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    Lawyers vs. Demons 

    “Next case!” Judge Henry Alexander Tyrell bellowed, slamming his massive gavel down with a crash. “Bring the miscreant in!” 

    The poor man was quickly ushered in and placed in the defendant’s box. He shuddered, trying to be brave, but he couldn’t help but cower before the power-mad judge, knowing his sentence would be swift and harsh. Just how harsh still remained to be seen.  

    Judge Tyrell was a lifetime appointee, and nothing he said or did would change that fact. So it was that he enjoyed a great deal of liberty in his sentencing of those who came before him. Mostly that meant they’d be handled quickly with no funny business tolerated, but if the judge happened to be having a bad day, they could count on being dealt with in a particularly unforgiving manner. 

    How Henry Tyrell, Esquire, rose to that position of power from his humble position as a young, aspiring defense attorney was something of an unusual tale. In fact, in the several millennia Atchzneephchael had served the Dark Lord as one of his elite caste, he could not recall a similar instance of such an unusual summoning of a demon of his stature and rank. Nor such a summoning of any demon, come to think of it. 

    In his first few years after passing the bar exam, Henry Tyrell found himself slipping deeper into his loner ways. He could have made an effort to socialize, but he chose instead to spend every spare moment poring over the minutia buried within the constant flow of insignificant cases that tend to, as the saying goes, “flow downhill” to the most junior attorneys in the firm.  

    Sure, the cases were shit, but they were his shit, and he endeavored to find any and every loophole, nuance, and technicality he could in his quest to defend his clients.  

    It was an arduous task, getting off murderers and rapists, molesters and thugs, the lowest of the low that no one else wanted to deal with, in cases where guilt was so obvious even the judge could be seen wishing she could simply send them away to some dark pit and move on to other cases of merit. 

    But Henry stuck with them. He fought for them, tooth and nail. He dredged up every possible trick in the book, and, when those were used up, proceeded to write a few more of his own. By the time he was in his fifth year of practice, he was sitting alongside the partners of the firm, handling the big cases, bringing his unique skills to bear when a client could fork over enough in billable hours to be worth his while. 

    “Technically legal.” 

    The phrase became synonymous with Henry’s defenses. His ability to twist the law, to utilize crafty lawyer-speak to his advantage, was both admired and despised by his associates on either side of the aisle. Like him or hate him, they all respected his skills. 

    “Your Honor,” he would argue. “While, indeed, the statute states only gross negligence is required, is it not also the case that mens rea must also exist?” 

    “Objection. The statute is plainly written with no intent requirement,” the prosecutor would argue back. 

    “Ah, but in other applications of this statute, no conviction was achieved. In fact, no prosecution was ever launched without mens rea. As the jury undoubtedly knows, that Latin expression means, ‘with a guilty mind’ meaning an act intentionally committed with full knowledge. As we’ve heard spelled out in the testimony, my client, while he may have mistakenly, even carelessly, committed the acts in question, did not mean to do so.” He flashed his brightest smile at the jury. As usual, he could tell, he was making his case. 

    “His actions, therefore, while perhaps to the layman less educated in the law than the esteemed jury, seemed to violate the statute, were in fact technically legal. I hope the men and women of the jury take that into consideration as they deliberate, and realize that by the letter of the law my client is innocent.” 

    That logic, or some variation thereof, was heard in court time and again, as his clients were found not guilty. Not because of their innocence of the acts committed, mind you, but rather by a case made of technical legality, laid bare before the court from some arcane loophole dug up by the tireless work of the wunderkind attorney.  

    They would be found not guilty, but they were also not found innocent, for while the technicality negating their culpability in the eyes of the law was indisputable, so too was their blatant commission of the crimes in the first place, even if they got off the hook with the help of some creative lawyering. 

    Fifteen years of practicing law saw Henry rise to full partner at the firm. He commanded some of the highest billable hours in the state, yet he always strove to amass more. His increased power and wealth only fueled his drive, and when his trophy wife left him after his repeated affairs with impressionable young clerks and paralegals, he simply pointed out the fine print he’d inserted in their prenup.  

    She would get nothing, because according to a well-placed comma and the question of what the word “is” really meant, his affairs were technically legal, at least in the wording of their legally binding agreement. 

    She would have spoken out about it, but the gag order he obtained from his golf buddy, who just so happened to oversee the divorce court, put a quick end to that. She’d find herself in jail if she spoke out, and while it was clearly a deplorable thing for him to do, it was also technically legal.  

    Henry possessed many useful friends who owed him favors like that. When a charity would ask for his assistance, he would gladly help them fundraise, his little black book of contacts bursting with powerful men and women who had at one time or another found his unique skills of use. And should a politician seek his talents in obtaining donations to his or her campaign, he would always help out, glad to be of assistance, just as he was glad to take an obscene percentage of any funds raised as a “consulting fee” for his services. It was a gray area to be sure, but long before he accepted any offer, he made damn sure his graft would be technically legal. 

    Henry had been working late one hot, dreary night. The case on his desk not only brought a lot of revenue to the firm, but was also providing him with a welcome challenge for a change. Old case laws needed to be cited and cross-referenced, and relevant precedents noted. So it was that when he left his office at close to midnight, Henry’s desk was piled high with briefs and law books bristling with Post-it notes jutting from their pages like a multicolored legal peacock.  

    He also had a wad of tissue wedged in his nose, the dry flow of the air conditioner having caused another annoying nosebleed. Between the AC and his allergies, it was a constant struggle. 

    “I really need to see a specialist about this,” he muttered to himself while washing the blood from his hands in his private bathroom. “Maybe I’ll try to squeeze that in tomorrow,” he decided, then headed for the door, turning the lights out behind him as he stepped out into the unseasonably warm October night. 

    He enjoyed his walks home from work; the fresh air and exercise did him good. Being a recognized defender of despised criminals could make a man something of a target, but he nevertheless felt secure at that late hour as his .45 automatic rode snugly under his arm in its custom leather shoulder holster. Given his line of work, as well as his political connections, getting the concealed-carry permit had been a breeze. 

    Normally the walk would only take him twenty-five minutes or so, his luxury condominium being a mere two miles from the office, but this particular night he found himself taking his time, strolling the long way home as he ran through potential court scenarios in his head.  

    The circuitous route had taken him right by the Museum of Contemporary Art, its decoratively designed façade and geometric patterned pavement standing out among the otherwise plain buildings of the neighborhood.  

    He unconsciously patted his coat, the security of his pistol helping put him at ease.  

    Just a week prior, a teenager had been stabbed to death in the courtyard, bleeding out on the pavement in the late hours of the night.  

    The assailant, a man he’d previously gotten off for an assault charge, he had noted, was caught on video from multiple angles. When he had called Henry seeking representation, he had his assistant inform the man that even he couldn’t find a loophole with his face plastered across a color video of his unprovoked attack. 

    As he approached the small memorial laid out by friends and family, Henry noticed a rather large dog, its coat dark as obsidian, lurking near the site of the slaying. Well, perhaps not lurking. A dog that size really has a hard time lurking. Maybe skulking fits better. Whatever it was doing, upon seeing it, Henry didn’t think, but rather had knee-jerk reaction, spurred by his horrible allergy to dogs, which overrode what would have been most people’s logical wariness of an enormous canine. 

    “Hey! Get the hell out of there!” he shouted, his hand reaching under his coat. He didn’t want to shoot the beast. Good Lord, the paperwork he’d have to file after explaining things to the police would be irritating, to say the least. 

    The massive animal turned its head and looked at him with something he could have sworn was a mix of curiosity and amusement before stepping back into the shadows. 

    “Stupid fucking dog,” he muttered as he slid his fingers from his pistol under his suit jacket and bent to look closer at the objects the odd beast had been sniffing around. 

    A small blaze of candles and little stacks of pictures littered the ground, flowers and chalk-drawn messages spread around the pavement where the murdered boy had fallen. The pentagons interwoven in the cement created a pleasing pattern to the artistically inclined, and the numerous votive candles made the scene almost beautiful. That is, if it weren’t for the violent death that had occurred there so recently. 

    One of the photos caught Henry’s eye. The boy actually looked familiar. Could it be the son of the small-time dealer he had helped walk free? Carefully stepping around the flowers and open flames, he leaned in for a better view. Yes, it was that poor slob’s boy. He almost felt bad for the man, but then he remembered how many children the drug dealer had likely killed himself, not with a knife, but with the poison he peddled.  

    In the shadows, the slightest movement caught his eye. The massive dog was still there, scratching itself with one giant paw as it watched him from the shadows, sending fur and dander floating in the air, the slight breeze blowing it right into Henry’s face.  

    He immediately felt the itchy tingle of his allergies kicking in, and as he stood up in surprise, he felt the pressure in his head shift to his nose, the surge of rushing blood tickling his sinuses even further as his nosebleed started to flow again in earnest.  

    Just as he coughed from the sudden rush of hot, coppery blood that ran down his throat, he felt a massive tickle in his sinuses. 

    “Atchzneephchael!” he sneezed, a thick spray of blood flying from his nose and mouth, splattering to the ground before him. 

    A flash blinded him momentarily. It was somehow both bright, yet impossibly dark at the same time, he mused, and when his vision finally cleared, he saw the creature standing before him. 

    The demon was eight feet tall, its leathery skin as tough as armor, a dull orange glow illuminating both eyes. 

    Henry stumbled backward, tripping over himself and falling to the ground as he desperately groped for his pistol. 

    The demon fixed his gaze upon him and spoke, his words reaching not only Henry’s ears, but also into his mind. 

    “Who dares summon me to this plane?” Atchzneephchael bellowed. He lunged out with a taloned hand, but found himself quite contained within the confines of the five-sided figure on the ground. 

    “This is not a proper summoning pentagram! How did you manage this feat?” he asked, a surprised curiosity mixing with his wrath.  

    Atchzneephchael sniffed the air. “Ah, the blood of an innocent was spilled here… and many tears of anguish. Powerful. And clever. Powerful enough, even, to make this pitiful pentagon suffice without its focusing points, but how came you to know the name of one of the elite caste, mortal?” 

