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CHAPTER ONE
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MAN IS ALWAYS YEARNING for the unknown, always reaching for the next great accomplishment. Civilizations are born and destroyed by greatness and awful power. This is that kind of story. It started as all greatness does, in a small, unassuming place. 

If you must know its Ohio.

––––––––
[image: image]


MAGGIE PENNY, A PROFESSOR of biochemistry at the University of Missouri tugged at the hem of her turquoise cocktail dress and not so silently cursed to herself about what she was going to do to her boyfriend, Danny Kensington, who was supposed to accompany her to this year's Midwestern chemistry conference.  Every year a chemistry conference was held at a promising university. The university selected to hold this year's event had to back out due to a black mold scare, so the conference heads scrambled at the last minute and chose Maggie's university due to its instant availabiltity. The university rarely had any prestiges events or public speakers and would accept anyone and any event that wandered its way.

Maggie was utterly absorbed in delivering a voice mail message to Danny, which consisted of directions to the conference and explicit directions of where Danny could go if he didn’t show up at said conference. This wasn’t the first time Danny, the love of Maggie’s life, had failed to appear at one of her university events. She didn’t know who she was currently madder at, Danny or herself. After all she fell for his award-winning act every time. She would explain to Danny that she needed his presence at an event. He would look deep into her eyes, hold her hand promise to stand by her side and weather the storm of small talk and lousy food with her. They were a team, blah, blah blah. She fell for it every fucking time. Then on the night of the event, Danny would fall off the face of the earth only to reappear several days later. He would either be limping and spinning a long, involved story about a trip to the ER or his best friend, Kevin, would have had a personal crisis about which Danny could disclose nothing. 

Maggie, walking and simultaneously threatening Danny’s physical wellbeing,  snagged a drink from a waiter and noticed that that she didn’t need to weave her way around people. Suddenly, the coast was clear in what should have been a very crowded room.  But as in the Serengeti, the fitter and wiser prey had already taken cover in groups out of reach of Dean Gerald Jacquess. Only the weak or in this case the young and stupid in the form of one associate professor, Martin Tranwrach, had walked right up to the Dean and initiated conversation. Tranwrach had never spoken to Jacquess until that evening. After giving himself, a sweaty fifteen-minute pep talk he approached the Dean who was easy to spot as he had the body type Legomorph. To the casual observer, he seemed to be made entirely of Legos. He had a strange gray eyes and square-shaped head and its little remaining hair was light blonde. For clothing, the Dean favored blue. He once read an article that stated blue was a power color, and immediately switched his wardrobe over to blue, all blue, all the time. Between the hair, the square-shaped head, and the equally squared off torso and legs, his appearance generated many nicknames, the favorite being, Sponge Bob Jack Ass. Little Boy Blue was the least nasty nickname the Dean acquired.

Tranwrach, who hovered near the Dean, was his physical opposite. Where the Dean was short and solidly built, Tranwrach was tall and thin. At nearly six foot five, and without a muscle in sight, he looked like a straightened out Slinky. Most people were initially startled by Tranwrach’s appearance, amazed that someone had outfitted a stork. He wore his hair in what he thought was a military style, but the buzz cut only emphasized his birdlike appearance. Tranwrach tended to lose his sense of direction quickly. He would whip around and change course in what he thought was a purposeful motion, but only succeeded in looking like a flapping mother bird protecting her nest.

All his students and his peers (save Maggie) called him “Trainwreck” behind his back, (Maggie called him that to his face).  But that nickname, wasn’t just for giggles. As one of the associate professors for beginning chemistry, Tranwrach had single-handedly been responsible for the most equipment damage to a classroom in the history of the university. If Tranwrach had been doing innovative and instructive coursework people might have left him alone, but he screwed up even the most straightforward experiments.  Maggie swore that in minutes he could turn something as simple as a potato battery into a dirty bomb.  He once set an entire class's exams on fire while grading them without any sign of matches, lighter or any type of accelerant present. At 35 Tranwrach would more likely to be found the victim of spontaneous combustion in his classroom than to climb the ranks to tenured professorship. He would've lost his job a long time ago, but there were very few applicants in line for his or anyone's position at this particular university.

Tranwrach introduced himself to Dean Jacquess silently congratulating himself on getting the Dean alone. Tranwrach had no natural instincts and failed to notice that everyone had been avoiding the Dean like the plague. 

The Dean had no idea who Tranwrach was as he had never bothered with anyone he considered beneath him in intelligence or status. He believed all the professors and employees at the university were his underlings and treated them as such. Jacquess was, however, a shameless social snob. If he even thought someone was -connected to high society or had a fat checkbook, he immediately turned into a simpering kiss ass. He took one look at Tranwrach, stepped back and muttered, "How the hell did a bird get in here and why is it wearing such an ugly suit?"  The Dean's brain slowly kicked started and realized that a) birds usually don't wear clothing and b) Storks or emus or whatever this was probably didn't talk either. I must be really drunk and should cut myself off, or I seriously need a drink.  The Dean was frantically trying to recall who the hell this cartoon character was in front of him, and if he was anyone worth knowing.  Jacquess didn’t want to offend this idiot in case he was an eccentric benefactor, so he began to talk about his favorite subject, himself.  And talk and talk, on, and on and on, about his rocket-like climb to being the youngest Dean the university had ever had. He rambled on about his many awards and honors and honorary degrees, and how he was always invited to be the guest speaker at numerous events through his various political and government connections.  Though as everyone knew, except for the dumbass standing in front of him, Jacquess was a shill for anyone and everything as long as he could hear himself talk or get a blurb written about him in a newspaper.

Anyone else in Tranwrach's position would have feigned a stroke, heart attack or even committed murder-suicide by now, but not Tranwrach; he was a dedicated idiot.  His inner voice wasn’t much more eloquent than the one the world had learned to ignore. Christ, won't he ever shut up and let me talk? I've been standing here forever listening to him ramble on and on. I’ve got to injure, no, inject no, interject that’s it, and let him know what kind of professor I am. I need to make him know how wasted I am lecturing to first grade, no that’s not right, first-year students. I should be teaching moldy graduate students, wait that’s wrong. I should be molding their minds and writing papers for the university. 

It was at this point that Maggie inadvertently wandered too near the Dean's orbit and was sucked in.  She was almost saved by Clint Bell, professor of organic chemistry, who nearly had her arm, but when he saw the Dean's gaze fall toward him, he immediately turned tail and sprinted across the room before the Dean's eyes could land on him. Instead they now focused on Maggie.

“Maggie, how wonderful it is to see you.  How is my favorite little chemist?”

Maggie nearly screamed when she realized she had wandered, right between the Dean and Trainwreck, who was smiling and nodding like a parakeet talking to itself in a mirror. Tonight, he had an even more vacant and glazed looked about him than usual, which she hadn’t thought was possible. She once told a colleague at the university that, if she ever saw Trainwreck with an intelligent look on his face, she’d call the coroner, for that look would surely be one of the signs of Tranwrach’s death no pulse, no breath, and an intelligent look on his face.

Dean Jacquess had mixed feelings when it came to Maggie which nearly always gave him a headache since he could only handle one emotion at a time. He hadn’t forgotten that incredibly embarrassing incident that precipitated the previous Dean’s departure. He sure left in a hurry; in fact, Jacquess still had the former Dean’s belongings in storage. Why did every weird incident seem to involve Maggie, Jacquess wondered? Oh well, he was attracted to her; she was very pleasing to look at with her dark wavy hair and athletic build. Maggie had small facial features, except for her wide hazel eyes. They always seemed to look right through him and know his most innermost thoughts which unnerved him more than a little. Most of the time around the university she could be found smiling and laughing; however, at this moment she had a complete look of surprise on her face. 

“How good of you to stop by and chat with me and, and” 

Again he drew a blank regarding the forgettable stork man next to him and did a sort of a sneeze cough into his sleeve. Trainwreck felt only one thing about Maggie, and that was downright fear, so he fled.

“Whatever is the matter with that man?” Gerald said, stepping closer to Maggie and grasping one of her hands in his, much to her horror.

“I think he just remembered he left his portable Bunsen burner on in the lab again. Now if you will excuse me, I think I’ll go help him,” Maggie sputtered as she tried to untangle herself from the Dean without spilling her drink. 

“Now, now, I’m sure Mr. uh, Mr. Tracksuit can handle his own emergency. We never seem to get to talk, Mano y errr errrr Womano? Tell me what little chemistry project are we working on now?”

This was too much for Maggie, who could tolerate only so much condescending behavior. Actually, she couldn’t stand any condescending behavior and had been diagnosed early on by her pediatrician and teachers as being born without a filter. She was incapable of stemming the flow of thought-to-mouth and damn the place, person, or circumstance.  This personality flaw, unfortunately, derailed what would have been a spectacular career in her chosen field of biochemistry. It didn't matter how brilliant she was; she just pissed too many people off along the way. Maggie did manage to obtain and keep her position as a professor by winning several awards, including the Chancellors Award for Excellence in Research and Creativity and the Midwest Award from the American Chemical Society.

She now took a deep breath, thought about what was going to come out of her mouth for approximately one millisecond and then let fly. “Womano?  Really! Womano? Little chemistry project? Do you ask the head of the chemistry department what little project he is working on when you two talk? Do you hold his hand and ask him why you two don’t get together more often?”

Jacquess could feel in his gut that things weren’t going exactly as planned. Yet believing, he could smooth talk anyone, he felt he could salvage things with a few well-phrased words.

"Now Maggie, I may have misspoken. In fact, Dennis Raymond, the head of the chemistry department, comes to me for advice quite often, as do the other heads of the various departments and you're right I do not hold their hands or speak of their work as little.  I stand corrected. Please forgive me. I do hate to see you upset, especially someone as lovely as you." There that should set things right. You are quite the quick thinker, Jacquess told himself, totally unaware of the torrent of words that was about to descend upon him.

"Come to you for advice? The janitor wouldn't come to you for advice about what brand of TP to use in the bathrooms. You'll never receive the respect of your peers, or of this university, until you take some scissors and cut that horrible comb over you have going on top of that cube you call your head." At this point, Maggie threw away any caution, she may have had, took a deep breath leaned toward Dean Jacquess and shouted. “For God’s sake man, at least grow your ear hair longer and weave it in with those pitiful few scraggly tufts you have congregating in a heap on your cinderblock of a head because it’s obviously interfering with any rational thought. You haven’t had an original idea or thought since you slithered into this university.”

Now screaming at and insulting the Dean of one's university could have at least just been between the two of them, but fate decided otherwise.  Just as Maggie increased her volume to be heard over the pre-conference chatter, the moderator asked for silence and "horrible comb-over” and the rest could be heard from one end of the room to the other. Maggie's words seemed to hold in the air, linger, echo and re-echo faintly before complete silence filled the room.

The moderator tapped the microphone and told the audio tech there was no need for a sound check after all. He then called Dean Jacquess to the dais, as he was the first to speak that evening. Jacquess bolted for the podium as though hit by a surge of electricity. He raised his hand to smooth his hair, remembered what Maggie had just informed everyone and left his hand hanging in mid-air.  Jacquess' brain was working overtime, and due to years of non-use it could not handle the strain and decided to shut down temporarily. "Due to technical difficulties the system will be rebooting please stand by" This warning flashed in his head shortly before all color left his face and he slowly sank to the floor.  The last the crowd saw of him were the few dozen hairs on his head waving to the audience, as though in surrender as he disappeared behind the podium.

Maggie, realizing all eyes were divided between her and the lump behind the podium decided  this was an excellent time to check on the absent  Danny. As she hurried for the exit, she passed Trainwreck who with his impeccable timing had just returned from the bathroom. Thinking he had just witnessed the end of the Dean’s speech, he began clapping.
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CHAPTER TWO
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DANNY KENSINGTON HAD every intention of sneaking out of work early that day, but not to meet up with Maggie. He and his lab partner Kevin Montgomery had planned on trying out the new laser tag facility that had just opened in town, so Danny conveniently forgot the chemistry convention. Their morning had started out as usual with everyone gathered in the break room hypnotized by the TV. “Hello, lads” was heard from the lab in the next room making everyone in the break room cringe, especially the non-lad female type lab assistants.  Almost everyone stayed where they were except for the brown nosing, company types who immediately jumped up and followed each other like lemmings to their to the work area in the next room.  “Hello lads" was like nails on a chalkboard at any time, but first thing in the morning, it was too much.  Each morning the wish of the majority of employees was that a black hole would swallow the entire building up, beginning with Brian Conner and his sickening "Hello lads" or at least just him. Unfortunately, that had never happened. And the chance of Conner coming into the break room and watching the news with everyone for a few minutes before the morning lecture was even further removed than the possibility of the black hole wish coming true.

There are those who are immediately liked by all those who come in contact with them, and there are those one instantly wants to punch in the face. Brian fell into the latter category. Even sweet ol' Mrs. Swenson from accounting who had to have been with the company since the days of the abacus remarked on first meeting Brian, "You're quite the jackass aren't you young man?" There wasn't a dry set of pants in the whole accounting department that day. For one thing no one knew Mrs. Swenson could swear, and secondly, no one had a clue that she had a sense of humor until coming out with that gem.  Brian, not having any wits let alone any quick ones, became as red as his tinted hair and fled the room.

Kevin Montgomery, a formulations chemist like Danny at Lexi Cosmetics Corp., had a theory about Brian: that he’d seen Braveheart one too many times in his youth and thought he was Scottish.  Danny, Kevin’s best friend, roommate, and lab partner suspected Brian colored his hair red and puts on a phony Glasgow accent to impress the CEO of Lexi who was British, and Brian being Brian, couldn’t tell the difference between an English accent and a Scottish accent.

Brian had reddish hair, pasty skin with absolutely no muscle tone. He wasn’t overweight, but he appeared flabby nonetheless. Sort of a five foot six Popp’n Fresh without the cuteness. When he wore his lab coat, he almost disappeared except for the reddish mass of hair atop of his head that he was always brushing off his face.

Danny and Kevin the dynamic duo who were going to save the world through better chemistry ended up at Lexi due to the corporation’s unique manufacturing concept. Lexi Corp. was the only cosmetics company that manufactured natural cosmetics and also worked on groundbreaking biopharmaceutical research dealing with products made with very few chemical compounds; the majority of the ingredients were all natural. Lexi Corp. did not sell their products directly to the public but to the big name cosmetic companies and pharmaceutical companies. Kevin and Danny chose Lexi Corp. mainly because they both were hired to work on the biopharmaceutical development of drugs with natural ingredients and little to no side effects. A bonus to being employed at Lexi Corp. met part of their strict criteria, namely proximity to their apartment complex since their rent was frozen due to some legal battle neither of them understood.  Also Lexi Corp. was a mere twenty minutes away from the only outlet store in the Midwest, The Mad Scientist Depository, which sold scientific, chemistry, and biology equipment in one enormous warehouse. 

Three years ago their department started to become smaller and smaller as the drug manufacturing side took much longer to get to production and consequently was not as profitable as the cosmetic side of the company. Last year the drug development side was eliminated entirely, and Danny and Kevin were given the choice to work on cosmetics or find employment elsewhere.  They were not sure how they would continue to make world saving discoveries via anti-wrinkle cream and overpriced lip balm, but they thought having access to expensive lab equipment might help them in their individual experiments. Their present assignment required them to come up with a cream to erase the dark circles and wrinkles under one's eyes as they had some small success with one trial of anti-wrinkle cream. Kevin and Danny worked with six other chemists in this particular lab, specifically working on facial creams.

Conner’s voice could be heard droning on from the adjoining room, but Danny and Kevin were watching an engrossing story on the news about a bull that had escaped from a nearby farm, and wandered into an upscale mall set amongst farmland.  At the moment, it appeared to be headed for Victoria’s Secret.  

Danny and Kevin could hear Brian’s voice droning on from the lab, so they drifted in from the break room to avoid the inevitable “We ur waitin', we ur waitin'” aimed at the stragglers trying to duck Brian’s nail-biting, edge of the seat briefings.

“Th' first item oan th' agenda is frae th' IT department regardin' new passwords due tae an upgrade in their security system. Th' passwords hud tae hae at leest 10 characters wi' at leest a  number an' a  symbol an' th' passwords hae tae be changed every month an' can’t be used twice,” said Brian, in his reading from a memo voice, which sounded more like someone reading a Jack and Jill story to first graders.

"NOOOOO, no more fucking passwords, my head can't hold one more password, one more and it will fucking explode!" Danny screamed.  He then collapsed backward, stiff as a board into Kevin's arms, as if they were engaged in a trust-building exercise.  Kevin dragged Danny away, heels scraping on the tiled floor corpse-like. Polite clapping from on-lookers followed with a few “damn straights” muttered here and there.  Conner paused briefly and continued his chirpy, upbeat list of "thoughts of the day and safety concerns" that everyone tuned out much like they tuned out “Maroon Five” playing softly in the company's elevator. Everyone was also madly trying to think "happy thoughts" to drown out the suicidal ones.

The next bit of news to make everyone's day was management's new health incentive. Usually, it was some common sense nonsense such as if you drop a glass beaker don't take off your shoes and walk through the broken bits barefoot, or, don’t try to scoop it up with your tongue.  Everybody usually went to their happy place when Brian dished out these words of wisdom. Today, however, the health incentive thought of the day consisted of actual activity.

“Awe rite a' fowk gaither aroond.” hollered Brian. 

“Why are you hollering? It’s not like we wandered away to fingerpaint.” Simone hollered back.

“Alrecht a' fowk there’s a new program 'at management wants us aw tae start each an' every morn begin' the-day.”

Once Eddie and Bill, two of Lexis’s assistant chemists, heard of this impending disastrous news they ran to retrieve Kevin and Danny. The words “management”, “new,” and “each and every morning” were never a positive combination, and if they were going to suffer through this new crisis, they were going to make damn sure Kevin and Danny were there too. Eddie and Bill found Danny and Kevin napping in the break room after watching the somewhat less than thrilling ending to the bull’s shopping escapade. The farmer had merely retrieved the bull from the mall as it was window- shopping outside LL Bean. No blood, no mayhem, and no impaled shoppers. Danny and Kevin were terribly disappointed and decided to rest their eyes for a bit. Eddie and Bill now woke them and after some mild screaming and much profanity, Kevin and Danny returned to the work area. 

“Och och aye noo 'at a' fowk is haur, we can begin, Ah hiner ye don’t feel embarrassed by th' fact 'at ye tois kept a' fowk waitin'?”

“No, I never get embarrassed” began Kevin in his most effective lecturing tone. “I have a rare defect that makes me incapable of feeling embarrassed. It is passed down through my father’s side of the family. Throughout the ages the Montgomery’s have carried this dominant gene called the nunquam embarazar disambiguation. My great- great- grandfather was known far and wide for his talent for non -embarrassment and made a small fortune in several traveling circuses as”

“Alrecht, alrecht haud yer weesht awreddy,” Brian interupted. “Jist gang stain wi' th' others. Awe rite a' fowk we ur gonnae start aff th' day wi' some warm up exercises. Exercise gits th' bluid movin'. Yoo’re aw flabby an' wheezy.”

“Hey those were our radio names in college, I was Flabby, and Kevin was Wheezy. We did the morning drive before our classes at the local radio station,” whispered Danny to Frank, a senior chemist in the lab.

Poor Frank was too mortified to react to this latest witticism from Danny. He was still absorbing this newest wrinkle in the routine of his usually orderly day. Frank was the go-to guy in the lab not only because he was the senior man, but also because he was one of the most helpful guys in the company. Unfortunately, regarding today's newest bombshell Frank was not built for exercise. He was a foodie and had the physique of a boiled potato.  Frank was a prize-winning fifty-year-old boiled potato a biscuit away from 300 pounds with silvery gray hair.  He was a genius not only in the lab but the kitchen. Frank was forever trying out new recipes and would bring in samples for everyone to try. At the moment he was breakfasting on homemade biscuits and trying out an original egg casserole recipe. Eddie, Bill, and Philip were moving toward Frank in an ever-increasing tightening circle like hyenas on a hunt. In this particular case, the hyenas were hunting an egg and spinach casserole.

As usual, no one was paying attention to Brian. When Frank saw Brian’s gaze fall on him, he raised his fork in an egg and spinach casserole salute, the hyenas following the fork with all eyes. There were occasional whimpers and stomach growls from the group, but they were holding out for Frank’s expected invitation to come and share his meal. But Frank was still trying to process the words “daily”, and “exercise”, and forgot about sharing. He kept shoveling the casserole into his own mouth hoping the bad news would go away along with that silly little man.

Brian, however, was not going to go away and lost it completely when he realized he had absolutely zero attention from the group. In fact, he forgot to use his fake accent and reverted to his midwestern twang, which caught everyone's attention. Several people thought someone else had entered the room and looked past Brian when he shouted, "Listen, you flabby, cholesterol ridden morons, I am going to start you on a program of carefully selected calisthenics, and we are going to do them every morning even if it kills you!"

This was greeted by shocked silence until Simone broke everyone out of their dazed condition by shrieking, “Don’t be ridiculous!”

Simone looked like a Victoria's Secret model with her perfect body, face, and hair. Even in her lab coat, Simone a five foot nine dark-skinned black woman looked stunning. Her makeup and nails were always impeccable, and she walked like someone who just graduated from finishing school. Simone had only one teeny, tiny, slight imperfection, and not everyone thought it was a flaw.  She had the personality of a trial lawyer, politician and lobbyist rolled into one. She loved to argue. She was incredibly knowledgeable about almost every topic imaginable and could talk circles around anyone even if she didn’t know what she was talking about.  If anyone dared enter into an argument or debate with Simone, they would soon be turned into a sobbing heap of sweat and drool. Most recovered within an hour or so, but there were a few unfortunate bastards who refused to admit to defeat, and still suffered from nervous twitches and loss of speech when coming in contact with her again. 

Simone looked Brian squarely in the eye and told him again in case he hadn't heard her the first time, "No. There is no way I am jumping around and getting sweaty.  I am not appropriately dressed for any type of calisthenics. I could injure myself while doing your ridiculous little workout. Unless you can show me a certificate proving to me that you have a degree in Kinesiology or at least a PEK certificate, I will pass."

Brian responded as he did in all panic situations; he pretended everything was fine and continued on.“Noo a' fowk stain shoolder length apart. We’ll start wi' jumpin' jacks.” He then began randomly jumping around with what he thought was Olympic type athletic prowess, but to the casual observer, he appeared to be having a seizure or had possibly come into contact with a live wire. A few of the employees started jumping around, but Frank took the least aerobic approach of standing on his tiptoes and clapping. He then fell to the floor crying, “Leg cramp!” Several others took his cue and followed suit.

Kevin looked at Frank on the floor, clutched his stomach, grimaced and cried out, "Menstrual cramps!" All heads swivel toward Kevin as Danny hissed at him, “You dumb fuck, you can’t have menstrual cramps you’re a guy.”

“Yes I can. In fact, it’s a very heavy flow day, and I’m going to need lots of chocolate and Midol, stat.” 

Kevin then grabbed hold of Simone’s hand and crept out of the room. After she asked, “Are your breasts tender?” giggling and snorting could be heard as they escaped down the hall. 

When Brian paused his flailing jacks regimen, he looked at his team and saw bodies strewn all over the room. Groans were emanating from the employees who were holding different parts of their anatomy, claiming injury. A smaller group was gathered around Frank and his casserole where less groaning and more, yummy mmmm sounds were heard.

Brian looked at his watch and declared to no one, “Guid start a' fowk. Enaw fur the-day, Ah jist hae a body hin' left oan th' agenda.”   However by this point everyone was slowly creeping toward their workstations.  Brian kept droning on and went into his next spiel about the latest product Lexi hoped to unveil. The most recent creation was going to be a long-lasting foundation with wrinkle cream. 

“A few mair ingredients an' miracle claims an' we can caa it a combo an' triple th' price!” Brian laughed. As usual, he was the only one laughing at his joke. He wheezed during stressful situations or in the place of laughing causing more than one person to believe he was having an asthma attack. Brian had no sense of humor and usually only laughed when one of his superiors made a joke and those around him start laughing. This was his cue to start wheezing.

Considering that they had a stressful morning involving a nearby brush with physical activity, Danny and Kevin decided a short work day was in order. They were hurriedly putting away their equipment and failed to notice Brian sidle up until he was upon them. 

“What is this?” he asked as he held up a flyer with colorful diagrams on it.

“It looks like a very informative flyer regarding a possible dangerous pathogen that has been featured in several programs lately. Very timely and instructive, wouldn’t you say?” Danny asked Kevin as he shoved several Game Players magazines into a lab drawer and nearly severed his fingers in the process.

“Oh, yes. I think there should be more informative”
“Stop you, morons!” Brian turned so serious that he forgot his fake Highland accent and lectured them in his normal annoying voice. “This is a flyer that was posted and describes the different stages of zombies, and what precautions to take in case of zombie contact. Where do you think I found this? This is not regulation material. I found this posted next door in the NMR lab. This room is not for your amusement. Those warnings are there are to prevent accidents. The Nuclear Magnetic Resonance Spectroscopy is a costly piece of equipment to analyze samples. If one is not careful.”
“Yes, yes, we know we read all the scary flyers in there. We know all the precautions. Now if you excuse us, Kevin and I have to go to the supply room and replenish.”

“Stop. Ur time is up with your project Brin' everythin' ye hae regardin' th' formula tae th' board room oan Monday an' make yer presentation as ah mentioned in mah lest several emails.” Brian had returned to his make believe homeland and continued on in his Scottish whine, “This is a momentoos occasion, th' breakthroogh I’ve bin lookin' fur 'at will send me spiralin' up th' ladder.” 

“I don't think you can spiral up a ladder," interjected Kevin, but Laddie was on a roll and kept on speaking to the wall, trance-like. "Ah will be in a corner office; mah coopon will be oan billboards athwart th' coontry. I'll be in print ads an' be oan national gab shows talkin' abit mah stoatin discovery.”  Brian suddenly came down to earth saw Kevin and Danny and muttered something about the, “wee fowk fa contributed tae th' day tae day operation an' hoo ah cooldnae hae dain it withit them. Dorn’t forgit nine a.m. sharp in th' boardroom a' fowk frae th' president oan doon will be thaur includin' th' majur stockholders. Dorn’t fuck it up.”

Danny and Kevin had been confident they were working on a long-term project that would go on for years with a lot of goof off time. They figured an hour or two of work and several hours of  Words with Friends and Candy Crush followed by tinkering on their own inventions and then breaking for a leisurely lunch. They really didn’t concern themselves with such things as research and/ or development, but there had been some test trials.

Now reassigned as formulation chemists for Lexi Corp. they had to observe test trials. The last test trial on one of their long-lasting wrinkle creams had to be cut short.  The wrinkle cream was tested thoroughly, but results were not as promising as they had appeared in the lab. Test subjects had been plentiful since there are always those willing to try out makeup and take home free samples. These volunteers had been encouraged to use the cream in generous amounts. After several hours of trying various products, one of the test subjects, Claire Morton, used Danny and Kevin’s wrinkle cream foundation, and it fell off in one clump, causing the test panel to freak out as they thought Claire’s entire face had fallen off. She was none too pleased with the results either as the cream pulled off most of her facial hair along with the makeup. While everyone involved in the test trial was temporarily stunned, Danny and Kevin mumbled something about having left their Bunsen burners on in the lab and nearly pulled off the doorknob fleeing the viewing room. A faint cry of, "Must turn off equipment or there could be an imminent explosion" could be heard faintly down the hall followed by the slamming of doors. Ten minutes later Lexi's legal team slithered into the testing room, and Claire was told she just had a free facial peel and now looked ten years younger. She was then packed off with $300.00 worth of free makeup and skin care products, but not before Lexi Corp. had her sign a release of liability form, which was then safely tucked away by the legal division.

Jennifer Warren, who tried a watered down version of the foundation, fared slightly better. A flaking effect made her face look like a maple tree in late autumn shedding its last leaves, or as Lexi's French consultant blurted out “La tombee des feuilles.” After meeting with one of Lexi's smooth-talking lawyers, Ms. Warren also went home with a goody package. 

The company promised its biggest client that Lexi Cosmetics was on the verge of a breakthrough mainly due to Danny and Kevin. They’d had small success with a product that worked for a short period of time. The company failed to mention that vast quantities of the expensively-produced product was required to produce any beneficial effect whatsoever: the product only worked on an infinitesimal section of skin, no matter how extensively it had been applied and the results could only be seen under a magnifying glass.

Laddie boy barely left the room before Danny threw up in the nearest garbage can and Kevin sank to the floor. Kevin then realized he would muss up his clothes and scrambled to the nearest chair, hyperventilating “Emails? What fucking emails?" screamed Danny.  At this outburst, the lab became deathly silent. Kevin elbowed Danny in the stomach grabbed his lab chair and wheeled him into a small conference room inside the lab. 

"Emails, Danny,” whispered Kevin “the emails you always deleted because Laddie’s such an ass. You never bother to read anything that prick has to say.  Apparently, we should have skimmed one or two of them, or at least listened to him when he came by for one his pointless chats,” Kevin wheezed, still hyperventilating. 

Actually, Kevin had sporadically read the emails that Brian sent. He’d also dutifully answered them, detailing his and Danny’s progress on the project, figuring they had years ahead of them to actually produce something tangible. Well, not so much tangible as marketable, or at least something with a unique scent and looked different than the other twenty million facial products out there.  (Danny had suggested something that smelled like lavender with a faint aroma of bacon.) In fact, Kevin’s emails were like those generated by a crooked CPA.  There were the actual figures and figures for the company’s viewing only. If Kevin had been a CPA he would have been indicted twelve times over and sentenced to hard labor on a work gang, if they still had work gangs that is.

For the past year, Danny and Kevin had spent the time in goof-off mode. They’d succeeded in diverting Conner from their lab via a lengthy training program he thought was mandatory for management personnel who wished to advance within the company. Kevin was especially proud of himself for finding NIMS (National Incident Management System). Kevin laughed so hard he could hardly breathe when he told Danny, “NIMS has 70 courses all of which are mandatory for Conner’s  management level, including Tsunami Preparedness, and, Animals in Disasters: Awareness and Preparedness.” The latter was Kevin’s personal favorite.

Then after a year of a mostly management free work environment with several non-approved vacations, including one trip they vowed never to speak of again, Brian Conner dropped his Atom Bomb on Danny and Kevin. 
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CHAPTER THREE
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DANNY JUST REALIZED that he was going to lose his job, and the last time he looked he had $212 in his checking account and nothing in savings because, well, he never saved anything. Oh, my God, I’ll have to move in with my parents, he thought, and stared off into space.

Danny's parents, Norman and Lynn Kensington, felt parenting ended at 18, and when he went off to college, they packed up and moved to California to find themselves.  They told him they raised him in the Midwest feeling it was the best place to raise a family, but their job was done and now it was their turn to enjoy life. They were going to travel the world and have a small place in Arcata, California. Danny was shocked to hear of their plans since the furthest they ever went on vacation was Branson, Missouri 226 miles from home, for God's sake. That vacation, which was forever burned into his mind and had been described in the travel brochures “an exciting family outing,” involved seeing dark, dank, petrified things hundreds of years old. Oh, and they also saw Marvel Cave which was kind of cool. As Danny remembered, he tried to get lost so he wouldn't have to return at day’s end to the Ye Old Redneck Road Kill Motel and Banjo Repair Shop. Night after night he and his parents slept on a slab of concrete wrapped up in cardboard and sandpaper sheets.  In the morning they viewed an interminable parade of cowboy hats, glitter and pasted on smiles. Luckily he brought his own music along and had been soothed by Metallica's Enter Sandman, Nirvana’s Smells Like Teen Spirit and Pearl Jam’s Jeremy. "Thank you, God, for bringing Nirvana into my life" Danny would pray as another day in Honkytonkville began.

Thank God for Maggie and her parents Arthur and Joyce. They were the parents he wished he had and Danny had unofficially adopted them.  He not only spent the holidays with Maggie and her parents, but he also showed up at Arthur and Joyce’s house without Maggie if she was running late at the university or just out with friends. He would play board games or cards with Joyce and Arthur, or they would just sit and watch TV with or without Maggie.  Danny often joked that Maggie was obviously adopted as Joyce and Arthur were the essence of calm and patience while Maggie was a whirlwind with an extremely short fuse. Danny thought Maggie’s mother, was perfect. Since he still liked to be mothered, and Maggie did not have the personality to fill that role, Joyce was the next best thing. All Joyce needed was a set of pearls and she could’ve been June Cleaver. She always looked like she was dressed for a special occasion. To Danny, she was picture-perfect in every way.  She was a fit, youthful looking 55-year-old with a cute black pixie haircut, boundless energy and a need to smother. This was a weakness Danny exploited to the max. Joyce made homemade cookies and cakes for Danny, which he loved. They would make bets on Dancing with the stars as to who would be eliminated this week?  “Who gave a rat’s ass” Maggie and her father would shout, but then they too would get sucked into the weird drama of over the hill “stars” clomping around the stage with glued on smiles and sparkles. 

Arthur was more a down to earth guy’s guy who could fix anything and everything and usually had a cloud of sawdust swirling around him like a handyman’s version of Pigpen.  Maggie had once told Danny that whenever she smelled freshly cut wood she was immediately transported back into her father’s workshop. Some of her fondest memories growing up were being with her dad while he was tinkering with one of Mom’s appliances that he had snuck out of the house, or putting something together for a friend or neighbor while Maggie was trying to quietly blow things up with her multitude of chemistry sets. 

Kevin saw Danny staring off into space and smacked him in the head. “Hey, don’t check out on me. We are in this mess together.”

“Sorry, Kev,” Danny said rubbing his head. “I had a horrible realization that I will have to move in with my parents if we get fired. Then I realized I don’t know where they are. They could be way out in California or maybe on safari somewhere. I can never keep track. Hey, maybe we can crash at your folks’ place for a while.”

“Right,” Kevin snorted. “You wouldn’t even go on vacation with us during high school, and now you want to live with them? Don’t make me smack you again,” he threatened as he raised his hand toward Danny.

Kevin's parents, Hunter and Yvonne Montgomery, were college history professors. All Kevin’s vacations were spent at historical sites, and a lot of them seemed to include obscure museums. Kevin traveled to beautiful places like France, Scotland and who could forget lovely Paducah, Kentucky. In France they’d visited the excruciating, Musee Du Pipier Peint (Wallpaper Museum). Kevin had a migraine that lasted three days after leaving it. Kevin's mother, however, wrote a thesis on her visit to this museum that set her whole department in a twitter.  (Yvonne’s staff consisted of three other like-minded wallpaper enthusiasts.) In Edinburgh, Scotland, Kevin barely survived an engrossing tour of a tartan mill. The entire family purchased matching scarves and sweaters. Kevin nearly had a nervous breakdown and broke out in a rash, which upset his mother because it clashed with the tartan. Closer to home, he’d been dragged to the spine-tingling Quilt Museum in Paducah, KY. To this day Kevin refuses to allow a quilt in the apartment and will not set foot in any museum.

Danny turned to Kevin. “That leaves us with only one option.” He gripped his friend by the shoulders and in an eerily calm, almost sane voice, said, “We are men. We will go about this the manly way and kill ourselves before the board of directors tears us apart like deranged hyenas.”

The members of Lexi Corp.’s board of directors had been young when Kennedy was president and got older, obviously, and meaner as time went on. The company’s principal stockholder and figurehead was a retired model, Lexi, who weighed less than the life-size cardboard cutout of herself that she carted around from residence to residence. She kept this souvenir from an advertisement campaign at the height of her career which another board member swore had been during the Second World War. Lexi was consumed with looking young to the point of near insanity. One of her personal assistants once described her as a less stable and much less forgiving Cruella De Ville.

Those that shared the lab with Kevin and Danny began wandering over to congratulate them on their success.  Frank Burton advised them, “Lock Laddie in the broom closet or give him a laxative in his coffee. That will teach him to take the credit for all the hard work you two have been doing all year.” 

"Thanks, Frank we'll take that into consideration and will give you credit for the idea,” said Danny slapping Frank on the back as he and the mob of lab workers forced them back to their workstation. 

"Well nose to the grindstone and all that, Kevin and I have a lot of prep work to do."  As Danny said this, he started randomly pouring ingredients into a bowl and mixing them. Kevin picked up the cue and grabbed another bowl and began dumping ingredients on his side of the table into his bowl. Danny saw the substance in his bowl was getting slightly thick and decided to loosen it up a bit. He grabbed a vial with colorful orange and black markings on the side and top that Maggie had given him and dumped the entire contents into the bowl. He couldn’t remember exactly what the vial contained, but what the hell, in it went.

Maggie, who Danny joked was both college chemistry professor and mad scientist was always experimenting with hair color, and hair strengthening products. She used Danny and Kevin as test subjects and gave them samples to take home. Her primary goal was to develop a product that would strengthen hair for chemo and radiation patients so as to prevent hair loss. She’d given Danny a vial of something a few days ago, which he had forgotten about until now.

Both Danny and Kevin were thinking the best possible outcome for them would be to end up on the unemployment line, while the worst..., they didn't want to consider the worst.  Danny imagined that being torn apart, and then ground into a batch of Lexi Corp’s newest powder foundation. Kevin meanwhile, imagined a different worst-case scenario. He had met Lexi, the namesake of the corporation, when he’d made the fatal mistake of getting into the same elevator. He had been verbally eviscerated by the ex-model and chief shareholder for thus polluting her personal space. Kevin now imagined Lexi’s jaws un-hinging during their board meeting on Monday and consuming him alive like a boa constrictor with artificially white teeth and perfectly styled hair.  

