed so bad...I had no idea...I was followin’ orders...oh
menz...An’ then they can’t tell me why?”

He rocked back and forth until the tears stopped. The rain
continued. “So, that’s what I wanted to say. Bitchum said bein’ a
Dove doesn’t make the screams go away. He said that’s up to
me.”

The ragged man reclaimed his feet and wiped his face a final
time. “I won’t let ‘em forget the screamin’, babe. I wish I could
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tell you fer real. It won’t be easy, Doves fight by not fightin’, but
I won’t let ‘em forget. I lub you.”

Former Luetnent Lec did not look back, but he did not
forget. Screams and all.

© Copyright 2009 Sandra Odell
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What | Lost to the Sea

Lisa McEntyre

Localisation
US English

Reader Guidance
No caution needed.

He stood here. In the sand under my feet are the grains that
touched his feet. The waves whisper to the shore, and in those
whispers I hear his gentle voice.

I would have carried his burden if he’d asked me to. I’d have
given him every moment that was mine to spend if it meant he’d
still be here with me, breathing the salt air. My arms ache to hold
him. Better to die with our hearts tangled than to live this
emptiness alone.

His soul is caught up with the sea birds circling the cliffs
above me. I see him, his white shirt floating like a sail in the
wind. He walks out of my life and disappears in the rolling
waves.

He’s gone but I still come here. In my mind I watch him go,
and I mourn what I lost to the sea.

© Copyright 2009 Lisa McEntyre
http://www.site.lisamcentyre.com/
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Sympathy Bouquet

Justin Howe

Localisation
US English

Reader Guidance
No caution required

The morning passes in deliveries to funeral homes and
hospital waiting rooms. Beneath the flowers, the mud world
rises, seeping from below. An extra twist in the way my thoughts
turn. Pass a room full of strangers and an open casket. Futility.
Pass a room where a stranger is breathing his or her last. Misery.

Even corporate florists need extra work. There’s no security
in budgets small enough to slip between ledger cracks. A mere
handwritten note scribbled in the margins of a printed
spreadsheet.

My last delivery is all the way across town: a sympathy
bouquet. Eucalyptus, white lilies, and cattails. There’s a card, a
hospital name, and a room number.

The hospital is four entire blocks of cement and marble. The
architect must have had an unhealthy fixation on organization
and Benito Mussolini. A clock in the lobby tells the time with
hands like four-foot needles marking off injections, invasive
treatments, and breaths at the end of life-spans. Nearly half the
people walking in the front door carry double their body-weight
in tanks and hoses. There’s a way to pass in such places between
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the futility and misery without having a piece of it cling. Never
look to the side. Always know the final address.

“Room 2121, I tell security.

I ride the elevator with a family speaking Spanish. The mud
world is up to our thighs. Terrible news passes between them,
and they watch me curious if I understand. Not a thing, but they
can’t know for certain, and their body language is speaking
louder than any words. The doors open, and I leave them.

The walls of my floor are as ultramarine blue as a child’s
finger-paint ocean, windows visible in the distance down the
long corridors, not a patient in sight. Empty beds have been
wheeled against the walls. A lone bank of lights illuminates a
nurses’ station. One look at me and the two women frown.

“More flowers.”

“More flies,” the other says.

But they point me in the right direction. Down a hall, the
rooms tucked tight with patients. Look straight ahead. There’s a
view of the river. Ignore the gurgling sound and the thump of the
machines for as long as possible. It can’t be done forever.

There’s a third rule I forgot to mention.

When you’ve reached the address. When there’s no more
straight ahead. Give in. Take the time and don’t turn away. Look
at the misery and give it your undivided attention.

Room 2121: A single occupancy room, one side simple
wooden cabinets, with a wide bed and windows steamed over
like a solarium’s. It’s full of flowers; maybe a few less than the
average funeral’s, but one sight of the bedridden woman tells me
she is never going to get better. She’s looking out the window
when I come in. Then she’s looking at me and finally at the
flowers.

“Who sent them?” she says.
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There’s a card. I read it.

“Victoria and Joan.”

Strange names read by a stranger to a stranger. The woman
reaches out. She wants the card. Do not turn away. Do not
retreat. Reach out, as the mud world rises higher than a tidal
wave.