    Henry, to his credit, had only pissed himself slightly, his fight instinct quickly kicking in right alongside his flight one. He unsteadily waved his gun at the creature. The normally intimidating .45 seemed like a pea-shooter in the face of the massive beast. 

    “What are you? What do you want with me?” 

    “What do I want with you? It is you who summoned me, mortal. You know well that I am a full-demon of the uppermost caste, though how you came to know my name is of great interest to me. No one has successfully summoned one of my rank in many centuries, and no one has ever summoned me.” 

    “You… you’re a demon? An actual demon?” 

    Atchzneephchael sighed. “Yes, mortal, a demon,” he replied, amused. He crossed his massive arms, raising an eyebrow as he studied the tiny man cowering before him.  

    “You really didn’t think this through, did you?” 

    It had taken the demon a good twenty minutes to explain the terms of the summoning to Henry. He was surprised. Most capable of such a summoning, especially of a demon of his stature, would have known the basics, but this human seemed oblivious, though he was certainly a quick study.  

    The glaring problem was the human said he did not summon the demon at all. 

    “But you spilled blood in the proscribed manner within the five-sided portal, the candles were in place, you called forth my name, and thus I came to you.” 

    “No,” Henry replied, “I told you, I was just on a walk. You think I’d stop and light candles for this kid? Why would I? I mean I knew his dad, but the guy was just a low-level dealer.” 

    “But the blood does not lie. You sealed the contract when you spilled your essence in summoning me.” 

    “Nope. Didn’t happen.” 

    The demon was confused. It wasn’t supposed to go like this. 

    “Yes, it did. I would not be here before you if it were not so.” 

    “Nope, didn’t do it.” 

    “Did so,” Atchzneephchael shot back, arms crossed. 

    “Afraid not. I can see where you might think so, but what happened was technically different. Are you familiar with the term ‘mens rea’?” 

    He proceeded to lecture the beast on intent, something which was surely not present in his purely accidental invocation. Without intent, he stated, he could not be legally bound to any contract the demon may have assumed. 

    They argued back and forth for more than a half hour before the demon finally conceded that perhaps the contract was not binding. Then he changed tack and dangled the apple of temptation, telling Henry what wondrous things a being of his power could offer. 

    “So you say I can present you with three tasks to complete, and, if you should fail, you are contractually bound to provide me with one wish for each task, is that correct?” 

    The demon picked his teeth with a massive claw. “Yes, that is correct.” 

    “And once this deal is agreed upon, you can’t hurt me in any way. Is my understanding of that also correct?” 

    “Yes, mortal. Once a deal is struck, I may not harm you while you walk the Earth.” 

    “For the duration of the tasks, or in perpetuity?” he asked the beast, his wits returning now that his adrenaline had subsided. 

    “You are a rather astute one. To answer your question, once a deal is struck between us, I am bound by law to bring you no harm anywhere in this world.” 

    “Did you say law?” 

    Atchzneephchael laughed. “Yes, human, we have rules your tiny mind couldn’t possibly comprehend.” 

    “I want to see a copy of the specific laws pertaining to this transaction before I make any agreement.” 

    “Very well, mortal,” the beast chuckled. 

    A thick stack of parchment appeared on the ground at Henry’s feet. He noted, as he picked it up, that the pages may well have been printed on human skin. 

    “As you requested,” the demon laughed as he watched the mere mortal flip through the many pages. “Good luck.” 

    Henry shot him a look as he holstered his gun, a far more powerful weapon cradled in his hands. 

    “Oh, don’t worry about me,” he replied with a wicked gleam in his eye. “I’m a lawyer.” 

    The massive demon’s laughter abruptly ceased. 

    The hulking creature sat on Henry’s Italian leather sofa, his mass making the frame groan from the strain. 

    “Yes, once you ask for a particular wish, you may not ask for it again if I should succeed in the associated task. You also may not use the same task, or variants thereof, a second time. It is an arcane rule, but one we are bound to follow. By the way, would you mind getting me another bottle of this delicious beverage?” 

    Henry stood from his seat at his kitchen island and retrieved a liter of blood orange soda from the fridge. The demon accepted it with his taloned hand. 

    “Thank you. We don’t have such delights in Hell, you know. This is something of a treat. And the name, it pleases me.” He sounded almost glad to have been summoned, though Henry was fairly sure the demon wouldn’t hesitate to rip him to shreds in an instant if not for the binding agreement for his safety. As it was, he could now sit next to the deadly creature without fear, though he did remind himself that the danger he faced was more than just corporeal. 

    The terms were fairly simple: three tasks, three wishes. If the demon should succeed, the wish asked for was off the table, kind of like negotiating a plea bargain with a prosecutor. If the demon failed, it was bound to grant the wish requested immediately. Upon completion of the three tasks, it would return to Hell, leaving the recipient unharmed so long as he lived. 

    Of course there was a downside.  

    Upon death, Henry’s soul would become the property of the underworld. 

    Most would do far more than balk at that prospect, but Henry was good. He was more than good, and as he read and re-read the lengthy rules and by-laws governing the arrangement, he felt confident he could win. More importantly, he had an ace up his sleeve. 

    Atchzneephchael had agreed to come to Henry at his home in precisely two weeks. Time was nothing to the demon, and it seemed to give the pathetic human hope that he would be victorious. Those extra days to plan the tasks for him were no matter, he smiled to himself. Once a deal had been struck, Hell always won.  

    Always. 

    Henry spent those two weeks shut in his office, researching, cross-referencing, and planning. In that regard, his endeavor was quite similar to his usual trial prep, only this time his soul was on the line.  

    His regular caseload was handed off to his minions as he burned the midnight oil preparing for the mental challenge of his life. Sure, there was a risk – there always was – but with his track record and abundant self-confidence in his own intellect, he was willing to take his chances, and the rewards– oh, the rewards would be ever-so worth it. 

    “Have you chosen your first task, mortal?” the massive demon asked between swigs of blood orange soda. “Take your time, I am in no rush.” 

    “I have,” Henry replied confidently. 

    “Very well,” Atchzneephchael replied, stifling a bored yawn with his gnarled hand. “What is it you would have me do, and what is your price?” 

    Henry took a cardboard tube from his cupboard and opened it, unrolling a detailed map of the city onto the countertop. 

    A red X marked the spot. 

    “On Halloween, at the stroke of midnight, I want you to materialize in this exact spot as drawn on this map. No other plane of existence, no other dimension, not high in the air or beneath the ground, I want you to appear, in your present physical form, and stand on the ground at the point marked, then walk twenty paces directly north. To make sure there is no confusion, I have also included the GPS coordinates as well as a detailed satellite image, likewise marked.” 

    The demon studied the map and gave a cursory glance at the latitude and longitude coordinates. 

    “Don’t you want to take these with you?” Henry asked. 

    “I have already memorized them, human. I shall perform this task. If I should fail, what is the wish you would have granted?” 

    A smile grew on Henry’s face. 

    “I wish I would be irresistible to women, both in and out of bed, and for those I sleep with, I would be by far the greatest lover they’ve ever had.” 

    The demon smiled broadly and let out a throaty laugh that made the furniture shake. 

    “What’s so funny?” 

    “Oh my,” he said, his mighty sides still quivering with mirth. “That’s wonderful. Such a human wish. Anything at all at your fingertips and you wish for women.” 

    “Is that a problem?” Henry asked, a little annoyed at the beast’s disrespect. 

    “Oh no. Piece of cake, as your kind says.” 

    “So what’s so funny?” 

    “You have no idea how many of you ask for that. It’s become something of a joke in the underworld. But that is of no matter.” He straightened to his full height, wiping the tears of laughter from his burning orange eyes. “You have named your task, and you have named your wish. I shall see you on Halloween as requested. I suggest you spend the time waiting to prepare your next task.” 

    In a tiny puff of sulfur-tinged smoke, he was gone.  

    The smoke was wholly unnecessary, but Atchzneephchael rather liked the dramatic effect, and besides, no one ever summoned him. He wanted to make the most of his time topside. 

    On Halloween, a full hour before midnight, Henry went to the vacant parking lot whose coordinates he’d given the demon, and, with careful precision, proceeded to mark out a pentagram in thick chalk, using a line-maker borrowed from the local little-league baseball diamond. He was their top fundraiser, so there was little they could say but “of course” when he’d made the strange request to borrow it for the night. 

    Using a laser guide, he carefully lay down the shape of the pentagram, the one thing capable of containing a demon when summoned. He then took thick candles and lit them, placing them at the points of power as his many hours of study directed, ensuring that whatever materialized inside the ten-foot-wide space would most certainly be unable to walk the twenty paces north as required by the task. 

    Henry felt particularly clever as he waited for the stroke of midnight. He’d done his research, and he knew demons were tricky-clever in their twisting of words and meanings. Lucky for him, he spoke that language too, and after spending days focused on any loopholes the demon could possibly exploit, he had proposed his terms.  

    Reclining in a folding chair outside the pentagram, Henry sipped his cup of coffee and waited, merrily anticipating all the freaky monkey sex he’d soon be having with any woman of his choosing. And without fancy dinners, gifts, or prenups, no less. 

    His watch clicked over and showed midnight, but there was no sign of the demon. There were penalties for failing to show up. An automatic granting of the wish as well as forfeiture of any future claim to the wish-maker’s soul.  

    Looks like I may have already won this one, Henry gloated. 

    The faint smell of sulfur wafted to his nostrils, and he turned to see Atchzneephchael leaning against the light pole behind him, an amused gleam in his devilish eyes. 

    “Done,” he said calmly. 

    “Done?” Henry hissed. “How can you say done? I’ve been watching closely. You didn’t perform your task. The wish is forfeit, it’s mine!” 

    “Oh no, I most certainly did,” the demon chuckled, “though I have to admit, that was a rather clever attempt. Far more than I would have previously given you credit for.” 

    “But you didn’t materialize there, on this soil, in this dimension, and walk twenty paces north.” 