As Danny and Kevin shuddered over their worst-case imaginings, they mixed their mystery ingredients, both realizing what they had in their bowls resembled something that had come out of the wrong end of a sickly dog.  

Danny pinched his nose and told Kevin, “Hey, your glop smells just about as attractive as my slime looks.” 

“Roadkill left out in the sun for a week?” offered Kevin. They both watched as the substances oozed around in their bowls, possibly of their own volition.  

“Maybe I should call Maggie, and she can help us,” said Danny reaching for his cell phone.”

“Why, is she going to change our hair color and forge new passports so we can fly off to South America?”

"No, you idiot. Maybe she can help us with a quick fix formula or a way to double-talk ourselves out of the meeting. Besides South America is no good. Lexi has a lab pretty much everywhere down there. That's where they get a majority of their ingredients."

“Maggie, you want Maggie to get us out of this mess?” asked Kevin.  Over the years Maggie had converted her carriage house into a lab, and with the help of Danny and Kevin, made it into a working lab most small companies would envy.  Luckily Maggie lived in an unincorporated area and had elderly neighbors who are mostly deaf. The occasional explosions made by one mad scientist, or on one spectacular occasion, by all three, went largely unheard.  Most people would think that a feminine influence on Danny and Kevin would be a good thing, a calming thing.  In most cases, this would be true. However, in Maggie's case, her personality mixed with the guys’ only made them a triple threat. In fact what Danny and Kevin liked best about Maggie was that she never shot down any of their ideas or said, "Let's slow down and think this through." In fact, Maggie's inevitable response was, "Let's do it," or "Quit your yappin’ let's get crackin’."

Danny's favorite Maggie response to solving problems was, "Let's Willie Wonka it." Willie Wonkaing it was thinking so far out of the box they usually lost sight of the box entirely and went on a wild tangent that generally led to explosions and loss of body hair.

Maggie and Danny had met two years ago when Danny audited one of her biochemistry classes. Lexi wanted its employees to stay current in their field and would compensate employees for a few university courses a year. Danny had heard about Maggie’s courses, after seeing her, and thought he might be able to score a date and possibly steal some equipment for his lab at home.  As it turned out, he was able to do both.  

They made a striking pair, she slightly shorter than Danny, and while he was a pale blonde, her hair was so dark it almost looked blue. After they’d gone out for awhile, Kevin told them that they looked like a couple from one of those weird Obsession ads.

Danny put up with Maggie’s hobby of trying to create the perfect permanent hair color and re-growth formula, and she put up with Danny and Kevin’s variety of explosive experiments. 

“Yes. Maggie Penny, the love of my life. Can you think of a better plan?  

“Maggie, the Maggie that allegedly exposed a certain Dean to the Board of Directors as the money stealing psychopath he was and glued that Dean’s office door shut while he was still inside on a Friday evening until certain evidence could be produced on Monday, that Maggie? Or are you talking about the Maggie who filled a certain nasty and allegedly perverted professor’s desk with garter snakes and poison ivy?”

“Ha, that was brilliant, not that I had anything to do with any of those incidents, so help me God. OK, yes, I guess you made your point.” Danny, returning to the crisis at hand, turned to Kevin and moaned, “God, I wish we would get hit by an asteroid right about now.” 

“Most unlikely,” said Kevin. “Probability wise, we’d more likely be involved in an earthquake.”  

"Yes, but an asteroid would be so much cooler; wouldn't you rather die by an asteroid than by an earthquake?”

"I always thought I would die in a fiery explosion that would take out a city block but still leave my greatest invention intact, thus putting me down in the history books as the man who changed the world forever."

“What invention?”

“I don't know, but all recent inventions would pale in comparison, and appear like nothing more than Silly Putty."

"Hey, what's wrong with Silly Putty? That little round turd has many uses other than those described on the container, Danny said.”

"Besides, the best way to die is by a volcano, and preserved for all time like those from Pompeii. How cool would that be?" mused Kevin.

“As long as we had a few seconds to prepare our cool poses beforehand.”
Danny now regarded the congealing mass in his bowl. “I think this is how The Blob started.” He leaned forward over the lab table and held his bowl upside down over Kevin’s bowl.
Kevin watched Danny’s blob as it defied gravity; it resembled a giant teardrop as it hung from the bowl. "Man, look at that thing just hang there," he said in amazement. 

Suddenly, without warning, the gelatinous teardrop broke free and plopped into Kevin’s bowl with a gurgling splash. The contents of the container shot upwards and outwards, and right onto both Kevin’s and Danny’s faces, which were within inches of the bowls. For a millisecond there was silence, followed by a combination of shrieking and swearing. For a brief moment, all heads turned in their direction, but their lab mates saw nothing really out of the ordinary for these two, and everyone returned to work. 

Kevin and Danny realized that screaming and swearing was getting the gunk in their mouths, so they briefly shut up and tried wiping the stuff off their faces, or move it to a different area. Once they cleared a path around their mouths, they looked at each other and started snorting and guffawing.  

“Boy, do you look freaky,” laughed Danny as he tried to wipe the molasses-like substance from his eyes.

“I look freaky? You look like something that just crawled out from the sewer after hot and spicy tamale night. Now we’ve lost our looks, and we are totally fucked. What a combination,” sighed Kevin. 

Usually immaculate Kevin was a complete smeary mess. Realizing how much of the substance covered him, he tried to wipe it off, but it just moved around and dripped down his collar. He felt it oozing around his face, neck, and shoulders. He decided to have a major freak out and froze in his chair.

“You know, you sort of resemble one of those old California raisins or a Dove bar that’s been left out in the sun too long,” giggled Danny. He then started singing that ancient MacArthur Park song about the cake being left out in the rain and consequently was subjected to loud shouts and boos from the lab along with various missiles flung toward him, some of which were not so gently thrown. “I think we have sort of wandered off point a bit.” Danny began trying to the wipe formula off himself, only to succeed in spreading it around more, just as Kevin had. “Ugh. We’d better get cleaned up, so we look good for our obituary photos.” 

Kevin didn’t respond and Danny finally realized he’d been playing a living statue for the last few minutes. Danny pulled Kevin's chair away from their workstation and wheeled him out of the lab, down the hall, and into the shower area. "OK, Kevin, are you, 1) frozen due to our formula, or 2) frozen due to the gunk being splattered all over you and now you are in complete freak out mode? Nod once for one and twice for two.” Two nods later, Danny shoved Kevin under a high-powered shower until he began to move on his own.

Deciding that getting rid of the oozing mess was a good idea, Danny jumped into an adjacent shower. Getting rid of the gunk took some time as the substance was sort of adhering and soaking into their skin. They were used to failure but usually not one quite so sticky or gooey. They were also not used to using themselves as guinea pigs. Although Danny and Kevin had many less than rational moments in the lab, they certainly weren't dumb enough to use themselves as consumer trial panelists or as Kevin liked to call them, “pre-emergency room admittees.” On occasion, Kevin and Danny would try a small sample of product on a tiny portion of their skin and have a heavy-duty soap akin to 10 times the strength of Lava on hand to immediately remove it, particularly if it began to eat through their skin. Consequently, they both had somewhat blotchy skin from such testing in addition to their off-duty experiments in which they produced, even more, explosions and chaos than they did at work.

After nearly 30 minutes of scrubbing, they emerged extremely clean and product free. Danny caught Kevin staring at him and gave him a questioning look, but Kevin only moved closer and said, “Hey you look good, you look terrific.”  

Danny backed up into a corner of the locker room and began to swat at Kevin with his loofa brush. “Knock it off or I’ll file a complaint. Just see how you will explain a sexual harassment complaint against a dude on your next job interview.”

“Don’t be such an idiot, you idiot.  Your burn marks, even the one shaped like a guitar, are gone. In fact, all your scars are missing too.”

“What!? They can’t be. Must be the cheap lighting in here.”

"No, really, they’re gone." Kevin was rubbing his forehead in the abstracted way he does when trying to solve a problem. He usually rubs the area over his right eye where he has a scar, one he refers to as his “dueling scar” to the ladies.  "Hey, my forehead scar is gone. Remember, you used my forehead to unstick our window when we locked ourselves out of our apartment a few years back."

"A few years back! It was like back in the Paleozoic period, fuck face. Geez, you use every opportunity to throw that in my face, don't you? You act as if I ambushed you. We were brainstorming and had run out of ideas when I realized that the window wasn't locked but was just stuck and needed a gentle nudge. The next thing I know, after I brilliantly solved the problem, I hear screaming and carrying on about bleeding to death and lawsuits!"

“Enough, enough. I forgive you. See it’s gone.”

“I can’t see anything. Your big carcass is pressed up against the mirror.”

Which was true for, Kevin was literally eyeball to his own eyeball in the full-length mirror trying to find his forehead scar.

Looking at his own reflection, Danny saw a new and improved version of himself. All blemishes were gone. Every scar, burn mark and paper-cut was gone, even down to an annoying hangnail that had been bothering him.  It was as though someone from a high fashion magazine had come in and airbrushed him.  He looked fabulous. He couldn’t take his eyes off himself. Like most men, Danny had partial, and on certain occasions, almost complete blindness about himself.  He always thought he looked good, dressed well and spoke eloquently at all times. In reality, comfort doesn’t equal sartorial eloquence, and as comfortable as denim and flannel are, they are not fit for every occasion. Now, however, the Daniel J. Kensington in the mirror was just as good looking as the one in Danny’s mind. The mirrored reflection showed a five foot nine inch man in his 30’s with short platinum blonde hair and vague muscle tone with a stunned look on his face. 

“It worked!” Danny shrieked.  Danny never had outgrown the excited, “Look what I got for Christmas!" shriek that he had perfected in the first grade. It would burst out of him at inopportune moments for everyone else working in the lab and had caused many a setback. Even though everyone was used to his excitability the tone he reached would still cause coworkers to experience momentary spasms at the worst possible moment, causing everything from slight spills to the occasional catastrophe. It wasn't as if the shrieks erupted at groundbreaking discovery, either. Usually, Danny shrieked when he learned a new ps4 (PlayStation 4) game had just come out, or he had just fired off a 48 point word in a game of Words with Friends. Luckily Danny was well liked and well respected as a formulations chemist otherwise he would've been found smoldering in a vat of discarded goo a long time ago. 

"Yes, but what worked?" asked Kevin as he spun around in the locker room like a demented twister game participant. 

“The formula, you moron.”

"Yes, but what was in the formula?"

Confusion and then panic crept into Danny’s usually serene face, and he let out another shriek and began banging his head against a nearby tiled wall. Kevin briefly looked at Danny and then started staring at the ceiling as if awaiting instructions from above.

Except for the rhythmic thumping of Danny's head against tile, everything was quiet for a minute. Then Kevin's neck got a crick in it. Deciding that no help was coming from either the off-white ceiling or the out of date recessed light fixtures, he glanced in the mirror. 

“Good thing there aren’t any cameras in here otherwise we’d be the stars on the Christmas video of morons for sure.”

“Yes, I’d hate to look silly during a Christmas party we won’t attend because we’ll be deeeeeeed.”

“Deeeed?  Did you just turn into one of those fucking divas? Or did you hit your head one too many times?”

“Cameras. Cameras...there are cameras all over this place including...”

“Including the lab” finished Kevin.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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SUZANNE VERASSING, Safety and Human Resource coordinator of Lexi Corp. was making her usual trip to the security office with an armful of baked goods. Since her hire date Suzanne had been cultivating the friendship of all of the security personnel. She believed if she was seen often enough, and shoved enough baked goods down their throats, they would feel she was harmless and would cease to notice when she came around or at least not be alarmed when she did. Her plan worked, for, on every trip to the security office, which she made several times a week, she would download several days' worth of video surveillance on a flash drive she carried with her at all times for opportune moments of piracy. Then she would watch it at her leisure at home or occasionally in a vacant Lexi office and forward any pertinent video off to Teaberry Cosmetics, Lexi Corp’s main competitor.

Suzanne was actually employed by Teaberry, the, CEO of which had no compunctions about getting ahead in the cosmetics business no matter the risk or illegality. 

Suzanne Verassing or as she was known at Teaberry, Suzanne Hemlock, was a jack of all trades so to speak, a hired gunslinger for companies, which like Teaberry left their scruples behind after their stock first became public. With her chameleon-like features, Suzanne could fit in anywhere and conform to any type of situation.  At five foot four 120 pounds, with shoulder length dark hair and hazel eyes, she had deceivingly soft facial features which contrasted her extremely physically fit and heavily muscled body. She covered up her muscles with long sleeves and full-length skirts.  At Lexi, she was the Human Resource woman who wore her hair in barrettes and favored pastels and flower-printed outfits. With a permanent smile on her face, she could always be found around the company delivering home-baked goods to someone's office or a conference room.

Teaberry hired Suzanne because her abilities included theft, actual and informational, and product sabotage. She was not above seducing anyone who might have valuable information or needed to be slowed down if they were on the verge of a significant breakthrough. She also had a knack for destroying companies from within by preying on the weaknesses of essential members of staff, such as alcoholism, gambling, etc. What Teaberry didn’t know was that Suzanne also was a hired assassin and that she advertised on the dark web for extra money and for the sheer thrill of killing. She especially enjoyed making a murder look like an accident or a natural death. However, there was something to be said for the out and out wham bam bullet through the head approach. She often wondered if she was more of a sociopath or a psychopath but decided that was society's problem to figure out at some point. For now, she would just enjoy the ride.

For two long years, Suzanne had integrated herself with these self-absorbed non- productive piles of emotionally driven drones. She had plastered on a smile after fake smile. She had signed every birthday, get well, and retirement schlock filled card until she wanted to puke. Known as the happy homemaker of the company, she had brought in baked goods by the dozens, which gave her stomach cramps. Finally, yes finally she was going to get out of this stifling environment and move on to something that didn’t involve skin care or the beauty industry. If it required chemistry, she wanted the end result to at least blow-up. 

"Actually that might be a fitting end for Lexi a lab explosion with these annoying lab rats blown up in a fireball. Whoops, something went wrong, and just when they were having a breakthrough, what a horrible tragedy. Well, it's time to butter up Mitchell and Roger," Suzanne said to herself as she grabbed a tin of cupcakes and headed for the security office, unaware that she was about to hit pay dirt.

Later, after leaving the security office, she headed on home and watched the video she had downloaded. On it Suzanne saw Kensington and Montgomery (code names, “Dumb and Dumber”) run to the UV-VIS (ultraviolet, visible spectroscopy) with some sort of sample to analyze. She noticed Dumb and Dumber were acting stranger than usual, and something seemed different about them as well. They didn’t look as repulsive as they usually did.  Their skin glowed as though they just had a body wrap, which was doubtful.  She wasn’t sure they even bathed.

She leaned into her monitor as far as she could while zooming in. Suzanne couldn't believe what she saw. Kensington and Montgomery both had perfect, unblemished skin. Had they actually come up with something? No. It wasn’t possible, she thought.  She waited for them to suddenly combust, or for their first layer of skin to slide off in a crusty heap, but nothing happened.  They just stood there grinning at each other and doing what appeared... Wait, they’re seizing. They are having the start of some sort of grand mal. No, oh God, they’re dancing and chest bumping.

She immediately texted her contact at Teaberry, Gretchen Meadows, and told her she was sending a feed off her computer. Once the feed uploaded, Suzanne and Gretchen began an Internet Relay Chat (IRC).They start an Internet Relay Chat (IRC).

G- Why are they analyzing the formula now? Are they double checking the ingredients? They should’ve examined the formula ages ago. They needed to have run it through the spectroscopy months ago for the quantitating determination of the different analytes. They can’t be checking to make sure their sample complies with the Drug and Cosmetic Act for the FDA now. It’s crunch time.

S- I wonder if the morons are using Nanotechnology and or nanoemulsion.  That’s a little beyond their limited scope. 

G- Of course it was experimental in 1998 and is the new hot ingredient we hide in the label. Of course no one advertises it that way. Who wants to buy something that bores into your skin and then possibly into your bloodstream and lymph system?

S- Think again, G. Some of these women would give 10 years off of their life to look 10 years younger now. What do they care if things run amuck in their system and eventually damage their tissue?

G-Why are you just showing me this now? It looks like they have been working on this for some time. What have you been doing over there?

S-These guys are idiots, grade “A” morons who spend the whole day playing games and socializing. The odds of them coming up with anything slightly marketable and innovative are the same odds of a pig winning the lotto. I'm looking through the previous video to see the breakthrough moment. I'll also look for any specific ingredients or at least find out where they keep their notes.

G-Teaberry is paying you a lot of money. You had better do more than just look at the video and guess at what they came up with. I want that formula, I want everything surrounding that formula and no trace of anything or anyone connected with it after you have it. Is that clear?

S- Yes, G. I understand. You will have it all and Lexi Corp. will have nothing once again.

G- Signed off.

Suzanne was nervous and for Suzanne nervous was unthinkable. She disregarded the most recent portion of the download since it appeared those two grade A idiots were just throwing ingredients into a bowl. And when they combined the two containers, she figured they were making their lunch again. Several months ago she’d been fooled. While viewing a surveillance video, she thought Dumb and Dumber were looking unusually focused as they compared notes from battered notebooks. She had carefully taken notes of every colored-coded jar, only to learn that the morons had been making chili for themselves and the rest of the lab. 

She couldn’t find a moment in any of the videos where Kensington and Montgomery had manufactured a formula. In fact, she could barely find a moment when they were actually working. Suzanne thought she had it back in July, but then a series of explosions and an evacuation of the lab destroyed that possibility.

She sat and pondered things. She began to wonder if the video in which they’d been making chili might have been when they actually created the formula and the latest video with what appeared to be them tossing random ingredients in was part of that same formula. Did I misjudge those idiots? Are they that brilliant that they can come up with a working formula in that short of time? Did they just need a deadline to perform? No.  They are idiots that got lucky, and now they will be the late idiots of Lexi Corp. 

Suzanne packed a “to go” bag. For her, this meant a Glock 21 .45 cal. with a silencer, a .223 DPMS rifle in a case, plenty of ammo and enough explosives to wipe out an entire city block. She also put in a change of clothes; she would walk past the Tweedles as Suzanne from HR, but would come out a warrior.  She put all of this in her Land Rover. Soon after arriving at Lexi Corp., she had the car outfitted with plates registered to that moron Brian Conner. She never drove the Land Rover to Lexi Corp. before given she felt it would not go with her happy homemaker image. But today, when the big bang occurred, the last car seen going through security would be Conner's Land Rover, and his ID badge would be used in the entryway. It was always good to be prepared and to have a scapegoat, and Conner, the jackass, was perfect.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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WHILE SUZANNE WAS HAPPILY packing and daydreaming of fireballs in the sky, Danny and Kevin were back in the NMR room frantically trying to backtrack and erase all trace of the formula and their connection to today’s incredible discovery. Danny was still doing an incredibly sad one-man jitterbug and realized he was doing a solo act.

“Good thing you thought of running the gunk through the NMR.  That will give us more information on what it is and how many impurities there are. Are you almost finished?” he asked as Kevin’s head disappeared into the bowels of the Nuclear Magnetic Resonance Spectroscopy. 

A voice echoed from its depths, “Almost done deleting us.” 

Frenzied, Danny started patting himself and dancing backward, away from the NMR. “I didn't know this thing could do that."

“What?”

"Uh, never mind, just hurry up." Danny giggled as he realized Kevin was deleting all of the day's analysis including the usernames and passwords used to operate the Spectroscopy. He pictured Kevin tinkering with it in such a way that they would dematerialize like something out of Star Trek.

Kevin emerged from the NMR innards.

“I’ve turned off the cameras in all the rooms and hallways we are going to be using, and I am now replaying the Memorial Day weekend feed in which all the labs and halls were deserted as they should be now. I’ve already downloaded the video feed of us making the formula to my phone. I can transfer it to something safer when we get home.”

“Hey, isn’t it going to look odd that no one has used the washing machine all day? It’s used pretty frequently,” Danny said 

The NMR Spectroscopy sort of looked like a two-story washing machine on steroids with massive chunky legs, stairs, and catwalk, hence its nickname.

"Crap. In fact, there's a sign in log too that I forgot about.  I never sign in, at least not with my name."

"Whose name do you use?"

“Let’s not get into names and who uses who for what right now. We’ve got more important things to worry about.”

"Who for who?  I still want to know if I'm the who. Hey, couldn't you run an infinite self-test loop or something? Make it look like the washing machine went all Hal for a day?"

"You know, you amaze me, Danny. You aren't as nearly dumb as people say you are."

"Yes, well you know, sometimes I even amaze... Wait a second you asshole." Danny turned around to hit Kevin with the nearest object and saw that he had once again disappeared into the washing machine. When he re-appeared, he was smacked about the head several times by Danny at which point a slap fight broke out.

“Wait! Wait a second! We need to get samples of the formula and its ingredients out of here without being seen,” said Kevin as sanity returned to his brain after a most painful slap in the face.

"You said you've turned off all the cameras, so why can't we just walk on out? Oh, right, Tweedle Dee and Dum."

Tweedle Dee and Dum or as their name tags read, Mitchell and Roger, were the security guards for the employee entry and exit doors. They were required to search all bags, packages, etc. of everyone coming and going. The company even spent money on a body scan machine for those employees working in the ultra-secret labs, such as the one to which Kevin and Danny were assigned. Mitchell and Roger were nicknamed Tweedle Dee and Dum for obvious reasons, but they were thorough, to the point of robotic thoroughness, and Kevin and Danny knew they wouldn't be able to get past them.

“VIP doors!” Kevin and Danny said in unison.

The VIP doors, for visitors such as the board members, high fashion models, and friends of Lexi who could not be bothered to go through the employee entrance, had security cameras and a key card entry, but no guards. Both Kevin and Danny had made VIP access key cards for themselves ages ago for those much needed and well-deserved breaks in the VIP outdoor lounge area. It featured a bar and BBQ area and, more importantly during those extended breaks, extremely comfy lounge chairs and sofas. The area also had an exit to the parking lot reserved for the higher-ups, Lexi's CEO's, etc., and also had security cameras but no guards to invade the personal space of Lexi, the executive officers or their guests. 

It was perfect for Kevin and Danny and their alter egos, Lucas Collins, head of advertising, and Giovanni Orio, male supermodel, respectively to as their exit. So they sprinted out of the VIP lounge area, and ran for their cars on the opposite end of the building in the riff-raff lot, as they called it, throwing the test results, ingredients, and formula in Danny's trunk. They then headed back to the VIP entrance as their alter egos, Lucas and Giovanni.

“Hey, why are we going back in?” asked Danny mid-stride.

“Because we haven’t left yet that’s why. We have to go back in to leave. Otherwise, it will look suspicious later.”

“We haven’t left yet? Then where are we right now, in building limbo?”

Kevin stopped and grabbed Danny by the arms. “Did Giovanni go to your head again and empty it?”

“Huh?” Ohhh, I see. We haven’t left. Lucas and Giovanni have left, but we are still in there,” Danny said, figuring things out. “I wonder what we, who haven’t left yet, are doing.  I hope I’m eating because I could go for a huge steak right about now.”

“God, you are such a fucking idiot. Let’s hurry up and get back in so we can leave properly.”

“Wait a second. If we go back in again as us, then Lucas and Giovanni will be trapped in there, but if they aren’t actually there to be found, someone will start looking closely at the key cards entries.”

"Well, maybe you aren't such a goof, after all, Danny, I thought you were channeling Giovanni too hard and got stuck in character. You are right. We are going to have to use the emergency exit as a first time entrance. Why didn't you think of that in the first place?"

“I got confused about where and who we were.”

In the past, they had used the dock doors as an escape route for extended lunches and breaks when the VIP entrance and lounge area was clogged with annoying VIPs.

The docks had the usual sally port type doors and a second entrance for smaller packages carried in by delivery drivers. This entrance was a regular side door, which was manned during work hours but only locked after hours.

Shortly after being hired, Danny and Kevin had given themselves an after-hours grand tour of the facility and made good use of their time. They made a master key to every door in the plant and made numerous key cards of real and fictitious people. They only intended to use these keys during goof off time and looking for unoccupied offices in which to escape from Laddie. Their forward thinking initiative paid off, for they now walked through the dock’s service door and headed back to their lab, intent on making sure they had collected everything pertaining to their formula.
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CHAPTER SIX
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SUZANNE HAD ALREADY exited her Land Rover and placed her bag of goodies outside the window of Lucas Collins’ office at Lexi Corp.  She knew she could use it since it was being remodeled. Still dressed in her usual HR girly clothes she passed by the security guards Mitchell and Roger with no problem. As she smiled and gave a little wave to them, she figured she might as well eliminate some of the deadwood behind the security desk on her way out to as a precautionary measure. Best get rid of any witnesses to her odd arrival time at Lexi Corp. 

Mitchell and Roger were known company-wide as Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum due to their nearly identical personalities, body type and matching double digit IQ’s. Talking to either one or both guards felt like talking to a pair of inquisitive spaniels that had just completed a trick and were now awaiting a treat. Mitchell and Roger had shaved heads, were long distance runners and loved to tell anyone and everyone in pronounced detail about their training schedules and calorie intake down to the latest energy bar they had just consumed. They were also obsessed with firearms and frequently traded or bought new weapons. This made for extremely quick moving security lines at Lexi Corp. as no one wanted to stick around for their never-ending chit-chat.

The majority of Lexi personnel, including even the most senior, had to resort to slyly check Mitchell and Roger’s name tapes to tell them apart. They sort of blended together into one’s mind and then thankfully disappeared altogether shortly after you encountered them. Staying with you mentally about as long as a reaction to a burst of pepper.  A short sneeze and they were forgotten.

Suzanne was trying to locate Danny and Kevin, but every time she looked at her smartphone to view the camera feed it stayed the same; the morons were nowhere to be found. This bothered her considerably, but she didn’t have time to figure out where Dumb and Dumber were right now. She just needed their results.

Suzanne entered Lucas Collins’s office, which was not only being remodeled, but useful for many reasons. It was in an out of the way corner of the building and didn’t have a lot of foot traffic. From time to time, Suzanne would slip in and use Lucas’s computer to download information from time to time.  As head of advertising, Collins was never in his office, instead spending his days out, schmoozing potential clients. Despite spending maybe five hours a week in it, he was having the office remodeled.

“No wonder companies are going broke. They waste money on things like this and perks for executives instead spending it on the people that do actual work, or on better security. Idiots.”

Suzanne grumbled and grabbed her bag of explosives (Composition 4 commonly known as C4) and, weapons, and headed for the lower level to print out the results from the NMR.  Just as she was exiting the elevator by the break room, Kevin and Danny  exited the NMR lab and headed down the hallway toward the VIP exit.

Suzanne used Conner’s ID to gain access to the lab where Danny and Kevin worked. She dropped off her bag in the lab and entered the NMR room. Bypassing the accesses codes to the washing machine, she hit “print” for the last several jobs that day. She was rewarded with self-testing and calibrating results from the previous 12 hours. She stared at the results for several seconds, then slowly crumpled the printout in her hand and let it fall to the ground.

“Fucking bastards. They couldn’t be that smart to cover their tracks.”

“Bastards” echoed and re-echoed in the washing machine’s chamber followed by the sound of dripping. Suzanne looked for the source of the dripping sound and discovered she had driven her nails deep into her palm. Blood ran down her palm, and onto the test results that had fallen on the floor. She looked at the blood  trickling onto the floor, and the half-moon cuts in her palms, snorted, giggled, and started chanting, “C-4, C-4, give me a C give me a four and what do you have? You have ceeee fooour...”

She re-entered the lab, stripped off her girly clothes and armored up. She put on her bulletproof vest, BDUs, holstered her Glock 21 .45 caliber with silencer, slipped her baby Glock .380 into her boot, and started planting the C4 while softly chanting to herself.  

The dynamic duo were now on their way back to the lab. 

Suzanne’s chanting had lost its effect of calming her down, and all pretense of poise and serenity during what should have been the highlight of her assignment vanished. She began tearing open locked desks and drawers, not caring about making this look like an accidental lab explosion. She was pissed. “Damned the consequences. I’ll take the entire fucking building down,” she muttered to herself while tossing files and laptops out of cabinets. “There must be notes, emails, encrypted files, something, damn it!”

There wasn’t, so Suzanne started to review the video footage on her iPad of Danny and Kevin making the formula. She had tried to reconstruct the formula’s ingredients in the lab and its contents from the video footage and thought she had most of the elements. Most of them were in different colored vials and jars, and were easy to find. But she had no idea of the amounts. She just stared at the video of Danny and Kevin tossing in ingredients in what appeared to be a random amount and sequence. She found all the jars except for the small vial Kensington had with the orange and black markings. 

Orange and black? Those marking don’t make any sense. What the fuck are they up to. Was this a decoy formula in case someone was watching?”

Suzanne muttered to herself as she tried to recreate the formula. She would pause and rewind and pause the video, again and again, all the time grumbling, “I will kill them, I will kill them.”  Pointing to Danny or Kevin on the monitor, she’d add, “You are dead.”  

After replicating the formula or at least coming as close as what she could ascertain from the video, Suzanne put a sample into a vial. She was readying to slip it into the washing machine to analyze it when she heard a horribly familiar voice. 

“Hey, Suzy, I didn’t know you knew chemistry? Excellent brownies you made the other day” chirped Danny to Suzanne’s back.

“You! It’s one of you motherfucking idiots!” Suzanne shouted as she whirled around and fired off a round in the direction of Danny’s voice.

Unfortunately for Suzanne, Kevin entered the lab just before Suzanne fired and tripped over her bag. With arms flailing, he crashed into a wheeled stool, sending it rolling into Suzanne, causing her shot to go wild and her to go even wilder.

“Motherfuckers!” she screamed into Kevin’s face as she scrambled to get to her feet.

Trying to help Suzanne to her feet while dusting himself off at the same time, Kevin managed only to push Suzanne to the ground again. As she fell, she dropped her gun and it slid across the floor. Kevin noticed, the gun traveling across the floor, realized a shot had just been fired and that Suzanne had been responsible for that shot.

Danny was frozen to the spot, not from being shot at but from the shock at having heard the happy homemaker scream, “Motherfucker!” “I said your brownies were excellent,” he said softly.  

“Run, you idiot!” yelled Kevin, trying to grab Danny’s arm and propel him into some sort of motion. But Danny was still mesmerized by “motherfucker” coming from Suzanne’s mouth. Despite his efforts, Kevin only managed to trip over that damn bag again. “Damn it!” he shouted, crashing to the ground again just as another round passed over his head. 

Suzanne had grabbed the second gun out of her ankle holster and fired at where Kevin’s head had been a millisecond before he crashed to the floor. She quickly adjusted her aim and shot again in the Kevin’s direction, but he’d been busy scuttling along the floor and trying to get to his feet. 

“Danny, a little help!”

Danny, who’d been watching the action as though it was happening on TV, remained completely immobilized.

Kevin had seen his friend in crisis before and knew he needed a little motivation, which meant, a smack in the head. While Kevin hid behind a lab counter as bullets continued to fly his way, he decided to motivate Danny who was behind a pillar and for now safely out of Suzanne's line of fire. Kevin grabbed some nearby items and hurled them toward Danny. A beaker of what Kevin hoped was water or something non-toxic struck Danny squarely in the head. As Danny started to come alive, he ran toward Kevin but slipped in a broken vial of moisturizing cream Kevin had just thrown as a motivating missile, and landed in a heap on the floor. Slowing getting up, Danny attempted to regain his balance but given his shoes were still slimy with moisturizer, he tap danced wildly in place for several seconds before grabbing madly at the lab counter. While clutching at it, he swept a microscope onto Suzanne’s hand and fell back onto the floor.  Suzanne, who’d been balancing with one hand and firing with the other, ended up shooting into the ceiling and swearing. 

“Oh, crap!” screeched Danny. “That’s my favorite microscope.” 

As usual, Danny had lost perspective of the larger picture and attempted to go back and retrieve his favorite microscope while trying to process why Suzanne was so angry at him for complimenting her brownies. “Oh, God! They weren’t your brownies. They were someone else’s!” cried Danny as he popped up behind a lab counter Meerkat-like. “And they weren’t homemade they were from a mix, and you are pissed because no one should ever confuse a mix from your home-made brownies. I am so very sorry, Suzanne.”

Suzanne was so stunned by this incredible outburst of inanity that she froze, which gave Kevin time to smack Danny in the face as hard as possible, and then drag him out of the room toward the hallway and VIP elevators.

“What the hell did you do that for? I was trying to apologize,” Danny muttered

“For someone who is a near genius in your field you can be a complete ass sometimes. Come on, run! We have to alert the Tweedles.”

“So Suzanne wasn’t mad about the brownie comment?”

“No, I don’t think she cares one way or the other about your opinion on her baking or anything else. Hurry up. I’m pretty sure she’s a professional at what she does.”

“Right, that’s what I was thinking, I’m up to speed now, and I just got rattled by the gunfire. That’s all. So, she’s a professional cosmetician?”

“Sure, all the best cosmetician’s carry a full arsenal with them at all times. No don’t take the elevator it will take too long. We’ll take the stairs. I think I hear her coming,” panted Kevin.

“Oh my God I forgot how far down we were. I’ll never make it,” wheezed Danny.

“Jesus, Danny we are only down one flight,” gasped Kevin as he grabbed hold of the railing at the top of the landing. Unfortunately, his forward momentum slammed him into the wall face first. “We’re almost at the front doors. Start screaming for the Tweedles.”

Kevin and Danny had made it to the lobby by the VIP elevators. But winded from the sprint down the hall and up the stairs, they could only utter short, static words.

“Crazy, gun, crazy lady, gun, help, help.” 

Danny didn’t help clarify matters by shouting “crazy cosmetician!”

The information desk near the front lobby doors was supposed to be manned by either Mitchell or Roger or one of the other floating security guards. A security desk behind the scanners near the elevators was also manned during working hours, and two hours before and after working hours for early birds and stragglers. This desk was adjacent to the office in which the video surveillance system was kept. At the time of Danny and Kevin’s race down the hallway, Mitchell and Roger were engrossed in Sku Yu’s newest takeout menu at the security desk. A  menu such as this would usually occupy them for several hours, and they were now happily engrossed in this latest offering with all new color photos.

When Kevin and Danny’s shouting came into range, Mitchell heard “crazy gun,” thought it was a new item on the menu he had somehow missed, and was furiously looking for it. Roger was slightly quicker and turned toward the sound of the shouting. 

Suzanne had chosen to run toward the break room exit and, being in much better shape, arrived in the lobby several seconds ahead of Danny and Kevin. She had positioned herself behind the Tweedles’ guard desk furthest away from the security office. Suzanne knew she could use it for cover, take out the idiots, then gain access to the security office and erase all her movements in the building. She didn’t even really think about the Tweedles as being a problem, but rather as a couple of potted plants to move out of the way as she exited the building. 

The potted plants were behind the security desk in-between the main grouping of elevators and the body scanning and x-ray machines. They were at the far end of their workstation closest to the security office while Suzanne was at the opposite end. Roger and Mitchell had not noticed Suzanne’s arrival. They barely registered Kevin and Danny’s noisy entrance.  

Roger now turned and saw two sweaty men running toward the security desk shouting something about “guns.” He nudged Mitchell. “Hey Mitch, Danny wants to ask you about your new Taurus.” 

“Really? It’s so cool, Danny,” replied Mitchell whose eyes never left the takeout menu. “It’s a .45 caliber model 24/7 G2 in blue finish.” As Mitchell recited this, he took the gun, out of  his holster to show to Danny.

Suzanne hadn’t been paying any attention to Mitchell and Roger’s conversation. She concentrated on Danny and Kevin’s movements until she saw Mitchell take his weapon out of his holster. Then purely out of reflex, she swiveled toward Mitchell, taking her eyes off her initial targets.

Mitchell and Roger saw Suzanne’s movement and greeted her warmly since she had been food bribing them for years.

“Hey Suzanne, want anything from Sku Yu’s?”  Roger held the takeout menu with two fingers, waggling it back and forth at Suzanne. “They took over Tasty Wang’s and have doubled their selection.”

In response, Suzanne fired two rounds each into both Roger and Mitchell’s chests.

“Morons,” she muttered, and then crouched down and crab-walked to the front of the desk, concealing herself from Danny and Kevin.

Roger looked at the takeout menu and noticed two holes that hadn’t been there a few seconds ago. He turned toward Mitchell who had an equally surprised look on his face. They stood perfectly still for a millisecond, then fell toward each other, cracking heads as they collided, and then crumpling to the floor in an ungracious heap. 

“Hmm, I would’ve thought there would have been more of an echo when those two melons collided,” Suzanne muttered to herself. “Oh well, back to business. Two down, two to go.”

Danny and Kevin saw the shooting of the Tweedles, screamed, tried to apply the brakes and change direction all at the same time. Danny grabbed Kevin’s arm and attempted to pull him back toward the elevators, while Kevin tried to pull Danny toward the security office. They only succeed in twirling each other around dosey doe style. 

Danny and Kevin heard more gunfire near them, but couldn’t ascertain the direction of the shots as they both had their eyes squeezed shut.

“Are you hit? Am I hit? Who got hit?” asked Danny. Each question increased in volume and franticness until he was screaming into Kevin’s ear.

“I don’t know. I can’t see.”