Long fingers, cold to the touch, brush my own, their skin
worn smooth as silk blossoms. Eyes set deeply within recessed
sockets linger over the words. The woman sniffs through her
nose, the thin line of her mouth set so tight her lips are invisible.
She finishes reading and lets the card fall to the bed.

“How nice of them,” she says. Her gaze shifts to the window,
and despite my presence she is alone again with her pain.

I leave the sympathy bouquet and walk away down the dark
hall past the nurses’ station to the elevators where I ride down
alone. The wave crashes down with my every step.

There’s no escaping it.

©Copyright 2009 Justin Howe
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Crop Circles

Paula Stiles

Localisation
UK English

Reader Guidance
Some robust language from a hardcase PI.

Tossing my pencil and notepad on my desk, I eyed my first client
of the day.

“Kid, just because I wear a suit and tie and look like I don’t
sleep much—that doesn’t make me Fox Mulder.”

Helen Kwan, PhD candidate in Astrophysics at nearby Potter
City Tech, didn’t look anything like a femme fatale. She looked
more like a lab geek girl who spent too much time huddled over
a computer. Maybe she was pretty. But with her hair yanked back
and tied into a stringy ponytail, she was definitely not
glamorous. She squirmed in the seat across from my desk.

“Mr. Cross, you're a private investigator. I need you to
investigate this. It could be the most important event in history!”

She waved her arms around, eyes big behind her birth-
control, black-framed glasses.

I sighed and stared out the window at the alleyway next to
my office building. Why did I always get the weirdos early in the
morning? Didn’t they scare off all the worms?

43



RPMOS5, 13 July 2009 P. Stiles

“Kid, it’s a crop circle. In the middle of a field. People make
those with garden tools, you know. I’ve heard it’s even an art
form. I think somebody is taking you for a ride.”

She shook her head, her mouth set in a firm line.

“No, sir. I was out there last night studying the luminosity of
a contact binary through a six-inch reflector telescope and I saw
this bright, white light. It was moving very fast, but it paused for
56 seconds approximately fifty meters away from me in the field
to my left before flying off. When I went over there, I saw the
crop circle.”

I didn’t understand half of what she’d just said but I got the
gist of what I needed to know.

“It could have been one of those black helicopters the fringe
elements always get excited about.”

Her head-shaking got downright palsied.

“Oh, they’re real enough. The federal government’s been
hiding their existence for years. But no, it wasn’t a helicopter.
I’'m sure of'it.”

Yeah, and she sounded like such a reliable witness.

“And you want me to investigate it?”

She nodded.

Well, I’d heard weirder requests, even before ten in the
morning.

“Fine. My fee is two hundred per hour. If you’re free now,
we can go scope out the place this afternoon and come back at
night.”

She shook her head some more.

“I can’t go out there,” she said. “They saw me. I’d be in
danger.”

Hmm.

“Who saw you?”
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She glanced around and leaned forward. Lowering her voice,
she pointed at the ceiling.

“Them. You know—the aliens.”

Oh, boy.

“If you want me to go out there by myself, kid, then the fee
doubles. And it’ll be six hundred up front, because I sure as hell
will take a few hours out there.”

She looked horrified.

“But...Mr. Cross, why? Can’t you just go out there yourself
and have a look around?”

Was this kid really smart enough to be in a PhD program or
were all grad students this naive?

“Call it insurance from any nefarious intent on your part.”
She frowned, looking doubtful. “Take it or leave it. I got other
clients to see today. I’m not gonna haggle with you.”

“I need some time to think about it, get some money
together,” she said. Obviously, the most important event in
history wasn’t quite so important when she had to cough up her
own dough to investigate it.

“Take all the time you need.” I had a decent business going
investigating cheating spouses. My word-of-mouth was good. I
didn’t need to strongarm any potential clients, even if I’d been
the kind of slime that would do something like that.

She needed until the next morning. She showed up at nine
with cash, and some story about getting an emergency grant.
Whatever. Cash was cash. I doubted she’d killed or mugged
anybody for it—she didn’t look the type—so cash was okay with
me.
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That afternoon, I weaponed up and headed out of town. Most
likely, nobody would show up at the scene of the alleged drive-
by UFOing. But if somebody did, it wouldn’t hurt to have a
couple of guns and a knife or two on my person, just in case they
had hostile intentions. I didn’t think that likely, anyway. Either
none of it had happened (most likely) or whoever was out there
didn’t mean any harm. Kwan wouldn’t have made it back in one
piece, otherwise.