    “Ah, but I did,” the demon replied. “You were well prepared, and perhaps a lesser demon might even have lost to your machinations,” he mused. “But I am not a lesser demon.” 

    “You still haven’t made your case why this isn’t a breach of our agreement.” 

    “Simple. You specified so many parameters, yet as is typical of your kind, you still thought inside the box. Or pentagram, as the case may be. You see, I materialized exactly as you requested, on Halloween, at the stroke of midnight, and walked twenty paces north. But I did so last year.” 

    Henry was silent. 

    It was rare he was bested in manipulation of rules and clever lawyer-speak, but his oversight was clear and he saw the writing on the wall. While tricky and not in the spirit of the task, what Atchzneephchael had done was technically legal. 

    The next task was far more difficult, an undertaking that required a rather sizable expenditure in the form of donations to a variety of churches and related charities. 

    Henry told the demon to meet him in two weeks time at his summer house, then promptly begun calling in favors and doling out checks. The priests and holy men came from far and wide, men of all denominations and ranks, each of them performing variations of the same task one after another until it was finally completed to Henry’s satisfaction. 

    Finally, on the appointed day, Atchzneephchael appeared. 

    Henry sat comfortably on a raft floating in the large black-bottomed pool behind his estate. He looked at the demon, standing tall in the afternoon sun, and waved merrily. 

    “Hi there, glad you could come. There’s some soda in the cooler if you like.” 

    The demon looked at the cooler a moment, then cautiously opened the lid. While he could sense something was very wrong, at least the cool soda wasn’t part of the mortal’s little tricks. 

    “Thank you for the hospitality, human, though it will not make it any easier on you when you lose your soul to me,” he said, opening the lid with his talon and downing the bottle with a gulp. “So, what would you have me do, and what is your price?” 

    Henry floated to the edge of the pool and climbed out, walking closer to the demon until he was just a few feet away. He was tempted to reach his dripping hand out and grab him, just to see what would happen, but that would spoil the surprise, and so, with great restraint, he named his challenge. 

    “At the bottom of this pool is a gold ring. My old wedding ring, actually, though I suppose that’s not of importance. What I want you to do, in this time, on this day, in this location, in the physical form you are currently in, as well as in this dimension, physical reality, and any and all other variants thereof, including but not limited to interdimensional space, space-time, and any others not listed –” He was pretty certain that covered all the materialization issues. “– is to retrieve that ring by submerging entirely in that pool.” 

    The demon studied the shimmering water a moment, his nostrils flaring at the smell. 

    “Very well,” he answered. “And your price?” 

    “You may laugh, but I wish for never-ending wealth of the greatest magnitude ever seen on this planet.” He was expecting the demon’s snarky smile. “I know this seems trite, but have you considered the fact, demon, that the reason so many men have asked for it is because wealth and power is what so many of us spend our whole lives seeking? Just because others want it as well does not make it any less valuable. Hell, if you achieve it, you’ve won the game. And besides, with that kind of money, I’d still have my pick of women even without that wish.” 

    “An interesting point well made,” the demon replied. “Yet still a trivial wish. Regardless, should I fail, it shall be yours.” The demon paused a moment at the edge of the pool, hesitant to jump in.  

    “I should also mention,” the demon said with an unsettling smile, “you might want to start thinking about your third task.” 

    He jumped high in the air, his body arcing above the swimming pool full of holy water, hovering for an instant, then plummeting down towards it. The surface began bubbling fiercely as his demonic mass neared it. 

    A millisecond before he hit, Henry thought he saw a flash of something, though he couldn’t tell what it was. The water flew into the air, the spray of a demonic cannonball soaking him as Atchzneephchael submerged. The water boiled and churned, then slowly settled back to a level calm, only periodic bubbles from below disturbing the mirror surface. 

    A minute went by, then two. Finally the shape at the bottom swam to the surface and sprung to the deck of the pool, the massive demon’s frame covered head to toe in a commercial-grade deep-sea drysuit. 

    Atchzneephchael pulled the custom diving helmet free, careful not to drip any holy water on himself, then reached his gloved hand into the pouch on his belt, producing Henry’s gold ring. 

    “I believe this is what you requested,” he said before grabbing another soda from the cooler. 

    Henry didn’t even argue. Again the demon had played by the rules and bent them just enough. He didn’t break them, though. It was technically legal. 

    “You know,” Henry said, both annoyed and impressed, “you demons would make damn good lawyers.” 

    The demon laughed heartily and fixed him with an amused smile. 

    “My dear fellow,” he chuckled. “Who do you think invented them?” 

    The time had arrived for Henry’s final task. Atchzneephchael expected the human to be at least a little nervous. It was, after all, his last chance before losing his soul to the underworld forever, but the man stood confidently before him, no fear in his eyes. 

    “What are you up to, mortal?” he asked. 

    “You know,” Henry replied, “you keep calling me that. ‘Mortal.’  

    “And?” 

    “Well, first, I’m going to tell you my wish.” He gave the demon a long stare. “I wish for a lifetime judgeship atop the most powerful of courts, but I wish for that lifetime to be continuous.” 

    “Oh no,” the demon hissed. “You can’t possibly want–” 

    Henry cut him off. “Yes. I wish to be immortal.” 

    A rumble cut through the air, as if forces high and low heard this particular request, and neither of them was pleased with it. 

    “Are you certain this is your wish?” Atchzneephchael asked, his expression unreadable. 

    “Yes,” was the reply. “And now for your task.” 

    Henry paused for effect. Oh, this is going to be good, he thought. He wanted to stretch the moment out, to savor his victory against his surprisingly skilled opponent. Soon he’d be the most powerful judge in the land, and he’d never lose his soul, because he would never die. The perfect loophole. 

    “I want you,” he began, gleefully playing the ace up his sleeve, “to enter Heaven and kiss an angel.” 

    The demon stood stock-still, eyes locked on the tiny man before him. He remained that way for several seconds, then sighed, his massive shoulders sagging. 

    “Fuck it,” Atchzneephchael said. “You win.” 

    And with a puff of smoke, he was gone. 

    The Honorable Judge Henry Alexander Tyrell had been overseeing the court for well over a hundred years. His judgments were law, and the condemned faced fates worse than death.  

    Of course they were already dead, technically, making Henry’s burned and tortured body the only living human in the burning chamber deep in the bowels of Hell. 

    He couldn’t die, that having been granted to him as part of his wish, and he ruled the most powerful court in the land, as was also his wish. His body, while immortal, could, however, be damaged and burned, broken and torn, painfully regenerating between each torture session. His fate, within the guidelines of the agreement, was technically legal. 

    Judge Henry Alexander Tyrell’s billowing black robes covered the horror that was his tormented body, hiding it from view as it slowly mended while he sentenced soul after soul to their eternal fate.  

    He slammed his gavel down with a mighty crash. “Next defendant!” 

    He only had 27,412 to go before his next torture session, his rare break from hearing case after case of whining men and women with their tired excuses.  

    It was the most powerful court, but every plea he heard was painfully trivial to his intellect. His mind ached from the boredom, and he often wished he could just kill himself rather than suffer through one more whining soul. More than once, he cursed his immortality. 

    The large demon tasked with the next few rounds of flaying stood by, an imposing bailiff of sorts, barbed whip in hand, waiting for court to adjourn and the mind-numbing pleadings to finally stop. Then the real torture would begin. 

     As another pathetic defendant was led before him and began to whine his case, Henry found himself almost looking forward to it. 


    Déjà Vu 

    I didn’t know how long I’d been handcuffed to the sturdy metal cot in that bright, sterile examining room. With no clock on the wall and the lights totally out of my control, it could have been hours. Hell, it could have been days for all I knew.  

    That’s the funny thing about sleep deprivation; it messes with your sense of time.  

    Wait, I’m getting ahead of myself. Or behind. Something like that. Sorry, time gets kind of mixed up like that these days. 

    So, which part was I at? Oh yeah, they were examining me. Yes, that’s right. I’d been held there for several months at that point. But… wait, I did it again, didn’t I? OK, right, let me start over, but from the beginning. 

    Not that long ago, I was just a simple production assistant, or PA as they call us, in the entertainment industry, constantly jumping from show to show as work came my way. When I’d started working in “The Biz” in my late twenties as a way to get a foot in the door, I thought I was embarking on an wonderful adventure in the glamorous world of film and TV. 

    I couldn’t have been more wrong.  

    Glamorous? More like brutal, with hellishly long hours and low pay, at least for us non-union peons in the production department. 

    Rather quickly, I learned that being a PA was not only a thankless job, but an impossibly exhausting one as well.  

    “Darren, bring the background in and make sure hair and makeup know that we’ll be doing last looks on talent in five,” the assistant director would call out over the walkie-talkie. ADs loved their walkies, and they certainly excelled at speaking into them, though not always so much at listening. 

    “Darren, call last man at lunch, then print sides for the table read.” “Darren, I need you to get a cappuccino with skim milk and agave to video village for the director.” “Darren, make a vegan sandwich on gluten-free bread for the talent.”  

    Yeah, it wasn’t what I had planned when I left my master’s program at UCLA, and as a thirty-two-year-old man, the menial nature of the job sometimes got to me. It’s not that I didn’t like the people I worked for, it’s just I thought I’d be doing something more, you know? 

    And let’s not forget the one major aspect of the business that the average person is painfully unaware of. The hours.  

    When I overhear some non-industry person complaining about working a ten-hour day, it takes every ounce of self-control I possess to not burst out laughing in their face. We dream of the day when we only have to work ten hours. The painful reality is that the production team, who are the first on set and the last to leave, regularly works sixteen-hour days, if not more, and we do so on minimal sleep more often than not. 

    That’s how this all started. The lack of sleep. Well, that and a lot of coffee. But I’m getting ahead of myself – but only a little bit. At least I think so. Where was I?  

    Oh yeah, the show where it all started. 

    We were filming the first season of a new cable series. The budget was high, and the producers didn’t flinch at spending millions per episode. They were ambitious, and that drive translated into increasingly long hours on one hell of a tough shoot. 