“Why can’t you see? Did you get shot in the eye?”

“I can’t see because I have my eyes closed like you, you nit.”

“Oh. How do you know I have my eyes closed?”

“If you had your eyes open, you would see that I have my eyes closed!”

“Ahh yes, that makes sense.”

“Danny, Kevin come over to our desk, and use it for cover.”

“Who are you and what desk?” asked Kevin.”

“It’s Mitchell, come over here behind the security desk.”

“I saw Mitchell get shot. You can’t be Mitchell. It’s a trick.”

“Very good, Kevin” complimented Danny. “I never would have thought of that. I wonder how Suzanne can sound so much like Mitchell.”

“Open your eyes guys, it is us. We are wearing Second Chance vests. We just got them and have been trying them out this last week. I didn’t think being hit would hurt that much. I’m gonna be sore for a week.”

Danny and Kevin screwed up their courage and slowly opened their eyes and see Mitchell and Roger motioning them to come over to their desk. 

The desk was crescent-shaped with two computer monitors and various sign-in sheets; it could hold four people relatively comfortably upright or two lying down.

The only concealment that was available to Danny and Kevin, which they were currently using, was a directory board several yards away from the security desk.

“If we leave our spot, she’ll gun us down!” wailed Danny.

“Do a belly crawl,” whisper-shouted Roger.

Danny and Kevin were no strangers to the concept of the belly crawl as they looked forward to Monday mornings for one reason and one reason only. The floors of their lab were waxed on Sunday night, so on Monday mornings they’d have belly races on pieces of cardboard. (Kevin would bring in his own sanitized carton so not to muss up his clothing.)

“Belly racing,” they said in unison momentarily forgetting the danger they were in.

They took several steps back, ran a few feet and slid on their bellies, advancing only four measly feet. Apparently the lobby floor hadn’t been waxed in quite a while. 

“Son of a bitch, mother fucker!” shouted Danny. He immediately realized he should use his inside voice at this crucial moment and mouthed “Sorry” to Kevin. He then began breast stroking his way across the floor to the security desk.

Kevin, who realized he was getting his clothes dirty, squat walked his way over to the desk.

While Kevin and Danny were attempting the arduous challenge of moving 25 yards to the security desk, Mitchell and Roger had unleashed the rest of their arsenal.

Kevin had always assumed that the many cabinets behind the security desk held reports and other security-related paperwork. He’d never wondered why the cabinets were locked.  Those doors were now open when Keven reached the desk area. Taking in the sea of weaponry, Kevin spluttered, “My God, it looks like the NRA threw up in here.” 

Mitchell and Roger were holding what looked like riot shields and had put on helmets with visors that covered their faces. With their free hands, they were firing shot after shot toward the decorative planters between the security desk and bank of elevators.

“We’ve got her on the run now!” shouted Roger as he threw what appeared to be a flat large metal spider toward the elevator bank. The spider winged its way past the potted plants and embedded itself above the up button on the wall between the elevators.

“Throwing star? You have a throwing star?” shouted Mitchell to Roger while simultaneously cracking him on the side of his helmet.

“Yes, that does seem a bit much,” laughed Danny.

“Where in the hell did you get that type of throwing star? I’ve been looking everywhere for the ones with the five blades. Why didn’t you tell me?’

“Over the internet, Bob’s Big Barn of Defense.com.  They have everything.  The reason I didn’t tell you about the throwing stars is.”

“Stars? You have more than one?”

“Oh yes, they sell them in sets of three and six. I purchased a few dozen assorted. The reason I didn’t tell you is that I was going to split them with you next week on your birthday.”

“OHHHH....” Danny and Kevin said as they looked at each other. 

“Isn’t that nice. Why don’t you ever get me anything usable like that on my birthday?” Danny asked Kevin.

“Oh for Christ’s sake, this is not the time or place for birthday analysis,” whispered Kevin.

“Oh, sure, it’s never the time or place. Wait, that sounded a little weird. What are those?” Danny asked as he pointing at an object that Mitchell was lovingly holding.

“This, my friend, is a flash bang. It also goes by the name of a stun grenade.”

“It looks like a small bug zapper” commented Danny.

“Well it would certainly ruin any bug’s day that happened to come into contact with it, that’s for sure!” laughed Mitchell.

Roger looked at Mitchell and said, “On the count of three, I do the West side you do the East, and we’ll drive her back.”

“One, two,” they chimed, and at “two” they high fived each other. When the Tweedles got to three, they threw their respective flash-bangs.

“So what is a flash-bang exact” 

Danny was cut off by a blinding flash, followed by an even bigger bang, followed by another bang and flash. “Oh, it’s self- explanatory. Did I say that out loud?  I can’t hear myself. Test, test, testing. Oh crap, I’m deaf.”

While Danny was counting and snapping his fingers by his ears, the Tweedles were chest bumping and whooping with joy.  Of course, no one in the vicinity could hear their delight since all were now equally deaf.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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MITCHELL AND ROGER wanted to recap the last few glorious minutes of their shift and motioned each other and the boys to the security office. There, Mitchell and Roger continued to high five and chest bump while Danny jumped on one leg and then the other, trying to regain his hearing as though he had just come out of the deep end of the pool. Kevin, however, had glued his eyeball to the peephole in the security door, searching for Suzanne.

“WHAT ARE YOU DOING?” screamed Danny at the Tweedles, as he couldn’t monitor his own volume.

Kevin ignored Danny given his own temporary deafness. The Tweedles stopped in mid-high five with Mitchell slapping Roger in the shoulder and Roger missing Mitchell entirely, which caused him to spin in a circle from the momentum and Mitchell’s slap. Mitchell found this hilarious and laughed uproariously until he had to sit down from the effort.

“This has been by far the best drill this stuffy company has ever come up with.” wheezed Mitchell as his giggling wound down. While saying this, he was removing his shooting earplugs, as was Roger.

“I know this is so much better than the fire/disaster drills we have to put on twice a year. This is so kick ass,” Roger agreed.

Kevin and Danny’s hearing was slowly returning from registering only a steady hum to actual sounds and voices. At the mention of a “drill” they turned toward the Tweedles. 

“Drill? This is no fucking drill you.” Before Danny could complete his sentence, Kevin put his hand over his mouth and whispered in his ear, “Don’t piss them off. They just saved our lives.”

“Right, shit, right, okay. Umm, guys, this wasn’t a drill, Suzanne is not who we all thought she was. Mad Maxine here is some sort of industrial spy or just a complete nut job or possibly a combination of both. Whatever Suzanne is, she is using live bullets, as you can see in your vests. She wants to kill us, and you guys were simply in her way. So, police, for God sake has anyone called the police?”

The Tweedles tried to process this latest information while looking at their vests and each other’s body armor. Kevin and Danny exchanged a look and then grabbed the phone in the security office. The line was dead. They frantically checked all their pockets for their cell phones and simultaneously cried, “Fuck!” 

The Tweedles slowly caught up to speed.  Roger searched for his cell phone, as Mitchell was scanned the video screens for Suzanne. 

“There’s no sign of her on any of the levels. Of course, she could be hiding in a bathroom or a camera’s blind spot,” Mitchell said to no one in particular.

Kevin and Danny both stopped looking for their phones, glanced at each other and started slowly backing up toward the security door.

“You know, maybe our phones slid out of our pockets when we were crawling to your desk,” Danny said as he casually felt around for the doorknob behind him.

Roger cried out, “Found it! And waved his phone in the air.”

“Um, Roger, take a closer look at the phone, I think there might be a slight problem with it,” Kevin said overly casually as he edged himself and Danny toward the door.

While Roger was bringing his phone to eye level and examining the round hole in the center of the screen, Kevin and Danny eased open the door and crept out.

“Maybe we should’ve told them we messed with their video system,” whispered Danny as he and Kevin crouched down, scanning the floor for any signs of a phone.

“Are you kidding? The video system is like their child. If they knew we even messed with one camera, let alone the entire system, they would have a shit fit.”

“Oh God, I forgot. They even named it. Now what do we do?” Danny asked.

“See if we can get back to the security desk. If our phones are anywhere, they are behind the desk.”

“Good, let’s go.”

They were halfway to the desk when Kevin, who was slightly ahead of Danny, abruptly stopped, causing Danny to run into his back.

“What the fuck? Why did you stop?” 

“What if Suzanne is behind the desk? She’s disabled the phones, and she knows we are going to have to either leave through the front or the rear entrance. What’s a better place to hide than the security desk? She can use for cover and see which entrance we choose to leave by,” Kevin said in one breath.

“Now what, now what, now what?” chanted Danny.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
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SUZANNE HAD GATHERED her gear and took refuge from the Tweedles’ onslaught in the stairway by the elevator bank. She was currently giving herself a pep talk.

“This is not a retreat, Hemlock; this is just a regrouping to assess the situation. I can still salvage this, and by salvage, I mean Sodom and Gomorrah this place. By the time I get through with this sorry ass company, there won’t be an eyebrow pencil left to find. What’s this now?” Suzanne said to herself conversationally as she stooped down to pick up an Android phone. “My, oh my, someone carelessly dropped. I should return it to its owner as soon as possible. Return it right to their cold, dead hands. Now, on to the business at hand.”

Suzanne had already planted the C4 in Danny and Kevin’s lab, which only left the upper level containing the management offices and the main lobby level. She felt sure she had put enough C4 in the one lab to take out the other labs on the lower level including the NMR room. She wasn’t sure what would happen when that exploded, but it would be worth watching when it did, from a safe distance of course, possibly Europe. 

And with that thought she began to climb the stairs to the management level with her bag o’ explosives.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER NINE 
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ROGER WAS LOOKING AT the hole in his iPhone, trying to turn it on and failing.  “Mother fucker, I just got this fucker. It’s brand new, and I just installed the arms cartel app. Damn, damn, damn. “

“Forget your phone, Roger. What happened to Betsy?” Mitchell said in a near sob.

“Betsy, what about Betsy?  Don’t ever kid about Betsy” said Roger as he dropped the forgotten iPhone, which now had a convenient hole for a neck-chain.

Roger joined Mitchell who was caressing the monitors in an attempt to get them online again.

“That bitch messed up our Betsy” shouted Mitchell.

“Bitch, you can shoot us and kill my phone but taking down Betsy is going too far. This is war.” Mitchell’s voice cracked with emotion.

Roger and Mitchell turned to each other. With eyes misting over, they grasped each other by the shoulder and in unison said, “Vengeance.”

Then they realized they were alone in their office. Roger was the first to count heads and after calculating this problem twice and coming up with the same number twice, two he turned Mitchell. 

“Where did Kevin and Danny disappear to?”

Mitchell whirled around and came up with the same headcount and smiled, “They’ve gone to recon. They’ve finally gotten into the spirit of things.”

Kevin and Danny were still playing living statues not sure whether to go back to the office or try for the desk where Suzanne might be lying in wait.

“Why doesn’t one of us go to the desk while the other covers him?” Kevin casually suggested as he moved alongside Danny and then behind him in two quick moves.

“Okay, who is the one going and who is the one covering the one going?” whispered Danny, whipping his head frantically in all directions trying to catch a glimpse of Suzanne and failing to notice that Kevin was no longer in front of him.

“Let’s not quibble about who gets to be the hero,” Kevin whispered in Danny’s ear as he slowly pushed his friend forward and then took two giant steps backward near a potted plant.

“Hero? Who would be the hero, the desk person or the cover person?” asked Danny as he tiptoed forward toward the desk.

Given he was scanning the area, head whirling around as if possessed by the devil, Danny walked directly into the desk. Hitting the Tweedles’ workstation, he shrieked causing Kevin to shout. “Damn it, Danny, I’ve got your back!” He grabbed and threw what he thought was a plastic potted plant next to him toward whatever or whomever Danny was shrieking at. The houseplant, however, was not plastic nor was the planter, and Kevin nearly ruptured himself trying to throw what turned out to be freshly watered and fertilized soil clumps at Danny’s back.

“Oh God, Kevin, she’s shooting at me, I’ve been hit. Save yourself!” Danny screamed as he belly-flopped onto the desk, slithered over the top and landed in an un-heroic heap on the floor, weeping amongst what appeared to be hundreds of spent cartridges from the Tweedles assault. “I’ve been hit, I’ve been hit.” Danny moaned repeatedly. “I’m losing a lot of blood!” Kevin forgot the plant and dirt clumps and the possibility of Suzanne hiding nearby and rushed over to Danny, curled up behind the desk.

“What do you mean you’re losing a lot of blood? No one hit you. Well, at least Suzanne didn’t hit you, you asshole.” Kevin punctuated asshole with a not so gentle nudge with his foot in Danny’s behind.

“Ahh! Don’t kick me I’m wounded.  I can feel the blood running down my back.”

Kevin pulled up the back of Danny’s shirt, grabbed a clump of dirt that was trickling down Danny’s sweaty back, and showed it to him.

“Here’s your wound, you nit. God, you’re such a pussy. Ewww, my hands are all slimy now. Where’s the Tweedles’ hand sanitizer? They must have some around here somewhere.”

Danny regarded the clump of dirt Kevin had just handed him, “Why is there dirt running down my back? Who was throwing dirt at me? Hey, asshole, why were you throwing dirt at me, and why was I the one that had to go first behind the desk?” As he was asking these pertinent questions, he punctuated each inquiry with a kick to Kevin’s shin. 

Kevin had found a family size pump container of hand sanitizer and was trying to back away from Danny’s kicks while remaining behind the safety of the desk. Since was still trying to kick him, Kevin squirted the strawberry scented hand sanitizer in Danny’s general direction.

“Hey, fuckface, you’re going to get your fat face shot off dancing around like that,” Danny hissed with one final kick to Kevin’s shin.

Kevin realized the wisdom of Danny’s words. Due more to the thin coat of hand sanitizer on the floor than grace on Kevin’s part, he slid to the floor alongside Danny who was still giving Kevin dirty looks.

“Listen you can kill me later if Suzanne hasn’t killed me or both of us first. We need to find our phones and call for help and then get the hell outta here,” Kevin said to Danny and then stuck out his hand for a truce.

“Okay agreed. If we don’t get killed, I can pumelize you later.” Danny grasped Kevin’s hand, and they both shook.

“Do you see either of our phones?” asked Kevin

“No, but there’s a lot of shit that came out of the drawers and off the desk. They could be under it. You know when I’ve lost my phone before, I’ve called it from another phone. Maybe we can find our phones that way.”

“Yes, good idea. I’ll just find my phone and then call yours so we can then call for help. Do you have any idea where my phone is, Einstein?”

“Christ there’s no reason to get snotty about it. So my logic broke down a little. I am under a teensy weensy bit of stress here. Wait, doesn’t your phone have that app where if it’s stolen it gives its location?”

“Yes, but again that doesn’t help us, I’m pretty sure it’s in this building. The app just gives you the address or location of the phone; it doesn’t give you blueprints of the building it’s in.”

“I thought it had a feature where you could remotely ring it from a website.”

“Oh my God you’re right. I can check it from one of the Tweedles’ IPads. One of them has a green camouflage cover, and the other has a desert camouflage cover. In fact, you can check yours too; I put the same app on your phone.”

“When did you do that and why didn’t I know you did that? Danny was rummaging around in more of Tweedles’ cupboards and finally came up with two iPads. “Found them! Here’s the desert camo one.”

“Well I was going to tell you because it’s kinda cool, but then I thought you might lose your phone on purpose just so you could find it. Just go to lost/stolen phone heading and enter your phone number. Your password is the usual.”

“Oh gimme some credit, I wouldn’t do that.  Well, not too many times. How many times did you lose yours? And how do you know my password?”

“Four. The last time someone was just about to pick it up, so I thought I should conclude the testing process. Your password is “the usual.” Type it all in a row no spaces.”

“Good idea. Okay cool, it accepted it.  I’m ready to ring, how about you?”

“Ready, ring.”

Both froze in anticipation of the ringtones.

“How long does it take?” whispered Danny.

“I don’t know. It always took me awhile to find the phone. Probably a little longer than a Words with Friends response, but I’m just guessing.”

Danny tilted his head and raised his hand, “Wait I hear something.” God, what is that? It’s ear bleeding hideous.”

“It’s, it’s. I forgot what ring back I chose for you. It’s your phone.” Kevin was laughing so hard he couldn’t speak. “BBBBiiiiieebb,” he finally managed.

“Bib what’s a bibe?”

“Justin Bieber,” gasped Kevin.

“You really are the biggest asshole on the planet.”

“I couldn’t resist.”

“Hey, why is it fading? Thank God, but it seems to be moving away. Why is my phone moving away?”

“It sounded like it was coming from the bank of elevators or maybe the stairs. I didn’t hear the noise of the elevator doors, so it must’ve taken the stairs.”

“Will you stop making it sound like my phone grew legs and it decided to go for a stroll. How did it suddenly start moving?”

“Suzanne.  Fuck.” They both moaned in unison.

Suzanne had propped the lobby stairs door open to better hear any activity in the lobby. From the second floor landing, she could hear what sounded like a three-ring circus being set up by drunken clowns. “God, those idiots are about as stealthy as water buffalo.”

Just then the phone began emanating a horrible sound. She frantically tried to answer it to get it to stop or dismiss the call, but realized it wasn’t a call it was a remote locator tone. The high pitched wailing voice wouldn’t stop. Luckily there was a fire escape near the landing, and the phone immediately became a clay target in Suzanne’s sights.  One last wail came from the phone, and then, BAM! No more screeching.

“Thank God for that. That would be the ultimate torture. I wonder if our boys in the CIA have thought of Bieber torture.  That’s probably too extreme for even them,” Suzanne muttered. Hearing more commotion from downstairs, she walked down to the lobby level and pointed her AR toward the open lobby door.

“Well, if the phone and Suzanne are headed upwards, maybe we can head outside through the front lobby doors. We can grab the Tweedles and be on our way,” Danny said as he started running for the security office. Kevin, however, still wanted his phone and was loitering next to the shelf of potted plants alongside the security desk, wondering why his phone’s alert hadn’t gone off when “STOLEN!” suddenly erupted near his head. Kevin jerked back from the potted plants slipped on the mixture of hand sanitizer and spent shells and promptly fell to the floor. 

Suzanne heard “STOLEN” echo through the lobby, and thinking one of the idiots was coming toward the door, shot off a round through the open door that traveled across the lobby and lodged into the information security desk closest to the exit doors. She realized her mistake almost immediately and stopped firing. “Idiot, the only thing you’ve hit so far is a phone, and now a phone alert is giving you the jitters.”

The Tweedles had ventured out of the security office just as Danny ran up to the door to tell them it was time to vacate the building. Danny heard “STOLEN,” turned to see where it had come from, and saw Kevin fall at just about the same moment Suzanne fired the AR round through the lobby stairs door. “Kevin!” Danny shouted as he grabbed Mitchell’s .45 and ran toward the stairwell.

Kevin crawled out from behind the desk and saw Danny running by with Mitchell’s .45.

“Oh, this can’t end well,” sighed Kevin and started after Danny.

“Danny, where are you going? This isn’t like playing Call of Duty; you don’t know what you are doing.”

Hearing Kevin behind him, Danny attempted to put on the brakes, but he was already through the threshold of the doorway. He tried to make a quick U-turn and duck at the same time but only succeeded in sliding on his butt. The hand sanitizer had managed to get all over his clothing, and there was enough on his pants to help his distance. He was able to slide into the landing and head down the stairwell.

Suzanne heard the commotion coming and was aiming for her target’s head. She wasn’t prepared for a Danny sized missile sliding through the doorway on his butt shooting wildly. Bullets bounced off the handrails and walls until Danny hit the stairs. Feeling the need to hang onto something, he grabbed for the rail. Suzanne hit the ground and retreated briefly into the second-floor hall until the shots diminished and then stopped. She crept forward on her belly toward the railing, and looked down into the stairwell to see Danny’s head disappear down toward the lower level as, Kevin ran toward him. Suzanne felt the time had come to finish them off, and sprinted down the stairs with her bag of goodies strapped to her back. She slammed the stairway door shut and blocked it with a wedge of wood she kept in her duffel bag just for that purpose seconds before the Tweedles arrived at the door armed to the teeth.

Kevin now asked Danny, “Where are we going?” 

“I don’t know. I thought that bitch had shot you, and I really didn’t have a plan. We can hide in the NMR room.”

“OK, but we will have to lose the gun and everything else. Hey, crazy legs is absolutely loaded down with.”

“Yes, I know this should be fun.” 

They both high fived each other and with an excessive amount of noise, ran into the NMR room and hid behind the washing machine. 

“Where are you going to go, boys?” Suzanne crooned. “You’ve cornered yourselves. You two never were the brightest bulbs, but out of this entire building, this is the room you decide to hide in and in the corner. What a couple of weenies.”

As she was giving this motivational speech, she maneuvered closer and closer to her prey but all of a sudden she felt a sudden jerk by her weapon toward the NMR.

“What the hell..?”

She managed to finish this sentence just as her rifle attached itself to the body of the NMR.  She could’ve let go at this point, but no fucking machine was going to take her favorite rifle. She took two steps forward and was immediately whirled around and pulled back toward the NMR by her backpack, which unfortunately for her was chock full of metal. Suzanne believed in heavy duty rather than plastic. She struggled and only succeeded in dropping the pack onto her wrists and hands, so now she couldn’t undo the pack from her body. To make matters worse, she was wearing her steel tipped combat style boots.

“Hi, Suzie. If you get bored, you may want to peruse the posters on the wall. You obviously didn’t bother to before now,” intoned Kevin.

“Tah-tah, for now, Suz,” Danny sang in his friendliest of voices.

“Posters? Why would I want to read any fucking posters, you shits?” 

On the wall, conveniently in front of Suzanne for her reading pleasure, was a large poster with orange and red lettering and a cartoon character shaped like a beaker with an unhappy face and the words,

“Magnet Field.”

Suzanne read further, out loud: “No moveable metal objects allowed within 3 meters of the instrument. Now you tell me. ‘May permanently damage watches, calculators, and some credit cards.’ Oh no you mean my watch may not tell the correct Greenwich Mean Time? I think that’s the least of my fucking problems. Oh shit, should’ve read this first. ‘Magnet Quenching, Cryogenic Failure- Helium and Nitrogen gases may involve risk of asphyxiation in confined space.’ I wonder if the magnet quenches if, say, there is a nearby explosion. Fuck, fuck fuck!” screamed Suzanne as she attempted to move her arms and legs and was only able to make slow, turtle like movements except for her head, which repeatedly banged against the NMR.

“Too bad, about Suzanne. I really liked her cookies,” Danny said to Kevin as they wandered through their lab on their way out to the stairway.

“What do you mean by her cookies? Her cookies. Or her cookies?

“Don’t be such an ass. Her cookies.”

“Okay then.”

“Um, Kevin, what are these gray blobs doing scattered around the lab?”

“What blobs? Uh, those aren’t blobs. That’s C4! Let’s get the hell outta here and tell Roger and Mitchell.”

“See Four?  See four of what?”

“Never mind, let’s move!”
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CHAPTER TEN
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MAGGIE WAS ALTERNATING between giggling at the sight of pompous Jaquess sliding to the floor and fuming about Danny who should have been there to stop her barrage of insults as she walked to her car. It’s really all Danny’s fault. I wonder what the blowback on this little event will be. Oh well it’s Friday, maybe it will all be forgotten over the weekend. Oh crap, the biochemistry exams, they are still in my desk.

Maggie spun around and headed to her office around the back way to avoid any witnesses to her latest little explosion. As she entered her office, mentally rehearsing a speech about all the freedoms we so enjoy here in these great United States, one being free speech, she spotted a rail-thin figure lurking behind her desk. As a big believer that the best defense is a strong offense, Maggie ran toward the crouching figure, shouting, “What the hell do you think you’re doing in my office?”

The individual squawked a few times, staggered and then fell backward onto Maggie’s office chair. If the chair hadn’t been right behind this person, they would’ve crashed to the floor. Maggie prodded this strange person with her foot, and when there was no response except for a small whimper, turned on her desk lamp.

“Trainwreck! Damn it you scared the hell out of me. What are you doing in my office?”

“101 notes, lost. Do you have the book, with quiz answers? Please.”

Maggie was used to Trainwreck’s abbreviated speech when he was around her. She sighed, deeply counted to ten, counted to ten again and pulled her desk drawer out with such force that the contents jumped up and out of the drawer. Tranwrach attempted to help Maggie pick up the papers and assorted office supplies, but Maggie pushed him aside, causing him to land in a heap on the floor.  Maggie found the answer key he needed and handed it to him. While on the floor, Tranwrach saw that Maggie never seemed to lose things like he did and had all the answer sheets for all the classes in order, as well as a healthy supply of office supplies including folders and binders. He spied some colorful graphs on some paperwork that had slithered under Maggie’s desk and became transfixed by them, but was soon being shooed out of her office.

After Maggie had ejected Tranwrach from her office, she locked it and attempted to sneak out to her car without running into one of her colleagues. Just when she thought she was in the clear, a huffing Dennis Raymond, head of the chemistry department, accosted her. 

“Maggie, Maggie, Maggie,” he puffed.

“What, what, what?” Maggie answered somewhat snottily. 

“Have you checked the news? Have you called Danny or Kevin or have they called you?”

A cold rock of fear dropped into Maggie’s stomach. The anger she felt toward Danny immediately turned into panic. “What do you mean? What’s happening?”

She nearly tore Dennis’s phone out of his hand as he turned it toward her to show her the news. The front of the Lexi Corp. building, was on the screen, and the scroll at the bottom read that at least one gunman was inside Lexi Corp. with an unknown number of hostages and there was a heavy police presence at this time.

Maggie ran toward her Jeep with Dennis’s phone in her hand with Dennis shouting behind her, “I don’t think they’ll let you near there. Hey, wait, my phone!”

As Maggie drove past Dennis, his phone came flying out the driver’s side window and a faint “Sorry!” followed.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
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ROGER AND MITCHELL were still upstairs in the lobby trying not to get shot by the ever-increasing presence of law enforcement drawn to the building by the gunfire and flashbangs. Mitchell had first spotted a sniper across the street behind a cement directory board and told Roger, “Hey we don’t have to call the police, they are already here,” waving toward the cement directory board through the glass windows of Lexi Corp. Unfortunately for Mitchell, all the sniper saw through his monocular was an individual with what appeared to be every form of weapon devised by man strapped to his body waving his arms around.

“Command from Charlie Unit 123, have eyes on one target. One heavily armed target, most likely wearing body armor. Suggest to other units to confine fire to above and below torso.”

“Message received Charlie 123. Do you see any other activity?”

“Charlie 123. Yes, there appears to be a second subject, unknown if hostile or hostage. Wait. The second subject is with the armed target; he is also armed, and pulled the first subject away from view.”

At that moment Roger had not quite a light bulb moment, but more of a night light moment. He realized that Mitchell waving his arms around while armed like Rambo might not be such a good idea and pulled Mitchell away from the lobby windows. 

“What are you doing Roger, I’m trying to get their attention?” wailed Mitchell and started to head back to the windows.

“It might not be such a good idea to stick your head out there looking like that,”

explained Roger.

Mitchell twirled around and looked down at himself. “Looking like what?”

“Look at me. If you were on the SWAT team and saw me in an office building waving my arms around, what would you do?”

Mitchell looked at Roger for a moment, taking in the AR hanging from his shoulder, the shotgun slung over his back, the .40 cal. Glock in his bulletproof vest, and the extra rounds of assorted ammo wrapped around his waist like a belt. Not to mention the other three other guns in various calibers strapped to his legs and in a shoulder holster. Mitchell was confident Roger had knives of multiple sizes tucked into his boots and belt as well.

“I would think that is one fucking awesome dude, man” Mitchell said and stuck out his hand for Roger to high five him.

“Think again,” Roger said. Seeing the expression on Mitchell’s face, put his hand on his shoulder and said, “Now think harder. A man heavily armed in a cosmetics company. Good guy or a bad guy?”

Mitchell paused with his hand still in the air, high fiveless, and thought. He kept thinking of himself as a SWAT team member and drifted off until Roger smacked his hand.

“Damn it, Mitchell, I know you can do this.”

Mitchell once again looked at Roger and suddenly saw him as he was a heavily armed man. An incredibly heavily armed man, almost to the point of overkill. But no, he could see a use for everything Roger was carrying. One could never be too careful, Mitchell nearly drifted off again but caught himself. “Damn, I would cap your ass in a second. Wow, I could’ve been shot, and I’m one of the good guys.”

“Hey speaking of good guys, where are Danny and Kevin?” asked Roger.

“Last I saw of them, they were headed downstairs with Suzanne.”

“Crap on a stick, we have to help them out and somehow let the police know we are the good guys,” Mitchell said as he started for the stairs.

“STOLEN”

“What the hell was that?”  Mitchell asked, turning toward the sound and simultaneously firing his shotgun. He had forgotten he was using deer slug rounds and when he fired he had not tucked the butt end of his Mossberg 590 into his shoulder and nearly tore his shoulder off when he pressed the trigger. Luckily the only thing he hit was the up button on the elevator next to the potted plant, which gave a sickly ding and was heard no more. The round must’ve struck something vital, or the doors had more common sense than the living organisms on the ground level and stayed firmly shut.

“It’s one of the guys’ phones, Mitchell. Stop firing.”

Roger dug around the potted plant, came up with Kevin’s phone and waved it over his head like a winning lottery ticket.

“Got it, and it has three signal bars” sang Roger rocking back and forth on his heels.

“Hurry up and dial. We have to find the guys.” As Mitchell said this, he heard not so stealthy footsteps coming up the stairway.

A shotgun and two Glocks were aimed at the doorway as the footsteps approached. 

“Hey it sounds like two sets of footsteps. I bet it's Danny and Kevin,” said Mitchell lowering his weapons.

“Or it could be Suzanne chasing either Danny or Kevin, or Danny or Kevin chasing Suzanne, or possibly a third or fourth unknown person or persons yet not identified,”  countered Roger.

“Ah, or...” Mitchell was unable to finish his next scintillating thought for Danny and Kevin appeared at the doorway, panting and just in time to see Mitchell and Roger pointing their respective weapons at each other while involved in an in-depth discussion.

“Why are you guys pointing guns at each other? Danny asked .

Kevin put up his hand in a crossing guard fashion in front of Danny. “Don’t get them started. We need their, umm expertise downstairs. Kevin turned to the guards.

“Mitchel, Roger what do you know about C-4? Wait.  I don’t want to know all you know about C-4. We just need to know if you can recognize it and remove it safely.”

At this question, Mitchell and Roger lit up like six-year-olds coming downstairs on Christmas morning and seeing new bikes and a mountain of toys. However, in this case, it was a mountain of C-4.

“Yes, certainly we can. It’s usually off-white similar in appearance to modeling clay and can be used in a brick-like form or molded into different shapes.  The tricky part is that it can be stuffed into cracks and other small spaces and can be overlooked if one isn’t careful,” answered Roger.

Danny and Kevin looked at each in amazement before Kevin spoke, “Great there’s some in our lab and could be in the other labs downstairs and other parts of the building. Also, Suzanne is stuck on the NMR so don’t go in there. Since both of you have more metal attached to you than Iron Man, I’d strongly suggest you stay clear of the NMR room.”

“Man, all you had to say was Suzanne was in there, and that would have been enough to keep us out, right Roger?”

“You said it, Mitchell. She is on our shit list now for destroying Betty, I mean the video surveillance system, and we have no wish to see her unless it’s behind bars.”

“It’s alright, guys,” said Kevin grasping their shoulders. “We know all about Betty and how much she means to you. If airplanes and boats are named after women, why not a video surveillance system?”

“Hey, that very nice of you to say,” Mitchell said. His voice cracked and then turned toward the stairway, sniffling.

“Come on, Mitchell, let’s find us some C4.” 

With that, Roger propelled Mitchell toward the door and down into the stairwell but suddenly turned around.

“Wait, I almost forgot, Kevin, I found your phone. It was in the planter by the elevators.”

“Does it work? Did you call anyone? Are the police on their way?” Danny gushed in one breath.

“I believe it does work, to answer your first question, since I see several bars showing. No, I didn’t have I just found it shortly before you came upstairs. And finally, yes, the police are here.” As Roger finished this last sentence, Danny started running for the lobby entrance with Kevin slowly running behind him, apparently deep in thought because he stopped and turned back toward the elevators after only a few yards. 

Roger and Mitchell were calling them back. “No, don’t get near the lobby windows. The police don’t understand who’s who.”

Danny screeched to a halt. “Who’s who? What do you mean who’s who? There’s me and, there’s Kevin playing living statue over there.”

“I mean I already went toward the front windows, and I’m pretty sure a red dot was going to appear on my chest,” explained Mitchell.

“Red dot? What do you mean, red dot?”

“I mean a sniper’s laser attached to a rifle aimed at my chest. They don’t know who in here are the bad guys, and who are the good guys.”

“Oh, okay. At least now we have a phone and can talk to someone and straighten this out. I’ll go tell Kevin. Do you have the phone?”

“Here you go. I guess we better get started downstairs.”

“Hey have you notice a spike in intelligence in the Tweedles since this all started or is it just me?” Danny said to Kevin after he relayed Mitchell’s information regarding the SWAT team outside.

“No, I noticed that too. I thought maybe it was my imagination.” As Kevin said this, he and Danny both turned toward the stairway entrance and saw Mitchell and Roger try to go through the doorway at the same time and get stuck Winnie the Pooh-like.

“Ah back to normal,” said Danny as he ran over and gave an almighty push to their backs. This squirted them through the doorway but caused their rifles and shotguns to interlock like teenagers’ braces during a heavy make-out session.

“Damn it, Sonuvabitch, mother fucker!” echoed throughout the stairwell.

“Well, we will leave you boys to it,” said Kevin as he steered Danny toward the VIP entrance while dialing 911.

“Why are we going out this way?” asked Danny.

“If we wait around for the police and explain everything to them, we’ll never get the formula off of Lexi’s property. What if they want to search our cars or something?

“Good thinking.”

“Yes, my name is Mitchell,” Kevin said into the phone and then had a panicked look on his face and mouthed to Danny, “What is Mitchell’s last name?”

“I don’t know,” Danny mouthed back. “Tweedle?”

At this statement, they both nearly lost it, and with great effort, Kevin regained his composure and continued with the dispatcher. “Yes sorry, this is Mitchell. I’m in the Lexi Corp. building, with a crazy woman running around with guns, but now I think she’s trapped downstairs in one of the labs. Yes, I work here as a security guard. I think she also placed explosives down in the labs and I’m checking for them now with my partner, Roger.”

Danny started imitating Roger by puffing out his chest and making or trying to make muscles with his bicep. Making a gun with his fingers and thumb, he twirled it around, blew on the “barrel” and jammed it into an imaginary holster. Kevin shook his head, gave Danny’s an almighty slap and continued with his call.

“Yes, she’s the only offender, and she’s trapped in a highly dangerous lab. It has a high magnetic field, so you need to warn your officers about going into the lab with anything metal. It would be highly dangerous if they did. It’s the NMR lab and has warning labels on the doors. You can come to the front entrance, but I’d wait for the bomb squad regarding the explosives and be careful of that woman.  She’s called Suzanne Verassing, and she is still heavily armed but can’t get to her weapons right now. Sorry, I’m losing the signal now that I’m in the lab.” 

Kevin ended the call, but the phone rang again. Thinking it was the police, Kevin threw it to Danny who then threw it right back. Kevin looked down and saw who was calling and answered. “He’s right here, we’re OK,” Kevin said and then handed the phone to Danny.

“Who is it?”

“Maggie.”

“Oh crap, I forgot I was supposed to go to that boring conference with her. She’s going to be super pissed.”

“Hello, stupid. You almost died, Maggie is super worried about you. Use this to your advantage.

“Babe, is that you?” Danny whispered into the phone.

“Oh, baby I’m almost there.”

“I think the police are all around us. I don’t think...

“I’m coming; I see where I can get in. I’ll meet you near your car. Can you get to the lot?  ”

“Yes, but we may need a need a diversion to get out. Do you think you could?”

“Oh yes. I think I can manage that, but you two owe me a huge explanation.”

“Oh yes, I can manage that, but you two owe me a huge explanation.”

“Yes. Of course. Love you.” And with that, Danny shut off the phone.

By this point, Danny and Kevin had reached the VIP entrance, used their own ID’s, and were heading out the exit into the parking lot. They were just in time to see a Jeep fishtail its way into the lot followed by two police officers on foot waving and shouting at it.

“Here’s our distraction, right on time. Now if I could only find the right key.”

Having reached the car, Danny was fumbling with his keys and trying to see how Maggie was doing with the police. He poked randomly at the door lock while bopping up and down to peer over the car’s roof to check Maggie’s progress.

Kevin helpfully asked, “Hey dumbass why don’t you use the remote?”

“Well, I tried to amp up the range and sorta fried out the key fob.”

“Just how far do you need to have the range and why would you even need to amp it up?”

“Christ you sound like a woman. Why don’t you just put on a dress, you pussy? Does every experiment have to have a purpose or reason?” This brilliant summation was cut short by a long blast of a horn. “What was that?  Seeing that Maggie was now out of her car and running around it with two puffing police officers behind her, Danny added, “I think Maggie wants us to hurry up.” 

As soon as Danny and Kevin got in their car, they slowly inched through the lot, stopping and starting to avoid detection by the police.

The VIP entrance was temporarily unguarded as the police who had been assigned to block this entry were now engaged in a confusing discussion with Maggie.