I followed Kwan'’s instructions out to the field. It took almost
two hours what with city traffic and a rainstorm. That time was
going on her tab, for sure. Once I got there, I found the field
cleared. Looked like the farmer had noticed the crop circle—
somebody had come through and harvested the corn, leaving a
field full of stubble. I tried to find the area Kwan had described,
but it wasn’t possible. Maybe the farmer had freaked out at the
design; maybe he’d been pissed off and decided to harvest his
valuable field before somebody else trampled it some more;
maybe it had just been that day to harvest. My client probably
would have seen a government conspiracy in the timing, but
then, she was a True Believer. I wasn’t. I believed that people
could be superstitious or angry or greedy or secretive, but that
whatever world-shaking things happened, somebody still had to
bring in the corn.

I took a bunch of photos anyway, for reference, and parked
on a nearby dirt access road. The rain let up after sunset. As the
sky cleared, a blanket of stars appeared overhead, bright and
hard like jewels. The rain and falling temperatures had cleaned
out the atmosphere as thoroughly as the farmer had cleaned out
his field. Visibility-wise, it was already shaping up to be a nice
night. I hadn’t been out of the city for months. It was cool to see
the Milky Way again, just like it had been when I was a kid,

46



P. Stiles Crop Circles

though the screeching crickets were less exciting. Maybe that
was the real reason the only people who ever claimed to have
seen a UFO were lowa farmers and drunken hunters out in the
Michigan woods. You couldn’t see a flying saucer for all the
damned light pollution in even a medium-sized burg like Potter
City.

I’d bundled up in anticipation of the temperature drop after
sunset. It wouldn’t be a good idea to keep the car running, in
case somebody, or something, did show up. Carbon monoxide
fumes had a way of announcing themselves across empty fields
and suffocating stationary drivers sitting in their cars with the
windows rolled up. My shit-brown Oldsmobile blended in just
fine in the dark against a dark field of brown dirt. But running
the car and the heater were out of the question, if I wanted to
play it safe.

The coat made things a little too cozy, though. In spite of a
hot cup of coffee, I dozed off. When I woke up, I couldn’t figure
out at first what was wrong. Then, I realized how silent it was.
The crickets had shut up. A low hum was coming from the west
where the sunset had long since faded. Or should have faded. A
light was growing in intensity along with the hum. Showtime.

I groped for my camera and started taking photos with your
traditional 35mm deal and a telephoto lens, not a digital camera.
Film still worked better for some things, like snapshots with no
flash in dim light. I snapped off a bunch of shots. Keeping the
windows rolled up might have cut down on the quality of
photography and my range of motion, but it kept the noise inside
the car. A noiseless camera inside a car was probably harmless
enough to stay under their radar, or so I hoped. If they hadn’t
messed with Kwan, I didn’t think they’d mess with me.
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The light grew closer, the humming rising in pitch like the
sound of an approaching airplane. Only, the light was too long,
too fast, and too close for a plane and it didn’t fade the way plane
lights did as it passed the car only about ten yards away. And
there wasn’t any roar. Planes roared. This thing just hummed.

I continued to take shots until I ran out of film, even though
my hands were shaking. If this was for real, I’d just hit cosmic
paydirt. My client would happily pay through the nose for just
the prints. And if she didn’t cough up, I could think of a few
friends in the FBI who’d not so happily owe me bigtime for
making both prints and negatives disappear. I groped for some
more film. Then, I popped out the used roll and tossed it on the
seat, popping in the new roll. As I did, I looked away for a
second. When I looked back, the object had stopped. It was oval
in shape, with a faintly glowing convex bottom and a bulge on
top, like something out of a science horror flick. A spotlight
clicked on underneath it. I adjusted the shutter speed and took
more shots. The light clicked off.

The UFO started toward me. Chilled, I took a few more
shots, then dropped the camera on the seat and huddled down.
Maybe I’d overestimated the neutral intentions of whoever--or
whatever--it was. I already had the key in the ignition, but before
I could turn it, the object sped up. I lost sight of it. As I ground
down on the accelerator, the light snapped on overhead, blinding
me.