    By the third week, “Fraturday” became a normal occurrence. That’s what we called it when a Friday shift went so long it was Saturday before we got home. Of course that killed your weekend, because you would get off work at sunrise Saturday and start work at sunrise on Monday. You can see how this would wear down even the hardiest of crew members. 

    Fortunately the gods brought forth the gift of Strong Coffee.  

    And it was good.  

    We’d get through work on four hours of sleep propped up by pot after pot of lava-hot jet fuel in a cup. Add a dozen packets of sugar and you’d stay alert for at least a half hour. Then refill and repeat. 

    The gig was brutal, to say the least, with the average day close to eighteen hours. I even started answering my walkie-talkie in my sleep. You could say I was a bit delirious. More than a bit, really.  

    It was at that point that the déjà vu started happening. 

    Now I had long posited a theory that the real cause of déjà vu was simply your mind being so exhausted that it began processing things you saw just a fraction slower than normal, resulting in your seeing something but having it register with your conscious brain a second after your subconscious had already digested it. It was just a theory, mind you, but it seemed to make sense. I couldn’t think of a time that I’d experienced déjà vu when well-rested, but really, who keeps track of that sort of thing?  

    It’s not like I keep a journal or anything. 

    Yeah. A journal. In retrospect, maybe those last several months of living hell might not have been so bad if I had. Then again, maybe they’d have been worse. 

    But I’m getting off topic again.  

    Five months. That’s how long we’d been at it. Five months of eighty-plus-hour weeks back to back to back. That feeling of sand in your puffy eyes all day long, even when you’re nowhere near a beach. The deep body ache and lethargic pace your every movement seems to decelerate into. Like walking in mud. Like pulling an invisible sled. Like your limbs had weights pulling them down. 

    I was a wreck.  

    I finally hit the point where I wouldn’t even sleep some nights. At least not really. I’d lie down but be so tired I’d close my eyes and just daydream, unable to fall into proper REM slumber.  

    That was when the beginnings of “the pattern” fueling the whole thing finally arose.  

    I’d start the week with no sleep Monday, then roughly four hours Tuesday before finally being able to catch five hours on Wednesday. Thursday and Friday were back-to-back eighteen-hour days, which left me a jittery insomniac by the weekend, when I should have been out for days, recovering.  

    At that point, my body clock was wrecked.  

    I’d only get about four hours of sleep on Saturday after work, and since getting home after sunrise and going to bed just meant I was waking near dusk, I was unable to slip into a normal pattern. By the time Monday rolled around (far too quickly), that meant waking up at four to be at set by my five a.m. call time. 

    I have a belief, by the way. If you wake up at 3:59 a.m., you’re waking up really, really late at night. If you wake at 4:00 a.m., you’re waking really, really early. In either case, it sucks something fierce. 

    Coffee, as I think I mentioned, was my savior and curse. It kept me going but made any semblance of deep sleep even harder. A necessary evil, but I told myself it was just for a few more months until the show went into hiatus and I could take some time off to recover before the next one. 

    I think the excessive coffee consumption was the first trigger. If I had four cups before lunch, I would notice changes, and we’re not talking upset stomach or pounding headache.  

    I saw things. 

    The déjà vu episodes became more frequent, sometimes as many as a dozen a day. That in and of itself was disconcerting, but what was really odd was their length.  

    I started having them for ten, twenty, even thirty seconds at a stretch. It was like living in a DVD that was skipping back and forth. All my actions during those spells were like watching a movie I’d already seen. I learned to roll with the odd sensation and do my job, but it made me wonder. 

    What if I was actually seeing into the future? 

    Yeah, crazy, I know, but when you’re utterly exhausted, your mind will convince you of all sorts of things. Like the time I actually saw a pink elephant crossing the freeway heading home at 3 a.m. and swerved to avoid it. Yeah, I probably shouldn’t have been driving. 

    Shit, I forgot what I was saying. My train of thought derails more and more often these days.  

    Oh yeah, time travel. 

    So seeing the future. Right.  

    I thought it was pretty amazing, if only I could do something about it. Unfortunately the experience was like being in a dream, and I was just along for the ride. That’s how it went for the next three weeks until the production trailer got its own espresso machine. 

    By the way, if you call it “expresso” I will hunt you down and beat you to death with your own appendage. You may think I’m kidding, and maybe I am, but is it worth the risk? 

    Anyway, espresso.  

    I may have overdone it a little when I brewed my jet-fuel strength quad-shot that morning, but I’d been without proper sleep for so long and was already on my seventy-first hour that week (and it was only Thursday), so it just somehow made sleep-deprived sense to me at the time.  

    The brew was strong enough to peel paint off a wall, and it hit my system like a sledgehammer, the caffeine forcing my body and mind to lurch into action when by all reasonable expectations they should both have been curled up fetal, snoring on the ground.  

    That was the first time it happened. 

    Even with my frequent déjà vu episodes, up until that moment, I had only been an observer of tiny snippets of my future. Along for the ride as long as the glimpse would last.  

    This time was different. This time was amazing. This time wasn’t ten or even thirty seconds, but nearly a full minute, and rather than experiencing moments before it happened, I had the entire experience flash into my mind before it even started. 

    I walked in a daze, exhausted yet wired, and fully aware of every single thing that was about to happen. 

    Samantha is going to say hello, then step into the makeup trailer. 

    “Morning, Darren!” 

    Now Benny is going to slip on that cable and spill coffee on his shirt. 

    “God damn it! Anyone have a towel?” 

    Mark is going to ask me for a hot battery for his walkie-talkie. 

    “Hey Darren, do you have a…” 

    I handed him the battery. 

    “Thank you.” 

    The blue ice chest is going to tip over while Sherri is filling it with water bottles. 

    I saw it begin to topple, as I knew it would, when without realizing what I was doing, I lunged forward and caught it before it fell to the ground. 

    “Whoa! Thanks Darren! That would have sucked!” 

    “No problem, glad to help,” I replied. 

    That was when it hit me. The enormity of it.  

    My heart was pounding in my chest, and it wasn’t from the caffeine. Did I just do what I think I did? 

    I’ll go ahead and spoil the suspense. Yes, I did.  

    I changed the future. 

    “Red thirty-four,” the croupier called out.  

    I had won again. Thirty-five to one odds and I’d been hitting them regularly across Vegas all week. I thought I was playing smart, only winning one big bet in each casino. I wish I’d known then what I know now, namely that even though they are in competition with one another for patrons’ money, the casinos all share a central tracking system of gamblers that come through their doors.  

    Maybe if I’d just stuck with playing horses and poker, I wouldn’t have wound up in this mess, but what can I say? I was exhausted, wired on caffeine, and for the first time in my life, I actually had money.  

    A lot of it. 

    Did I skip ahead again? Shit, sorry. I should clarify. 

    I didn’t start out as a high roller in the casinos of Las Vegas. Hell, I was still a broke-ass production assistant when I realized I had somehow stumbled upon something big.  

    At first I couldn’t control it; the exact reasons and triggers that allowed me to catch glimpses of the future were still a mystery. Since that first incident, more often than not, I’d maybe be able to get a twenty-second flash, but nothing more. I managed to do fairly well playing poker with the Teamsters on set, but really there’s not much you can do with twenty seconds. What I needed to re-create was that longer event, but I wasn’t quite sure how.  

    Fortunately we are pretty anal about our paperwork in film production, and in my off hours I began charting out my sleep schedule on a spreadsheet.  

    I figured it had to be somehow tied in to my déjà vu theory, and that sleep deprivation was the trigger, or at least part of it. I was still having shorter flashes, but nothing I could really act on. Ironically, the excitement of discovering my sleep-deprived gift was being stymied by my increased insomnia as I labored into the wee hours to understand it.  

    Basically, I made myself too tired for it to work. 

    Two weeks after we wrapped the show, I began meticulously re-creating my sleep schedule from the weeks prior. Normally I would have been catching up on much-needed rest, but instead I was subjecting myself to increasingly brutal bouts of self-inflicted sleeplessness. It sucked, no doubt about it, but when the episodes slowly started to lengthen, it made it all worthwhile.  

    At two months I had figured out (only roughly at that point) a basic formula of sleeplessness to caffeine. I also found that it couldn’t be the same every day. That was an unexpected but crucial discovery. Multiple days of no sleep followed by short periods of rest, then long stretches of miserable consciousness was what it took. Add to that the coffee intake and there was a baseline. The espresso jolt was what seemed to kick it into overdrive. 

    By the third month, it was dialed in. I had even stopped looking for shows to work on. I had no need of a menial job, I was making a very decent living playing cards or dice with street hustlers, winning just enough to seem like a fluke (and not get me stabbed in the back as I walked off with my winnings). Fortunately I was exhausted and looked like hell, so no one ever suspected I was anything more than a strung-out gambling addict who happened to get lucky. I desperately wanted to sleep, but the power, far more than the money, had me hooked, and I wasn’t about to give it up.  

    Sure, it had taken a lot of fine-tuning and trial and error, as well as copious amounts of coffee, but I had finally cracked the secret. At the shortest, I was consistently seeing to the two-minute mark, while at times I could stretch as far as five. With that much time to work with, it wasn’t long before I moved up from street hustlers to the racetracks, and from there it was only natural I’d try the lottery. 

    I really should have just hit the jackpot and walked away. All of this mess could have been avoided.  

    Unfortunately I mistakenly assumed that I was better off winning smaller amounts, the logic behind that being hitting it big would draw too much attention. So it came to pass that instead of the massive multimillion-dollar jackpot, I merely won a respectable five-figure sum to bankroll my future escapades. Naturally I couldn’t come back and win a lottery again, it would make the news, and scrutiny was what I was avoiding. 

    That was when I got stupid and went to Vegas. That was when I got on the mob’s radar. 

    Wait, did I already go over that? I was duct taped to a chair and– no, hang on, I started at the examination room, didn’t I?  

    Right. I think I need more coffee. 

    So anyway.  

    Vegas.  

    Right.  