“Oh, officers’, thank God you’re here. I’m so worried about my boyfriend. I haven’t heard from him, and he works in this building. I just didn’t know what to do.”  Maggie breathed out in a rush while nervously playing with the first button on her blouse which she was slowly unbuttoning.

“Now Miss...?

“Hmm. Humpersink, Ms. Humpersink.”

“Ms. Humpersink you must have seen us blocking the entrance to the plant and yet you drove around our cars and recklessly sped through the parking lot,” wheezed Officer Mantle. He attempted to declare this statement in his most authoritarian voice. However, after 20 plus years of a two pack-a-day habit, the authority got lost in a series of coughs. His partner, Officer Quert, nodded arms folded in silent agreement beside Mantle, oblivious to the hacking.

Maggie looked from Mantle, a small, still wheezing, thin man in his mid-thirties to Quert, an oversized baby-faced man in his late 20’s whose body armor looked more like a bib than a vest, and decided that she would trade the endless possibilities of entertainment value for a speedy egress. 

“You see officers, people are always stopped at the entrance gossiping, and I’m just used to having them wave me past. I’m just so worried about my boyfriend. He, my mother, Gabby Humpersink, and I were supposed to attend the opening of the new wing at the museum.”

“Now that is no excuse for,” began Quert, but stopped mid-thought. Quert’s brain started to go into overdrive. Quert was a man of connections, a man on the move. Police work was just a way to network and get to his real career goal, politics.

“Humpersink? As in the new Humpersink modern art wing at the museum?”

“Ah, yes officer, I do apologize, again, but my judgment was clouded. I was worried about my boyfriend and of course in fear of the wrath of my mother.”

At this point, Danny had crept out of the parking lot and had eased his way over a curb and around the squad cars blocking the entrance. 

“Better call Maggie and tell her we’re out,” Danny told Kevin.

“Doing it now.” After a moment, Kevin said, “Franklin, who the hell is Franklin? Oh, you are still with the police. Righto. See you back at your place.”

“So who’s Franklin?” asked Danny.

“Maggie was going on and on about some fictitious guy, and his mother and they were late to some party or something. Whatever she was telling them, it worked.”

“I wonder how Suzanne and the Tweedles are doing.” Kevin wondered out loud.

“I bet you they all get arrested. Imagine the SWAT team that comes upon them looking like a mixture of Rambo, Terminator and Bruce Willis from Die Hard” said Danny.

“Now who are you talking about the Tweedles or Suzanne?”

“Ha! Good one!” snorted Danny.

Just then a car rocketed by them and turned onto the next street, brakes squealing.  

“I see Maggie has caught up with us,” said Kevin as he and Danny pulled up behind Maggie’s Jeep. 

Maggie had parked her flame red Jeep Wrangler Rubicon in front of her one-car brick garage on a cement pad that doubled as a BBQ patio and one car driveway.

As soon as she exited her car and looked at Danny and Kevin, she saw the guilt written all over their faces. Danny, who had known Maggie slightly longer that Kevin, knew what was coming, so grabbed her and threw her over his shoulder fireman style. Since he was utterly out of shape, he immediately collapsed with Maggie falling on top of him and knocking the wind out of him.

“What did you just try to do?  You, Neanderthal?  What am I, some sort of baggage you can just haul around whenever you feel like it?” shouted Maggie

“Apparently not considering what just happened” laughed Kevin.

“So you think this is funny do you?”  Maggie said, but seeing that Danny was still flopping around on the ground and gasping like a fish out of water, she burst out laughing.

“Come on, Kev, let’s go inside and have a natter.”
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MAGGIE HAD A CARRIAGE house behind her home that she had converted into a workable lab. With help from Danny and Kevin, the lab had the usual equipment and some very unusual inventions made by one or more of the trio.

Usually in a group of friends, there is one who is the voice of reason. One who will rein someone in if they go off on a tangent. In this trio, there was no voice of reason. There were only varying degrees of insanity when it came to their experiments. 

The lab had one long table for general use equipment, microscopes of various types and questionable provenance, as well as a laboratory centrifuge and an autoclave, each of dubious origin. Three other tables stood against opposing walls, leaving the large carriage door available to be opened for a quick exit or airing out. Each table had epoxy resin countertops and held equipment related to its owner’s particular specialty.

Maggie’s space was organized chaos with a small square area on the table in which she actually did her work. The remaining space was filled with chemistry, nanotechnology and biology books, as well as several laptops and a computer tablet. Recently there had been an addition of several books titled Aquatic Animals and a few on organic olive productions. Danny had read through some of Maggie’s notes one day and immediately took everyone out for seafood that night. Maggie’s tablet looked worse for wear as though someone may have used it to mix or chop ingredients on its surface. Maggie mostly worked on hair-care formulas and had various liquids and different components piled in boxes under her desk. She was also interested in nanotechnology, nanoemulsion, and synthetic chemistry to manufacture her own chemicals.

Outside the lab, Kevin was the prudent one, the spoilsport in the group who advised against chili dogs or garbage pizza after midnight, but inside the lab turned into Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde and Dr. Frankenstein rolled into one. He employed the philosophy, “why the hell not?” instead of the more prudent, “this may need more thought and testing.” He always dressed nattily, though. That never changed in or outside of the lab. Kevin’s space was set up identical to the other two but on a much neater scale. He was the Hercule Poirot of lab setups. Everything was in neat rows, arranged by use and size. Books were in bookcases rather than in un-tidy heaps on the floor, like Maggie and Danny’s. Kevin had a flat screen monitor attached to the wall to make more room on his spotless counter with the keyboard affixed under the bench also as another space-saving measure. 

Kevin felt that the perfect, and safe energy source was out there in the environment and didn’t require digging deep into the earth to retrieve. He tried combinations of wind and solar. He also tested several types of alternative fuels, although the test drives almost required the services of the local fire department. Luckily Maggie was a firm believer in accident prevention, knew her lab mates well, and thus had every type of fire extinguisher on the market in her lab.

Danny’s area was nearly bare as he preferred to use everyone else’s instruments and laptops, or utilized the general use equipment since he’d destroyed his own several times over. He did have a beat-up laptop that had survived longer than most of his property.  He  referred to it as his silver laptop even though to Kevin and Maggie’s eyes it looked jet- black.  Even though Danny’s space was the sparsest, he seemed to come up with an incredible number of half-assed inventions. There were countless pieces of equipment and samples of liquid that would make an appearance for one or two days and then disappear never to be seen again. There was the MP3 microwave that would play during your microwaving experience. He felt that depending on the cooking time he could set the appropriate song. Popcorn equaled a three-minute song. Reheating a baked potato could be a TV theme song. Unfortunately, the songs had to be set precisely, and random play had to be turned off completely, otherwise, significant malfunctions could occur. If, for popcorn, the MP3 randomly played on “Drown” or “Siamese Dream” by Smashing Pumpkins (both over eight minutes long) Iron Butterfly’s In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida (running time 17:05) the odor of burnt popcorn would definitely be smelled for a long time. Kevin’s favorite Danny’s concoction was his super cleaning solution that ate through everything like the alien blood in the Alien movies. That scary stuff had burned through the epoxy resin countertop, the cement floor, and then possibly continued on through to the earth’s crust.

Kevin told Maggie in confidence once that he had a private theory that Danny had another secret lab somewhere funded by radicals where he kept all his failed experiments. Or were they failed?

Inside the carriage house/lab, they had all settled at their workstations. Maggie stared at Danny and Kevin for a few seconds and then realized she would have to start the ball rolling.

“So, are you two going to tell me what’s going on or do I  have to read about you in the Yahoo headlines. ‘Lexi employees run amuck at the plant and piss off SWAT team in the process.’ I am not a complete idiot, either. You two have done something to yourselves. Under the most extreme torture imaginable, I’d deny it, but you two look incredibly good. Either you guys have actually discovered something amazing or have given me something that fools me into thinking you look fantastic. Now spill.”

“Okay, Okay it all started when we realized we weren’t as far along on the formula as we had led Conner to believe. We needed another month or so for testing and were behind schedule,” Danny began.

Maggie stood up and waved her arms in front of Danny as if warding off a plane coming in for a landing. “Wait a second; I don’t want the courtroom version.” Maggie punctuated this with a poke to Danny’s chest.  “I want the truth.” Another poke. “Behind schedule means you guys were screwing around like you usually do at work.” Poke, poke. “Now continue.”  

Danny rolled his eyes, rubbed his chest, and admitted “Well, yes it was something like that.” He proceeded to tell a very abbreviated version of the story, which made it seem like he and Kevin were incredible scientific geniuses. Kevin chimed in from time to time, adding spectacular sound effects and occasionally re-enacting some of the more exciting elements of the last few hours. 

Halfway through the story, Maggie grabbed a bottle of vodka out of her freezer and poured herself and the boys a healthy helping of Grey Goose.

“So you have the formula with you, then?”

“Yes,” said Danny, “now all we have to do is figure out how to get full credit without Lexi grabbing the formula and all the rights there- in.”

“There in? What are you, a guest star lawyer in of ‘Law and Order’? There- in. Give me a break,” Kevin ranted. 

Danny snapped his fingers. “Wait a second, can’t Maggie ‘discover’ the formula here on her own time.  How does your non-disclosure agreement work at the university, Maggie?"

“She’s Dora Fountain aren’t you love?”  Kevin asked with a massive grin on his face.

“What, who’s, oh, great, another alias I have to remember. So tell me who is Dora and how does she relate to this mess?” asked Danny.

Maggie explained that she took steps to ensure the university wouldn’t take any discoveries she created away from her. Everyone on staff had signed a non-disclosure contract. Maggie signed her form “Wilma Flintstone” when she was first hired, and it wasn’t until a new computer system was introduced into the university’s legal department that it was discovered that there was no Professor Flintstone. Further, when it was revealed that Maggie was the one employee who hadn’t signed a non-disclosure contract, she received a nasty note from the legal department. She told them she would send off a new form right away. But she’d made a frantic phone call to Kevin who hacked into the university’s personnel files and switched her name and information with that of the head cafeteria worker, Dora Fountain. According to the university’s legal department’s files, Dora was a professor of biochemistry, organic and inorganic chemistry while a Maggie Penny was in charge of ordering ground beef at the cafeteria.  Cafeteria employees were not required to sign a non-disclosure agreement. Kevin kept this information on file for a week and then switched Maggie back as a full professor, and she no longer was required to place orders for condiments and baked goods. However, for an entire week, the food in the cafeteria improved 110%.

Maggie had signed the nondisclosure form as Dora Fountain and sent it off with her apologies for a poor sense of humor. Legal acknowledged the paperwork and told there were no hard feelings and have a nice day, Ms. Fountain. Apparently, in addition to not having a sense of humor, the legal department in addition to not having a sense of humor had a poor memory for it failed to recall that it had been Maggie who had signed the paper Wilma and not Dora.

“So if they check, Maggie has no agreement, but Dora with her priceless recipes for mystery meat, has a non-disclosure agreement. I’m pretty sure we have a winner here for our discovery of the century.”

“But wait, won’t Lexi know their ingredients are the formula? Won’t it be obvious it all came from Lexi’s lab?” asked Maggie. “And how can I explain that I’m using their ingredients? 

“Yes, but as luck would have it, the ingredients are things that can be found in almost every grocery or health food store. It’s pretty much all-natural. Lexi can’t claim the formula is their property since none of it was made from Lexi products. It’s fucking brilliant!” crowed Kevin.

Danny was so excited he was hopping about on one foot.

“Hey Roger Rabbit, settle down. Just what is in this formula anyway?” asked Maggie.

“Well, it has numerous all-natural ingredients. A plethora of ingredients you might say.”

“You just had to give him that a word- a -day calendar, didn’t you?” sighed Kevin frowning at Maggie.

“It was a joke. I didn’t think he would actually read the damn words every day. I figured he’d use the back as scrap paper or something.”

“Well, you’ve created a word monster. Not to mention he’s upped his score in Words with Friends considerably.” 

“Hey, we are off topic again,” moaned Maggie.”

“Again, what is in this formula I came up with, and how long have I been working on it?”

“Let’s see,” mumbled Kevin. “It does have quite a few ingredients in it, and all natural as Danny, the word monster, has already said.”

“Yes it’s got quite a few natural type things in it since the basis for the formula per Lexi management was all natural. They want to come out with an all-natural face cream in response to the bad press nano-technology has been getting and whether or not it should be regulated. Blah blah blah. So we had a variety of oils, coconut, sunflower, and rosemary essential. These are natural antioxidants for the skin. As a side project, if time allowed, we were to create a concealer, again using natural oils such as vitamin E, castor oil (ugh) and grapefruit seed oil. We also had the ever popular healer, aloe, in gel and liquid form. For the prevention of wrinkles and dry skin, we had the usual, natural fruit extracts from custard-apple or bear’s heart, mango, and strawberries. For under the eye treatments, we had almond oil and honey, mint leaves with lime juice and rose water,” intoned Kevin.

“Hey, rose water, I think I dated her in college, kinda a shrinking violet. Ha. Hey, is that what we had all over the counter? I wondered why it smelled so good in our section. I thought they had a new air freshener around,” laughed Danny.

“I had to make it look like we were doing something so I kept rotating ingredients around and ordering supplies. I thought at least one of us should pretend to be doing something.”

“Yes, and you picked the right person for the job. If you want something done and have it look like a work in progress without actual results, call on Kevin Montgomery,” sang Danny.

“Well, dumb-dumb, it kept Conner off our backs for nearly a year.”

“Yes, and I am eternally grateful. Oh, and there was that other ingredient. Who knows, maybe that was the secret ingredient for the whole thing.”

“What ingredient was that?” asked Maggie.

“Why yours, the vial of stuff you gave me to try on my hair. So actually, Maggie, you are a big part of this project after all,” Danny said looking at her thoughtfully.

“What vial? What do you mean for your hair? Oh, God. You never listen to me, do you? You aren’t listening to me now, are you?” Maggie said in an apparent calm voice. This should have been a warning to the boys. However, Kevin was too busy trying to wet nap himself clean, and Danny was staring off into space with a more than usual blank look on his face.

“How about DKM Inc. or KMP Ltd. or something. They both sound cool and ominous. Or something catchy like, Reverse?” Danny said excitedly to Maggie. “Get it, like reverse aging. Or we could just use our initials.

“You idiot. Sorry, I mean you, idiots!”  With that Maggie grabbed one of a half dozen fire extinguishers from the wall and clanged it against a worktable.

“Sorry, I must have missed something. Maggie, why are you upset? You look upset Mags. What’s wrong? These titles were just off the top of my head. We can use whatever you want. Honey, honey bunch, sweetums. Uh-oh, she’s not melting, Kevin I suggest we slowly and carefully make for the nearest exit.”

Kevin, who’d seen the approaching storm, was already inching toward the garage’s service door.

“Freeze both of you, or I will blast you. I have enough in here for both of you,” said Maggie aiming the fire extinguisher in the general direction of Danny and Kevin.

“Of course, dear. Let’s sit down and talk about it.”  Danny purred in his silkiest most apologetic voice.”

“Idiots, idiots, idiots. Both of you are complete clueless baboons.”

“Now that’s a little harsh, isn’t it Maggie?” Kevin said as he continued to inch toward the door.

“I told you not to move,” Maggie said as she banged down the extinguisher on a worktable, causing either part of the extinguisher or the table to splinter off and fly across the room.

“Yes ma’am,” Danny and Kevin said in unison as they followed the projectile with their eyes.

“Now that I have your attention, once again, I’ll ask you, what vial?  Describe it to me.”

“Um, you know, that vial you gave me yesterday or the day before to use on my hair like the others. It was one of those large vials with a black and orange cap. And it also had a black and orange sticker on it. I just threw what was into the mix with all the other things we were tossing in. I may have some left, I don’t know if I used all of it or not,” said Danny but remembering something slightly different.

When he had opened the vial’s cap and took a whiff, it reeked so badly that he couldn’t bring himself to save any for his hair. Thinking if he used it on himself, he would smell of that toxic skunk smell forever, he had dumped all of it into the mix. He’d then tossed the vial into the HAZMAT bin, not realizing it and the container had the same colors.

“Do the colors orange and black usually mean anything to you?” Maggie asked Danny.

“Weren’t those your university’s colors for a while before they got changed to something even uglier?”

“Idiot, an orange diamond with black lettering is for hazmat labels. The lettering read to analyze.  I thought if you forgot what I told you about that vial, the colors would remind you to treat it with caution. I only wanted you to analyze the contents of the vial. The waiting list for the university’s mass spectrometry lab was booked solid for the week, and I thought you could sneak my vial in after-hours at your lab.”

“You mean I could’ve put something hazardous on my hair? What are you trying to do, kill me?

“Well, Mr. Outraged, if you had actually listened to me, you would have known not to put it on your hair but to analyze it like I asked.”

“Well, in the future you should remind of these things, and I’m sure I had a good reason for not quite catching everything you said about the vial. What day did you give it to me?”

“What difference does that make? It was the day before yesterday!”

“Ah ha, it is partially your fault. I remember now. You were wearing that slinky blue dress with the revealing neckline. Your hair was up with the little wisps hanging down in that sexy way. How am I supposed to concentrate on anything when you are wearing that dress and looking that hot?” said Danny in a righteous voice.

“Oh sure, blame me and the dress for your incompetence! Maggie paused, readying for another blast but then came to a realization. “You actually remember what I was wearing and that I had my hair up?”

“Yes precious, you looked stunning,” said, Danny, as he crept closer to Maggie and took her hands in his.

“Wait, wait we are off point again,” said Maggie.

Kevin, who’d been holding his breath for the last half minute in anticipation of a two- ton Maggie explosion, let out a whoosh of air.

“So Maggie, you’re to saying that the vial was not for human use?”

“Well, I didn’t know.  I was combining nanoemulsion with some all-natural ingredients I was tinkering with, but it kept strangely breaking apart into globs. I wasn’t sure what the problem was, and then I spilled a Coke all over my notes before I could enter them into my tablet. Since I kept using different ingredients to see how they reacted to each other, I had a hard time remembering the ones I had finally used and how much of each I put into the formula. It’s the one I’ve have been working on for the last six months. That’s why I asked you to analyze it for me because I wasn’t 100% positive what I actually used in my final formula. And now you tell me you ate part of it and rubbed it all over your bodies.”

At the mention of nanoemulsion, Kevin started to sit but forgot there was no stool nearby and collapsed on the floor with a thump.

“I don’t feel so well,” he said, checking his pulse.

“We have machines running around in us at the subatomic level, and God knows what else?” Danny asked in a whispery voice. He gazed at his bare arm as if to trying to see the nanotechnology running around atop of his arm hair. “Christ, I’ve got the Fantastic Voyage running around in me or, even worse, the Andromeda Strain. I can feel my blood turning to sand right now.”

“Get a grip, Kensington. It’s not as scary as it seems,” Maggie huffed. You guys use nanotechnology and nanoemulsion in a bunch of your products. So do all your competitors. I wouldn’t eat them, but women rub that stuff on them all time to look youthful. It’s just the latest delivery system for a product to be directed to the desired layer of skin. It’s what your mad scientists at Lexi are aiming for with their hottest wonder cream.”
“Yes, the overpriced gunk is meant for women. God knows what it will do to us strapping young men. What if it gives us man boobs and we start to cry during those sappy jewelry commercials?” wailed Danny who was quickly losing his grip on any type of rational thought.
“I didn’t put estrogen in it, you jackass,” snapped Maggie.

Danny stared hard at Maggie for a few moments and then pulled her to one side.

“I’ve been thinking about this and how it will change our lives. It looks like a good thing, but there are always unforeseen consequences that arise.” Danny sighed as he hugged Maggie tightly, and when he pulled away, he wiped a tear from one eye.

“What is going on, Danny? You are scaring me.”

“Maggie, honey, baby, this is so huge. I think when something this good comes along, something bad always counters it. Kevin and I discover this formula and next thing you know someone dies. If sci-fi movies teach us anything, they always say knowledge or power or any type of gain comes at a price, usually a horrible price. You know what happened when both of us got promotions at work. Bam! The rug got pulled out from under us. I can’t survive a repeat of that. I don’t want you to be some casualty to this discovery. I couldn’t live with myself. I think we have to say our goodbyes now.” He then lowered his and head walked out of the barn, pulling an open-mouthed Kevin with him. 

A not so faint “What a fucking idiot,” could be heard from the lab.

“What the hell was that all about?” Kevin asked.
“I’ll explain in the car. Have a seat,” Danny said as he opened the door and waited for Kevin to slide in.
“Things are weird and dangerous now. There’s this new formula, and it’s going to take you and me places.  Maggie can’t come with us on this new journey. She’s got a career at the university and you and I, well, we don’t know where we will be. We could be sleeping in a haystack one day, or running for our lives the next. I won’t have her living a life like that.”

“Running for our lives, sleeping in haystacks? What the hell are you talking about?” asked Kevin. He then exited the car, walked around it several times, and then opened the rear door, slid in, reclined and started muttering.

“What the hell? What the hell have you just done? Have you gone completely insane? Oh God, that’s one of the side effects of the formula, sudden insanity. Has it happened to me yet? How can one tell? If you think you are insane, then you aren’t, but if you think you are sane, there’s a good possibility you’ve gone around the bend. I feel pretty good. In fact, I feel damn normal. Phew, that’s a relief. No wait, that’s a symptom.  I have gone bonkers along with you.  We need help. We need to be sedated first. Go in and tell Maggie we are nuts. Well, nuttier than usual.  She’ll help us. Ahhhh I can’t breathe.” Kevin moaned as he looked for a bag in the car to breathe into. After searching the back seat, he gave up, sat back and felt around on his wrist to take his pulse.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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DANNY LEFT KEVIN TO his sane versus insanity dilemma in the car and decided maybe he should just walk home.

When he hit the end of Maggie’s driveway, he collided with Maggie who had sprinted after him by cutting through the house and coming down the sidewalk toward him.

“No Maggie, there’s nothing to be said now.”

“Just read this. Give me that much, just read this. I think I know the real reason you want to break up with me. I hope this changes your mind.”

“It’s not a paternity suit, is it?”

“No, babe.  It’s not. Go read it on the front porch.”

“Okay, but I can’t see what some papers can show me that will change my mind.”

Danny sat on the porch under the light and glanced at the papers. He then began to read them thoroughly. He read them and then re-read them. Danny looked up from the documents. “When did you have this done?”

A couple of weeks ago I had every test I could possibly take. Body scans, heart scans, cardiograms, EKG’s. I even had my teeth cleaned. See, no cavities,” Maggie said and smiled.

“You know. How do you know?”

“That you’re obsessed with death? It didn’t take a genius to realize you were scared out of your mind. At first, I thought you were obsessed with your death. I saw you reading the obituaries every day.  Then you said you were going to try to eat more balanced meals and suggested I join you. Of course, your massive nutritional lifestyle change lasted two meals. Breakfast, and one mid-morning snack, if I recall. I thought I was paranoid, but it seemed you were watching me a lot more than you usually do, and not in a lustful way either. One time I sneezed and then coughed, and you got so pale I thought you were going to pass out. So I decided to get a thorough check-up, and hopefully, put your fears to rest.”

“What fears?”

“Danny, I am not going to die shortly. I’ve got the paperwork to prove it. I love you, and I know you love me. So cut the crap about breaking up and let’s get started on a plan regarding this formula, you gorgeous man.” And with that, she gave Danny a toe-curling, mind-numbing kiss.

“You promise not to die, so help you God cross your heart and hope to...not die?”

“Yes, I promise to live forever.”

“I am going to hold you to this promise.” Danny then returned the favor, giving Maggie a knee-buckling, lung bursting kiss. After this kiss, Danny whispered into Maggie’s ear, “I miss them so much.”
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A YEAR AGO LIFE WAS going great; one of Maggie’s papers was published in a biomedical journal, Advanced Techniques in Biology and Medicine, and Danny and Kevin were promoted to the highly classified lab which included a moderate raise. Danny started to spend less and less time in the apartment he shared with Kevin and spent most of his free time with Maggie at her place or with her parents. On one occasion while running errands he found himself pausing in front of a jewelry store and gazing at a selection of rings.

A month after Danny and Kevin’s promotion things began to sour. First Maggie’s dad, Arthur, began to feel run down and had an early check up, “Just to keep the ol’ lady off my case, not to mention the Burger Barn is within walking distance of the doc’s office.”  Maggie’s mother Joyce had banned Arthur from the Burger Barn due to the incredible amount of calories in even their smallest (1-1/2-pound) entrees. She’d heard rumors the “Colossal Burger” went into four digits. All Burger Barn burgers came loaded with the works and a side of fries or onion rings; a measly 50 cents more also got you nachos with chili; and a shake or malt was a given as a beverage. No Burger Barn customer would dare order water or, God forbid, a diet anything. If a cardiologist hoped to buy a new vacation home in the Hamptons, this was a dream meal for his or her patients, not to mention the fact of the Burger Barn’s proximity to the Physician’s Group. Joyce also had a feeling that if she spent enough time and energy, she would be able to track the actual owners of the Burger Barn to the Physician’s Group.

Arthur had tests run regarding his weight loss and lack of appetite. He told the doctor that he hated to come in just for a lousy back or a belly ache, but when he didn’t want to tear into Joyce’s dinner’s, he figured something was up.  Sure enough, pancreatic cancer was what was up and in a horrifyingly short amount of time, Arthur was gone.  

Maggie being an only child, had to make all the funeral arrangements. With Danny’s help, she was able to navigate through the worst of it with only half of the cursing and much less violence than her friends had predicted.  Danny surprised everyone by handling all the little details. He stood by Maggie and Joyce and amazed everyone.

Six months later, things were getting back to a somewhat regular routine. Joyce was back to smothering Danny with nearly the same enthusiasm as she had before Arthur’s death. She was also back to driving Maggie crazy with helpful kitchen advice Maggie had tuned out years ago.  But just as things were returning to normal, life once again had to bitch slap the Penny family. 

On a Thursday, Joyce had just left Kitchen Heaven, a grocery store, and was in a foul mood. She had a blinding headache that came out of nowhere, and the spacey checkout clerk hadn’t helped; she just kept staring at Joyce like she was speaking a foreign language and kept asking her to repeat herself. When Joyce finally got out of the parking lot, nothing looked familiar. “What the hell is going on? I’ve been this way a hundred times. Why doesn’t anything look familiar?” Her blinding headache went from pretty damn annoying to white-hot pain and then blissfully gone. 

Maggie was called out of her advanced biochemistry class and was notified that her mother had been in a car accident on the highway. While driving at light speed to the hospital, Maggie left a message on Danny’s phone: “Mom is in ER, car accident, on way to hospital now.”

Danny received the call, thought for a second, brightened slightly and called Maggie back. “Hey, whose Mom? Our Mom, or my mom?” Danny hesitantly, hopefully asked, and then immediately regretted thinking and saying that aloud. 

“Our Mom. Almost there, can you come?”

“I’m in the Lexi parking lot, leaving now.”

“Danny...?

“Yes, I’m here. I guess I should’ve told someone that I was leaving. Kevin was on break when you called. I’ll call him right now.  See you soon. Maggie??”

“Yes.”

“Um well you know, um well you know...”

“Yes, Danny, I love you too.”

Danny pulled into the ER lot, sat for a second, put the volume on high to whatever was playing on the iPod, gripped the steering wheel as hard as he could, and chanted “You can do this, you can do this” over and over again. He then got out of the car carefully, did two slow knee bends, and then threw up in some nearby bushes.

“God, why did I have spaghetti for lunch?”  he gasped as a mother and two small children walked past him toward the entrance. “Mommy, Mommy, can we have spaghetti?” asked the smaller of the two youngsters as his horrified mother, having witnessed the lunch tossing, hustled him on.

“No sweetheart, I don’t think we’ll ever have spaghetti again.”  With that, the ER doors swallowed up her and her youngsters.

Danny stuck his tongue out at their retreating backs and slunk back into his car for more chanting. He also hunted around for a breath mint or reasonable substitute, settling for a dust-covered cough drop he found stuck to the interior of the glove compartment. Its paper had become one with the lozenge but, after scraping the wrapping off of the unknown flavored cough drop with a dirty fingernail, Danny popped it in, immediately decided that licking the floor mats would’ve been more sanitary and definitely more flavorful. 

Once again Danny breathed deep and chanted. He gripped the steering wheel as if it was trying to escape out the window. “OK, I can do this.  I can do this for Mom and most of all for Maggie.”

He exited the car and strode quickly and purposefully into the ER feeling more in control of himself. He explained to the young man at the desk he was looking for a patient, Joyce Penny, and her daughter Maggie. The volunteer looked down at his computer, pushed his tortoiseshell glasses up on his pug nose, looked at a clipboard on his desk, then back at the monitor. The volunteer, whose nametag read “Prescott” asked for Joyce’s name again and then for Maggie’s. “They have the same last name, Prescott It’s Penny, Prescott,” said Danny trying to sound helpful but sounding a hairs breath from a bad Jack Torrance impression.  “Penny like the currency, Penny like ‘in for a penny, in for a pound,’ like a penny arcade, like the girl from Lost in Space” He then slammed down a pocketful of change onto the counter spilling Tiger football paraphernalia everywhere. “See, these coppery things. Pennies. But only one. Penny.”

“Oh, Penny. Like Penny Widmore from Lost,” said Prescott. “No, we don’t have any woman named Penny here.”

“The last name is Penny, not the first. Joyce the name is Joyce.”

“Penny, Joyce, Penny, Joyce,” Prescott muttered to himself while drumming his fingers on the table. He looked at Danny and then, with brow furrowed and lips pursed, sighed deeply and punched some keys on the keyboard.  “I’m not seeing anyone with the last name Joyce-Penny. What was the first name?”

“That’s it, I’m coming over, Pisscott!” Danny shouted as he started to vault over the counter.

Just then, he saw Maggie coming out of a doorway at the end of the hall. “Maggie!” he shouted and ran toward her, but not before ripping the tail off the MU stuffed tiger sitting in the center of MU memorabilia on Prescott’s desk.

“Geez, I would’ve ripped Prescott’s head off ages ago,” remarked the twenty-something man who was behind Danny in line to the elderly woman standing behind him. 

“Just wait until it’s my turn,” she replied. Prescott had just given her directions to the ladies’ room that had led her straight to the boiler room. Something in the woman’s expression and the way she was holding her wooden cane caused the twenty- something’s smile to freeze on his face, and he slowly shuffled a few feet away from her.

“I was trying to find you, and numb-nuts at the desk couldn’t find Mom’s name.”

Maggie grabbed Danny’s hand and led him into a small waiting room containing three chairs and desk.

“Oh, God, no Maggie. Not the small room. Nothing good ever comes from the small room.”

Maggie didn’t say a word. She just held onto Danny’s hand and gave an almighty squeeze.

“We should leave this room. If we aren’t in the small room, then no bad news can get to us. Right Mags? So what do ya say we leave here and find Mom and let her know we are here, and then she’ll know, and before anyone knows it she’ll be fine. Right?  She’ll be fine because Mom is indestructible.  If she survived you for the past what, 60, how old are you now, 65 years? You’re collecting social security checks now, aren’t you? Maggie the cougar, that’s what they call you at the university. Didn’t you know? Cougar Penny and I’m the....,I don’t know the prey?’

“You’re rambling, babe,” laughed Maggie. “Thanks, I really need you right now. For your information, I’m two years younger than you.  Physically you just turned 33, but mentally I think you reverted back to 12 years old.”

The door opened and, just as Danny predicted, nothing good was ever said in a small ER waiting room. 

“Miss Penny, I’m sorry to have to tell you, but I’m afraid your mother passed away before her car came to a complete stop in the accident.  It appears to have been a massive stroke. It was all very quick. She ran off the road, and her car came to a stop at the base of a tree according to paramedics on the scene. They did everything they could for her at the scene, but they were unable to bring her back. I’m very sorry.”

Danny could hear someone talking but the voice turned into a soft hum, and all he could see was a blurry white coat with a clipboard.  Does everyone around here have a fucking clipboard? Before you can begin work, you must have your clipboard with you at all times and a stack of papers. I bet there aren’t even any medical documents clipped on that thing, it’s all probably crosswords or Sudoku puzzles, Danny thought as his vision and hearing shut down.

“Danny, she’s gone,” cried Maggie with tears streaking down her face.

“She’s not she can’t be, don’t you see Doctor, Joyce can’t be dead, for God’s sake, her husband died six months ago. She can’t be gone too. The woman was a freaking dynamo, she was in great shape, she ate healthily. Tell me how someone in her fifties who is in great shape and eats healthy can die.  It can’t happen. You’re wrong. Go look and make sure you have the right woman.  Christ you have the wrong woman. The brain donor at the front desk couldn’t find her, so she must not be here.  Maggie don’t you see, it was all a big mistake. She is probably home right now cooking something with a million vegetables in it, and we’re sitting here like idiots.”

Danny grabbed Maggie’s hand and tried pulling her out of the room.

“No, baby, she’s with Dad now,” Maggie said softly and pulled Danny to her.

“I’m sorry,” said the white-coated blurry doctor, but if Prescott, and when you said ‘brain donor’, that could only be one person. If Prescott told you he couldn’t find Mrs. Penny, then she obviously is here.  If he had found her name, then I would suggest we double check.”

“Why would you keep someone like that, even if they were a volunteer?” asked Maggie as she comforted Danny.

“Offspring of one of the hospital’s largest donor. Has, aspirations for medical school, despite being, from the shallow end of the gene pool,” said the white coat to his clipboard.

“Oh, I see,” said, Maggie. “Well, Danny, honey would you like to see Mom?”

“Yes, yes I would.” And with that Danny the organizer again resurfaced and slowly came to life.
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WHEN THEY UNLOCKED lips, Danny had bright shiny eyes, which made Maggie give him another kiss. “I know, baby, I miss Mom and Pops too. Every day I think of them, but luckily I have a great big strong man to get me through the tough times.”

“Who is it? It’s that preppy guy from the taco joint down the street. I knew it. There were a few times after shopping...” (Danny made quotation marks in the air when he said, “shopping”)... when you had the unmistakable odor of food south of the border. I knew it. I knew it! After all, we’ve been through, you have to go stepping out with Joaquin at the taco spot.  Hey, do you get comped or at least a healthy discount?”

“I meant you, you doofus,” Maggie said and gave him another bone-jarring kiss. “I just wish you showed up during the boring times as well. You know in good times in bad, during...”

“Hey, who’s Kevin talking to?” Danny interrupted, spinning Maggie around towards Danny’s car. He was in the backseat, waving his hands around and seemed to be having an animated conversation with himself or some unseen person in the car.

.....sickness and in health.  As usual, I’m talking to myself” Maggie muttered. “Oh well, one battle at a time, Maggie, one battle at a time. I’ve never looked all that good in white anyway.”

Maggie and Danny looked at Kevin, then at each other and decided to eavesdrop on their friend and the unknown recipient of his conversation. As they snuck closer, they could hear Kevin’s voice more clearly.

“Now let’s get ahold of ourselves. We discovered the formula of the century, with somewhat unknown ingredients that transformed us into gods.  Well, I guess gods is a rather strong word to use.  Superhumans, yes that’s more like it.” 

At this point, Danny and Maggie were making impressions of goldfish out of water and catching numerous flies while doing so. They looked at each other and sank to the ground in silent laughter. Danny started groping Maggie in an attempt to find her phone as Maggie slapped him away hissing, “This is not the time or place.”

“I’m looking for your phone so I can record this infamous soliloquy.”

“Oh, yes, yes, fantastic,” whispered Maggie as she grabbed her phone out of her cargo pants pocket, crouched by the window, turned on the video option, and pointed it in the direction of the car, as the tragedy,  Kevin, Prince of Ohio, continued. 

“We have erased all blemishes and imperfections and now look the best we have ever looked in our lives, and it is all due to that formula we....we absorbed? I also remember swallowing quite a bit of it too. Does one have to do both or just one? What if we had left it on longer? Would we look even younger and better? Now, now you are getting ahead of yourself,” Kevin rambled while sticking out his tongue and leaning forward from the back seat into the front seat to peer at his reflection in the rearview mirror. “There is much more testing to be done. Many unanswered questions. What kind of side effects are there and how long do they last? Ahhhhh, oh my God, what if I’m having a side effect right now and really don’t look the best I have ever looked? What if, what if I’m not really here at all and none of this really happened. I could still be back at the lab in the shower having convulsions or...gaaaaah, what if I’m in a coma right now and dreaming all of this.  That’s it, I’m in a coma. Did I really think that sweet Suzanne is a gun-toting assassin? Wait, wait, don’t unplug me, you bastards, I’m here and alive. Don’t you dare unplug me!” screamed Kevin while shaking his fist at the windshield.

When Kevin was sticking his tongue out in the rearview mirror, Maggie lost it entirely and collapsed to the ground in not so silent giggles. Danny, who’d duck walked to the rear passenger side of the car and tried opening it for better audio saw Maggie collapse by the rear driver’s side of the car. Sliding Ninja-like around it, Danny grabbed the phone from Maggie and held it up periscope-like while sitting on Maggie who continued to giggle uncontrollably.  When Kevin’s volume and hysteria increased to where he was threatening to break the car’s windshield, Danny could not contain himself any longer and fell over in a heap beside Maggie. After Kevin had finished talking to the car’s windshield, he sat for a few seconds trying to compose himself. Suddenly he bolted upright and like a dog catching a scent, swiveled his head from side to side. 