I woke up on a metal table, feeling like a grenade-stunned
fish. I’'m not wild about slabs, alien or otherwise and I wanted
off this one right away. The first thing I saw was some ET reject
coming at my face with the nastiest-looking dental tool I’d seen
since I’d had my wisdom teeth out.
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The bright light overhead still blinded me to everything but
that tool, but I didn’t need to see to get my snub-nose .38 out of
my leg holster. I aimed it in the general direction of the alien’s
big, gray head, kicking off the negotiations with an offer of my
own.

“You stick that thing up my nose and I’ll shove it up your
ass!”

The luminosity inside the place would have put my femme
non-fatale client into transports of geek ecstasy, but I was really
wishing for a pair of sunglasses right then. I glimpsed a smaller
table nearby with my camera equipment and film laid out in
pieces on top of it. So much for my physical evidence. Damned
shame, too; I’d liked that camera. I mentally clocked up another
expense for Kwan in case I got out of this with my brains intact.

Either the alien didn’t understand what I’d just said or didn’t
care. The gun wasn’t intimidating him, either, maybe because it
had been concealed and the son of a bitch hadn’t seen me use it
like the camera and the car. Or maybe because a gun couldn’t
hurt him. That thought sure made me tense. The dental tool or
probe or whatever-the-hell-it-was started whirring. Then, the
alien shoved it at me, well within my comfort zone. It smelled
like dirt.

When I grabbed the thing with my free hand and yanked, I
heard and felt a jolt. I yelped, but hung on anyway. No way was
that big, gray bastard gonna shove that up my nose. We swayed
back and forth until I was hanging half off the table, squinting
into that goddamned light. Fed up, I aimed high and popped off a
couple of wild shots with my gun. Glass shattered, the light
blinked off and the probe snapped in my hand. I fell off the table
and landed on hard, rough, metal flooring. It knocked the wind
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out of me, so at least I didn’t give my position away by cursing
like an Irish sailor while I was lying there, stunned.

When 1 could breathe again, I shoved the probe into my
pocket to get both hands clear for the gun, which obviously
worked just fine on alien machinery, if not alien flesh. As soon as
I could, I rolled over and crawled away from the table, feeling
for a wall. I didn’t find one right away. Once I did, I got into a
crouch and huddled against its concave surface. If the shape was
any indication, it was part of the outer hull. Clicks, whistles and
whirrs came out of the darkness. If they were attempts at
communication, I’d bet they didn’t mean, “Greetings, Earthling!
We come in peace.”

I felt for my shoulder holster. My Glock was still in place.
Apparently, the lack of understanding about the uses of tools
really did go both ways. Goodie for me.

“Hey, you guys, I got a proposition for you,” I yelled out at
the darkness. "Why don’t you just let me go and I won’t do the
Watusi on any more of your lights?”

The clicking, whistling and whirring ratcheted up in pitch,
volume and proximity. I emptied the .38 in the general vicinity of
the clicking and moved under cover of the ringing silence. As
soon as I found a new spot, I holstered the .38 and pulled the
Glock out from under my jacket. When I could hear again, |
noticed the clicking had stopped.

As I crouched there in the pitch-black, other senses besides
my hearing starting checking in. I could swear I smelled corn. I
reached out ahead of me with my free hand and touched a corn
stalk instead of cold metal.

What the hell?

I hunkered along as quietly as I could, feeling through the
foliage until I reached something that felt a lot like grape leaves.
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Squishing a grape between my fingers confirmed that. I smelled
my fingers. Concord grapes. Nobody in the area grew those, 1
knew, because I loved the things and never could get them cheap.

I felt out a small orange tree and then a bunch of bananas.
Slicing open my hand on a bunch of bamboo made me a
believer. I sat down and thought about it—if | were coming from
outer space and I wanted to find some Homo sapiens to
experiment on, would I go looking for them in an open field at
night?

Of course not.

On the other hand, what if I were looking for corn? And
what if that farmer hadn’t harvested his crop today after all?

On the other side of the room, the clicking started up again,
more hesitantly. This time, I was more willing to listen.

“Let’s try this again,” I said out loud to the darkness.

* * *

After a little mutually semi-comprehensible negotiation and
establishment that nobody on either side had gotten killed or
seriously injured, we all agreed that an unfortunate
misunderstanding had occurred.

No shit.