    Like I was saying, I kicked off my Las Vegas experience with some blackjack, poker, and craps. The games went long enough that I would win and lose over time, never raising too many red flags. Sure, I’d always come out ahead, but it wasn’t anything excessive. I thought I was being so smart. Little did I know, they’d taken notice nonetheless.  

    Then I decided to try my hand at roulette. The odds were amazing – a thirty-five to one payout – and I, foolishly, couldn’t resist. I started winning. A lot. Too fast, and too much.  

    The mob, needless to say, was not amused. 

    “I’m gonna ask you again, how did you beat the wheel at all five casinos?” 

    “I told you, I was just lucky. I picked a number and the ball landed on it. I mean it happens all the time, right?” 

    SMACK, another punch to the face. I strained my arms, but the duct tape binding me to the chair seemed to laugh at my feeble attempts. 

    “Maybe you’re hard of hearing on account of all the blows to the head, so I’ll ask again, really slowly. How. Did. You. Beat. The. Wheels?” The guy was a brute. Hired muscle who could likely pummel me into a meat paste without breaking a sweat. I knew it was silly to resist, I mean, what good would it do me? I wasn’t keeping state secrets or anything. Besides, they almost certainly wouldn’t believe me anyway.  

    That was what really scared me. What if they decided I was lying? What would happen to me then? If they thought I was just a waste of their time, I’d be in a shallow grave in the Nevada desert before morning. 

    SMACK. 

    Goddamn, that hurt! The guy had surprisingly sharp knuckles for such meaty hands. It was time to spill the beans before I was physically unable to do so. I turned my head and spat out the blood pooling in my mouth. 

    “It’s a gift,” I began. “Something I recently learned how to do.” I wasn’t speaking to the thug in front of me. It was his handler, the lithe man in the dark suit leaning against the wall like he hadn’t a care in the world, who was really running things. 

    “Go on,” the brute said, holding off on the beating, at least for a moment. 

    And so I laid it all out. The exhaustion, how it started as flashes, how it evolved, how I had more or less gotten it under control, but it took time and a lot of effort to get to that point. 

    “Show me,” the handler said with a curious expression, like a cat humoring a mouse it could kill with one swipe of its paw. 

    “I can’t.” 

    He nodded to his associate. 

    SMACK! 

    “I can’t right now! You’ve kept me up too long. I need to rest and get back to the proper state. It’s not something I can just wish up when you snap your fingers.” 

    I closed my eyes as the big man pulled back his arm for another blow. 

    “Wait.”  

    A momentary respite.  

    “Time is something we have,” the lean man said. “And though I’m not normally inclined to believe hoodoo voodoo garbage, I’ve seen the security tapes. We cross-referenced the database and found your face all over town in poker games, blackjack, craps, and you left a winner every time. Every. Single. Time. I wanna see if you can actually pull this off. Tell us what you need, and we’ll try this again in a few days. But know this: If you are lying to me, they’ll never find the pieces.” 

    My cell could have been worse, I suppose. It was a relatively nice room on a lower floor of what must have been one of the older casinos on the strip. The doors and windows didn’t open, obviously, and it didn’t take a great leap of imagination to picture the armed goon hanging outside in the hallway.  

    At least it was clean, though I quickly found it incredibly hard to achieve my necessary state locked in one room. To stay awake for several days (after a short rest, of course) requires distraction. Sitting in a room just makes you want to sleep. 

    “I need a gym,” I said. “Or somewhere to walk. Something to help me stay up.” 

    Surprisingly, they agreed to my request. The roof of the building was made accessible to me, under guard, and the fresh air and blood pumping from moving around really did the trick. Five days later, I was in the zone. 

    “Black ten.” 

    It was my fifth correct roll in a row. Lucky for me, because just as the ball dropped into the slot, the vision cut out. 

    “Utterly amazing,” the lean man admitted. “You cheated us out of a good deal of money, you know, but I think we’ve just found a way for you to repay us.” 

    I had been the mobster’s pet psychic, or whatever you want to call it, for nearly two months, always staying on edge, always hovering between exhaustion and a caffeinated adrenaline rush. He said I was his guest, but we both knew better. Sure, I was kept in a luxurious penthouse suite, and sure I had 24/7 access to the rooftop should I want exercise or air. I even had a small gym in my quarters. But I was most certainly his possession.  

    He thought he treated me well, and I suppose, in his own twisted way, that was the case. Occasionally, if I’d scored him a particularly large win with one of the dozens of weekly bets he would have me try to get a fix on, he would offer me top-notch hookers as a reward. To help keep me “up,” he would chuckle. 

    I took the girls into my room, but always declined their services. 

    Now if I was the type of man who didn’t mind knowing a woman was just with me because she was paid to be, perhaps it would have been a good situation, but unfortunately that’s just not my thing. Of course, I always told him we’d had a great time and the girls were amazing lovers. I wouldn’t want them not to get paid (or worse) should he think they weren’t up to snuff. Still, the whole thing left me feeling a bit skeevy. 

    By the time his brains were splattered on the floor in front of me, I’d estimate I must have won him over thirty-million dollars. He was far more sophisticated than I was when it came to the ins and outs of gambling. With his legion of lackeys to place bets all across town, he had a consistent churn coming from the competing establishments. 

    As for me, I had been sleep deprived for so long by that point, I was beginning to experience much longer stretches of foresight than my five-minute average.  

    I kept that little tidbit to myself.  

    One delirious morning it dawned on me that maybe it wasn’t future memories that I was seeing, but possibly the key to time travel itself. Then I’d realize my body hadn’t moved at all, so technically I wasn’t a time traveler. Or maybe knowledge of the future really was slipping the bonds of time somehow. I guess, technically, it was still a sort of time travel, just not what anyone would have ever imagined. 

    Oh hang on, I mentioned my captor was killed.  

    Sorry, I should clarify. 

    He was visiting me in my suite after I had scored him a particularly hefty payday. Later, I thought it was actually sort of funny how if I’d just been in the zone at that moment, I could have warned him about the swarm of special operatives about to burst into the room and kill every single person who wasn’t me. 

    They were quite efficient, I must say. The CIA trains them well, and they certainly got their money’s worth. When the flash-bang grenades went off and they kicked the doors in, the entire floor was secured in under thirty seconds. 

    I was scared shitless, but when the smoke cleared, I saw the uniforms and realized my Mafia captivity was finally over. 

    “Thank God,” I said, grateful for the rescue. “You don’t know how long I’ve been here!” 

    A man in a black balaclava held up a photograph as he quietly studied my face. 

    “Target acquired.” 

    “Um, excuse me? What do you mean, ‘target’?” I asked. The stun gun in his hand quickly answered that question, and the last thing I saw was a black canvas sack being pulled over my head. 

    “Hello, Darren, I’m Dr. McNabb. I’ll be running some tests on you these next few weeks,” the man in the lab coat said when I finally woke in the sterile, windowless room. 

    “But you rescued me –” 

    “Yes, yes, but first we need to understand a few things about your condition. From what we’ve heard, you may be able to help us with a few of our more exotic problems.” 

    “So I’m not free to go?” 

    “Not quite yet, but I assure you the government will take great care of you. You’ll be a hero if you help us out.” 

    I had thought I was being freed. No such luck. 

    Like the song says, “Meet the new boss. Same as the old boss.” Only this one had a badge. 

    I was held in isolation for several weeks while they ran tests on me. Apparently my mob captors had kept copious notes on my condition and what they did to maintain my abilities, and the doctors were keen to test the limits of what I could do. My prior captors had made it very clear that I could only see as far as five minutes forward, so it was imperative to maintain a perimeter that would take longer than that for me to breach should I decide to make a run for it.  

    Gee, thanks guys.  

    Those notes led my government hosts to make quite certain their safeguards took that into account, and all patrols more than doubled it just to be safe. 

    The team of doctors drew blood more frequently than a goddamn vampire, though with the amount of high-octane coffee they were pumping into me I suspect they got more java than red stuff most of the time. 

    Being scientists, they controlled everything down to the amount of time I slept and when I ate. It was hell. I entirely lost track of time. The lights were totally out of my control, and with no clocks to be found, I never knew what time it was or how long I’d been awake. 

    “Don’t worry about that,” the staff would tell me. “We’re monitoring the hours, and you’re doing just fine.” 

    Yeah, sure. As if they expected me to believe my best interests were their concern. 

    As for the tricks I had used to avoid sleep, my old rooftop prison seemed like heaven by comparison. In the painfully bland environment of their testing facility, they would use random noise generators to jolt me alert anytime I seemed to be nodding off. I asked if I could just go for a walk or at least get some fresh air, but that wasn’t in their protocols.  

    After weeks of testing and re-testing we eventually got to the meat and potatoes of what they really wanted.  

    An army of me.  

    Not “me” me, but people like me. Oh those poor volunteers. 

    After three months of brutal experiments, the men and women who had stepped forward, hoping to become the country’s next generation of super-soldiers, were nothing but a jibbering group of glazed-eyed floor warmers. All my regimen of sleep deprivation and caffeine had done was break them down, one by one. 

    It seemed, much to the doctors’ chagrin, that I was unique. 

    I mentioned how much it sucked being handcuffed to a cot, right? I mean time just lost meaning after a while, though I knew the doctors watching me on the monitors had it measured and recorded down to the second. 

    For two months after the attempts to re-create my ability failed, they’d been using me in dirty ways. Things that made me feel ill. Things I wish I’d never seen.  

    The arms deals weren’t a big issue, it was just making sure the coast was clear for their transaction. The stock trades, while totally unethical, were at least understandable. I mean, how could the CIA turn down the opportunity to quintuple their budget by a well-coordinated series of massive, covert flash trades over the course of several weeks? Insider trading might be illegal for the rest of the nation, but if you’re in government, it seems to be perfectly acceptable, especially for the three-letter agencies. 

    No, it wasn’t those that got to me. It was the drone strikes.  

    They started using me to confirm targets before sending missiles to blow them up, innocent bystanders or not. It was only a few months, but I’d already seen more death than I would ever have wanted. So naturally I am in hiding. 