“What is that keening, wheezing sound? Did Maggie adopt an asthmatic dog? Sounds like a big dog. Why would I have an asthmatic dog in my coma dream?” With that last inane question, Kevin peered out the window and saw two quivering bodies and one phone aimed in his direction. “Oh God, they’re in seizure and trying to call for help. There are side effects!  But why would Maggie be having a seizure? Did she absorb some of the formula off of Danny? Better write that down. Kevin took a small notebook and pen out of his shirt pocket, noted the time and date, and began jotting down his observations while muttering to himself. “The formula may be transmitted from person to person by close contact and will exhibit the same symptoms as the initial subject.  That is interesting.  Hey, Danny look what I just discovered,” he said and opened the car door into a still snorting Maggie and Danny.

“Hey asshole watch what you are doing,” Maggie attempted to say. Overcome by the giggles once more, she actually said. “Hey, ass, snort, hole watch...” (extended laughter) “...what you are d d d doing?”

Kevin realized that instead of documenting what he perceived to be side effects, he should be assisting his friends who appeared to be in seizure. He grabbed Maggie by her head and pushed her to the ground while trying to grasp Danny’s head as well.

“What the hell are you doing?” Danny shouted as Kevin’s finger shot up his nose.

“I’m trying to prevent you from hurting yourselves while in a seizure. I thought that was obvious,” Kevin said, struggling with Maggie who was trying to kick him in the groin to get him to release the vise-like grip he had on her head.

“Who’s in a seizure? Are you going into seizure, Kevin?”

“No idiot, you and Maggie are, aren’t you?”

“No Einstein, we are not in seizure, but you will wish you were if you don’t get the hell off of us!” screamed Maggie as she wiggled out of Kevin’s grasp.

“Oh, sorry. But, what were you doing on the ground, moaning? Oh, were you two having a moment? Does that mean you two are back together again? Good, I hate to see you guys apart. What’s with the phone? Were you taping yourselves? Hey, can I take a look at that when you’re finished? Wait a second, wait just a Gosh-darn minute. That phone was aimed at the car. You idiots were filming me!”

“You see, he is brighter than he looks. You owe me $10.00,” Maggie told Danny as she helped him to his feet.

“You recorded me when I was most vulnerable when I was questioning my very sanity, while I was in an incredibly fragile emotional state,” Kevin said while pointing a finger at his two best friends.

“Of course. Why would we record you in a normal run of the mill, boring state?” asked Danny as he put his arm around his friend’s shoulders and guided him to the garage.

“I suppose you have me there. How do I look on video? I usually come off quite well, Kevin said, somewhat placated.”

“Yes, yes you looked brilliant. The best ever, in fact. Isn’t that right Maggie?”

“Yes, in fact, I just documented it for posterity using my new app, FX Zoo.”

“FX Zoo? I’ve been meaning to download that one.  Hey! What did you do?” Kevin shouted lunging at Maggie and her phone which she had just tossed to Danny.

Once again Maggie was overcome with the giggles and snorted out, “When you, you,” Snort. “Lean, lean, into the front seat your butt morphs into an elephant’s big rear end while fire shoots out of your nose. It’s priceless. You’ll be the next YouTube star.”  And with that Maggie collapsed against Danny and fell to the ground.
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GRETCHEN MEADOWS, HEAD of R&D and Suzanne’s direct link to Teaberry, was watching things unfold at Lexi Corp. She was, in fact, toasting Suzanne for a job well done with a healthy helping of Glenlivet single malt scotch when the explosions were being heard on the local news channel. The congraulatory toast turned to uncomplimentary thoughts and a verbal eruption when she saw Suzanne being walked out of Lexi Corp. in handcuffs as a scroll on the screen read Lexi employee detained as a possible offender. The newscaster then switched from his serious to his happy face as he  dropped the bombshell that there were no fatalities from the incident and only some  minor cosmetic damage to the Lexi facility. After this quip, his mannequin- like co- anchor Evette turned to him “Oh Frederick really, cosmetic damage? Really, you are too much.” She giggled and, changing from happy face to serious in the blink of an eye, informed her audience, “Suzanne Verassing, Human Resources employee of Lexi, apparently brought the explosive known as C-4 into Lexi Corp. along with an arsenal of weaponry and began firing at Lexi’s security guards. The guards then contacted the police with the details and gave a description and location of Ms. Verassing’s whereabouts. Part of the lab was damaged when explosives allegedly set by Ms. Verassing were accidentally detonated by Lexi security guards.”

The TV droned on but Gretchen was no longer listening; she was trying to figure out how to salvage this disaster. Only she knew about Suzanne, for Suzanne was on the payroll in the research part of the budget. As in research, steal and then destroy. Suzanne was a pro. She would hopefully keep her big mouth shut. In the meantime, everything connecting Gretchen to Suzanne’s had to be destroyed. She’d already downloaded all the data Suzanne had sent into a hard drive underneath the floor in Gretchen’s office bathroom. Someone would really have to know what to look for to find the damn thing.

“The video feed, at least I have the video feed. I just need to figure out what the ingredients are from the feed. I need to distance myself from the formula. It needs to be discovered outside of Teaberry, and then Teaberry can ‘buy’ the formula from this idiot. The mad scientist list. Yes, I can find my patsy off that,” Gretchen muttered.

Like most companies Teaberry, received a lot of email and snail mail that either conveyed how hated the corporation was, or, alternately, fantastic their products were. Teaberry also received ideas from people who had discovered amazing breakthroughs. “If you grind up spider eggs and mix with caterpillar legs, you can make a facial mask that eliminates wrinkles, and is all natural Yours truly, Gertrude McFigus. P.S. Please send checks to above address once you have made my spidey-pillar cream.”

Mountains of letters such as these came in. Some were passed around and enjoyed before the shredding, but a majority of the “breakthrough ideas” were already in use, and the obligatory form letters went out.

Occasionally some nut would attempt to walk in with a revolutionary formula. The nut would be turned away, but gently; Teaberry didn’t want to lose a customer, no matter his or her mental health status.

Gretchen scrolled through the letters that had been saved in the ‘possible’ folder in the R&D computer and came across someone who had submitted several ideas that had been deemed potential. This person had also come into the company with one of their product formulas. Gretchen remembered this person for several reasons, the main one being that the formula had set off Teaberry’s smoke alarm and sprinkler system.

Gretchen pulled up the video from that incident, which had been saved for a possible lawsuit, and saw her patsy.

“Hello, patsy,” sang Gretchen as she dialed a number from the contact list.

“Hello, Pa...I’m mean, hello, this is Gretchen Meadows from Teaberry. How are you doing tonight Mr. Tranwrach?” asked Gretchen in her most business-like voice.

“Teaberry,” squeaked Tranwrach, “I mean, Ms. Gretchen or, sorry, uh, Mrs. Meadows.” There was a thudding sound as his phone fell into the sink; Tranwrach was peeling carrots when he answered the phone not bothering to remove the peelings from it as he started talking again. “Sorry, please forgive me I was preparing dinner and being somewhat of a gourmet, I make everything from scratch, and umm...well you startled me and I...What can you do for me?  Oh God! I mean what can I do for you, Ms. Meadows?”  

Tranwrach had dreamed of this moment, Teaberry actually calling him about something, but what? He was already dreaming of dozens of products with his face and name on them when he realized Gretchen was saying his name.

“Mr. Tranwrach? Mr. Tranwrach! Are you there Mr. Tranwrach?”

“Yes, yes I am so sorry, please go on.”

“Mr. Tranwrach, please focus. Again let me introduce myself. I am Gretchen Meadows, and I head up the R & D side of Teaberry. From time to time, I go through our files and look for new ideas. Today I came across an item you had submitted.  Granted, it may take a little tweaking.” We’ll have to have all the techs wear inflammable suits, to begin with, if it tests like it did the first time, she thought.

“Oh wonderful, how wonderful. You don’t know how happy this makes me. Which formula was it that interested you, Ms. Meadows?”

“Gretchen, please call me Gretchen. It was titled MT20 Hair removal formula. After 10 uses, your unwanted hair ceases to grow back.”

“I know it had some problems, but I thought....”
“You thought right, Martin, may I call you Martin?”
“Yes, yes of course, please do.”  Once again he dropped his phone into the sink with a clang.

Gretchen patiently waited for the retrieval of the phone and waited for him to turn it in the direction of his face all the while doing a silent happy dance in her office. This guy was sent from heaven. I could ask him to stick his hand down the disposal right now, and he would do it without question. “Are you there, Martin?”

“Yes, I’m back, I was just checking on dinner.” 

“Well Martin, like I mentioned previously, I’m particularly interested in MT20 as an anti-wrinkle, youth cream formula. What we discovered about your formula is after application it not only removes the hair,” (in a ball of flames) “but leaves the skin in better condition and reduces wrinkles.  I want you to work with our team, to work on that aspect of the formula. Does that appeal to you? Hello.” Hell, he dropped the phone again, this is getting ridiculous, Gretchen screamed silently to herself. 

Martin who’d been momentarily transfixed by carrot peelings hanging off his phone and over his eye, finally responded.

“ Yes, no, yes, I’m still here,  I’m just so, so, thankful that you chose my formula. How, when, where, I mean, I work university time to do this, to make my formula. How?” 

“I think you dropped your phone once too many times, or I’m getting a bad signal. Christ, was that just him rambling on? Please say it was him and not the sink phone.  Gretchen rubbed her right temple with her fingers.

“No, not phone me, just. I just so nervous. When can I start?”  Martin finally whooshed out a complete thought.

Thank you, thank you, Gretchen said to herself.  “Now Martin, what I would like you to do is to take a leave of absence from the university. We will double your salary and pay for any and all expenses you incur while assisting us in this project. You will have your own lab and team. We want to move on this right away as this is a sensational formula, and I think it can be an incredible breakthrough for us. This will be a life-changing experience for you. So what do you say? Are you onboard with me?”

As soon as Tranwrach heard the words his “own lab” and his “own team,” he nearly passed out. Double the salary was just an added bonus so to speak, Tranwrach was always more interested in titles and status symbols than money. He never understood the appeal of buying the latest clothing, or for that matter clothing made within the last decade, and only used his salary for the very basics. What he craved were status and fame.

“My own lab and team, you say?”

“Of course, you are going to need all the help you can get. I mean this is a big project, and you will need people to do the mundane aspects of the job.”

“I’m in. I’m in. I will tell the university I will need a leave of absence first thing Monday morning. Thank you so much.”

“My pleasure, Martin, I will give you Monday to straighten things out with the university and then you can report to me first thing on Tuesday.”

Clang...muffled swearing. “Yes, of course, I will Tuesday see you on.”

“Goodnight Martin and enjoy your dinner.”

“Goodnight, uh Gretchen.”

As he dropped his phone for the final time, Martin looked at his gourmet dinner, Happy Family’s Frozen Fish Sticks with a salad in a bag alongside freshly cut carrots. “Not for long, Happy Family, I’m moving up in the world. Pretty soon I’ll have someone else heating up my dinners.” 

With that larger than life dream tumbling around in his vacuum packed head, he went to gather all his notes for his hair removal formula and placed them lovingly in a binder. He barely felt the two puncture wounds from the binder rings as he put the pages in order and went to bed early with strings of carrots still clinging from his hair. In the middle of the night, he bolted upright in bed and remembered he didn’t have any idea what excuse to give the university about his leave of absence. But realizing he had the weekend to come up with something, fell back onto a slightly carroty pillow.
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BACK IN THE GARAGE, Maggie’s giggling had petered down to a slight hiccupping. “So have the two of you recovered from each of your private insane moments?”

Danny looked at Maggie and replied, “Yes, hon I believe you snapped me out of it.”

Kevin just glared at Maggie.

“Sweetie, honey, as tempting as it is, I didn’t send it to Youtube. I swear. Here delete it,” and handed her phone to Kevin. While Kevin was deleting his morphing soliloquy, Danny casually glanced at his cell phone. He silently mouthed “got it” to Maggie and blew her a kiss.

After Kevin tossed Maggie’s phone back to her he said, “Unless this is still one big hallucination, I think I’m good too,” and then stared off into space.

Danny looked at Kevin, then at Maggie, and back at Kevin. While snapping his fingers in Kevin’s face, he shouted, “Hey space cadet, I thought you were good.” 

“What? Oh, I am. I was just thinking, how many weeks off do you think we will receive after this traumatic event, and will we be entitled to any compensation?”

Danny immediately popped up, grabbed Maggie’s souvenir hockey stick she kept in the lab for disagreement ending purposes, and began marching back and forth hockey stick in hand like a poor imitation of Colonel Klink or a pretty reasonable impression of an insane band leader.

“I would say at least four weeks with pay, of course, and some sort of trauma pay for, well, the trauma.” And we would have to go somewhere and work on the formula undisturbed, somewhere secluded, but well equipped.”

“With top of the line equipment,” chimed in Kevin.

“Yes, yes, of course, that was given,” Danny said waving the stick around and nearly beheading Maggie.

“Watch it, you ass,” she shouted. “By the way, trauma brothers, aren’t you forgetting something?”

“No I don’t think so,” said Danny. “We need time off.” Whack went the stick against the wall of the garage for emphasis. “Money.” Whack “And privacy.” Whack. “Can you think of anything else Kev?”

“I think you about covered it. The location is key. We need a secret hideout with a lot of top quality equipment. I think you know where I’m going with this.”

“Bat cave,” Kevin and Danny sang in unison.

“Alright, alright come back to earth, you idiots,” shouted Maggie, wrestling the stick back from Danny.

“You, morons, have forgotten one tiny little detail. You were not in Lexi’s lab when Susie went nutty.”

“Of course we were. Remember we met you outside, but before that, there was a lot of gunfire and explosions and shouting and crying and screaming. To be fair the crying and screaming were mostly coming from Kevin’s corner, but I may have contributed slightly to the.”

“Idiot! How someone so brilliant can be so dim is beyond me,”  Maggie told Danny as she smacked the hockey stick against the nearest table causing both Danny and Kevin to flinch.

“Hah, she called you out, dim! You are as dim as a 20 watt light bulb that has been stuck in a dusty attic for twenty years and now has been inserted into a baboon’s.”

Kevin didn’t get to finish this picturesque thought as he felt a stinging sensation on his rear from Maggie’s let’s get back to the point hockey stick.

“Both of you are idiots. Now sit down and don’t move or speak unless I tell you to. Is that clear?” hissed Maggie, waving the business end of the hockey stick about their heads.

Kevin wrote something on a piece of paper and slid it toward Maggie.

Maggie looked at the note and read aloud, “Now what? How can we answer you if we can’t speak? I also told you not to move, but you wrote the note,” she muttered and raised the stick.

Kevin's face went from smug to terrified. Danny did a sidewise rolling somersault away from Kevin and out the range of the stick, trying for as much distance as possible in the shortest amount of time.

Maggie looked from Kevin’s terror-stricken face to Danny’s flailing, tumbling body and burst out laughing. “OK, OK everyone, let’s get comfy on chairs, and I’ll tell you what idiots you are without the stick.” She put the stick back behind her workstation.
Danny and Kevin found seats at what they thought was a safe distance away from Maggie and gingerly sat down.
“Comfy? OK. Well, first thing, you two were not inside the building, so how could you be traumatized and be given time off? You left when you were supposed to and didn’t do anything sneaky, like stay in the building and use equipment without permission and then take a formula belonging to Lexi Corp., and hide said formula from Lexi Corp. You also didn’t go in and out unauthorized of exits and use fraudulent IDs to gain access again. But then again you were in the building because Mitchell and Roger saw you, but you obviously couldn’t have been because according to your key cards you had already left the building when the pooh hit the fan. If you two had been thinking straight, you would’ve gotten rid of all the witnesses, Suzanne, Roger and Mitchell. Then you would’ve been home free with the formula, which you could’ve either later ‘discovered’ after quitting Lexi, or had someone else ‘discover’ while you continued working at Lexi.”

“What do you mean get rid of the witnesses? Like pushing Roger, Mitchell, and Suzanne into an incinerator or something? Are you nuts? I mean the Tweedles are somewhat annoying, but they and their arsenal really came through for us. I can see getting rid of Suzanne since she was trying to kill us, but still. You are talking to the wrong guys. You know us, Maggie we couldn’t hurt anyone,” said Danny, not meeting her eyes.

“I know, baby, that’s why I love you. That’s one of your strong points, you are a good person. You too, Kevin.”

“Thanks,” Kevin said, looking at his shoes, “But we covered ourselves by going in through the dock doors after putting the formula and notes in the car. That entrance doesn’t need a key card. We will just tell everyone we stayed late to work on Monday’s presentation. That should jive with what the Tweedles tell everyone.”

“Yes!” Danny cried, “I think we are in the clear. We can blame the theft or destruction of the formula on Suzanne and her C4.” He stood up, put his hands to his head, grabbed the little stubs of hair, he had and cried out, “It was horrible! All our notes and samples were destroyed by that evil woman! How does that sound?” 

Kevin ignored the Oscar-winning moment. “So we can prove we were there, and get time off for the traumatic event. Sweet.”

“Well, I don’t know, just keep it simple. You were working on the presentation, Suzanne came in, blam, blam, blam. Chaos ensued, and you fled out the dock exit. You have no idea where the formula is, and you are both too rattled to remember the ingredients. Just play dumb well, dumber than usual,” Maggie said and kissed Danny who was still rehearsing his lines with a lot of moaning and hand-wringing. “You boys better get back to your place so Lexi and/or the police can find you. You don’t want to be seen with me too much if I’m going to discover a fantastical formula shortly. Speaking of which where’s this marvelous life changing formula?”

Danny pointed behind Maggie and said, “Everything we snuck out of Lexi is on your worktable.”

“Thanks babe.” Maggie kissed them both goodbye, instantly regretting it as they both had a great deal of ick came on them. 
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“COOL, LOOK AT ALL THOSE lights,” said, Danny, as he and Kevin approached their apartment. 

Every imaginable type of emergency vehicle, surrounded their building, and people in black were running around with rifles or leaning against nearby buildings, weapons pointed toward one particular set of windows.

“Um, Danny, I think those guys are looking for us.”

“No way.”

“Uh, yes, way.  Yes, big fucking way.”

“Sweet.”

“Danny I don’t think you have fully grasped the situation. Those people, the ones toting weaponry, think we may be responsible for the mess at Lexi.”

“Wow, they are good. How did the cops find out so quickly?  Oh crap, oh shit, I better back up. Why isn’t this thing backing up? Back up, back up. Why aren’t you backing up?” Danny hollered to his ’97 green Land Rover while looking out the back window. 

“I can think of several good reasons. One is that you have put the beast in neutral, and second and most importantly, the biggest reasons are right in front of us.” Kevin pointed directly out of the windshield and then raised both hands above his head.

“Now what are you doing?”  Danny finally turned his head toward the windshield and saw a bunch of reasons aiming rifles at them through the glass. He waved at the phalanx in front of the car, gave what he thought was a harmless smile and raised his hands.

“Wow this is just like the movies, I feel like Dillinger,” Danny said out of the corner of his mouth.”

“Yes and we all know he lived a long and happy life in the suburbs tending to his rose garden didn’t he?”

“Yes, exactly. No, wait he,..., oh right. Not a good ending.”

“I haven’t had to scratch my nose all day, and now, if I don’t scratch, I’ll go insane but, I have a feeling if I make a move a lot of bullets are going to come this way.” Kevin said out of the corner of his mouth.

“Oh, thanks. Ever hear of the power of suggestion, you ass? Now I have about a million places I have to scratch.”

“Hey, isn’t that Mr. Millwood?” asked Kevin, slightly dropping his arms and tilting his head slightly to the right.

Franklin Millwood was Conner’s direct supervisor and R& D Manager at Lexi Corp. He was imposing in everyday circumstances, but tonight he looked absolutely terrifying. He was a rugged looking, black man standing six feet four and weighing in at a fit 195 pounds all of it muscle and brain. His face looked as though it may have been carved out of stone. There was a rumor that Millwood was once caught smiling, but then again it might have just been gas. He was rarely seen out on the floor but when he was spotted, an eerie silence enveloped the lab. Tonight he was wearing workout clothes that, on him looked like a tailored suit.

“Man, he even looks good in sweats. I have a similar outfit and don’t look nearly as good,” said Danny.

“Clothes or gear. Guys do not wear outfits. Girls wear outfits, you pussy,” reprimanded Kevin.

“I’ve heard it either way. Who are you calling a pussy, you ass,” Danny snarled, dropping his hands altogether.

“Ass? Oh you’ve caught me to the quick with your stinging insults,” said Kevin also dropping his hands.

The two front tactical officers shared a look of disbelief since their target’s inane conversation could be plainly heard from the car’s open windows. The first officer, Officer Jay who had zero patience with everyone and everything, approached the car and tapped the butt of her rifle against the car’s front panel. “Hey, ladies shut the fuck up,” she hissed, and then stepped back to her initial position in line.

At the word “ladies,” Kevin and Danny returned to reality and focused once more on the figures and weapons aimed in their direction. Their arms went shooting for the roof of the car simultaneously, jamming their fingers and cracking their knuckles against the top of the vehicle.

“Ow, motherfucker!” wailed Danny, while Kevin whimpered, his eyes tearing up in pain.

Out of the corner of Danny’s eye, he could see Mr. Millwood speaking to one of the SWAT people. Millwood and the SWAT guy burst out laughing. The SWAT guy who appeared to be the head of the SWAT team, shouted, “Stand down!” Then he whispered something only his team members could hear.

“Stand down, how can we stand down, we are sitting.” Danny said.

“Not us, them. I wonder what Mr. Millwood said that was so funny.”

“I don’t know or care. I’ll just be happy when those things aren’t pointed at us any longer.”

“I hear that,” agreed Kevin.

At the command “stand down,” the entire SWAT team pointed their weapons away from the Land Rover. Two officers approached the SUV, one on either side of the green beast and opened the car doors. Danny and Kevin looked at one another, before they were pulled out of the vehicle and tumbled onto the pavement. They were quickly frisked, cuffed, and then parked on a nearby curb. One officer stood by them while the other officer, joined by two more the Land Rover after Danny was served a warrant for the vehicle.

From the Land Rover came startled grunts and exclamations of “What the fuck?” as various items were found and discarded. Comments along the lines of “I think I’m gonna need a tetanus shot” to “I will have to burn my uniform after this one” could also be heard.

The head of the SWAT team approached the Land Rover and asked for a report of findings. One of the searchers, who seemed to be wearing several layers of gloves, shot Danny, and Kevin a look, shook his head and informed “No weapons or drugs. However, there are numerous containers marked Lexi with unidentifiable substances in them, along with some brand new empty containers. We may have to do a controlled burn in this thing just to get past the fast-food container level. There’s only one clean spot in the car, and that’s the passenger seat and floor. It’s as if that area is completely separate from the rest of the vehicle. It’s the weirdest thing.”

“I’ve been meaning to clean the beast out,” Danny piped up. “You know how these things go, you never think about it until you’re in the car, when you are actually going somewhere, so there’s no time. Now about those containers, they make great cereal bowls and leftover dishes. I just sometimes forget about them and...” Danny trailed off as he noticed that Mr. Millwood was paying close attention to his rambling speech. “I’m sure I retrieved them from the dumpster as they probably had cracks in them,” he continued.

As he was blithering on, Kevin was literally trying to distance himself from Danny by scooting his butt along the curb, only to run into the foot of Officer Jay. She shook her head at him and nudged him back with her boot.

Danny decided that shutting up and sitting quietly might actually be a good idea and began examining the debris in the curb with great interest. Kevin, however, realizing that he was sitting on a curb, was trying to hover just slightly above it until Officer Jay noticed his hovering and told him to knock it off.

Millwood turned to the SWAT team leader and whispered, “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but it’s moments like this that I long for the old days at DS&T.”

“I know what you mean. Government work had its drawbacks, well, it was all drawbacks, but something like this could be handled much quicker and quieter with the right tools and personnel. If I remember correctly, I was always assigned to the smelliest and most bug infested parts of the world, while you always seemed to be lounging along the Mediterranean.”

Millwood and SWAT team leader, Sgt. Preast, were still in the middle of their discussion when they came upon Kevin and Danny while walking toward the apartment complex. “Now, now, there are some less than ideal places along the coast. And speaking of nasty and smelly, we have yet to cross the threshold of their adobe,” Millwood said pausing in front of Danny and Kevin squatting on the curb. Millwood dipped his head in greeting and said, “Mr. Kensington, Mr. Montgomery, good evening.”

“Mr. Millwood, always a pleasure to see you sir, and Sgt. Beast nice to meet you as well,” Kevin said squinting at the cursive lettering on Preast’s vest.

“It’s Preast, not Beast. It’s this damn lettering. Never mind. You will address me as Sgt., is that clear?”

“Sir, yes sir Mr. Sgt. Sir,” stammered Kevin, as Danny giggled.

Danny saw a twitch at the corner of Mr. Millwood’s mouth as if he was suppressing a smile. But that was impossible. A smile from Millwood was like a sighting of the Loch Ness monster, an impossibility, a myth.

“Now let’s go up to your apartment and get some things straightened out, shall we? We have already served the warrant on your apartment. The team up there should be wrapping up shortly,” said Preast, who then nodded to Officer Jay.

Jay un-cuffed both Danny and Kevin.  They slowly got to their feet and began waving their wrists back and forth to get the blood going in a more normal flow until they realized people were staring at them.  So they attempted a few tough-looking macho poses, such as standing with their arms crossed and hands on hips, talking about how their sports-related injuries were affected by their uncomfortable position.

“You know, I would just shrug this off, but my old ‘tator cuff injury from college is acting up and” 

“That’s rotator cuff, you ass,” Kevin hissed at Danny. Then, holding his lower back and wincing, Kevin said, loudly and conversationally, “Yes, I know what you mean, sitting on the curb bothered my hockey injury as well.” 

“You mean field hockey, right,” smirked Officer Jay as she gently prodded the two in the direction of their apartment.

“Officer Jay, hmm, is that Jay or just a letter J?” inquired Kevin.

“Yeah, I only do this part-time. My real job, well I could tell you but then I’d have to..., let’s just say at the very least it would involve dark sunglasses and a neuralyzer,” whispered Officer Melissa Jay in a super serious voice. 

“Oh my God. Oh my God! Danny, Danny, you won’t believe,...wait a second,” Kevin said, stopping so suddenly that Jay to walked right into him in a not so unpleasant way. “You know I’ve got a black suit at home and when this is all over, if you wanted to go out and save the world some time...?” Kevin said over his shoulder to Officer Jay as Danny looked at Kevin as if he’d really lost his mind.
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OFFICER MELISSA JAY always felt downright hideous and un-sexy. Sort of like a shapeless blob of dark chocolate melting in the hot sun. When out of her equipment, she looked like a typical 32-year-old woman with a cute, blonde, pixie hairstyle and trim five foot five figure with sculpted arms and legs. She wasn’t a gym nut but used the gym to release anger and stress. Usually, the stress manifested from relationships that ended badly. Her re-cooperating period often lasted as long as the relationship. The last scumbag had lasted six months. She had been determined not to make the same mistakes as in the past. Go slow and for God’s sake don’t live together right away. The main rule she laid down for herself was, don’t date a cop or anyone connected with law enforcement. 

Things started out great with her and Alistair Fletcher. They took things slow. He was a bond broker at some big firm, or so she thought. He had been until the SEC took a look at his company and he decided to amscray with several accounts. She began to notice weird transactions in her savings account. There would be a large sum of money in her account one day that were gone the next. She at first thought it was a bank error. However, when she backtracked through her account, there were more of these transactions, and they all started shortly after Alistair came into her life. Alistair Fletcher. Geez, the name alone should have tipped her off. What a pretentious name. Who could have such a name? Well, not this dirtbag. He was one Murray Haggs of Akron who had the SEC hot on his ass. She made an anonymous call to the SEC and tipped them off to an Internet café that he had been hanging out at all day instead of going to his bond job as he had told her. She watched as they grabbed him coming out of the café and made sure he saw her as she dumped a bagful of his crap into a nearby dumpster. After spending the rest of the afternoon in a nearby D-Queen, she went into her stress relieving, post-breakup routine of working out and then watching every type of thriller and sci-fi paranormal type movie she could find for the next six months. She didn’t want to see anything remotely mirroring real life. 

So Melissa was rethinking the rule of not dating fellow law enforcement as they had already been given a thorough background check and the odds of hooking up with another Alistair/Murray was minuscule. She was at the five months two-weeks and three-days mark since that particular romantic disaster, (but who was keeping track) when she ran into Kevin and Danny. She first considered them possible homegrown terrorists, but that assumption was immediately downgraded to clueless morons when they actually appeared on the scene. After watching Danny and Kevin for a while, she felt that Kevin wasn’t as goofy as the first impression given, and when she ran into him, instead of being annoyed, she found it wasn’t an unpleasant experience. 

He is sort of attractive. He has that shaggy dark hair I like, and he is nice and normal looking. Average height not skinny or fat and not one of those guys with no neck I see at the gym. Such lovely dark eyes and those cheekbones, hey, get a grip. I really am an idiot.  I need to get professional help or maybe transfer to a convent. I wonder if nuns can carry weapons, perhaps just a small one, she thought, right before replying, to Kevin’s question about going out sometime.

“Um, this isn’t exactly the time, but I’ll think about it,” Melissa said as her inner voice immediately started chastising her. What did you just do?  You just told him you would think about it. What is the matter with you? You’re like one of those women who keep on dating assholes who beat them up. You’re stuck in some sort of hideous moron dating circle of hell.

“Cool. And, this isn’t as bad as it seems, you know,” Kevin said. “We are victims. At least you will know how to get to my place if you decide to take me up on my offer.” 

“You’re about as much a victim as the unexpected passenger that shanghaied the Nostromo. Now shut up. You are home sweet home.”

“Oh my God, I think I’m in love, an alien reference,” Kevin whispered, and then followed Danny into their apartment building.

It was conveniently located between Maggie’s place and Lexi Corp. Between the two of them, they could afford a three bedroom unit in which Danny could keep his clutter confined to his bedroom. They used the third bedroom as an office in which Kevin did the household accounts, and Danny kept his mad scientist journals and unknown debris Kevin did not want to go near.

On their floor they waited out in the hallway, feeling eyeballs looking at them through the peepholes of neighboring doors. An officer clad in black camo came out of their apartment, looked at them, shook his head, and then spoke to Sgt. Preast. “Sgt., the apartment’s clean, well except for the one bedroom; you won’t believe that. Sorry. Um, nothing listed on the warrant, sir.” Officer Becker, who had wished for arm length gloves while searching Danny’s room, shook his head once again and exited down the hallway.

“Now gentlemen, shall we?” Preast said, motioning for Kevin, Danny, and Millwood to enter the apartment.

Thanks to Kevin the apartment was spotless. There were only a few signs of Danny’s presence, such as some Lexi Corp. stationery from the desk of a VP on the coffee table, and a scanner and battered laptop that had the look of Danny’s ownership. He immediately grabbed the scanner and stationary and whisked them off into the kitchen, saying, “Kevin leaves his various projects out. God knows I’m only one man and can only do so much around the house.”

Kevin started to go after Danny to do him some grievous harm but realized that Jay was still hovering in the hallway. More importantly at this moment, Mr. Millwood was giving Danny’s back a look that could peel paint. Thus realizing that Mr. Millwood knew what an ass Danny was, Kevin decided to sit down and forgo doing Danny some grievous harm.

“Sooooo, what happens now?” Kevin directed his question somewhere between Mr. Millwood and Sgt. Preast, unsure whom he should address.

“Mr. Kensington, if it’s not too much of a bother, will you deign to join us?” asked Mr. Millwood. He sat in a Mission style chair across from an old leather couch that had barely survived the move to this last apartment and lost whatever color the factory had initially assigned it. Millwood and Sgt. Preast had both instinctively avoided the couch as if it would swallow them up a la the bed from Friday the 13th.

Kevin didn’t mind the couch, even though it had begun to look like something that had been through a dinosaur’s digestive system. The sofa was the first piece of furniture he and Danny had ever bought. Kevin liked it for sentimental rather than aesthetic reasons, and he didn’t have to look at it as long as he was sitting on it.

A lot of crashing, and sounds of drawers opening and closing preceded Danny exiting the kitchen, carrying a plate full of Wheat Thins and some sort of dip in a jar with a faded label. At least Danny thought it was a dip since it kind of tasted like garlic and onion and something else.

“Sorry, I was just getting us something to snack on,”  he said setting the plate down with a bang and causing a pile of the Wheat Thins to slide off the plate, across the table and onto the floor. “Sorry about, that I’ll just scoop them up.” Danny grabbed a handful of wheat thins and threw them back on the plate.

“Mr. Kensington, sit down!” shouted Preast.

Danny immediately sat like a well- trained dog next to Kevin on the couch. Kevin, meanwhile was wondering if his handheld vacuum was fully charged up so he could suck up the Wheat Thin remains from the carpeting.

“Sorry.”

“Now, this is just an informal interview with the two of you. I would like to ask you a few questions, and then you will have to make a formal statement down at the station. We at first thought that you two, well, never mind. After meeting with you and speaking with Mr. Millwood, I’ve come to the conclusion that you boys were simply in the wrong place at the wrong time. Mr. Kensington and Mr. Montgomery, you both work in the same department of Lexi Corp., an R & D lab headed up by Mr. Millwood, is that correct?”

“Yes,” chorused Danny and Kevin.

“From what I have learned, your workday and that of everyone else in your department ends at 5:00 p.m., at which time everyone punches out and exits through security. However, tonight you two were still in the building after 5 pm. Why was that?” Sgt. Preast asked.

“Um, well” stammered Danny as he looked for some helpful Cliff Notes on the ceiling.

“We have, or I guess had, a major presentation to give on Monday regarding a”

A loud throat clearing came from Mr. Millwood. “If I may, there are some products that we cannot and should not talk about,” he said pointedly, looking at Danny, “due to formulas that are still in the formative stage.  I feel the incident involving Ms. Verassing was corporate espionage, so when we discuss this, could we use generic terms and not go into any specifics?”

“Yes, but I don’t want any important details left out. You don’t have to mention ingredients or anything. I’m just interested in what happened in the lab, your movements, what you saw and heard. I also want your impression of Ms. Verassing. Now, Mr. Kensington, continue,” Preast said.

Danny’s brain was working furiously on what exactly to leave out without making it seem like he was leaving gaping holes in the story. Then he remembered Maggie’s advice, keep it short and to the point. He took a deep breath, and out gushed the story minus a few illegalities here and there. There was a lot of hand-waving and re-creation of gunfire and explosion sounds, but all in all, Danny managed to tell the story without actually telling the whole story. He did wander off point in describing some of Suzanne’s baked goods, but a helpful kick from Kevin put him back on track.

Kevin, who kept his head in his hands at the beginning of the story, got sucked in during the part about the entrance of Tweedles and went along with the ride. He would “clarify points” when Danny started to wander too close to either things that they shouldn’t know or entrances that they should not have been using. 

When Danny finished, Preast said, “Well that certainly is an interesting story, and the statements of Mr. Rodger and Mr. Mitchell do seem to back up your version of events.” 

“Um, not to get picky, but their Christian names are Roger and Mitchell,” informed Kevin.

“According to my information, the security guards employed by Lexi are as follows: one Roger Mitchell and one Mitchell Rodger,” Preast said, checking his notes. “Aren’t those the same guards that assisted you during tonight’s little adventure?”

“Roger Mitchell and Mitchell Rodger, you gotta be fucking kidding me! No wonder they’re interchangeable. And they would answer to either name. That is too fucking funny,” snorted Danny. He turned to Kevin and said in a sing-songy voice, “Roger Mitchell, Mitchell Rodger, Roger Dodger, Mitchell Twitchell.”

Kevin replied, “Roger, Roger, Mitchell Twitchell. This is Mitchell Twitchell coming back at yah. Roger Mitchell Tweedle III reporting for duty, sir. I’m looking for Mitchell Rodger Tweedle IV.”

“Gentlemen, this is not the time or place for this nonsense. I will see the two of you in my office first thing Monday morning. Is that clear?” boomed Mr. Millwood.

“Yes, Mr. Millwood,” chorused Kevin and Danny who were just about to launch into another verse of the Tweedle song.

“Thank you, Franklin, for joining us, I’ll see you out on the handball court tomorrow,” Sgt. Preast told Millwood and walked him to the door.

“You two, however, will come to the station tomorrow at 09:00 and make a statement. A clear, concise statement with no bullshit attached. Do I make myself clear?” Sgt. Preast shouted at Danny and Kevin, who scrambled to their feet and managed to squeak out an affirmative to Sgt. Preast’s back as he stormed out the door. 

Kevin was hot on Preast’s heels trying to rearrange his clothing and de-smudge his face, and only managed to stumble into the door with a crash. He looked through the peephole to see if Jay was still there, and saw her turn toward the door, presumably to see what just crashed into it. He opened it quickly to make it look like he was going out, and not checking out the hallway like some sort of perverted stalker. But he overestimated the force necessary to open the door and flung it open with a bang. The door struck the round porthole door deflector and crashed closed, leaving Kevin staring at the inside of his bisque colored door with the faux brass doorknob and trim.

Jay had briefly seen Kevin’s shocked face just before the door closed, and crept slowly forward, wondering what in the hell she had just witnessed. Kevin decided to open the door again with much less gusto now found himself face to face with Jay. 