The details in the frenetic clicking were none too clear, but I
got the impression that they’d panicked when I showed up.
Maybe they’d been busting a few rules of their own, stealing that
corn crop the other night. Or maybe my camera had freaked
them out. Either way, I wanted out of there, they wanted me out
of there, and it wasn’t too hard to figure out a solution we all
liked.

They dropped me off in the middle of the field. No car.
Jesus, what did it take to get any service around here? Just
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because they’d proven their intentions weren’t hostile—if you
could call accidentally kidnapping a human who’d caught them
with their extraterrestrial pants down non-hostile—didn’t mean I
wanted to walk back home.

“I want my car back, too, asshole!”

A dark, Oldsmobile-shaped shadow appeared in the glowing
belly of the alien ship, dropping fast. Taking aim to the right of
the car, I let off a round with the Glock. I heard a faint metallic
ping overhead. “Gently!” A searchlight clicked on in the belly of
the ship, bathing my junker in light. The car’s drop slowed. My
transportation landed with barely a thump in the field next to me.

Guess I’d made my point.

A spume of steam rippled out of the ass-end of the ship,
making the jewel-hard stars twinkle. Then, the ship took off
across the field. It disappeared in seconds, along with my
camera, my film and any concrete evidence of what had just
happened. Looked like the aliens had gotten the last laugh, after
all.

So much for my investigation. It wasn’t much good without
any physical evidence and I wasn’t about to let myself get
labeled a kook by pressing a claim with nothing to back it up,
especially not over a shipful of aliens who were ripping off Earth
crops on the sly. Even cuckolded spouses and True Believers
needed some kind of proof.

I holstered my weapon and shoved my hands in my pockets.
My left hand hit on something long and hard. It wasn’t a
weapon. I pulled it out.

In the dim starlight, I could just make out the alien probe
from the ship. It still smelled like dirt. Well, hot damn. Physical
evidence of my alien abduction, after all.

That would make my client happy with the bill, at least.
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That was good, because it was gonna be a doozy.

© Copyright 2009 Paula Stiles
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Help! Me a Prisoner

FJ. Bergmann

See, people never ask the right questions.

I tell them “All the decisions you make today
will be most fortunate,” and they never ask.
“For who?” Or, “For whom?” I can never
remember any of that freakin’ grammar

and my “employers” won’t get me a decent
Manual of Style. They claim it doesn’t sound
authentic to use the language correctly. [ mean,
I could be an educated Chinese person. What’s
really dumb is when they want me to write

like I have an accent. But I’'m digressing, again.

When you’re slaving away—and I do mean
slave—inking thousands of little slips by hand
with relevant personal messages, each custom-
crafted to an individual recipient, boredom

is a constant occupational hazard. And I’'m not

allowed to put in anything actually useful, either.

“Don’t forget umbrella tomorrow: 85% chance

of precipitation. And while you’re at it, take those

pants with the beef lo mein stains to the cleaners.’

I did that once, and the customer had a fit: he
thought they were trying to drum up business
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for the Chinese laundry next door. At least
the food they give me is excellent. All I can eat,
and I feel empty all the time.

© 2009 Copyright F.J. Bergmann
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~AFTERWORD~

We have taken a fairly hard turn towards science fiction in this
edition, not just with Butterflies but with all the longer fiction
pieces. I feel a little ashamed, as if my petticoats are insufficient
to cover the shapely turn of my ankles, as if I have just locked
my demure, innocent eyes with those of a swarthy Gallic sailor
on the other side of the ballroom...

Ahem.

Notwithstanding this happenstance stride into genre work,
we’re delighted to be bringing these stories to you, freshly
picked and delicious on the tongue.

As ever, please do keep sending your feedback in, keep
telling your friends about RPM—feed this hungry love.

Yours truly,
Dominic Hamer

Editor
London, 2009



	RUTHLESS PEOPLES MAGAZINE
	~ABOUT RPM~
	~CONTENTS~
	FENG - Butterflies
	ROBERTS - Slaughterbowl XIII
	MOJ - Target of Opportunity
	ODELL - War – A Cantata in Three Movements
	McENTYRE - What I Lost to the Sea
	HOWE - Sympathy Bouquet
	STILES - Crop Circles
	BERGMANN - Help! Me a Prisoner

	~AFTERWORD~