    Wait, Did I get to the part where I escaped? Shit, my bad. I’m having more and more problems with time these days.  

    So. The escape.  

    It was fortunate I hadn’t mentioned my extended sight when I was being held in Vegas. Had I said anything about it then, it would have wound up in those notes, and I’d have never stood a chance. As it was, it still took every bit of concentration I had to overcome the security measures and break out, and even then, it was only after weeks of planning, observing, and a big dose of luck. 

    Still, as you’d imagine, knowing when things are going to happen can prove really useful when you need to escape a maximum-security research lab. As far as they knew, given my limitations (on paper), a Rube-Goldberg-like thirteen-minute escape shouldn’t have been possible.  

    But then neither should I, if you want to pick nits.  

    In any case, one day the stars aligned. I saw the farthest I’d ever seen, and the pieces, just barely, fit into place.  

    By the time they learned their prize lab rat was missing, I was long gone. 

    It’s really not so bad out here. I mean, keeping off the grid and out of sight of any security cameras, traffic cameras, ATM cameras – well, it can be a bit tiring, but I’m getting the hang of it. The gift of foresight doesn’t hurt either, though staying perpetually sleep-deprived and jacked on caffeine is certainly playing havoc on my body.  

    Smaller towns are the way to go, so I’m keeping on the move and laying low, winning a little money from street hustlers and paying for everything with cash. It sucks that I can’t touch the hundreds of thousands in my bank accounts, but that’s just not an option. Not with the CIA and their nameless affiliates looking for me. I know they’re scanning everything. Searching. Trying to find me.  

    I just keep running.  

    The only problem is, it’s getting harder and harder to keep a step ahead when I’m almost too tired to walk. 


    The Great Yoga Riot of Beverly Hills 

    Yogi Vinrasha Himdalay felt like a new man when he left the quaint little ashram in a remote corner of India. The mystic secrets imparted to him during his six-month intensive yoga retreat left his third eye open wide to the world, his chakras aligned, and his chi flowing in perfect harmony. 

    When Yogi Vinrasha Himdalay (formerly known as Burt Thompson) settled into his first-class seat, bound for his immensely popular yoga studio in Beverly Hills, he felt confident that he was bringing home with him not only a new series of asanas to share with his loyal followers, but also a new way of life. One his celebrity clientele would undoubtedly adopt with gusto. 

    Burt wasn’t always a yoga guru to the slightly damaged rich and famous of Los Angeles. He’d sold frozen steaks (but was now a vegetarian of course), was a waiter at a chic beachfront restaurant on the Malibu coast, and had even spent time as a process server for a particularly nasty divorce attorney, thanks to a hookup from one of the tattooed Russian line cooks he worked with.  

    It was that last job, actually, that had led to his indoctrination into the ways of yoga. 

    Donny “The Beast” McNabb was a mid-level pro wrestling star with hair as long as his temper was short. Burt had been serving him with divorce papers all those years ago when his life was changed forever.  

    The huge man was outside the arena following one of his bouts, taking pictures and posing with fans. To say he hadn’t taken kindly to the handsome, sandy-haired beach bum casually handing him a court summons under guise of asking for an autograph would be an understatement. The Beast’s one saving grace was that there were no witnesses willing to make a statement against him. So it was that once Burt was released from the hospital with no lawsuit possible, he wound up in a workers’ comp-mandated physical therapy program.  

    Once the casts were removed, of course.  

    It had been hard going, for a time. His joints were constantly sore, and his muscles were tight and stiff, but as fate would have it, one of the physical therapists (the surprisingly strong Filipino woman who performed the excruciating cross-fiber friction massage on his healing tendons) mentioned that yoga might be a low-impact and less-painful way for him to regain his strength and mobility. 

    Anything was better than her painful manhandling, so he gave it a try. 

    Fifteen years later, Burt Thompson was no more, replaced by Yogi Vinrasha Himdalay, guru to the stars, a man who had grown his humble workshops into the most popular yoga studio on the Westside.  

    For whatever reason, he was something of a magnet for the damaged people of Los Angeles, drawing scores of recovering addicts to his classes, right alongside the raw and vegan lifestyle models who liked his calm demeanor almost as much as his surfer good looks.  

    Actually it made perfect sense. Early on in his practice, he had applied what he knew of specialized marketing tactics (specifically targeting people needing a sense of belonging), and what better place to build a tight-knit yoga community full of people looking for a support network than at AA meetings?  

    He sat through discussions week after week, and slowly, over coffee and cookies, he gradually recruited a fiercely loyal following. It was their near-fanatical support in the beginning that had made him stand out and seem so attractive to newcomers in the years that followed. If his devotees were so loyal, people had reasoned, he had to be something amazing, right? 

    Of course Hollywood has never had a shortage of celebrities with addiction issues, and all it took was a few tabloid pics of them leaving his studio for his yoga practice to snowball.  

    Within only a year, he had to relocate to a much larger facility, bankrolled by his doting students. 

    When he took to the small podium upon his return from his six-month absence, the excitement in the packed room was electric as the crowd murmured with anticipation. 

    “Friends, it is so good to see you all again,” he said, the crowd falling into silence. “I have many new things to share with you. Things that will change your lives forever. Your physical well-being will improve, and your strength and mental clarity will grow. In one month’s time, I will begin a new program for those of you who wish to benefit from what I have learned in my time in the ashrams of India. The training will be intense, and your bodies will be pushed by the effort, but it will be worth it. I remain your servant, ever committed to helping you nourish your physical being as well as your spiritual one. For now I wish to simply say how glad I am to see you all again, and I look forward to your joining me when we begin this exciting and challenging new chapter in your self-improvement next month.” 

    He scanned the crowd. All eyes were locked on him, waiting intently for his next words.  

    “In the meantime, I’ll be teaching daily for those who wish to partake of my traditional offerings. I look forward to seeing you all soon. Namaste.” 

    He spent an hour socializing with his students, most of whom had greatly missed him during his absence, then went to his private offices, slipped out of his robes and into some sweat pants, and hopped in his car, bound for Plummer Park, the old Russian chess battleground in West Hollywood.  

    He felt confident that most, if not all, of his followers would sign up for his new program, and that would help expand his reach beyond Los Angeles once it gained momentum. Now he just needed to make it happen. Fortunately he knew just the man for the job. 

    “Burt, is good to seeing you again,” Yuri said, rising from the table where he was locked in an intense chess match with an elderly Russian man with tufts of hair sprouting from his ears.  

    Yuri was thickly muscled, heavily tattooed, and a few years older than his friend. He wore a red Adidas track suit and spotless matching Adidas shoes, the trio of lines running from his soles all the way to his broad shoulders. The big man gave his friend a crushing hug. 

    “Yuri, you know no one calls me that anymore,” Yogi Vinrasha Himdalay laughed once the large man finally released him.  

    “Bah, you will always be Burt to Yuri,” he grinned. “So tell me, why are you to coming here?” 

    “It has been far too many years, my friend. I knew I could find you in the park. Old habits die hard, eh?” 

    “Da, and much business is done over good game of chess.” 

    “I remember. So listen, I was wondering, are you still connected in the food industry?” 

    “Foods? Da, I have connections in many things. Remember, it was Yuri who got you out of restaurant job. Sorry about what happen to you with wrestler, but if not for Yuri, you would still be waiter!” he laughed. “I like what you doing now. Many more beautiful women in yoga job, eh?” 

    “It’s a better lifestyle, that is true.” 

    “So what do you need, my friend?” 

    “I’m taking my clients to a higher level of fitness. They’ll be stronger, sharper, more energized. I have a chef handling the organic meals, but I need someone to help me with the juicing aspect. Production as well as delivery.” 

    “You need help for juicing? Yuri can get juice.” 

    “It has to be top quality. Only the best.” 

    “Don’t worry,” the big Russian said with a smile. “Leave to Yuri. I taking care of it for you.” 

    When Yogi Vinrasha Himdalay introduced his new organic vegetarian meal plan and delivery service to his loyal followers the following month, the enthusiastic response was beyond what he had ever hoped for. Soon his meal prep staff as well as Yuri’s juice delivery service both had to hire additional laborers to keep up with demand. The new health, energy, and vitality-boosting foods were a hit. 

    Meals, both hot and cold, were delivered daily, taking the stress of shopping out of the daily equation of so many people’s lives. Then there were the juices. The novel combinations were fresh and delicious, and those who subscribed to the delivery program absolutely swore by them, claiming they’d never had never felt as good as when they downed a bottle of his special elixirs. 

    At the same time, Yogi Vinrasha Himdalay’s new yoga classes were crowded to capacity, with him even having to add additional sessions to accommodate the dozens of overflow students who couldn’t find mat space in the jam-packed sessions. 

    The new series of asanas challenged people, the combinations, rhythm, and intensity pushing them to new heights. That, combined with the top-notch nourishment they were now receiving, saw marked improvements in both their physical strength as well as definition of musculature.  

    His actor clients subsequently found themselves in higher demand as their sculpted physiques caught the eye of casting directors and obsessed fans alike, while his other clients who had been previously struggling with shedding extra weight saw the fat melt away, replaced by lean muscle. 

    Five months after his new regimen began, Yogi Vinrasha Himdalay’s students’ successes had spread by word of mouth faster than mono in a high school. New students would come from miles away to study with him, quickly jumping on board with his meal plans and juice regimen, replacing the toxic foods in their diets with his healthy ones. 

    Six months later, talk shows began interviewing the incredibly popular yogi, which only served to grow his reach further. The opportunities for expansion were lining up faster than they could be logged into the computerized future franchise system that had been set up when things began to snowball. He even had to hire another assistant. 

    Things couldn’t have been going better, Yogi Vinrasha Himdalay thought to himself. He had effected an amazing change in people’s lives with simple foods, juice, and yoga. Surely things would only improve further as time went on. 

    The first all-out brawl at the yoga studio started over the simple placement of a yoga mat.  