“Uh, I was just checking the door to see, you know, if it had been damaged by the search warrant guys. I didn’t know how they got in and I would hate to have an unsecured door all night. Ummm, well, it turns out the door is fine,” Kevin offered feebly as heard a muffled gasp behind him, then a faint whisper, “Right on, Casanova,” followed by more stifled moans and giggles courtesy of Danny.

“Right, why don’t I step out into the hall while Danny straightens up,” Kevin said guiding Jay along the corridor.

“They used a passkey from maintenance; there shouldn’t be any damage to your door,” Jay informed.

“Of course, how silly of me. So have you had time to think about us, as in you and me going out somewhere nice and quiet? Free from all distractions work-related and otherwise. Somewhere with soft music and a menu in a foreign language, where the waiter sniffs at your pronunciation of  the entrees and your choice of wine.”

“You know, you only just asked me I’m going to need some more time to think about this. I heard the Sergeant say you were coming in tomorrow morning. Maybe I’ll have an answer for you then.”

“You could hear him when he was leaving? He has such a soft, soothing, calming voice that I’m surprised you could hear it from the hall.”

“I think I could hear my Sergeant with a jet plane taking off down the corridor. I best be leaving and rejoin the rest of the team before they leave me behind. See you tomorrow.”

Kevin grasped Jay’s left hand, kissed it gently, and said, “Until tomorrow, when seeing you will be the highlight of my day, possibly the decade.”

He then walked back to the apartment door, which had closed again and was locked. He grasped the doorknob and waved until Jay was out of sight, whispering madly for Danny to let him in.

Danny, was being a dick as usual, was asking for his name, what he wanted and, informing, no, he hadn’t ordered a pizza, but that sounded like a good idea.

“Fine, I’ll just go over to Maggie’s. I’m sure she is pretty shaken up by tonight’s events and will need someone to talk to. Maybe have a glass of wine and watch some Netflix. I know, we will watch a marathon of “Mythbusters” and perhaps she’ll take pity on me and offer to let me spend the night.”

At first, all Danny heard was blah blah blah coming from the other side of the door, but then his brain began to reorganize things and heard “Maggie,” “wine” and “spend the night.” He flung open the door and said, “You wouldn’t. If anyone needs to go over to Maggie’s, it’s her boyfriend, the one and only man in her life. I’m the one who should be sharing a bottle of wine and a marathon of “Mythbusters,” not you buddy.”

Danny then shook his keys at Kevin, and a few minutes later he and the beast were headed to Maggie’s.

“I thought they would never leave. Now I can get some work done.”  Kevin opened up the pantry which he had converted into a cleaning cupboard that “Monk” would have swooned over and pulled out the vacuum cleaner. He Hoovered until the neighbors pounded on the walls, at which point he switched to his arsenal of cleaning supplies and dust bunny wands.
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KEVIN SLEPT LIKE A baby after his marathon cleaning session, awoke at 07:00 and went over to Maggie’s at 08:00 to rustle Danny out of bed. On the way, he had stopped at a bakery and a fast food joint and bought enough fattening and cholesterol ridden food to kill a small gathering. However, all three of them had a high tolerance for a diet that had only heard rumors of a food pyramid, and their systems welcomed the familiar fare.

“Hi, babe, I bought an overabundance of breakfast stuff. Sure to please if not slowly kill all us,” Kevin told Maggie after she stumbled into the kitchen after hearing him knocking about.

“Lovely, but why are you here so early?” she asked.

“Your man and I have an appointment downtown with detective or inspectors or whatever they’re called at the cop shop at 09:00.  That’s how you say it, oh nine hundred. Cool, right?”

“Yeah, but I thought you guys already made your statement. That’s what Danny said. He was so wrung out from all the questions I made him a snack when he came over, and then I gave him a massage.”

“All the questioning? Yes, well, that wasn’t a formal interview, just an overview type of thing. Today’s the formal interview where they record it, or we write it down or something.”

“Danny will never get through this. He was a wreck last night.  And according to him, you weren’t any help. You could’ve at least talked him through it. It was a shared experience and all.”

“Yes, that’s me. I’m a selfish bastard. I’m no good at that sort of thing, so I suggested he see you since you’re a woman and know the womanly things to say to calm his nerves and all.”

“Why do I smell a rat? Or should I say rats?  Danny, get your ass in here,” Maggie yelled.

Danny appeared, looking as usual as if he slept in his clothes, which today were a frayed denim shirt and equally worn blue jeans.  

“What is it, hon, I couldn’t have done anything. I’ve been sleeping for the last few hours, well, mostly sleeping... Oh, it’s you. I figured my happiness couldn’t last long,” said Danny, glaring at Kevin.

“You guys have another interview at 09:00. Why didn’t you say so, Danny?” asked Maggie. She surveyed Danny’s attire, looked at Kevin for help, and then exploded, “For God’s sake, Danny, the police are going to think you belong in one of their holding cells or just escaped from a work gang. Look at Kevin; he is dressed like an adult. I don’t know about these things, but I’m guessing you will get more respect from whoever interviews you if you wear something appropriate. Find a collared shirt that doesn’t have a cartoon character on it and a pair of khakis, and come back down here.” 

Danny was trying to think of a witty comeback, but noticing the look in Maggie’s eyes, decided he may have misjudged his attire for the day and took off for the bedroom. A faint, “I refuse to look like a reject from the local Mega Mart,” floated down the stairs.

“Hey, there’s nothing wrong with a light blue polo shirt and tan pants,” Kevin shouted and then looked at himself. “Oh crap, I do look like I should be handing out shopping carts at the front door of a megastore.” 

Danny returned looking somewhat more presentable in a button-down blue plaid shirt and gray slacks. “Well, I am ready for my interrogation. I hope it’s not in some dark, dank cell without windows. I get claustrophobic.”

“For God’s sake, moron, they simply want our statements, either in written or possibly in audio form. You are such an ass.”

Maggie, who had already dismissed the two, was making coffee and had helped herself to several helpings of a heart attack on plate, courtesy of Kevin.

“God, Kevin, these crullers are to die for. Where did you get them?” she asked between bites.

“Bob’s Bakery and Bait shop at the corner of Louis and Market.”

“They’re the best, I’ve ever. What? ‘And bait shop’? You made that last part up, didn’t you? Great, now I have that bait shop picture in my mind, way to go. Breakfast is ruined, and you may be seeing a re-run here shortly.” 

For Maggie, however, the call of the cruller was too much. She ignored the image of worms wiggling their way through the pastry, finished it, and started on an egg and sausage biscuit.

“Yes, I can see I’ve put you off food entirely. You will have to be given food intravenously in the future if you don’t recover soon,” Kevin countered snidely.

A donut sailed in his direction, which he grabbed in mid-air and began scarfing it down. “Thanks, don’t mind if I do.”  He then watched Danny trying to pour coffee into a cup over the sink while nearly asleep; the contents of the carafe whooshed down the drain.

“Come on Danny, time to go,” said Kevin and propelled Danny out of the house and into his Jag.

“But I haven’t had my coffee yet!” wailed Danny.

“You had half the pot, I saw you,” said Kevin, firing up the Jag and heading it at warp speed toward the police station.

“Oh, I should be good then,” Danny said, and nodded off to sleep, not waking until Kevin jerked to a stop at the local police station.
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ALMOST TWO HOURS LATER outside the police station.

“I don’t know what I was worried about. That was a breeze. I thought it would be like giving a speech in school, but I just stuck to the facts and kept cool throughout my statement. I think I even impressed Detective Masters, and he looked like a guy that doesn’t impress easily. He kept staring at me like he couldn’t believe what we had gone through. In fact, in the end, I think I overloaded his thought process, and he could only handle yes and no answers,” said Danny.

“I know. I thought we would be in there for hours and it took less than two. Maggie was right, just keep it simple. Detective Bellows seemed impressed by my statement as well. He was hanging onto my every word. At times he seemed almost speechless. At one point, he looked like he couldn’t believe that the two of us could handle a situation so well with absolutely no training.” Kevin raised his hand toward Danny for a high five.

Danny smacked Kevin's hand. “I bet they are used to the more un-educated type of individuals. When they come across learned people such as ourselves, it throws them off their usual interviewing techniques and they have to use a different approach for us scholarly types.” 

“Damn straight. Let’s take our scholarly butts off to brunch, I’m hungry,” Kevin said, and trotted toward the parking lot with stacks of pancakes whirling in his head.

Almost two hours later. Reality inside the station

“Christ, these Lexi security guards are star witnesses compared to those two morons. If I have to interview either one of them again, I’m going to eat my gun. I swear to God, there isn’t an assistance program in the world that can stop me from taking those two idiots out first and me afterward if I have to see or hear from them again,” moaned Detective Vincent Masters, an 18 year veteran of the Police Department. Masters appeared ageless. Even though he was 42, he could pass for someone in their thirties. He was a compact man with small and tidy features to match. Given his tiny, mouse-like nose and mouth, one almost expected him to sniff the air in the room before entering. After 18 years of being on the force and eight of those as a detective, he was a dangerous mouse that no one wanted to go against. Today, however, he looked like a beaten down man ready to collect social security.

“I know. I had to cut my interview short, I couldn’t take it anymore. My idiot was making sound effects throughout the whole interview. Kabang and kablooey, like it was a fucking Batman cartoon. Julie is going to kill me when she tries to transcribe this,” moaned Detective Frankie Bellows. He had 15 years in the police department, seven in the detective division. In comparison to Masters, Bellows was tall and skinny with a lean, long-distance runner’s body. He was 40 but looked older due to years of smoking and drinking which he tried to counteract by running. Consequently, he had lines on his round owlish face. His handlebar mustache and small dark eyes only contributed to his owl-like look.

“I know what you mean. My moron...” Masters looked, through his notes, “...Kensington kept falling into some sort of a trance. Julie is going to think the interview is over and then he starts up again, and when he does, it’s a bunch of incoherent garbage. I finally had to ask him to just give yes and no answers. Open-ended questions were either going to kill him or me. At one point I almost sympathized with Verassing trying to kill them.”

“Well at least we can clear them as accomplices. They spent more time hiding than anything else, and those security guys back up their story for the most part,” said Bellows. 
“Don’t remind me about them. Mitchell and Roger were just as moronic as the other two. For a while, I thought I was being set up for some sort of joke I kept waiting for someone to enter the room and shout, “You’ve been had!” As soon as I asked those guards about a weapon that either Verassing or they had used, I was immediately sorry. I nearly had to pull the fire alarm to get them to shut up about the type of weapons, the type of ammo the history of the weapons, and C-4. It was like listening to the History Chanel on weaponry given by Elmer Fudd and his equally weird brother. This whole case is surreal. Give me a good old gang shooting any day,” Masters said wistfully as he and Bellows walked down the hall to the detectives’ office. 
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MAGGIE, KNOWING SHE only had a few hours tops, flew into action as soon as Kevin’s jaguar was out of sight. She grabbed the formula the guys had snuck out of the lab and set about recreating it in her lab.

“This is unbelievable. Except for my nanotech bit, this is all-natural. This is the most amazing breakthrough the world has ever seen. I wonder if my under the sea additions had anything to do with....Nah, there was just a far out chance those elements would have any effects other than an extremely noxious odor.” A little voice kept whispering to her, what if there are unforeseen side effects that haven’t surfaced yet? “Oh, shut up,” she told it. She had consistently squashed that little voice over the years so that it now could barely be heard over the loud, cheering voice of “GO, GO, GO.”  

Maggie made enough of the formula to use on her, with, a small amount left over to put into a pint bottle. She hid that container in a secret compartment at her workstation in the lab, semi-confident that neither Danny nor Kevin knew about her hidey-hole.

After gorging themselves at Uncle Harry’s Feedbag and Country Store, Danny and Kevin waddled to the Jag and returned to Maggie’s just in time to see her exit the lab and head for the house.

She’d put the formula on approximately thirty minutes ago and was beginning to have serious doubts about the success of the formula. She’d been in the lab, going over the ingredients and wondering if she had added them all correctly when she heard the Jaguar come up the drive.  Since there were no mirrors in the garage, Maggie did not see that the fine lines under her eyes had disappeared along with the two-inch scar on the side of her neck from an unusually aggressive experiment a few years back. 

She was walking casually from the lab to her house when the boys approached her in the driveway.

“Hi guys, how did it go?” she asked.

“We rocked. Well, I can only speak for myself, but I know they will not soon forget my statement...” Danny trailed off and looked intently at Maggie.

“What? Did you just forget your most memorable statement, Papa San?” Maggie asked.

“Kevin doesn’t Maggie look especially pretty today. I mean really, really, really pretty today” asked Danny?

“What do you mean?” Our Maggie always looks pretty,” Kevin replied, not being a stupid man. “She... wait a second!” Kevin paused as he moved in for a closer look. “Um, Maggie, you look exceptionally pretty right now. Your skin is absolutely flawless. It’s amazing how much you’ve changed since we’ve been gone. It’s almost if you applied some sort of new and fabulous beauty treatment,” accused Kevin, who was now standing only inches from Maggie’s flawless face.

“Now, now, back off, you two. So I look good. Can’t a girl pretty herself up and, and...”  And with that, Maggie bolted for the house.

By the time Kevin and Danny got inside, they found Maggie on the couch in the living room, a Mort’s Fresh Mart canvas bag on her head and holding a fashion magazine aimed at the “Fresh” in the bag’s logo.

“So, Maggie, what did you get up to while we were brutally interrogated,” inquired Danny as he sat down next her on the couch and casually put his arm around her shoulders.

“Not much, you know, a little bit of this and that, laundry, dishes, you know the usual dreary routine,” came the somewhat muffled reply from the bag.

Kevin sat down on the other side of Maggie and was trying to peer under the bag when he veered back. “Whoa, Maggie, what did you carry in that last, onions and peppers?”

“I smell beef and maybe some hot salsa,” Danny said leaning in and sniffing Maggie’s neck.

“Taco salad!” Danny and Kevin shouted in unison as they tried to wrestle the bag off of Maggie’s head and only succeed in causing a massive pileup on the floor. Maggie put up a valiant effort, but due to Danny’s secret knowledge of her most ticklish spots, Kevin managed to pull the bag off her head with a triumphant, “A ha!”

“Now look what you did, I think you ripped my bag. I’ll have to get another one at Mort’s, and I think they are all out of the lavender ones!” wailed Maggie as she slowly returned to her feet while brushing bits of baggie lint out of her hair. A ripped receipt that had been tangled in her hair floated to the floor. 

“Geez, what is this, Prada? I’ll get you another one,” said Kevin, and flipped Maggie a five dollar bill.

“I don’t need a five, just a single will do.”

“What do you mean? I paid five for mine, and it looked like someone had returned it after carrying around dirty diapers.”

“If you buy one after you’ve made a purchase of $20.00 or more, the bag costs $1. Geez, it’s posted all over the store, Kevin, it’s even on the shopping cart seats. What did you do, go in there and buy just the bag? What a goof.”

“For your information, some of us don’t have the time to leisurely shop all day in the store after our hairdresser and manicure appointments. Some of us have a very demanding schedule and can only spare a few moments for our shopping needs.”

“Oh let me guess, they had a sale on Captain Crunch, buy one get, one free. Or was it Twizzlers’ big half-off sale?”

“Hey, for your information cereal never goes on sale and if it is, it’s something no one ever buys, like dried out birch bark chips with grass clippings, the all-natural cereal.” Kevin made a gagging sound while sticking a finger down his throat.

“Girls, girls. May I have your attention? I never thought that this day would come, but I seem to be the only one here who hasn’t gone off point,” Danny said in what he thought was his calm voice, but in reality was more of a whiny shout.

Kevin and Maggie’s heads snapped in Danny’s direction, then turned to their shoes as if discovering them for the first time.

“OK. Now no one moves, and by that I mean Maggie. We know you recreated the formula, Mags, and we are not mad since it had to be done at some point. I just wish you’d waited to try it out on yourself until we had done a few more tests on ourselves to see if there were any side effects.”

Still looking at their shoes, Kevin whispered to Maggie, “Geez, what the hell just happened? How the hell did Danny turn into the reasonable, responsible one?”

“I don’t know, but I’m scared. What if it’s permanent? Can we live with him like this?” Maggie asked.

“I can hear you, you know,” Danny said as he paced back and forth and ruffling up his spiky hair as he muttered to himself.

“Oh my God, he has super hearing now!” exclaimed Kevin.

“Or maybe it’s because you two are only four feet away from me, you idiot. We have to start writing down everything. Actually, Maggie, it will have to be you. Everything will have to be in your handwriting, or on your iPad, etc. Nothing can look like it came from either Kevin or me.”

“Danny’s right. Wow, that sounded weird. But let’s ignore the slightly weird and concentrate on the phenomenally weird. That being the formula. We will have to find out how long it lasts. Is it permanent? Do we return to our old ugly selves all at once or does it happen gradually? None of us will be objective about ourselves, so we will have to take photos, scan them into the computer, and keep comparing them against the software that I’m sure Kevin can come up with that will track our changing appearance.”

Danny, hands on hips, looked at Maggie. “I don’t know why you are so surprised that I am right. I’m positive I’ve been correct on many occasions. You just don’t recall them because after a while it does become monotonous and your mind simply ignores my rightness. Right, Kev?”

“Kevin.  Hey Kevin, stop looking in the mirror. You are gorgeous. Did you hear anything I said? I need you to come up with some software that will alert us to any physical changes,” Maggie said trying to pull him away from the decorative mirror hanging over the fireplace.

“Is anyone bleeding? Kevin asked. When we crashed on the floor with the unknown scientist here, I slid into the corner of the bookcase and cut my wrist open. I saw some blood and then got wrapped up in our conversation and forgot about it, but now, I can’t find the cut. There’s some smeared blood, but no cut.” Kevin said, twisting his right arm in different positions to get the best view of his wrist.

“Will you stop that, you look like a drunken vampire trying to hypnotize someone. Bring your arm over here, and I’ll take a look,” said Maggie.

She checked Kevin’s right and then his left in case he got confused about which arm he’d banged into the bookcase. 

“Nope, I don’t see anything. You have the most pristine set of arms I’ve ever seen. You could be a hand model.”

“Then where did this smeared blood come from? Look it’s on the corner of the bookshelf and on the floor,” Kevin said, pointing out those spots.

“You always were an easy bleeder. I remember the time I accidentally sneezed on you and I swear you started bleeding.” remarked Danny.

“That never happened. You are such a liar, Danny. I do, however, have thin skin and never did develop calluses properly to protect myself.”

“Well, for one thing, honey, you have to actually do something to develop calluses” laughed Maggie.

Kevin looked as though he was going to respond to Maggie but then turned and headed purposefully to the kitchen.

“I’ve seen that look before. This could go either way. Better look for the nearest exit,” Dann said, as he began to ease his way toward the front door.

Just as Danny put one foot in the hallway, Kevin shouted, “Stop!”

Neither Maggie nor Danny saw any reason to flee and stayed where they were for all Kevin had in his hand was a lighter.

It wasn’t until he was within a few feet of Maggie that she saw what he had been holding behind his back. At first, she couldn’t comprehend what Kevin was doing with one of her best knives. In fact it was the best of the lot, the one that could cut through a tin can and then slice a tomato. Why, she’d always wondered would you want to cut through a tin can? How many times in your life do you say ‘If only I had a knife that could cut through this tin can?’ What the hell can be in a tin can without a pull-tab, or can’t be opened with a can-opener? Are there people out there who can only afford a knife or a can opener but not both?  And, if she remembered correctly, that super sharp knife set certainly cost way more than a stinking can opener. And why am I thinking about can openers and crazy sharp knives when Kevin is going to gut us both?

Danny was rooted to the spot but for a different reason. He saw the knife and was somewhat concerned, but it was his lighter Kevin held in his hand. He distinctly remembered asking Kevin if he had seen his souvenir Cedar Point Halloween Snoopy lighter he had gotten last October when all three of them spent the weekend at the amusement park.

“Hey, that’s my lighter, you ass. My souvenir Snoopy lighter that I picked out last Halloween at Cedar Point!” shouted Danny. He now lunged at the lighter in Kevin’s left hand, forgetting what Kevin was holding in his right hand until he pointed the super sharp knife with the eight-inch blade toward Danny’s outstretched hand.

“Kevin, dude, buddy, pal, who. Maybe made a mistake, maybe you bought that knife, I mean lighter, or maybe I bought that lighter for you as a present. Yes, that’s it. It’s all yours, good buddy,” Danny said, taking a giant step backward.

“Now that I have your attention, I would like to conduct an experiment. If it succeeds, it will blow this facial wrinkle remover out of the water.” And with the souvenir Snoopy lighter, Kevin lit a flame under the tip of the knife and then drew the blade against his left forearm.

Danny yelped, took a step forward to grab the knife, but upon seeing blood oozing from the cut on Kevin’s arm, started gagging and made a quick retreat. Maggie charged past the backpedaling Danny and nearly tackled Kevin, who saw the blood dripping down his left arm and immediately sat down. He had been aiming for a small footstool but missed and crashed on to the living room floor with lighter and knife still in hand.

“I may have made an error based on false data,” Kevin began. But he looked at his arm again and smiled.

Maggie shouted, “I’m going for the first aid kit!” And as she passed by Kevin, she snagged the knife out of his hand and hugged it to her. Seeing that Kevin wasn’t doing anything else that appeared suicidal or homicidal, she rushed to the bathroom for a clean towel and bandages.

When she returned to the living room, she found the boys playing living statues. Kevin was still on the floor, staring at his arm, and Danny was right next to him, also  staring at Kevin’s arm. Oddly they both had goofy grins on their faces.

“OK I’m just going to get it clean and then try and put some sort of bandage on it,” Maggie told Kevin as she knelt by him.

“No need, babe,” said Kevin as he grabbed the towel and wiped the blood off his arm.

“Don’t! You’ll open it up further if you do that-” Maggie began, but stopped mid-sentence as she looked closely at his arm.

Most of the blood was wiped away, revealing nothing more than a slightly hairy, red tinged arm without a mark, scratch, or any other sign of injury.

“What the fuck did you do? That’s not funny. It looks like my knife. Is that some sort of trick knife? You are such a jackass, Kevin. I nearly had a heart attack. I thought you had gone off the deep end!” shouted Maggie.

“Maggie, it is your knife, and it isn’t a trick. Get any knife from the kitchen and I’ll show you what just happened.” said Kevin 

“OK, but you had better not be fucking around, or I’ll show what these knives can do.”

Kevin went into the bathroom to clean the remainder of the blood off his arm and when he returned, he only saw Danny in the living room.

“Where’s Maggie? How long does it take to get a knife? Geez, you don’t think she called the police, do you?” 

“No, of course not. Maybe she went to the bathroom. Wait, you were in the bathroom,” Danny said.

They both raced to the kitchen where they found Maggie bent over the sink.

“What are you doing, hon? You’re still not mad at Kevin, are you?” asked Danny as he approached Maggie and noticed little drops of blood in the sink.

“Baby, you cut yourself!”

Maggie held one of five-inch stainless steel super sharp knives in her right hand. “I did, several times. I grabbed one of the knives and thought maybe you had switched them, and they were trick knives or something, so I poked myself with the knife and drew blood immediately. But then the weirdest thing happened, I stuck my finger under the faucet to clear the blood away, and the cut disappeared right in front of me. I thought I was going nuts, so I did it again, and the same thing happened.” 

Danny took the knife out of Maggie’s shaking hand and immediately tapped his left arm with the point of the blade with his eyes closed.

“Oh for God’s sake what kind of scientist are you?”  Kevin said. He grabbed the knife out of Danny’s hand, cut a three-inch slice in Danny’s arm, and then stuck the newly sliced arm under the sink’s faucet.

“You son of a bitch, that hurts!” Danny shouted. But he looked at his arm just in time to see the cut mend itself.  Twisting his arm, he stared at where the cut had been from all angles but saw only a pristine arm. “What is in this formula and how is it doing this?”

“I’ve been thinking about this a lot, just from the cosmetic angle, ever since the formula erased all our exterior flaws. I think once it’s absorbed, the formula is affecting our DNA. I think it is actually causing a mutation in our DNA.” Maggie said.

Danny and Kevin looked at each other, then at Maggie, again at themselves, and took a giant step backward.

“Shit, I think I’ve seen about 100 of these types of movies. None of them end well for the first people that are affected,” Kevin moaned and sat down with a thump on a kitchen chair.

Danny froze and stared off into space somewhere over Maggie’s left shoulder.

“My heroes,” Maggie sighed, grabbed the sprayer from the sink, and let it loose toward Danny, and then Kevin.

After the swearing and sputtering subsided, Maggie continued. “OK superheroes, listen up. There are acquired DNA mutations, such as ultraviolet light or nuclear radiation. I think we can rule that one out. Mistakes can also occur when a cell copies its DNA in preparation for cell division. This may be a possibility. There is also epigenetic mutation, which is when a pregnant woman’s diet can alter her child’s DNA. I think the formula is somehow changing the way our cells are dividing. It may have to do with nanotechnology and the ingredients interacting with each other. As you may or may not know plants, which are the natural ingredients used in the formula, can be extremely hostile to each other and the world around them. They change to meet the predators around them and other plants fighting for space and sustenance. My guess is that our formula’s ingredients are interacting with each other and possibly forming something incredible. Not to mention, I used some products found in the wild in my formula as well. The combination of the two has given us flawless skin and unbelievable healing powers. Oh, God. Oh my God, do you know what this means?” Maggie cried and then burst into tears.

“What is it, babe? Are you happy? Are these tears of joy?” asked Danny as he steps forward to hug Maggie.

“You bastards, both of you. What the hell have you two been doing all this time except screwing around? If you two had done what you were supposed to instead of waiting until the last minute, do you know what a difference you could’ve made?  You fucking, fucking lazy bastards!” screamed Maggie through her tears and ran out of the room.

Soon Danny and Kevin heard the sounds of large and heavy things breaking upstairs. They noticed the dining room chandelier swaying to and fro as they walked from the kitchen into the dining room, toward the stairs. They began to play rock, paper, and scissors to see who should make the first approach. Usually, it was left up to Danny, but in some instances, if Maggie’s ire was directed at him, Kevin would make the initial contact. In this case, Maggie’s anger seemed to be equally divided between the two of them.

“Do you know what she’s going on about?” asked Kevin.

“Not the slightest. I mean if we could have stumbled upon the formula years ago, what difference would it have made? Oh God, I know what. Shit, shit, shit. We have been a couple of shits!” Danny ran upstairs to confront the thumping.

“Well at least two out of the three of us know what’s going on.” Kevin said. He decided to make use of this time and began writing down possible names for the new and improved formula.

“Maggie, baby, I know what’s upsetting you,” Danny said as he walked down the hall toward the sound of the last bang. He clung to the wall ninja style, near the bedroom Maggie had converted into a study and began talking.

“I have a confession to make, Mags. Remember back in the lab when we were telling you about that day? Well........ we may have omitted a few details here and there, which at the time didn’t seem so crucial to the story. Remember the part in the story when we threw all the ingredients together? Uh, well, we literally just threw all the ingredients together. We didn’t even know what we put in until it went through the NMR spectrometer.”

Danny decided to take a chance and peek around the corner into the study. He saw Maggie facing an open window, a piece of pressboard raised over her head, arms locked and frozen. He took a deep breath and continued.

“Baby, the only reason we threw this stuff together was that we realized we’d be screwed if we didn’t present something to the board on Monday. As usual, we panicked and did something irrational, but then something unbelievable came about. If we had gone about it the correct way, we would’ve just come up with another face cream just like the other hundreds out there. I know the timing sucks, babe, but I don’t know if the formula would’ve cured your dad’s cancer or prevented your mom’s stroke. Oh, God, I am so sorry. I loved them too, you know,” he whispered while creeping into the room. 

Maggie’s arms started to shake, and then the pressboard crashed to the floor, splintering and shooting out plastic screws. Danny tiptoed closer to Maggie’s back and slowly and carefully wrapped his arms around her waist. She body stiffened, and then leaned back against Danny.

“We don’t know anything about this stuff, plus we don’t know if the vial you gave me held ingredients that made this whole thing work.  The timing of this sucks, but would you have given it to your parents, not knowing what it might do or if there will be side effects?  For all we know, we may be sitting time bombs, and it will be a horrible, eye bleeding death for all of us,” he whispered into her ear while stroking her hair.

“Do you really think we are going to die a horrible SARS-like death?” Maggie asked, turning to face Danny.

Danny took a deep breath, I think it’s a distinct possibility.” Then he pushed her up against the study wall and gave her a toe-curling kiss that seemed to last forever.

“That’s why I love you, Danny, when the chips are down you finally come clean, and give a girl hope of a horrible pain riddled death.”  Wiping away tears, she held his hand as they began to head downstairs. “You know, that was one of your better kisses, I think I had a little O there.”

Danny stopped in mid-stride, picked Maggie up, said “Forget the little O, let’s go for several big O’s,” and ran into her bedroom. 

“Hey, Romeo, if you drop me again you’re a dead man.”

Kevin had run through his second page of possible names for the new formula when the thumping started again, this time with added moaning.  “Oh God, she’s killing him,” Kevin muttered and ran for the stairs.  Halfway up, though, he stopped, realizing, “Oh, she’s killing him in a good way. If only more of us could go that way.” He turned and headed back downstairs to resume the name list. Through a window, he saw a large pile of debris outside in the backyard and decided to investigate. “Ah, I see Maggie finally found a way to get that old computer desk out of the study.” He began putting the pieces into a neat pile as the thumping and moaning continued from the window directly above the scattered pieces of cherry wood pressboard.
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SUNDAY PASSED AT MAGGIE’S where she, Danny, and Kevin worked on the upcoming interview with Mr. Millwood, from which they hoped to gain the most sympathy and time off from Lexi Corp.

“Listen, it’s not like you guys have to make a lot up. You were in a building with a crazed psycho who was shooting at you, not to mention spending an inordinate amount of time with the Tweedles. That alone should get you several months on a shrink's couch courtesy of Lexi Corp.’s employee assistance program.  When you are with Millwood...” Maggie began.

“That’s Mr. Millwood,” corrected Kevin. “No one would ever say anything but Mr. Millwood, and possibly add “sir” before and after his name, both to his face as well as behind his back.”

“Right, ‘Mr. Millwood’ then. When you are with Mr. Millwood, just go back in your minds when Suzanne was shooting at you and how you felt when it was happening. You should have no problem getting time off. If Mr. Millwood objects in any way, just casually mention that over the weekend, you spoke to your cousin Samuel, who is a lawyer, and he counseled you in the area of worker’s compensation. Don’t go into any details. Just sort of let it hang there, and I bet Mr. Millwood will come around with a sufficient amount of paid time off.”

“Who the hell is cousin Samuel, the lawyer?” asked Danny.

“You know Sammy. Cousin Sammy. We last saw him downtown at the bookstore when we were doing research a couple of months ago.”

Danny looked at Maggie open-mouthed. He shut it, opened it again, looked like he was going say something, stopped, and then finally uttered, “My cousin Sammy? The one who had to take the bar exam like ten times because he kept having panic attacks during the testing process? That Sammy?”

“Yes, Mr. Millwood doesn’t have to know what a live nerve ending Sammy is. Just call him Cousin Samuel and if Mr. Millwood gets too nosy, tell him that Sammy has been successfully practicing law for several years.”

“He’s a lawyer for old people, for God’s sake. His clients keep dying off. I swear he haunts retirement homes. He’s like the bad joke regarding an ambulance chaser, only he chases old people after they’ve gotten out of the hospital and are recovering from their stroke or massive grabber.”

“Sammy’s a trust attorney.  Don’t look at me like that, it’s a legitimate thing. “Granted, I did see him handing out his business card at a family restaurant once around 4 p.m., during the early bird dinner hour,” Maggie said. Mr. Millwood won’t know what type of lawyer Sammy is unless he’s got a great, great, great aunt who has Sammy as a client.”

“Okay, I guess we can handle that. We have to stay strong though. I swear Mr. Millwood has superpowers.”

“Not strong. Remember, shaky and weak, just strong on the inside but weak on the outside. And if Mr. Millwood had superpowers, you two would’ve been found out as frauds a long time ago.”

“True,” said Danny, he then turned to Kevin and held out his fist. “Weak on the outside, strong on the inside.”

Kevin bumped Danny’s fist and repeated. “Weak outside, strong inside.”

“That’s my boys, I’m so proud,” Maggie sniffed, pretending to wipe a tear from her eye.
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AS WITH MOST THINGS in life, the expectation of the event was much more of an ordeal than the actual occurrence. Kevin and Danny arrived at Lexi Corp. first thing Monday morning and were told Mr. Millwood had been at the company all weekend and was still busy organizing the lab areas that had been damaged by Suzanne and the Tweedles.

They were ushered into the Human Resources office of Suzanne’s replacement, Priscilla (Prissy) Hopkins. Danny and Kevin thought the room was empty until Priscilla moved forward from the gray wall next to her desk. To Danny and Kevin, it looked as if she emerged from the wall.

Priscilla was tall and rail thin with ash blonde hair piled on top of her hair, which appeared to have been either shellacked or sprayed with several cans of hairspray. She was either a tight-faced 30-year-old or a facelifted 60 something, for her face was entirely smooth and shiny like a doll. She also had doll-like features including a small button nose and round, almost pure black eyes. Today she was wearing an ash gray suit that blended with her hair and nearly made her invisible. She wore almost no makeup, and all her jewelry was light colored as well, beige earrings and white bracelets. 

Danny’s first thought was if Priscilla got caught in a snowstorm she would never be found. After speaking with her for a few minutes, he also realized that falling into a snowdrift would be warmer than cozying up to Prissy.

Kevin was used to seeing every female staff member at Lexi Corp. fully made up since there were free samples aplenty and massive product discounts. He couldn’t place what was wrong with Priscilla until he, realized she wasn’t wearing any makeup. Wow, that’s probably against company policy. Section 5, Line 3: “All female employees must wear every type of Lexi cosmetics possible at all times or employee will be terminated immediately.”

“How are we today? Did we get enough to sleep last night? I hope we’ve been eating,” she said, speaking as if they were slow and slightly deaf four-year olds.

Danny broke through this stream of idiocy by asking for a glass of water, which temporarily derailed Prissy’s ramblings.

“Oh yes, of course, where are our manners?” she said, and asked one of her underlings via the intercom system to “fetch some refreshments for our guests.”

Danny turned to his friend and, attempting his best Mickey Mouse impression squeaked, “I left mine out in the parking lot. Where did you leave yours, Kev?”

After a brief pause, Kevin responded with a passable imitation of Goofy, sotto to Danny. “Hmmm, I know I had them when I left the apartment, but shucks, after we had breakfast at Cubby’s I, think I lost them.” 

Priscilla, who was highlighting papers while muttering to herself, suddenly said forcefully, “All right then.”

Their giggles turning into surprised yelps, Danny and Kevin shot bolt upright in their chairs.

Priscilla continued. “What we have here is the paperwork regarding your extended leave. Do you know what that means, Danny, Kevin?” Without letting either of them answer, she continued in the same demeaning, condescending tone. “These papers,” she said while waving them like bait before Kevin and Danny, “allow you boys to take a break from that awful, awful incident that happened a few days ago.”

“How much of a break?” they chorused. 

“Three weeks paid through our employee assistance program,” Priscilla read off one of the forms, smiled and then quickly pushed the papers in front of Kevin and Danny, along with two pens that miraculously appeared in her hands. 

“Wow, how did you do that? Did you see that Kev? Those pens just came out of nowhere.”

Priscilla just smiled again and inched the papers and pens closer to Danny and Kevin. “Just something I picked up over the years, nothing special really. I’ll show you after you sign.”

Danny was signing and initialing madly while Kevin was going over his papers line by line.

“There’s no need to go over anything. It's just standard human resource paperwork allowing you the time off. Just bookkeeping really,” Priscilla intoned and smiled again. Kevin began to loathe and fear that smile, thinking, I swear if she smiles once more I’m going to scream, then her jaw will unhinge, and she will swallow me whole. 

Danny, however, smiled back at Priscilla and asked, “So how do you manage that trick with the pen?”

Before Priscilla could answer, Kevin interrupted and pointed to a section on his form. “This says we can’t hold Lexi criminally or civilly liable for what occurred on Friday. I don’t think I need to remind you that it was one of Lexi’s employees who went all freaky and started shooting up the joint, and I don’t think I need to remind you that employee was from your department. What kind of screening process do you guys have anyway?” Kevin knew this might be a slippery slope, but he was livid Lexi’s HR thought they could just slide this clause right past them. “I think we should have your cousin Samuel look at these papers before we sign, Danny. He’s a lawyer and will be able to advise us on the best course of action.” 

“Oh yes, of course, Samuel, he loves contracts. Absolutely tears them apart. Legally I mean.”

“Well, that’s all fine and good for Mr. Montgomery but, you, Mr. Kensington have already signed and initialed the forms which are now legally binding.” And out came Priscilla’s reptilian smile again.

“Well, actually I tried to sign the forms, but your magic pen ran out of ink, so all I managed to do was crease the paper a little,” Danny informed, after which he and Kevin executed a high five and a low five. 

Priscilla leaned forward across the desk, without a trace of a smile in evidence, and said in a small, quiet voice, “Now listen to me, you two little lab rats, I will not be fucked with and certainly not in my own office.”

Before Danny could get out the brilliant comeback forming in the back of his brain__, I bet you’ve never been fucked, let alone in any office __Priscilla’s door opened and in strode Mr. Millwood. 