    The room was crowded, as always, and the air was hot. An intentional choice to optimize the cleansing and toning properties of the poses while helping the body purge unwanted toxins. Unfortunately those conditions also led the brawny man with thinning hair and spotty shoulder acne to lose his cool. 

    “Your mat is in my space,” he had angrily grunted to the man set up beside him. 

    “Hey, it’s all good, there’s room for everyone. Chill out,” the interloper had replied. 

    “What did you say?” His chest was puffed out, his eyes a bit wide with the adrenaline surge. “Did you tell me to chill out?” 

    “What’s your problem man? It’s a yoga class. You need to mellow out.” 

    “Well you better namaste the fuck out of my way then,” the angry man growled. 

    When an unfortunately timed loss of balance during a particularly difficult pose caused the man to bump into his pumped-up neighbor during class, the enraged fellow finally lost what was left of his cool.  

    By the time the police arrived, the brawl had sucked half a dozen other people into the fray.  

    The air of the studio was tinged with the pungent aroma of pepper spray long after the men were rounded up and carted off, and it took the better part of the evening to clean up the blood and granola scattered across the floor. 

    “What’s going on?” Yogi Vinrasha Himdalay asked his facility manager when yet another confrontation occurred two days later, this time out in front of the building. Two spandex-clad yoga chicks had become involved in a vicious catfight over a parking space. “People are losing their minds. They’re supposed to be centering, becoming one with the universe,” the yogi lamented. 

    “I don’t know what it is, boss, but tensions have really been flaring. A lot of people are just angry lately. And have you noticed, they aren’t looking all that healthy anymore either.” 

    He had noticed, actually. Skin, once glowing and clear, was pocked with acne. People’s hair was no longer shiny, but dull, and their physiques looked unnaturally swollen. 

    “I wonder if maybe they’re having food allergies or something,” she posited. 

    The yogi pondered for a moment, then felt his gut twist as a thought flashed through his mind. He hoped he was wrong. 

    “Call Yuri and have him swing by after deliveries.” 

    When the large Russian came by that evening, a feeling of increasing unease had settled into Yogi Vinrasha Himdalay’s stomach. 

    “Hey Burt, is good seeing you.” 

    “Yuri, good to see you as well,” he replied, unsure how to broach the topic plaguing his churning mind. “So, have you heard?” he began. “Several of my students have gotten into fights at the studio.” 

    “It happens sometimes,” the Russian replied, untroubled by the news. “Is merely side effect. We see in Russia all the time. Totally normal. Not to worrying about it.” 

    “Side effect?” The feeling of dread was spreading quickly. “What do you mean side effect? Side effect of what?” 

    “You know. Juicing,” the Russian replied with a nudge and a wink.  

    “Wait, when I said I wanted you to get juice, you didn’t think –” 

    “All good, boss. Yuri has taking care of it. Best quality, just like you ask. Your students all get big and strong, no?” 

    Yuri kept talking, but Burt couldn’t seem to make out his words, the sheer horror of realization overwhelming his mind. 

    The writing was on the wall, and it was printed in ten-foot-high flaming block letters.  

    All he’d worked so hard for was gone in an instant. 

    Burt Thompson (Yogi Vinrasha Himdalay ceased to exist that day) was gone when his students arrived for class the following afternoon, headed for a non-extradition country far away on the other side of the world. His bank accounts were emptied, his phone was turned off, and no forwarding address was left behind.  

    All that remained were the several cases of juice in the refrigerated display and some monogrammed velour sweat pants.  

    When the angry and confused yoga chicks and yoga dudes realized their guru was gone, tensions flared.  

    Well, they more than flared. Then the formerly loving followers of Yogi Vinrasha Himdalay did what seemed like a good idea at the time. They torched the building.  

    And then they brawled. 

    Furious men and women fled the flames, spilling into the streets, fists flying, in a decidedly non-Zen free-for-all.  

    As texts and retweets of the yogi’s disappearance flashed out across the city, his once-faithful followers collectively lost their cool. As the palm trees and electric cars went up in flames, so began the Great Yoga Riot of Beverly Hills. 


    The Gluten-Free Goddess of Bokano Maru 

    When they had first begun cataloguing the smaller islands of the remote patch of the Pacific, Professors Harrison and Marks had never once dreamed that the insanity of modern civilization would have somehow beaten them to the denizens of the tiny chunk of inhabitable land the rest of the world seemed to have forgotten.  

    They couldn’t have been more wrong. 

    “Issa no goodayoo for eating,” the tribesman said in halting pidgin English. “Issa no glootenfree.” 

    “Oh dear,” Harrison remarked.  

    “Oh dear indeed,” Marks agreed. 

    The duo had only been on the little island of Bokano Maru for a few hours, arriving via seaplane, anchored nearby, then paddling to the white-sand shore. Having unloaded their gear from their raft, the duo were just starting to survey the gorgeous beaches and lush tropical interior of the almost mystical island, when an indigenous tribesman strode confidently toward them from the jungle canopy. 

    “Iorana!” Marks called out in what he hoped was the native greeting, “Pe’he koe?” 

    “Riva riva,” the man replied, relaxing his posture a bit. “Yoo Marikens?” he asked. 

    “British,” Harrison replied, astounded the man spoke a semblance of his native tongue. “I am Professor Harrison, and this is Professor Marks. We are here to learn about your island. Come, sit with us and share our meal.”  

    Hospitality was a big thing for the island cultures, and if an invitation was offered, the recipient was honor-bound to accept. So too was the tradition of providing shelter for those who washed up on their shores, a commonality the explorers had found amongst nearly all of the island-faring tribes, for in their varied cultures, they all knew full well that someday it might be they who washed up on someone else’s shores. 

    Marks had begun uncrating some of their foodstuffs, specially sealed to survive the humidity of the region. The man –Ponoaru, they learned he was called – was one of the tribal leaders. Good fortune, it seemed, had smiled upon them, finding a figure of authority straightaway like that. 

    Seeing the strange white men spreading out food on a banana leaf, Ponoaru removed the pack from his shoulder and contributed some dried meat and a leaf-wrapped package of island yams to the meal.  

    “Excuse me,” Hamilton said. “Is that a Louis Vuitton bag?” 

    “Looeeee!” Ponoaru exclaimed. “Dee goddess give me dis for to carry da foods.” 

    “Dear Lord, that’s a £1,500 bag. Where on Earth did he get that?” Marks asked, astounded. 

    “Patience, Marks, I’m sure we’ll find out soon enough,” his associate replied. 

    They popped open one of the mylar bags and passed around the contents: some tins of chicken, pouches of dried fruit, and, of course, some biscuits to go with their tea. 

    Without warning Ponoaru smacked the leavened snacks from their hands, crushing the biscuits into the sand with his foot until only crumbs remained. 

    “Issa no goodayoo for eating,” he said, spitting on the remnants of the biscuits. “Issa no glootenfree.” 

    Ponoaru led the way as they navigated a narrow jungle path to his village. His attire, they noted as they followed close behind, was adorned with bits of metal, woven scraps of faded fabrics of several colors, and of course native thatching from the palm fronds so prevalent in the region. 

    The island was of moderate size, perhaps fifteen kilometers long and less than half that across. Fortunately for the visitors, their destination was but a simple hour’s walk in the comforting shade of the tall trees swaying gently overhead. 

    Stepping out into a beachfront clearing on the far side of the island, Harrison and Marks were quite surprised to see a trio of weathered shipping containers, dents and gashes in their metal hides, positioned in a crude semi-circle, in the center of which was a highly decorated altar of wood, metal, and stones, shaded by the tattered remains of a once bright-orange emergency raft. 

    “Do you see that?” hissed Harrison. “A survival raft!” 

    “Indeed,” replied Marks. “That must be how they learned English. But what of the survivor, then?” 

    The scarecrow idol behind the altar caught both men’s attention. It was roughly five and a half feet high, human in shape, with a frizzy, and long-dried-out, blonde wig atop its head, which happened to be a very ornately painted coconut, complete with blush and lipstick.  

    “I say,” Marks commented, stepping past a line of small white rocks as he approached the altar. 

    “Stop!” Harrison called to his friend. “I don’t think they want you in there, old fellow.” 

    Villagers swarmed the site, crude spears in hand, shouting warnings as they waved their weapons. 

    “Ah, yes. So sorry chaps, my mistake,” he said, backing out of the sacred space. “I meant no disrespect.” 

    Ponoaru clasped him by his shoulders and fixed him with a stern gaze. “Ees no allow to goeeeng there,” he said, making sure the strange white man understood. “Ees holy place,” he added for emphasis. “Only elders go dere.” 

    “We are sorry, Ponoaru. It will not happen again.” 

    The man studied him for a moment, then, satisfied the message was understood, relaxed his grip, waved off the villagers, and took the men on a tour of the village. 

    The outer line of huts were of a somewhat more robust design, acting as wind blocks for the inner parts of the village as well as storage for various things that had washed up on their shores, lost overboard from ships caught in high seas. They were also used for housing the few animals in the village when the weather turned foul.  

    Closer in, the huts were of a smaller design, mostly providing shelter for families, but occasionally containing the few couples who were without children.  

    At the innermost were the tribal leaders, their accommodations a bit more plush, and all with entrances that faced the altar. It seemed that to lay eyes on the holiest of holies when you first awakened was considered a great blessing, and naturally the men of power were the ones to receive it. In this, their political structure was surprisingly akin to “civilized” cultures. 

    The explorers were given an unused hut in the middle of the village. Almost immediately the native children swarmed them, fascinated by their pale skin and unusual clothes. 

    “Yoo from hayven?” one child asked. 

    “Brighton, actually,” Marks replied. 

    Disappointed, the child wandered back to his compatriots and headed out to frolic in the waves. 

    Come evening, the entire village joined for a communal meal of fish, plantains, and sea greens. The men were impressed with the culinary skills of the villagers, and when an opportunity arose, they pulled Ponoaru aside to ask about it. 

    “Your people are very skilled in food preparation,” Harrison said. “Very different from other people in these islands.” 

    The man smiled broadly. “Thassacause da goddess teach us. Wee da chosen peeple.” 

    “You’ve mentioned your goddess before, is that her?” Marks asked, pointing to the idol under the canopied altar. 

    “Is her Loa, her speerit,” was the reply. “She watchovering us now. Da goddess is in us all.” 

    “We would like to learn about your goddess. Is it allowed to speak of her?” 

    “Of for certain we speaking of her! Da goddess save us from da eeevil!” 

    “Evil? What evil is that?” Both men leaned forward expectantly. 

    Ponoaru paused for effect. “Da eeevil of da glooten! You see. In da mornin you see.” He laughed, then lumbered off to join the festivities. The curious professors would have to wait for the following day for any further answers, it seemed. 

    Come sunrise, Harrison and Marks were awoken by a low chanting.  

    “Is someone saying ‘Om’?” Harrison asked, rubbing the grit of sleep (and perhaps a bit of sand as well) from his eyes. 

    Stepping out of their hut, the men marveled at what they saw. There before them, the entire village had rolled out individual woven grass mats before the altar. They weren’t just chanting, it seemed. They were doing something else as well. 

    They were doing yoga. 

    “Is that downward dog?” 

    “It would appear so. But how? Why?” The men were flummoxed. A full hour, the yoga lasted, ending with the village shaman walking into the open cargo container, returning with a plastic-wrapped package in his hands.  

    “Are those Jammie Dodgers?” Marks asked, stunned to see his favorite biscuits in the hands of the indigenous. 

    “Must’ve been what the cargo ship lost when those washed overboard,” mused Harrison. “I wonder what else they have. I could do with a spot of tea.” 

    They watched as the shaman strode to the altar and ceremoniously placed the package upon it. The crowd was silent, watching intently as he scanned their anxious faces. With a sudden movement, he picked up a mallet that had been hidden from view and began smashing the cookies to dust while the crowd cheered. 

    “No mo dee Glooten!” he yelled, and the crowd went wild. 

    “What do they have against gluten?” mused Harrison. He spotted Ponoaru walking nearby when the ceremony ended and pulled him aside. 

    “Please,” he began, “tell us more of this ritual.”  

    The villager smiled at them and took them to a shady spot under a palm tree, sitting comfortably like a counselor at a campfire. 

    And so he told them the story of the Gluten-Free Goddess of Bokano Maru.  

    When she arrived, her skin was red from sun, but her hair was so golden, no one could deny she was a deity sent to them from heaven. Her sacred raft had washed upon their beaches, and the people of the island knew she was surely testing their hospitality when she failed to wake to their shouts. The village leaders knew what to do. 

    Gingerly they carried her, raft and all, to the center of the village, placing the goddess in front of the altar specially designed for sacrifices to appease the spirits of the seas. The holiest shipping containers protected her from the elements, and her sacred raft provided her shade as she rested on a bed of animal hides in their most holy space.  

    They laid out bowls of clean water and palm leaves of fruits, vegetables, and the magical cargo from the sacred containers. Crackers. Cookies. Even vacuum-sealed holiday cakes. They knew she would be glad to see they had her special foods (which, thanks to the miracle of sealed plastic, preservatives, and sturdy containers, had managed to stay fresh despite the tropical climate). 

    It was two days before the goddess woke. Her pale skin had healed from the sun and had once more returned to its exotic whiteness, something unheard of in the islands. When she stepped out into the daylight, her hair shone like the sun.  

    The village leaders walked to her and kneeled, bearing gifts of food and drink. She picked one of the cookies from the wooden platter and sniffed it while the entire village watched in anticipation. 

    “Is this gluten-free?” their goddess asked. 

    In the weeks that followed, the villagers of Bokano Maru learned that their goddess had a fierce hatred of this thing called glooten. The goddess hated it so much and with such vehemence that they realized it must be an embodiment of evil, and so, with much celebration, they sacrificed their first packet of crackers in her honor.  

    She blessed them with knowledge of the heavens and more language of the gods. A missionary had once visited the island decades prior, so they did speak a smattering of English, but the goddess helped them learn even more.  

    Glooten, they discovered, wanted to kill them. It was a terrible thing that would hide in their foods and destroy them from the inside out. In haste, they started burning all of their foodstuffs before the goddess told them to stop, then explained the mythical ways of Paleo.  

    “Meat is good,” she had said. “Fats, vegetables, fruits. NO gluten!” 

    The edict spread through the village in a single day, and from that moment forward, all things not Paleo were forbidden. The glooten in the holy containers was thereafter to be used to keep evil at bay via sacrifices carried out on the village altar. 

    Charlotte McAfee had been on a tropical adventure when her ship capsized in stormy seas. She took quite a beating, but managed to drag herself into an inflated survival raft that miraculously happened to float by just as she was about to lose hope.  

    When she woke, she found she was on a tiny but lush island, surrounded by a bunch of smelly little brown people. They had terrible dental hygiene and their hair looked like it had never seen a bottle of conditioner. Worse yet, they offered her wheat products to eat. What kind of savages would do that? 

    When they presented her with biscuits, she was very vocal about her dislike of gluten. She wasn’t actually a celiac disease sufferer, but she was nevertheless certain she was gluten intolerant. Lactose too, but she didn’t think there were any cows on the tropical island. 

    She could tell that the natives seemed to understand that she was smarter than they were, and that made perfect sense to her. After all, she’d finished nearly three years of university (majoring in art theory with an English lit minor) and had spent countless hours on the internet learning all about the evils of gluten. She was glad to share her knowledge with the ignorant savages. Besides, they brought her fish and vegetables from the island, so she figured she might as well teach them to cook properly while she was stranded there. So she showed them. Her way.  

    A few days after she had awoken, the tribal shaman gave her a small piece of jerky from the pouch around his neck.  

    “Ooh, meat!” she exclaimed, chewing it happily.  

    The old man seemed thrilled she was enjoying it so much. She figured there mustn’t be much meat on the island, so they must save it for their special guests. 

    The villagers kept feeding her well, and her health improved by leaps and bounds. Soon, she felt good enough to start each morning with her regimen of yoga. It was only a matter of time before the curious locals began joining her, timidly at first, but eventually mastering the poses as she walked them through the different asanas. 

    The tribe readily took to the Paleo diet. It was, after all, pretty close to what they ate anyway, and having been presented with an abundance of foods of which she could now partake, Charlotte found herself beginning to put on weight. Not a lot, but she was certainly not in her peak yoga shape. 

    “What does it matter?” she mumbled to herself one day as she poked and prodded the soft layer on her abdomen. “It’s not like there’s anyone worth dating here anyway.” 

    “Wee doo da holy yogaa fo da goddess,” Ponoaru told the Englishmen with a proud smile. “We honor da goddess! She in all of us now!” He gestured to the villagers. “Her power wid us.” 

    “But what happened to her?” Harrison asked. “Where did she go? Was she rescued?” 

    “Wassa meen rezcoo?” The man was puzzled.  

    “Let it go, Harrison, we can continue this later. At the moment I’m rather peckish.” 

    Ponoaru led the men back to their hut, and as they walked, he unrolled a small pouch from around his neck and offered each of the men a small piece of smoky jerky. 

    “Proteeen good. No glooten,” he said. 

    “Thank you, good man, I’m famished!” Marks replied. 

    Chewing their treats, the men sat in the shade of the hut and discussed the unusual things they’d learned about the people of Bokano Maru and their unlikely deity. 

    Later that evening, there was a ceremony at the altar. The elder shaman led the event, the village leaders sitting before him in a small semicircle within the sacred area. After another cracker sacrifice, the shaman took a crude knife fashioned from a sharp piece of battered metal and sliced his arm open, his blood flowing onto the altar. The scholars were horrified, but that horror grew when the shaman moved to each village leader, dripping his blood into their eager mouths.  

    “Dear Lord, they’re…” Marks, for once, found himself at a loss for words. 

    “Oh no,” Harrison muttered. “It can’t be. Oh please, no.” 

    “What are you thinking?” 

    “Later. There’s something we must see.” 

    It was the dark of night, and everyone in the village was sleeping soundly when the two men crept toward the stone line marking the altar’s border. Looking around, and finding no one watching, they stepped over the stones and approached the crude idol. As they got nearer, they noticed it was clad in an old bra and panties. Faint rust-colored spots could be seen in the dim light. 

    With great trepidation, Harrison lifted the dried-out wig from the coconut head and examined the inside of it. He dropped it to the ground and lurched to the side, vomiting a stream of hot bile. 

    “We have to go,” he said, wiping the acidic muck from his lips. “Now.” 

    Marks picked up the wig, and to his horror saw the scraps of meat, long dried but still dangling from the desiccated scalp.  

    When Ponoaru woke and completed the sacred asanas, he went to check on their guests. They’d been well fed during their visit. He had done his sacred duty admirably, as a village leader must.  

    Their hut was empty, their belongings gone as well.  

    He walked to the beach and found no trace of the two men or their small boat. In the distance, he heard what sounded like the sound of one of the sky-chariots, but he couldn’t be sure. Perhaps the two white gods had gone back to heaven. 

    He reached into the small pouch around his neck and put a small piece of the goddess between his cheek and gums to best absorb her gift. He was running low on the meat and would need her power to explain where the two gods sent to replace it had gone under his watch. It would be all right, he knew. The sacred words would protect him. 

    “Paleo,” he intoned reverently, bowing his head in reverence as he started the trek back to the village, chewing slowly as he walked. 

     

    Thank You Dear Reader! 

    Word of mouth is an independent author’s lifeblood, so if you enjoyed this little collection, please consider taking a moment to mention it to a friend or two. If it truly tickled your fancy, a rating or review on Amazon or Goodreads would be ever-so appreciated. 

    Thank you! 

    ~ Scott Baron ~ 

    





    Want free bonus short stories? Join my mailing list and also get updates on future releases, and the chance to help choose potential cover designs for upcoming books. 

    For more stories by Scott Baron, please visit:  

    Amazon  

    Goodreads 
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    Connect with Scott via 

    Facebook 

    Twitter 

    Instagram 
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