Priscilla was so startled she let out a, “Who the hell is interrupting my meeting?” before actually seeing who had entered.

“I apologize for not knocking. That was incredibly rude of me, Miss Hopkins, however, your response could have been a mite more civil.”

Priscilla jumped up from her chair as if she has been goosed and simpered to Mr. Millwood, “I am so very sorry, Mr. Millwood. You caught us at a very tense point in the meeting. I do apologize for my behavior.” She then scampered over to the far end of the room to get a chair for Mr. Millwood. As she fussed about Mr. Millwood, asking if he wanted tea or coffee, Kevin and Danny exchanged a glance, and then Kevin looked pointedly in the corner of the office near Priscilla’s desk.

Danny casually got up and stretched, picked up his copy of the form and wandered over to the corner of the office where an industrial shredder was located. The paperwork was sucked in with record speed and disappeared almost immediately. Priscilla whipped her head toward the shredder at its sound, and saw a completely signed form disappearing into the shredders rotating jaws. 

“Cool. We have got to get one of these, Kev.”

“Just what do you think you are doing, Mr. Kensington?” bellowed Priscilla. Unfortunately, she forgot she was hovering around Mr. Millwood and shouted this into his ear.

“Sit down and plant yourself, Miss Hopkins!” thundered Mr. Millwood.

“Actually it’s Mrs. Hopkins. I don’t know why everyone makes that mistake.”

“Just sit down. I thought this was very simple. Have these two employees take some time off and get them any help they require through the employee assistance program. If this is too difficult a request, I can ask Mr. Crimp to get someone else.”
“No, Mr. Millwood, there’s no need to go over my head and bother Charles. He is a busy man and doesn’t need to be bothered with such trivial matters.”
“Then why did Mr. Kensington just shred this trivial matter?”

“If I may, Mr. Millwood?” interjected Kevin.

“Yes, please go ahead.” 

“We both are happy with the time off that was offered, and she did offer us use of the assistance program. However, neither of us felt comfortable with the section about not holding Lexi Corp. criminally or civilly responsible for what occurred with Suzanne, sir. Not all that much time has passed and while physically we were unharmed, I know I haven’t been sleeping well.  I can’t speak for Danny.”

“I’m sure the nightmares will end eventually, sir,” Danny sighed.

“Lexi Corp. certainly doesn’t want to pressure you into anything you don’t feel comfortable with. So why don’t you take the three weeks off with the understanding that you will see someone from the assistance program right away and then again before you return to determine when you are  to return to work. Does that seem fair? And you can see anyone you choose and as many times as you like. When you both feel mentally up to par, you can return to work. Before you sign the agreement you can, of course, have legal counsel look it over.”

“That seems fair to me. What do you think, Danny?”

“Works for me. If we needed extra time off, say another week would that be all right sir? The labs are going to take a while to get back in order anyway, sir.”

“You drive a hard bargain. Four weeks and by the time you get back you will have a new workspace and equipment. I expect big things from you gentlemen. I’m sure Priscilla will revise the documents according to this new arrangement and to your satisfaction. Please wait in the outer office and help yourself to coffee in the meantime gentlemen.” Mr. Millwood rose and gestured toward the door.

Danny and Kevin attempted a casual yet confident walk to the door and almost made it. But, in trying to exit at the same time, they had a minor scuffle in the doorway before squirting out the other side. Checking that the coast was clear, they immediately pressed their ears to the door. They heard a faint growl that sounded like it was coming from Mr. Millwood, and a high pitched whine.

“Does Hopkins have a cappuccino machine in there?” Danny whispered to Kevin.

“No, I don’t remember seeing one. I’m always on the lookout for a nice one, so I think I would’ve noticed.”

“Well, either there’s a miniature steam engine in there, or Hopkins is in full groveling mode.”

“Uh-oh, I don’t hear anything. Either she groveled herself back into Mr. Millwood’s good graces, or he killed her and stuffed her body into that super cool shredder,” Kevin whispered.

As if they were in a potato sack race, they moved as one, bolted for the coffee pot and poured coffee as fast as possible. Just as Kevin was giving Danny second degree burns on his wrist, Mr. Millwood exited Hopkins’ office with documents in hand.

“Ms. Hopkins will be occupied for the remainder of the day and asked me to pass these on to you for your signature. It’s the revised version of the first contract you viewed. I’m sure you won’t fail to sign this version, hmm?” 

Millwood placed the contracts in front of Danny and Kevin. Under his steely gaze, they read the paperwork and then exchanged each other’s contracts. After determining that they both read the same and didn’t contain any surprises, Danny and Kevin signed the documents and handed them back to Mr. Millwood.

“Thank you, gentlemen. See how painless things can be? I’m sure you are eager to leave this building and its memories for now. After a well-deserved rest, I’m sure you will return refreshed and will have put this horrible experience behind you. Good day.”

“Yes, thank you, sir, Mr. Millwood, sir,” Danny said with Kevin echoing his thanks.

Outside Lexi Corp. Danny realized he would’ve had second-degree burns on his wrist from the scalding coffee Kevin had poured on him had it not been for the formula. He was about to give Kevin a thumping for that when he said, “I wonder why they let us go without asking us about the fabulous formula we were going to present today.”

“Well they know everything blew up and it will take ages to get back to the presentation stage.”

“Still we were supposed to have worked on that formula for months so wouldn’t we have memorized some of the ingredients and know approximately how it was made?”

“Well, maybe they are so pre-occupied with the lab damage and reconstruction they forgot about the fabulous new formula.” But there wasn’t much conviction in Danny’s voice.

Kevin shook his head. “A huge company forgetting about a new formula? I don’t think so.  Business must go on. They have other people to worry about reconstruction.”

“Then I guess we better take extra precautions regarding our stealth production.”

“And for starters, let’s stop yakking about it in front of Lexi and get home and figure out what to do,” said Kevin.  And with that, they jumped into the beast and drove back to their apartment.
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KEVIN, DANNY AND MAGGIE decided she would continue to work at the university to deflect suspicion later on when she “discovered” the formula. Also, it might look odd for all three of them to be off work all at the same time.

Maggie had just entered her classroom and heard a song on a student’s iPod for what seemed like the millionth time. It was a good thing she liked the Chili Peppers and really liked that song, otherwise she would have made an example of the student long ago and displayed his beaten carcass to the others as a warning.

“OK, OK, music time is over. Let’s get to work, everyone” As she was saying this, Maggie spotted the head of her department skulking around her classroom’s doorway. “Uh oh, that Jacquess mishap has come back to haunt me. That didn’t take long. Oh well better play nice,” she thought.

“Dr. Raymond, what do you want? If you want to audit this class, you’ll have to see admissions first.” Idiot, what happened to play nice? Just listen to what he has to say, nod and keep your mouth shut unless you want to end up as Trainwreck’s assistant.

As with most of the professors on staff at the university, Dennis Raymond was in both awe and fear of Maggie. Today Dennis was more in anxiety mode and danced around the doorway in preparation for a quick getaway if things went sour.

“Could I have a word, Professor Penny? I won’t take more than a minute of your time.” He then promptly shot into the hallway, banging the door closed behind him.

“All right, ladies and gentlemen, while I speak with Dr. Raymond you can all pretend to start work on your projects while you are in fact draining the batteries on your smartphones.” With that snarky remark, Maggie left the room and nearly trampled Dr. Raymond, who was rehearsing his speech in front of the door.

“Dr. Raymond, what is so urgent that you had to interrupt my class?” Damn it, what is wrong with you? Be nice.

“Well, Maggie, may I call you Maggie? We’ve known each other for years. We should be on a first name basis by now.”

“Of course you may, Dennis.” Now was that so fucking hard? Oh God, he’s staring at me, did I just say that last part out loud?

Dennis gathered his thoughts and with deliberation said, “Yes, well, in the past we’ve had our differences, and as with all great minds, occasionally one may stray outside the norms of society and bend the rules a tad.  You are one of our most brilliant if not the most brilliant professor I’ve had the pleasure to work with.” Raymond, who was walking in an ever increasingly smaller circle, aimed his remarks at the floor. 

Maggie’s patience, which usually lasted only several milliseconds, wore out “Dennis, stop before you wear a hole in the floor. This is going to be a huge favor, I can tell by the enormous load of sh__pooh you are heaping around me. Now out with it, man.”

“Maggie, Associate Professor Tranwrach has asked to take a leave of absence for an indefinite period of time. I am asking some of the staff to fill in for him until we can get a substitute for the remainder of the year,” Raymond blurted out to a point beyond Maggie’s left ear.

“If you want suggestions on a replacement, there’s that lovely Ficus plant in the student union. I think it would thrive as long as one of Tranwrach’s students remembers to water it regularly. You would see a huge improvement in student test scores and a downturn in accidents, especially in the flammable department.”

“Now Maggie, be serious, a plant take can’t take a professor’s place, not even an associate professor’s position.” Dennis paused for a moment and then said thoughtfully, “No matter how tempting that would be. Besides that classroom gets minimal sunlight.”
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“YOU DID NOT SERIOUSLY tell Dr. Raymond to replace Trainwreck with a plant,” laughed Danny later that evening at his place. “I mean really, a ficus? A redwood or a cactus would last much longer and need less care.”

“Actually when Raymond started crunching the numbers in his head and realized how much money he could save with one less salary and benefits, I nearly had him. But I went too far and told him how photogenic Freddy would look on the web page.”

“Freddy? You named him?”
“Of course. You can’t have an unnamed professor teaching basic chemistry. Associate Professor Freddy Ficus. It has a lovely ring to it. Plus think of all the free figs we could have.”
“I think I’m getting a headache. What does a ficus know about chemistry?”

“What does Trainwreck know about chemistry?”

“Well, you got me there. So when does the fig producer start?”

“Unfortunately never. Freddy must remain in the student union for now. I and a few other suckers will be teaching Trainwreck’s classes until they get a replacement.”

“So why does Trainwreck need a leave absence. It can’t be woman trouble. I’m not sure he would know a woman if he ran into one, which I’m sure he does several times a day.”

“I don’t know.  Raymond was rather vague on that. It seems Trainwreck was in such a state of quivering jelly no one could understand him when he asked for the leave of absence. Human resources just granted it to him figuring it was something traumatic.  I think they just wanted him out of their office before something spontaneously combusted.”

“Well, don’t take on too much Maggie. You need all your strength to invent the formula of the century, and to take care of your man,” With that, Danny grabbed Maggie and flung her on the couch to find out how much strength she had left. It turns out she had quite a bit, and Danny discovered he was quite fit himself.

In the midst of tearing off Danny’s clothing, Maggie paused, “Where’s Kevin? If he appears, this could be very embarrassing for him. He is such an impressionable and naïve young man.”

“He’s off on a date and told me not to wait up for him, like I’m his mother, for God’s sake” and tore off his pants, both legs at once.

“Kevin, a date? Who is he seeing?”

“That female SWAT person from the other night. She actually fell for all his bullshit.”

“How nice.”

“Yes, could we not talk about Kevin while you are getting naked?”

“Naked? Was I getting naked? I thought this was inside-out day, and we were just turning our clothing inside out.

”I’ll show you inside out, baby,” Danny said, and fell on top of Maggie much to her delight. 
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“HOW’S THE PATSY DOING? Gretchen asked, Cintia Escobar, head chemist in Teaberry’s R&D department, after Gretchen had received an urgent message from her. Cintia was one of the few people at Teaberry who Gretchen could trust, up to a point. Cintia had been with Teaberry since graduate school. She had minored in business and was no one’s fool. She looked like your everyday mother and housewife with her plump figure and easy going smile, but she had worked her way up the company ladder balancing career and family, and she was very business savvy. 

Gretchen had told Cintia that they needed Martin Tranwrach to protect them from Lexi’s lawyers. They would put his name on everything and take all the profits. She had given Cintia the ingredients and approximate quantities she’d gotten from the video feed from Lexi Corp. and from Suzanne’s downloads. 

“You missed it. Today changed everything.” Cintia told Gretchen. “I didn’t tell you because there was a good possibility this new ingredient wouldn’t go anywhere. The idiot, this wonderful sent from the heavens idiot, just made the formula even more miraculous. Several weeks ago he stumbled into the lab with a handful of graphs and charts mumbling something no one could understand. He wandered around with everyone guarding their stations to keep their work safe from destruction, shoved a folder into my hands and flapped out the exit. I looked it over and handed it over to one of my lead chemists who said it looked very promising. Yesterday we tried the formula out with this new additive, and you will not believe what the fuck happens. Remember that burn I’ve had since childhood?” Cintia rolled up the sleeve on her right forearm. “Gone. Not only that, but I had a cut on that arm from yesterday, and it’s gone as well.

Gretchen looked at Cintia’s pristine arm and abruptly sat down, briefly speechless. “I think we are going to be fucking rich.”

The first thought Cintia had when she discovered this miraculous side effect had been, I think we have crossed a line we were never meant to cross. But she saw the look in her boss’s eye as Gretchen asked, “How did he get that ingredient?”

“Talking to Tranwrach was like trying to talk to a brain-damaged hamster. I have no idea. All I know is that it’s brilliant,” Cintia said.

Several weeks ago before Teaberry called him, he remembered Maggie had those answer keys. He thus wandered into Maggie’s office when she was teaching a class. God knows he would never again enter her room when she was there given the last time he had been caught in her office. She terrified him. 

Tranwrach had just grabbed the answer key he was looking for when he then remembered he also needed some file folders. He didn’t dare go to the supply room since the supply room clerk frightened him as well. He pulled open a drawer in Maggie’s office and found, stuck all the way in the back, a couple of folders.  Aha! But, no, they are used.  But what was this? They were full of such lovely graphs.  Graphs and charts, all in brilliant bright colors.  Page after page of charts and graphs, oh my. 

Tranwrach, who loved graphs and charts, and OMG, and if they were in color, that just about blew his mind, and nearly swooned. He fell into the chair behind Maggie’s desk and slowly leafed through all the beautiful pages. I’m sure she wouldn’t mind if I took these lovely pages. These were shoved way in the back of the drawer, and they didn’t seem to apply to any of her courses. They must be some sort of promotional material of some kind.  She’ll never miss these, he told himself. He stuck them under his blazer and coolly sauntered out of her office. He assumed he looked cool. In fact, if anyone had been watching, Tranwrach appeared to have glue on the bottoms of his shoes, as he would suddenly stop, sway, and then jump ahead, leapfrog like. So he took the trials home with him and placed them in his collection. He forgot about them until a week into his supervisory job at Teaberry when some of the paperwork done by his team looked vaguely familiar. He looked through his collection of graphs and charts sorted by date, and brought the trials to Teaberry.

“Whatever that idiot did,” Cintia told Gretchen, as long as we keep him away from open flame, I think we will be fine.  Right now I’ve got him doing busy work and away from anything vital. As long as everyone remembers to call him team leader, he’s happy doing basically nothing while the rest of us actually work.  So far I don’t think he has a clue that what we are making has nothing to do what he submitted.”

“How did you get around that? He can’t be that clueless.”

“Well, he is pretty clueless, but I told him that the ingredients are in unmarked different colored jars to prevent anyone from stealing our product, since that’s the protocol in most labs. I have the master sheet in my office. He never goes in there. In fact, I don’t think he knows how to find my office. He got lost coming back from lunch today, and the cafe is only around the corner from here. I just hate to rely on someone like him, that’s all.”

“Don’t worry, I have another idiot to provide intel regarding our Lexi situation.”

“Oh, really?”

“Yes, and the less you know from that end, the better you are.”

As clueless as Tranwrach was, he’d accidentally found Cintia’s office while looking for the men’s room, and thus saw the master sheet with ingredients and the approximate quantities needed to make the formula. If Cintia had been less professional or if she had stuck with a black and white copier/printer, things might have been different. Less pretty, but much saner. But Tranwrach saw sheets of paper with all sorts of graphs and charts and best of all they were in color. They were also labeled with his old formula number MT20. He’d nearly swooned. How lovely. I must have these for my binder and immediately made color copies of all the material.

When he came home for the day and went over his binder as he usually did, he immediately looked at the new procured graphs. Oh my, they were so impressive. Pie charts and graphs all in beautiful color. As he read the list of ingredients, he did not recognize any of them from his original formula. In fact, unlike most beauty products, all the ingredients were natural. My god you could make your own formula after a quick trip to a produce store. Except for that one ingredient but you can get that anywhere. These thoughts disappeared quickly when he turned the page and saw more colorful pie charts. These had magenta and turquoise slices, how delightful.
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MILLWOOD WAS GOING over the weekly report on Danny and Kevin given to him by one of his outside contractors. Kevin had been correct. There was no way Millwood was going to let them out of his sight when they had been on the brink of a discovery significant enough to warrant an overt attack by another company. Millwood could only presume Teaberry was that company. They were the only ones bold enough and devious enough to try something like a full out attack on a competing company. As Millwood leafed through the report, he was amazed at the activity or rather lack of activity on the part of Danny and Kevin who spent an inordinate amount of time sleeping, playing video games, and grocery shopping. They certainly do not look like gourmet types to me. Well, maybe Montgomery but my God who are they cooking for, their entire apartment complex? Millwood thought.

In fact, Danny and Kevin gathered ingredients for many trials to get the correct dosages for the formula. At night when Maggie returned home from the university Danny and Kevin would let their teenage neighbors play their video gaming system in exchange for their car. They then snuck down the fire escape and drove over to Maggie’s. Kevin, being somewhat of a paranoid personality, insisted on this cloak and dagger exit from their apartment while Danny just liked sneaking around and possibly messing with an unknown entity that might or might not be watching.
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MAGGIE HAD HER OWN contact with a small but profitable beauty manufacturer that specialized in all natural beauty products. Thanks to selling a few ideas to this company, Maggie had allowed been able to purchase the house and equipment for her lab. 

It had been almost a month since Danny and Kevin had ingested and absorbed the formula, and there had been no adverse changes in their appearance or healing abilities. They had also run the formula through standard FDA stability testing. The samples were left out for twenty-eight days and tested again after this period to determine if the product was still valid and the preservatives had held up. Since the formula passed all the tests, Danny and Kevin felt they had enough data to give to Maggie’s contact, so that production could begin.

Danny and Kevin had also returned to work after successfully passing their EAP counseling sessions. Kevin had hacked into the counselor's computer and took a peek at the questions usually asked in these sessions and briefed Danny on what their responses should be. After their sessions, the counselor submitted a report to Lexi that both Danny and Kevin were fit to return to work. Since they felt that their time at Lexi would be short, since the formula was going to make them insanely rich, they promptly agreed to start the next day.

Right now they were in Maggie’s garage, waiting for her to return from work and hopefully bring dinner with her. Maggie and the guys spent most of their time in her garage and she had consequently poured most of her money into the comfort and design of the lab. The heated and air-conditioned lab had large comfortable leather chairs, a flat screen TV, and Blu-ray player. The old Victorian house was similarly furnished. The living room had comfortable leather sofas and chairs, which looked as though several wrestling teams held practice on them on a regular basis, another flat screen TV, and Blu-ray player. The dining room and kitchen, however, looked like they had just come out of a showroom. The majority of the appliances in the kitchen were in pristine condition, and the gleaming stove and oven looked untouched.

Danny was concerned that Mr. Millwood and/or the board would want the formula they had been working on as soon as they returned, but Kevin had covered that problem.

“You see, Danny, I wasn’t just working on the formula, I was also working on their formula.”

“Isn’t our formula the same formula as their formula?” 

“Yes. Up to a point, except where ours erases all flaws and seems to be permanent, not to mention somehow turning us into self-healing machines, this second formula is a very watered down version.”

“How watered down?”

“Well, it seems to erase a lot of flaws but really just fades them quite a bit. And it lasts for only a week or so, and doesn’t turn one into a super healing machine.”

“Still that is quite impressive and enough to get Mr. Millwood off our backs for quite a while.”

“Yes, that is the point. And by the time Lexi produces our watered down version, the real one will be out there making us billionaires.”

“Other than one of us getting super greedy and killing the other two, I don’t see what could go wrong with the plan.”

“No, I agree, but the only one who technically is going to invent this formula is Maggie, so you can put all murderous thoughts out of your head right now.”

“What, like I would ever do anything to hurt the two most important people in my life? So, do you suppose Maggie has thought this through and reached the same conclusion you have?”

“Have I come to the same conclusion as what?” Maggie asked as she appeared with an armful of Chinese takeout.

“Er, that you were going to stop and pick up dinner for us, and you have, and you are lovely and smart and sexy, and I’ve run out of adjectives. Let me help you with the food,” sputtered Danny.

“Well my, my, my, aren’t we being gallant. You usually wait for me to get everything organized and then ask if you can help.”

“This is the new and improved me, Maggie.  As you can see and please don’t kill us or at least me, we are good together, and one of these days sometime in the near future, I can see us as one big happy family,” Danny said in another gasp while grabbing for a carton of Moo Shu.

“Oh my God, it’s happened. The side effects have started. It starts with a personality change, and then schizophrenia sets in. Crap, crap, crap!” cried Maggie dropping the remaining cartons of food on the lab table. “And everything was going so well.”

“No, it’s just moron here babbling on. Oh my, this Kung Po scallop is fantastic. Is this a new place Mags?” asked Kevin through a mouthful of scallops.

“No, but I think Sku Yu has a new chef and, wait a second, what’s with the ‘don’t kill us,’ and ‘one big happy family thing’ you spat out just a few seconds ago, Danny?” Maggie inquired in her most accusatory voice.

“Kevin and I were thinking aloud, and it was mostly Kevin.”

“Wash not” came a muffled reply from Kevin, now chin deep in Kung Po.

“Well, let’s not point fingers, but you know we watch a lot of movies, and in those movies whenever a group of people comes into money, the group usually diminishes in violent, lead filled ways. As you know, Danny and I can’t claim the formula so, well, you know, our minds naturally turned in a certain direction.”

“So you think that I would take all the credit and money for myself? That I would throw the years we’ve had together and all the good times we’ve spent and the promise of things to come over for fame and fortune. Is that how little you think of me?”

No, of course not, we were just talking like we always do. It’s just a lot of bullshit, you know that, baby,” whined Danny.

“Yes, and you know how full of that he is,” chimed in Kevin.

“All right, you two are forgiven. Geez, ‘lead-filled ways.’ To think I would shoot anyone. How ridiculous is that? Not to mention messy. It would be much easier to poison your food.”

Two boxes of Sku Yu’s takeout boxes simultaneously hit the table as Maggie’s laughter filled the air.

“Mmm, these scallops are fantastic. You’re not going to finish this, Kevin? You don’t mind if I help myself? Thank you. This is quite good. Danny. Not hungry? I’ll just take a little sample of what you have.  This is quite good too.  Lovely.”
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MAGGIE HAD TURNED THE formula over to her contact at the manufacturing plant to have the last tests for the FDA done and approved. The date was quickly approaching when she, Danny and Kevin would release their newly discovered formula and then sit back and reap their rewards.

Back at Lexi Corp., Danny and Kevin had struggled to remember the formula but finally produced the watered down version and presented it to Mr. Millwood and the board. After the first demonstration, the board nearly wet their pants in anticipation of profits to come. Mr. Millwood was so impressed he actually shook Danny and Kevin’s hands. A hint of a smile lit his face, but it disappeared so quickly it could’ve been a trick of the light. Everyone had kept referring to the miraculous formula as “the formula” so it was finally christened The Formula and packaged in a futuristic looking bottle. Kevin took one look at it, and thought it looked like a mashup of the “I Dream of Jeanie” bottle and a Thunderbird rocket. 

Over at Teaberry things were heating up at a much faster rate. While Mr. Millwood was congratulating Kevin and Danny on their hard work, Teaberry was holding a press conference with Martin Tranwrach and the head of Teaberry, Mr. Cornelius Crump Jr. This was Junior’s first big announcement, and he was going make sure the world never forgot this moment. Junior had the head of Research and Development behind him, Gretchen Meadows.  Gretchen had told Junior not to have Tranwrach anywhere near the press conference, as he was a walking menace. But Junior refused and told her it was good PR to have a nobody involved in this announcement, “It will give nobodies the world over a good and fuzzy feeling toward Teaberry and their products,” he lectured to her.

Just as Crump Jr. was demonstrating the new formula, “Phoenix,” to the press and an incredulous audience, over at Lexi Corp., Mr. Millwood’s assistant nearly broke down the conference room door to get to the TV remote. 

“Just what do you think you are doing, Michael?” shouted Mr. Millwood.

“News conference, Teaberry, formula, our formula stolen!” Michael spurted out and flicked the remote wildly at the TV until a press conference featuring Crump appeared on the screen.

Teaberry had enormous blow-ups of a “before” and “after” picture behind Crump, who was standing with an individual with flawless, glowing skin. Teaberry’s team had copied the non-watered down version of the formula almost perfectly, right down to the nanotechnology ingredient Maggie had given to Danny.  Crump Jr. was describing the technology that went into the formula.

“With the help of an outside consultant, Mr. Tranwrach, who provided invaluable assistance in bringing Phoenix to fruition, we have developed an amazing facial and body cream that erase flaws, age spots, and wrinkles. You will look years younger in hours. The ingredients are safe and as you can see on the label, all-natural. There are some things, of course, we have to keep to ourselves. Please give a nice welcome to Mr. Tranwrach.”

Applause greeted Tranwrach, who nearly fainted dead away. He managed to squeak out a “thank you and very honored” before he hyperventilated into the microphone. He was quickly swept away from the press’s view, and Junior returned to the podium and basked in the glow of a multitude of TV cameras and a clamoring press.

Meanwhile at Lexi Corp., pandemonium broke out in the conference room with the shouts of lawsuits in tandem with angry board members pounding on the conference table, trying to out-shout each other. Mr. Millwood, however, was staring at the monitor completely silent and expressionless.

“So looks like lunch, hey, Kev,” said Danny pointing to his watch and then the door.

“My thoughts exactly I rather feel Italian today. How about you?” Kevin asked, eased himself out of his seat, and headed toward the door.

“Where do you two think you’re going?” boomed a voice out of the chaos.

“What was that?” asked Kevin.

“I don’t know, but we can discuss it over lunch.”

“I agree we should go somewhere quieter, but I think lunch is postponed for the moment,” suggested Mr. Millwood, who seemingly just shot up from the floorboards and was now blocking their exit.

“Eeeeee, how did you do that?” squeaked Danny.  
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A GRUELING HOUR AND a half later, Mr. Millwood released Danny and Kevin from a second conference room. Both were even more dazed and confused than their usual states of being. Shell-shocked, they made their way to their favorite restaurant, Casa Del Chili Pepper. After several minutes of uninterrupted eating, a burp followed by, “Do you think he bought it?” burst out of Danny.

A softer burp muffled behind several layers of napkins followed. Then Kevin said, “I think so. At least that’s the impression I got when we left. That steely eyed, I know you are lying gleam went out of Mr. Millwood’s eyes about 60 minutes into the interview. I think we wore him down by sticking to the story and blaming everything on Suzanne.”

“Well when I run into Mr. Millwood, I always tend to go dry-mouthed, and my thoughts get stuck up in my head, and a sort of traffic jam ensues with very little actually coming out of my mouth,” Danny said, inhaling another chimichanga.

Kevin was trying to visualize this metaphor, complete with little flagmen at the top of Danny’s brain and another at the back of his throat waving thoughts into words, and missed what Danny was saying through his mouthful of food.

“Hello, Kev, come back, come back to earth, Kev!” Danny sprayed more than said to Kevin.

“What? Oh, I’m sorry, I was just visualizing something. Oh gross, Danny! Keep your big mouth closed when you’re eating, you disgusting pig. Oh, are those canela bunuelos? Mmmmm. Where’s the syrup?  What were you saying?” It was Kevin’s turn to spray Danny with the fried, funnel, cake like dessert.

“I was saying... hey, don’t hog all the syrup, man. I was saying that we should probably try to go internationally with this if possible since Teaberry has somehow beaten us to it. They couldn’t have gotten all the ingredients right, I mean they couldn’t have known the ingredients in that vial Maggie gave me. So we are still ahead of them regarding the super duper effects and most likely the long-term effects as well.”

“I agree. Let’s talk this over with Maggie since she is the one who is going to discover the formula.”
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THEY FOUND MAGGIE AT home, pacing back and forth in the living room. She had the look of death, not hers but someone else’s.  Danny and Kevin knew that look and began to slowly back out of the house.

“Stop. I saw the news. I may have to kill that idiot. The trouble is he probably wouldn’t know he was dead. He would probably run around like a chicken does when its head gets cut off, and there’s no joy in that.” She continued to pace back and forth, clenching and unclenching her hands and muttering to herself. “Maybe I should booby-trap his classroom when he gets back. No, that’s no good. Last time I played a practical joke on him, it took him twenty minutes to realize I had substituted all his students with mannequins.”

“It’s all right, babe.” This came whooshing out of Danny, since he’d been holding his breath in fear realizing he wasn’t the target of her anger, he finally breathed. “He can’t have the super strong formula. It’s got to be all watered down. Sort of like the one we gave Lexi Corp.”

“I can’t believe I was so stupid. I had several trials, and I was tinkering with them at the university. I wanted to ask one of our biology professors some questions about the way the ingredients were interacting with each other and left the old trials in my desk. I had completely forgotten about them. Tranwrach must have found them and took them from my office. I don’t know why or how he would think to look in my office, but he did.  A while ago he was even weirder around me than usual. In the past, he would just sort of jerk his head and grunt, but right before he left on his personal leave, he would dive into the nearest classroom whether it was occupied or not. He was feeling guilty about something. I bet it was because he took the trials. I just can’t believe he’s smart enough to have done that, and then shop them around. He can’t be that savvy.”

Maggie had several versions written up in separate folders and charted and graphed with different dates. She had forgotten she had left the older versions in her office, with the unwatered down, soon to be discovered by Maggie version in her secret hidey-hole which was known only to her and far from the university.

As with all secret formulas, Maggie knew that the key to this formula lay in the vial she had given to Danny, which had tossed into his mixture. Her recipe consisted of all-natural ingredients along with some other ingredients found in the natural world.  She had no intention of putting toxic chemicals into something one puts on one’s body. The only un-natural product in the formula was nanotechnology, specifically a nanoemulsion that served as the delivery system to carry the product through the different layers of skin. She still wasn’t sure of the safeness or long-term effects of that nanoemulsion. Of course, the formula’s real key might not have anything to do with that nanoemulsion, but rather with some of her natural ingredients interacting with those in Danny and Kevin’s slapdash formula. This is why she wanted the formula to go through the washing machine, to find what, if anything, changed in any way, “Frankensteined,” so to speak. 

She had tried several different types of natural ingredients before settling on the final version. The strange part was that when combined they produced an odor similar to a smelting factory and pig farm. She couldn’t understand it since most of the ingredients’ were things like fruits and honey. There were, however, those “other” ingredients, of which she’d used only minute doses since they seemed like something  Macbeth’s trio of witches might be stirring in that cauldron of theirs. But if the result made one youthful, bring on the stink.

“So even if he took your trials they are the ones you discarded. They don’t have what we have, the super-formula” said Danny.

No, but we don’t know what the effects the other ones cause since they’ve never been tested. We can only hope they are crap,” replied Kevin. 

“Yes, hopefully they are crap,” Maggie said, in a not so confident tone. 
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MAGGIE’S COSMETIC CONTACTS were limited to the U.S., however, Kevin had in the past made vague references to an over-seas connection for his side projects. This contact was now video conferencing Danny, Kevin and Maggie at her place..

“Are you sure this is safe?  Would it be possible for anyone to just hack into our conference?” asked Maggie.

“Bond and I have done this many times. This system is better than the DOD,” Kevin informed. But at Maggie’s blank look, he explained, slowly, “The Department of Defense.”

“Then why didn’t you say so in English?” Maggie snapped.

“Bond, you are positive you can sell this to a company over there?”

“Bourne, if it does a fraction of what you say, there will be a ferocious bidding war. Believe me, we are all going to be very rich.”

“Um who is Bourne and how much does Bond get?” Danny asked. 

“For God’s sake try to keep up. I’m Bourne as in Jason Bourne, and he is Bond as in James Bond. We don’t use our real names.” Kevin said

“Hey, Maggie, I’ll be Duck as in Donald, and you can be Mouse as in Minnie” snickered Danny.

“You see what I have to put up with?” said Kevin with a dramatic sigh.

“I know, I I am surrounded by morons myself, and to answer your question, I will only require 5% of the profits. You send me proof that I can show to the major cosmetic companies and we have a deal.”

“All you have to do is set up a meeting, preferably with some reputable companies and a few employees that could use the formula to make a dramatic impact, and we will show you the proof.”

“Okay,, I’ll start on it right away. Bond out.”

“Bourne out.”

Maggie turned to Danny “I can’t remember, am I duck or mouse? 

“Either way you’re out. Way out in fact.” Kevin casually put his arm around Maggie’s shoulders, and said in a calm, soothing voice, “So do you know any Chinese, Mag’s?”

“No of course not, why would I know Chinese?  I’m lucky if I can order anything from Sku Yu’s menu. I usually just point or say number five. You know that. Why are you asking me if I know Chinese?  Wait a minute. Wait one fucking, stinking minute. You want me to go to China and meet with Mr. Geek Bond, don’t you?” Maggie looked for Danny and saw that the chair he had occupied seconds ago was slowly spinning in a circle. She whirled around and saw him by the doorway to her office, holding a plate containing a large chocolate cupcake surrounded by what looked like freshly baked peanut butter cookies. “There you are you coward. Hey wait a second, is that cupcake from Paddy Cake Bakery? And are those peanut butter cookies?”

At Danny’s grin, Maggie threw up her hands. “Wait, stop, you two cannot buy me off with baked goods. Let me see if I have this straight. I get to travel all by myself, presumably with a priceless formula, to China where I will probably get Shanghaied and then what? I’m not even that fond of rice. No, no way, no way, Jose, I am not going.”

Danny, who’d set down the plate, now appeared wheeling in a cart atop which sat a small cash register looking object with beakers alongside the keypad. 

“Is that what I think that is? I've wanted one for ages, but they are ridiculously expensive. How did you get a hold?  Never mind, I don’t want to know.”

Maggie approached the object on the cart and was gently stroking it. “It’s beautiful.   A coulometric KF titrator for determining the water content in liquids, gas, and powders. Oh wow, diss bun can bin ou da sulds doo.”  Her last sentence was garbled given she’d had stuffed half a cookie in her mouth. “So you think bribing me with food and equipment and ....stop looking at me like that, Danny. You know what that look does to me and on top of Paddy’s...” Maggie stopped to wipe drool away from her mouth. “ Alright, dammit, if I’m going, I’m going first class, not two more centimeters of leg room business class, but honest to god first class. Both ways. This had better be a roundtrip ticket, or I will hunt both of you down and rearrange your organs. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes ma’am,” said Kevin.

“Yes love of my life,” said Danny.
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AFTER TWO BUTT-NUMBING trips on a plane to and from China, Maggie was once again back in the picturesque Midwest, at home and describing her trip to the boys. 

“You can’t believe the increase in the service, booze, and food in first-class.  Oh my God, the food is actually edible! Oh, and they gave me hot towels and a little goodie bag full of toiletries too. I swiped one for each of you,” beamed Maggie to Danny and Kevin.

“As wonderful as that all was, could we get to the point, the meeting?” asked Kevin.

“Wait! We put you up in a hotel too. What did you get us from there, Mags?” asked Danny.

“Well, I thought ahead and packed an extra bag just for that—” Maggie began..

“Stop! Kevin shouted. “For the love of God, would the two of you just stop?  We need to stay on track. What happened at the meeting with the cosmetic companies? Did Bond come through? Were there enough companies there to start some serious bidding? Most importantly, did we give you enough formula to use for the demonstration but not enough for them to steal?” 

“Yes. Hasn’t Bond contacted you yet? They seemed to be getting into a bidding frenzy when I left. Bond said he would handle things as it could take some time to get the deal put together on his side, etc.,” said Maggie. 

“A bidding frenzy? That sounds promising, right, Kev?” asked Danny as he gave Maggie a big hug.

“Oh, the entire day was very emotional. I wish I did know Chinese.  As you know, I only brought a small sample of the formula. At the meeting, they decided to try the sample out on three people, but only small areas of skin. One person had a scar, the second a birthmark, and the third, this was so sad, had a burn mark on her face. I could tell she was very sensitive about it. I made sure she was the first person I put the formula on and covered the entire area of her burn, and then I put the rest on the other two subjects. We all stayed in the room. They weren’t allowed to eat or drink anything and had to stay apart from each other and everyone else. For the next several minutes, I spoke to the people Bond had gathered and talked a little about myself and how as a hobby I tinkered around with cosmetic experiments and hair products. A receptionist came in to ask if we wanted any refreshments when the scarred dude started shouting and pointing at the woman with the burn. She immediately freaked out, as would anybody when somebody starts shouting and pointing at you. I don’t think he was making any sense to anyone, despite the fact everyone but me spoke Chinese. He must have been yelling his version of ‘Oh my God’ or something. Anyway, we all surrounded this poor woman. They never did tell me her name. I wish they had because I’d have liked to keep in touch. She was so sweet and brave to have sat in that room, with all of us observing her like some sort of lab rat.”

“Baby, dearest, love of my life. Could you possibly get to the fucking point, please?  Danny pleaded.

“Oh right, yes. Nothing like starting a story, getting everybody wound up, and then veering off-track,” Maggie said.

“Oh God, oh God, she’s trying to spare us bad news. The formula we gave her melted that poor lady’s face off, like at the end of Raiders of the Lost Arc, right? We are fucked, aren’t we?” wailed Danny as he paced back and forth wringing his hands like an old lady.

“Danny, pull yourself together. Remember a few minutes ago when Maggie said that there was a bidding war. Why would they be in a bidding war for face melting cream? Unless....Jesus, they want to buy the formula and use it as some sort of weapon. When that woman’s face melted off, did it take all the tissue and muscle or just the first few layers of the epidermis?” asked Kevin as he grabbed Maggie’s arm in a vise-like grip.

“It melted everything to the bone, and then the skull started to develop pockmarks as if it too were being eaten by the formula,” whispered Maggie.

She then bent over, her entire body heaving and shaking.

“Maggie, oh Maggie what have we done, we’ve become terrorists! How can we live with ourselves now?” Kevin moaned as he gently patted Maggie’s back.

Danny stopped pacing and looked at Maggie closely. “Kevin, you idiot, Maggie’s not crying, she’s laughing.”

“She’s hysterical then. Should I slap her?” Kevin asked.

“You do and you’ll be sporting a hook for the rest of your life,” snapped Maggie, wiping away tears as she straightened up.  

“I guess we may have jumped the gun a little on what transpired with the woman in the test. Why don’t you proceed and we will let you finish,” suggested Kevin.

“Agreed,” said Danny

“OK. Now where was I? Yes, right, so, the scar guy was pointing and screaming at the burn woman, and she was freaking out. We all gathered around. Her face was beautiful. I mean she was cute, to begin with, burn mark and all, but as you guys know, with the formula she became something more. Her face was flawless, and she was positively glowing. She didn’t know that and was still freaked out. I had a mirror in my purse so I let her look and she couldn’t believe what she saw. She did the cutest thing. I don’t think she believed it was her in the mirror, so she kept waving her hand in front of the mirror to prove to herself that it was her reflection looking back at her. When she did that, I lost it and began crying. She looked at me bawling away and started to cry too. Luckily at this incredibly awkward moment, the other two test subjects remembered why they were there and checked their scar and birthmark and started chattering away. The scar and birthmark had completely disappeared. Luckily it’s all on camera. There were still cameras set up in the room and a cameraman roaming around as well. I also thought to take before and after photos and also had a teeny video camera in my bag aimed at the woman. I was hoping to see the formula in action so to speak.” 

“Thank God Teaberry’s, or rather, your old discarded formula is extremely slow acting. It takes ages for results, like all the rest of those other products.”

“Several weeks of use will show incredible results,” Danny said in his deep announcer voice. Teaberry’s ads say hours, but the commercials don’t say how many hours, 36, 72, 200?”

“Yes thank goodness for that. That’s what sets us apart from Teaberry. China couldn’t believe how fast our formula worked,” said Maggie.

“Wow, we will have to study that video right away. You did a fantastic job as usual, Maggie. We definitely sent the right person on this mission,” Kevin said, giving Maggie a quick peck on the check.

“Hear, hear, time to break out the bubbly!” declared Danny, who then wrapped up Maggie in a rib-crushing hug.
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THE UNIVERSITY’S LEGAL department served Tranwrach paperwork claiming ownership of the formula given he’d signed a non-disclosure agreement. Teaberry was also served notice that the university had sole proprietorship of the formula as Tranwrach was in their employ. Tranwrach, thinking his paperwork was an advertisement, threw it out. Teaberry, through their team of lawyers, promptly filed a barrage of incomprehensible legalese at the university’s lawyers.

Tranwrach went back to work and continued to set small fires at the university. He was still being interviewed, but now mostly for the entertainment value. It became a game of sorts between the print media and the news media to see which could make him mispronounce the simplest words, or if he would faint and/or vomit out of sheer terror during the interview.

Currently, Tranwrach was beside himself with joy and terror. In his office was Jason Cranston of Scientific American, interviewing him about his marvelous formula. Ever since the announcement from Teaberry, Tranwrach referred to the formula as his. Well at least to himself or under his breath at Teaberry, when people were out of earshot.

During his interview Cranston, almost hit the daily double of mispronunciation and vomit when Tranwrach said “spearmint” instead of “experiment.” When he caught himself, he felt his university lunch special, the “Mexican Manwhich,” traveling up through his unfortunate esophagus. He froze as he always did in such situations, hoping for a miracle, and saw Cranston watching him in a slightly gleeful manner while simultaneously inching his chair backward. Tranwrach thought to himself, Jason Cranston, I’m sitting here with Jason Cranston, who is interviewing me for Scientific American, I need to, get a grip on myself.  All systems went into pause mode, then reverse, and finally normal working operations for his body, such as it was.

Tranwrach suddenly felt confident, and articulate.  When he started talking again, he began to make actual sense. When he used hand gestures, he didn’t flap about or break anything.  At one point he stood up and began pacing talking about the actual formula and its ingredients. 

Cranston had become momentarily interested in the transformation of Dr. Jerky and Mr. Fraidy Pants. But interest, soon turned to boredom when Tranwrach moved on to blabbing about his university days like some old tycoon giving his memoirs.  But wait... what was this? Blabbermouth was giving out ingredients. Cranston threw a pen at his cameraman, Philip, who usually lapsed into a coma during these interviews and motioned for him to start videotaping.  After only three sharpies were thrown at his head, Philip roused and started filming.

Trainwrach was in full rant now, “Aspirin, now wasn’t that an all-natural ingredient found in the wilds of well, the wilds. It was outdoors and not in a lab is my point. Like all the ingredients in this formula,.....almond oil and honey, mint leaves with lime juice and rose water, vitamin E, castor oil, and grapefruit seed oil, umm a variety of oils, coconut, sunflower, rosemary essential. Natural fruit extracts from custard-apple, also called bears heart, mango fruit, and strawberries, aloe in gel and liquid form.”

“ And that is all of them? How can that be?” asked Cranston.

“Well no, the binder, so to speak, is very common in cosmetics. Nanotechnology found in all the high-end products. Basically, you just go to a combo grocery, store drug store, buy the ingredients in the fruit aisle and then get yourself a bottle of face cream or even sunscreen and tah dah, miracle cream! Certain plants react to each other and, boy, these babies really react to each other......but I’ve said too much.  Teaberry doesn’t really want me getting too specific about the specifics, if you know what I mean.  Oh, dear is that that the time?  I have a sophomore chemistry class to teach. It’s been a great interview. Keep that bit about the ingredients under your hat. It’s a bit hush-hush if you know what I mean.”

Tranwrach did notice that as they left the room, Cranston and Philip were twirling each other around and chest bumping. 

Wow, I must have really impressed them with my technical knowledge. Yes, you’ve got the hang of interviewing now you'll be eating their hands now or something to that effect, he thought to himself. He nearly skipped down the hall to his next class but wasn’t sure how to skip, so he just sort of hopped down the hallway for a few feet with a big grin on his face. 

Cranston and Phillip after making a stop at the nearest grocery store that carried fresh fruit and cosmetics, headed to their editor’s office, still grinning giddily.
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THE WORLD WASN’T ALMOST annihilated by crazies who pop out of hiding, see their shadow and hit a button that they never should have had access to. It wasn’t imploded by invisible particles banging into each other without so much as an introduction Instead, the world was almost destroyed, by something natural for God’s sake.  Fruits and green leaves. The Mom mantra, “no cookies or candy, have a piece of fruit instead.”

There was a time when stories were double-checked for facts, and if someone was interviewed, they were also checked to make sure they weren’t a walk away from the nearest padded mattress outlet and if they were, that fact would at least be mentioned somewhere in the story. Unfortunately, those days are gone, long gone. Within minutes of Tranwrach’s diarrhea of the mouth, fruit sales and face cream sales skyrocketed, along with senseless pandemonium. In certain parts of the world, there was no change in the senseless violence other than various fruit being added to the mix.

At the university, a small riot broke out around the cafeteria’s salad bar. After security had been called and the remaining fruit had been shoved into backpacks, bras, and down pants, six students were taken to the infirmary for broken fingers, bloody noses, and one ripped earlobe. The missing piece of flesh and earring attached thereto were still being searched for in the three bean salad by university security.

Maggie asked one of the bean salad search team members what the hell was going on. He informed, “There was a breaking news story about just discovered fountain of youth formula. Apparently, the ingredients are fruit and some other green leafy stuff, and they gave out the exact receipt on the air. I bet it’s like any other fad diet or face cream. Probably make you break out into purple spots.  Hey, does this look like part of an earlobe or a string bean to you?”

“Bean” Maggie replied faintly and raced out of the cafeteria.

“Danny?” breathed Maggie into the phone after sprinting all the way from the cafeteria to her office, leaving the bean salad search team member continuing his lengthy conversation with the salad bar’s sneeze shield before realizing she had fled the area.

“Yes?”

“We're fucked.”

“What, right now, Mag’s. Where are you?”

“Damn, will you pay attention! I’m saying we are fucked. Have you seen the news?  Somehow the formula, and all its ingredients, including the nanotechnology, was leaked. Did we get the money from the Chinese? Are we good?

Hello? Danny? Are you still there? Did you forget to breathe? Is Kevin there? If Kevin is there, hand him the phone.”

“Hello, Maggie? Why isn’t Danny breathing? What happened? Is it good news or bad news?” asked Kevin

“Hit Danny so he'll start breathing again,” Maggie told Kevin.

“Oww!”

“Good. Thanks, Kevin. Someone leaked the formula, all of it. People everywhere are buying fruit and the other natural ingredients. They are buying the formula’s ingredients in droves, plus anything that has nanotechnology in it. It’s not my formula but its close and should show similar effects.  I think we are fucked,” wailed Maggie.

Nothing heard but wheezing.

“Oh, great. Kevin find a paper bag and breathe into it.  One doesn’t breathe, and the other breathes too much. You complement each other perfectly.  Idiots, I’m surrounded by idiots...oh, my God, that’s who it had to be! The supreme idiot, Trainwreck. Who would be dumb enough to spill the entire formula, but Trainwreck?  I wonder how long it will be before Teaberry distributes his body parts into a new makeup product. Trainwreck body gel, with glitter. Okay, am I talking to myself or has one of you managed to gain control of your breathing?” asked Maggie

“Okay, I’m here. Danny had curled himself up into a fetal position. The, um, Chinese green is safe. I spread it around as soon as it arrived for tax purposes as well as an HFD moment such as this but I didn’t think it would hit this soon.”

“What’s HFD?” 

“Huge fucking disaster.”

“Ah, well spoken.”

“Are you watching the news?”

“I’m trying not to.”

“This thing has gone global. There are fruit riots everywhere.”

“Ha ha, fruit riots. That’s funny on so many levels,” commented Danny

“Ah, so you’ve come back to life Danny, during the more inane moments of the conversation,” Maggie muttered.

“It’s just so great visually. Are there actually pieces of fruit rioting? And if so, do they have weapons?” 

“Oh go back to your fetal position, Danny. We have to let the Chinese know that the formula now running rampant is close to ours but not exactly like ours. I hope they see that distinction and don’t send out a death squad.”

“Death squad?”

“Danny, stop squeaking, it’s unbecoming.”

“Actually that was me, Maggie. I thought we might receive a stern letter from their lawyers, but death squad...” Kevin continued in a high-pitched voice.

“Get ahold of your Bond or Bourne friend and make sure they understand. Hey, hey, hey, I know!” shouted Maggie.

“Stop screaming into the phone and spill, Maggie” Kevin shouted back.

“First I’ll make the formula that has been leaked with the ingredients and some random face cream and see how the results compare. It has to be much weaker than ours, I hope,” Maggie said with her fingers crossed.
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SURROUNDED BY EVERY sort of artery-clogging fast food, Maggie, Danny, and Kevin were video conferencing with “Bond” in China on a scrambled phone line.

In between bites of a cheeseburger and a taco, Kevin managed a muffled “All right, I’ve been doing some research on the do it yourself cream with Bond, and this is what we have so far.” He pushed back from the table, attempted to burp silently into a napkin, and failed.

“Dude,” Danny cried out in a shock filled voice, there is a lady present.”

“Sorry.” Another not so silent burp. “ Again, so very sorry. The leaked formula varied depending on the quality of the produce and face cream but is literally available to nearly everyone on the planet. The results come fast or slow depending on the quality of ingredients, but eventually, they come to everyone who tries it.  It does make one younger looking, repairs flaws, and makes it harder for a person to die.  But it is still very much a watered down version of the original formula we accidentally whipped up at Lexi. Ready-made products like the one sold to the Chinese are semi-successful in outlying areas, where all the ingredients can’t be found, but they’re sold dirt cheap. However, they make up for these lowball prices by charging outrageous prices to spas and high-end beauty stores, which then pad these ridiculous prices before the products are sold to the super rich, who certainly aren’t going to make their own formula.” Kevin finished, slightly spraying his friends with a blend of fast food.

“So far I’ve been able to keep our friends here somewhat calm.” Bond informed. I let them know that the leaked formula is a very watered down version of what was sold to them. I encouraged them to make their own formula using the leaked information and see for themselves. Thankfully they are all wealthy and have never had to make their own bed let alone make a formula, and their formulas turned out horrible. When they had someone else make the cream to the specs given by the Tranwrach idiot, it didn’t turn out much better. Our friends are not happy there are do it yourself kits out there, but I told them it’s to their marketing staffs to put scare tactics and advertise that their products are not only better, but safer.” 

“Yes, that’s perfect, the hint is that if you make it yourself, you could poison yourself or at the very least, possibly scar yourself for life, Danny interjected.”

“Well, I think they were going with something a bit less terrifying, but I’ll pass on your suggestions. Our people want to sell the shit out of it here in China first before selling it elsewhere. I think they are hoping the do-it-yourselfers will poop out; then they can come swooping in with this brilliant, newly perfected formula that makes all the rest look like worm turds.”

“You mean dirt?” asked Danny.

“Huh?” asked Bond

“Well, you said worm turds, and basically all worm turds are dirt. Digested dirt, but essentially dirt.  Why is everyone staring at me? I thought I’d throw a fun fact in amongst all this heavy drama. Sorry,” sulked Danny.

“Okay, so the game plan is to lay low, keep the green safe and go about our lives in the same way as we always do. No big purchases, no fancy clothes, no suddenly appearing at work in an Armani suit and diamond pinky ring after parking a new Bentley in the employee lot,” lectured Maggie.

“Wow, a Bentley, I was thinking more of an Aston Martin, but a Bentley, now that’s class,” Kevin said while brushing crumbs off his lap.

“Do I need to repeat myself?” Maggie asked as she stood up with a tray of piping hot lasagna in her hand.

“No, ma’am,” came the chorus.

“That goes for you too, Bond. Don’t think I can’t find you, because I can and when I do you’ll wish you were back on the assembly line putting together cell phones for the masses.’’

“How do you know? No one knows where I came from,” was the barely whispered reply.

“Do you think I wouldn’t do some research on the guy who is bargaining all our hard work and can possibly screw up the entire deal. Just don’t fuck with us and everything will be cool. Keep your head down and talk to no one. Got it?”

“Yes, ma’am,” came that semi-audible whisper.

“Good. We will keep in touch. Thank you,” and with that, Maggie ended the conversation with China.

“Oh my God, oh my God how did you do that? You are like Mrs. Bond.  That was so cool,” Danny sputtered through a mouthful of extra crispy chicken.

“Oh, I have my ways. Like I said, I’m not going anywhere and rely on someone I don’t know without gathering a little background on them” replied Maggie.
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GRETCHEN MEADOWS WAS getting the loudest chewing out anyone in the company had ever received by Elmer Klumnick, the CEO of Teaberry. 

Julie, Gretchen’s assistant, hovered near the door and heard the many explosions coming from within. After the last and loudest eruption, she suddenly remembered she had an urgent appointment somewhere miles away and was planning her exit when the door flew open.

Gretchen strode past Julie talking as she walked, assuming Julie was keeping up.

“We have 48 hours to put the moron of the moment on the air and have him  announce that he is an incompetent fool, which is the actual truth. He has to state that the ingredients he listed are not only incorrect but could be possibly harmful if made by someone not trained in chemistry. Of course, as of yet, there have been no ill effects, but who knows what long-term effects this random compilation of ingredients may bring about. We need to make sure the boob stresses how unsafe it is for the untrained to make anything that can be topically applied to one’s body and the possible ill effects of using substandard ingredients. Are you getting, this Julie?” shouted Gretchen in the general direction of Julie.

“Yes, ma’am,” Julie squeaked, struggling to jog and keep up with Gretchen while taking notes. 

“Let’s see, we should equate it to a meth lab or nuclear reaction. Something unstable that could go at any time.  However, in safe, sterile conditions, with the top of the line ingredients, made in our lab, of course, the formula would be better than anything thown together at home and much safer.  An ad campaign. We need an ad campaign.” Gretchen made a sudden stop, pointed to a wall next to Julie, and bellowed in her ear, “How about: Would you trust yourself or some guy down the street to heal you when you are sick? Or would you go to a professional? Seek the professional for your youth and beauty. Don’t trust your vitality to just anyone. Then we will show some dirt encrusted person in coveralls with a moldy jar of rancid looking face cream.” She saw Julie looking at the wall in disgust and snapped her fingers in her face. “Quit daydreaming, Julie, and send a note to marketing regarding a seek and destroy campaign along those lines.” Gretchen steamrolled ahead and shouted over her shoulder, “are you getting all this?”

“Yes,” Julie whimpered, bypassing Gretchen due to her coming to a sudden halt in the middle of the hallway, hands on hips. 

“Yes, that should do it. If we can sell the public our overpriced crap, we can un-sell them someone else’s shit in a jar,” Gretchen stated.

Julie looked up from her notebook. “You don’t want that in the ad campaign, do you?” At Gretchen’s withering look, she added. “No of course not. Sorry.”

Julie continued to write furiously until she realized Gretchen had gone silent. She looked up and wished she hadn’t, because she would never forget the look in Gretchen’s eyes as she stared down the hall with her fists clenched and absolute hatred in her eyes.  She uttered through clenched teeth in a quiet voice that became louder and began to border on the hysterical. “Now all we need to do is hunt down the idiot of the century Tranwrach.”  
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ONE MONTH LATER...

one story similar to thousands like it-

Tessa hung up the phone as she shouted for her husband, Blake. She didn’t receive a reply and found him in their unfinished basement with a measuring tape and a pile of magazines on the floor. 

Tessa was trying hard to keep a huge grin off her face. She placed her hand on  Blake’s shoulder and said, “That was Stacy. She was hard to understand, but she told me we needed to come right away.” Tessa grabbed Blake by his shoulders, looked into his eyes, and softly said, “I think this is it.”

Blake sighed deeply, “We’ve gotten false alarms before,” he said, and folded his arms across his chest. “Stacy is a great nurse and companion for Aunt Vera, but we shouldn’t get our hopes up. She tends to cry wolf quite a bit.”

“So you’re not getting your hopes up?” Tracy said, pointing to the stack of home theater magazines on the basement floor.

“Well,” Blake muttered and cleared his throat. “It doesn’t hurt to be prepared.”

“Stacy was crying, Blake. This really could be it.”

Blake and Tessa looked at each other and simultaneously broke into enormous, grins jumping up and down holding each other’s hands. Blake started singing, “Three million dollars, three million dollars, crazy, dried up old Aunt Vera and her dried up doll collection.”

“You don’t have to comb those creepy dolls’ hair and dress them up in their smelly old clothes, complete with moldy bloomers, every visit.” Tessa smirked.

“What are we doing here? Let’s start practicing our sad faces and get on over there,” Blake shouted as he pulled Tessa up the stairs.

Stacy met them at the door of Aunt Vera’s ten-acre estate. The house was a monstrosity of ugly. The building was turd colored brick, shoe box in shape, with no landscaping to break up the ugliness of the design.  Its filthy windows had brown grids, which make the house look as though it had bars on its windows rather than an interesting design feature. 

Stacy’s eyes were red and puffy. “It happened all so fast” she sniffled, grasping Blake’s hand. He took this opportunity to practice his sad face and was trying to squeeze out a tear. “I know I should’ve asked your permission, but she had been going downhill and had been in so much pain, that I...”

“No, don’t say anything Stacy” interrupted Blake. “What matters most is that she is no longer in pain. Isn’t that right, Tessa? We couldn’t bear to see Aunt Vera suffer anymore. What happened in this house doesn’t leave this house.”

“I’m so glad you feel that way. She told me she didn’t have anything to lose, that she might as well try it,” Stacy sobbed while patting Blake’s hand.

Blake suddenly had a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. “Try what? What did you try?” 

Tessa’s screams behind him interrupted any further conversation. He turned to look at his wife and saw an expression of extreme horror. She pointed at something coming down the staircase behind him. Blake heard a voice, a loud, healthy voice coming from behind him. Whoever was descending the steps was doing so quickly. He turned and saw Aunt Vera bouncing down the steps. She was waving to him and Tessa with one hand and had a hideous doll in the other.

“Isn’t it a miracle, sir? That face cream gave her a new life. She has many more years left in her. Isn’t it wonderful, sir?”

Stacy was talking to thin air as both Tessa and Blake had sunk to the floor in a dead faint before Aunt Vera reached the bottom step in a bouncy skip. 
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IN A GRIM OFFICE MUCH like millions of others around the world, a heavyset man sat in a too small chair. For the hundredth time this day and every day for what seemed like forever, he reached into his front shirt pocket for cigarettes that were not there and cursed silently to himself. He pushed a button on his desk. Almost immediately a skinny man with greased back black hair slid into the room. Killian Fridin always seemed to glide about rather than walk thought Sebastian Linear. 

“When were you last out and about with our clientele, Fridin?”

Killian scratched his greasy head, rubbed whatever had come off the mess of grease between his fingers, analyzed it for a moment, and then spoke. “Well, sir, I saw our clientele,” Killian grinned as though he’d come up with this witticism on his own, and continued, “this morning at breakfast. Nothing unusual to report, the usual complaints about the food and lack of certain fruits, etc.”

“I’ve been watching the monitors closely the last few weeks, and yesterday I took a little stroll around my little facility. I’ve been watching a few people in particular,” As Sebastian said this, he tilted his head toward a bank of monitors against one wall of the office.

Despite the office being severely out of date, the video system was state of the art. A large screen could bring up video from any of the row upon row of color monitors, and from one of those, Sebastian pulled up video. On the large screen could be seen a laundry room with industrial sized washers and dryers; a dozen or so men in matching uniforms moved listlessly around the room. Sebastian, apparently looking for someone in this area, kept panning around the room and muttering to himself. As he did, he shifted in his chair, which groaned with each move.

Killian kept glancing from the monitor to the poor chair straining to contain Sebastian’s bulk, torn between curiosity about just who or what he was looking for and if this was the day that that poor chair would finally collapse. There were two office pools going regarding Sebastian’s chair. The first one involved the date the thing either collapsed or, Killian’s personal dream, crashed through this floor to the kitchen on the level below. The second pool involved the date when Sebastian having eaten one too many of Professor Good Fry’s AED Burgers, (which consisted of 1 ½ lbs. of ground beef, one slice each of cheddar, Swiss, American and Monterey Jack cheese, six pieces of bacon, all smothered in thousand island dressing), and became so wedged into his chair that he had to be extricated by the fire department.  Alas, today was not to be the day for either of the pools to come to an end, so Killian focused his attention on the big screen.

“So, Boss who are you looking for?”

“Those exchange prisoners we added last year.”

“Oh, yes, those two are extremely creepy. Even for this place. They are way too polite and well-mannered. I have a feeling they could slit your throat while drinking tea. Voss and Muis. They are usually together, and you can hardly miss them. They are like a couple of redwoods, solidly built and towering above everything and everybody else. There they are!” Killian suddenly shouted in his boss’s ear.

Sebastien would’ve jumped out of his chair, but due to his bulk he was wedged firmly in and only managed to slide forward, cracking his knee into the corner of the desk. “Mother fucker. Damn it, Fridin, I’m right here. Just point or tell me where. Never mind, I see the moving skyscrapers now.”

Sebastien zoomed in on Voss and Muis who had just approached a table with two large sacks of laundry and were dumping their contents out on the table. “I knew it!” Sebastien exploded, pounding his fist down on his desk. Look at those two. Do you see? When they first arrived at this little slice of heaven, what did you call them?”

“Well, I’m sure it was all in good fun and nothing that would offend anyone,” Friddin murmured while swiveling his head around looking for anyone that had snuck in while he wasn’t looking.

“For Christ’s, sake’s man, there’s no one in here, but you and I. You know how politically correct I am.”

“Of course, right. But can’t be too careful these days. Well, you know we had never done an exchange program before, and then we were told we were part of a trial program involving the Limburg Providence in Belgium. I couldn’t wait to see the Limburgers. I mean the jokes just write themselves, don’t they? And when they showed up, it was like a gift from heaven. They are like walking bricks of moldy cheese. Enormous, muscled cheese, but cheese just the same. All lumpy and pockmarked, yikes! And their scars! Frankenstein would’ve run off screaming like a little girl after taking a look at those too.

“Frankenstein’s monster.”

“Huh?”

“Never mind. Look at them now. Any cheesy jokes come to mind?”

Fridin looked at the screen, turned to Sebastien, and then back at the screen. “That can’t be them.”

“No? Wait for Sgt. Mongo to walk by and notice the size comparison.”

“You know he hates it when you call him that. Holy crap! That is them! No one is bigger than Sgt. Moritski except for the Limburgers. But they are, are...”

“Human-looking?”

“Yes. Wait! How did they get that super youth cream stuff? We pulled all the ingredients from our menu, and I can’t think of a prison that orders face cream for any reason.”

“How does contraband get into any prison Fridin? If the will is strong enough, it will find a way in. I received a memo regarding just this situation. I need to reply regarding how many inmates have been affected and the strength of the formula they are using. I have a feeling this may change sentencing guidelines a bit. These two supermodels are in for a string of armed robberies with violence and are supposed to do forty years. Now they have added ‘X’ number of years onto their lifespans. Should they get additional time here? Is the number of years supposed to be the punishment, or time needed to protect the public from violent criminals who’ll be too old and weak to do any harm when they’re finally released. But now, given this, who knows? ” 

“I never really thought about it.”

“Well, people with bigger salaries than ours are going to do the thinking and hopefully come up with something.”

Six months later

If an inmate is found to have ingredients to make a formula or have a formula in their possession, additional 15 years will be added to their sentence. Said inmate will be examined to determine, if possible, how long they have extended their life depending on the formula they have taken, and their sentence will be extended accordance with these findings.

One month later 

Thousands of lawsuits filed regarding unfair sentencing.
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FOUR YEARS LATER

A grandmotherly woman dressed in a dark gray wool suit enters a sparsely furnished office deep in the bowels of the Pentagon. She peered over her oversized tortoiseshell glasses and asked the surprised looking man behind his desk, “Are you Theodore?” 

Theodore Boston, aka the “Boss,” jerked upright in his chair, clicked off his computer monitor, and stifled his first response, which was, “How the fuck did you get in here?” 

“Excuse me, ma'am, you must be lost. What visitor’s group are you with? I’ll call for someone to escort you back to your group.” 

As he reached for the buzzer to call his assistant, he mentally rehearsed a massive ass chewing for a) letting Grandma Mosses wander into his supposedly secure office area, and b) giving her his name not to mention his first name. Wait I don’t think my right-hand man even knows my first name. Boston paused, hand hovering over the buzzer, and looked up at the woman again. He now saw that she was wearing a government ID on a lanyard. The name was Skerry. Christ, she was from the United States Senate Select Committee on Intelligence. The sweet little old lady face suddenly disappeared, and in a nanosecond, a transformation occurred. 

“Mr. Boston, do you take me for a fool?” asked the woman, who now looked more barracuda than grandma. “Well, do you?”

“Oh, well, no. I thought that was rhetorical. What does the Committee want with me, ma’am?”

“Right now I am your worst nightmare.”

“I can see that.”

“Did you say something, Theodore?”

“No. No, ma’am just clearing my throat.”

“Your unit as far as I can tell is totally useless and redundant. I know all about you and it. You are the Administrator of the United States Assistants For and From The American People. From what I have been able to dig up, U.S.A.S.S.T. is a cleanup unit that handles various let us say miss steps by one of our agencies, employees, or extraordinarily idiotic citizens. You are also supposed to prevent widespread panic after a national or world disaster, diverting blame from the US and its government by assigning blame to some unbalanced sap, unstable country, or, if conditions are right Mother Nature. You and your team of...”,  Skerry paged through her iPad “ twenty employees are spin doctors. I’ve been trying to access your past missions, and a majority of the reports have been redacted due to being highly classified.”

“Yes, most of our assignments are confidential,” Boston answered while casually leaning back in his chair. He paused, then a look of confusion flashed across his face. He rose slightly in his chair, hovered above the seat, and slammed his palms down onto his blotter, smashing a pen in the process. “Alleged unit? What do mean by alleged, useless and redundant?”

“For one thing we already have a similar organization in place. U.S. Aid From the American People, USAID, which makes you and your unit...” (Skerry made little quotation marks in the air), “...redundant. Also, your unit consists of you and one other person. The rest are mercenary types you hire on a job by job basis. The salaries and benefits for your little unit of twenty non-existent employees funnels, I assume, to your Swiss bank account with a cut to your sole employee.  You are aware The United States Senate Select Committee on Intelligence oversees the intelligence community of which you are a part? The Committee can reign in, shut down, and in some cases imprison those who misuse, or in your case, blatantly steal from, their allotted budgets.” She leafed through a thick file and added, “I see this appears to be a pattern for you throughout your employment history.”

Skerry sat back in her chair with a small smile on her face, thinking, This is when they all start pleading and making excuses.

Boston, however, just stared at her with those cold silvery eyes. Who had silver eyes? Why isn’t he saying anything? I’m not sure he’s even breathing. Why do I feel uncomfortable? This is not going as planned. Skerry cleared her throat slightly and said in what she thought was a straightforward, clear voice, “Well, Theodore do you have anything to say for yourself?”

Boston had stopped hovering over his chairseat and suddenly stood up, which made Skerry back away slightly. 

“First, my unit is nothing like the UNICEF clone USAID division. My division is boots on the ground, get your hands dirty, do the job, and leave no trace. In and out, bam!” Boston punctuated this by slamming his fist down on the desk. “Yes, I hire outside the government payroll. Everyone human resources sent me had, how can I say, a....”

“A conscience?”

“Yes. That’s it exactly! Boston thundered pointing at Skerry. “You know exactly what I mean.”

“Which is the reason for my visit to your little office today. You have been selected by someone higher up than me to give you a choice. You and your second in command, Joseph, either go down in flames regarding your appropriation of government funds, or do what you do best and stamp out the storm that is upon us regarding that sent from hell formula. We originally felt that Teaberry was the best target on which to place the blame.  Teaberry was perfect, but they had to be noble and go public on how their company was to blame, and that for every jar of the formula turned in, they would triple people’s money back. They also threw a consultant under the bus, some nobody who’d assisted in coming up with the formula. Teaberry handled that nicely: ‘Yes, we will take the blame, but this guy, was the one who really poisoned you.’ Now, we can’t use Teaberry as a scapegoat, and Tranwrach was just too pathetic to use. Blaming him would be like throwing a brain-damaged hamster to the wolves.”

“So what’s the plan?”

“It’s two-pronged. Find scapegoats we can use. A similar formula was produced at the same time. Find those bodies. Not the corporation, the people. It’s much easier to hate faces. That’s the second part of the plan, so put it on the back burner. The most important part of your assignment is to come with scenarios on how to control the ever-expanding population. Get me stats on how much time we have, how many bodies we have cluttering up the planet. Also, include projected life spans with and without the formula and how to get a controllable number of bodies on this rock ASAP. You can hire people, but I want actual government workers, not crazed mercenaries. By the end of this year, the formula will have been out for four years, and our number crunchers estimate the planet will be carrying eight billion people. Verify that figure as well. This is getting serious. If you are successful, I understand there are a few openings at the NSA in its collection division. Don’t fail, or your perfect little world will end. Do you understand?”

Boston stared silently at Skerry for a full ten seconds. Then he reached out his hand to shake hers said, “I understand. I will get to work immediately and inform my sole employee of the change in direction the unit has taken. There will be no problems. You can count on it. I have a division in mind for the number crunching. I believe they have less than twenty in their department and there is a task force of sorts for this very problem,” he said with a grin.

After Skerry had left, Boston looked down and saw he had started to tear his desk blotter in half without realizing it. “My ‘perfect little world’? Oh yes, I do indeed have a perfect world in mind, and you and your kind, Skerry, have no place in it.”
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IN AN OFFICE, MUCH like all offices around the world, a man sat at a desk, trying to make the most vital decision of the day, what to have for lunch when a phone on his desk rang. He sat frozen, staring at the red phone with no buttons, only a single ominous flashing bulb.  After three flashes, the phone began to buzz, and then vibrate. Like an incorrectly centered washing machine, it started walking across the desk toward the open-mouthed man.  At the same time, his cell phone began to vibrate. With more than a slight tremble in his hand, he picked up the handset, took a deep breath, and from the deep recesses of his mind tried to remember the passphrase he had been given when he had been appointed Special Agent in Charge ten years ago. “Oh hell,” he said into the handset. 

“That’s not it. Try again,” a cold, detached voice answered.

Special Agent Humberto Fuego pulled out his middle desk drawer so violently it punched him in his stomach. “Oof!”

The monotone voice continued, “Wrong yet again.”  

Humberto felt underneath the drawer for the note he taped there years ago, ripped it off, and blurted out without really reading, “Penguins could fly if they really wanted to. God, what a stupid passphrase."  Humberto read the entire note into the phone, forgetting he had added the last sentence as sort of fuck you to the system.

The eerie voice on the other end hissed, sending shivers up Humberto’s spine, “Correct at last. Except for that last bit. We don’t care about your editorializing. Get your team together. It’s code brown. I repeat code brown. This is what you and your select group have been training for all these years. I hope you won’t disappoint. Coordinates will be sent to your secure phone shortly. Meet me at this location tomorrow at 0700 with some preliminary data. This is it.  This is not a drill.”

Humberto heard the hang-up click and stared at his phone, hoping for more information to materialize. This is it, not a drill code brown. Now, what was code brown again? That seemed rather harmless, Humberto thought to himself as he drummed his fingers on his desk. Of course, that voice from Oz appeared to have a hair up its ass about something. Maybe they heard that while all the other groups trained by late-night poker games, Alpha team actually did their training and kept abreast of world events. Humberto was all about being prepared. Well, might as well notify the troops. Humberto cleared his throat several times and then realized he had already pushed his intercom button, and his assistant Cathy heard quite a bit of phlegm over the air. “Sorry, Cathy. Cathy, alert my group that we have a code brown and tell them to drop whatever they're doing and meet in conference room C. I’ll need you to bring the Alpha binder with you.” Humberto hadn’t realized it, but he had been holding his breath while speaking to Cathy and now let out a whoosh of air which blew his neat and orderly desk of notes in disarray.

Conference room C was actually in the sub-basement where Alpha team did all their training. It was where all the teams were supposed to train, but over time, the other teams slowly lost interest and moved their preparation excercises to various locations, such as Bennigans, Hooters, and a rotation of different team members’ homes for poker tournaments. Alpha team was the only team to remain commited to the cause due to social inadequacy (no friends), free access to state of the art computer equipment, and to personal data that no one should have access to, not to mention a chance to wear cool, all  black clothing. There was no reason to wear BDUs, but the majority of the team felt it was necessary to wear cool battle dress uniforms. The eight members of Alpha team fell into one or more of these categories. Humberto fell into all of them. 

Humberto would’ve made a perfect spy. He could blend in anywhere as he was totally non- descript. Average height and weight. Possibly Hispanic, of Native American heritage, or maybe a Caucasian with a good tan. He had impeccably styled, short dark hair with a neat mustache that looked almost painted on, and wore round, wire-rim glasses that he polished on his shirt when he got down to business. He had a head for numbers and a body for chess.

The only thing that stopped him from a career in the spy biz was his total dislike of dirt and his borderline agoraphobia. He loved offices, the comfort of cubicles, and the buzz of fluorescent lights. He would often daydream of designing a tube of some sort that would zip him from his apartment to the office and bypass the horrible, weather filled unpredictability of the outdoors.

If Alpha team were activated, they would have to come up with scenarios and the probabilities of what would occur if the population went into overdrive or was severely under populated for unforeseen reasons. The team would then form theories how to best handle such occurrences. None of them felt these events would ever occur, but they loved statistics and problem solving, and they got to design their own outfits. (“Uniforms” for the guys. God forbid anyone call one the male members of the Alpha team uniforms an “outfit”;  they would have a stroke, except for Carl who put purple piping on his outfit and had matching shoelaces in his combat boots.) 

When Alpha team had all gathered in conference room C, they had the happy look of grade-school kids who have just learned class was canceled due to a last-minute school assembly. All except Cathy, that is, who looked like a pop quiz had just been announced.

“What’s up, Cathy? Why so sad?” asked Humberto

Usually, Cathy was the happiest of Humberto’s team and typically had something to say to cheer him up. Cathy was Humberto’s assistant and the go-to person for virtually everything. She was also everything Humberto wasn’t. She hated to be cooped up indoors and went outside for all her breaks and lunches. She went on extreme vacations. Spelunking all over the world, skydiving, cave diving, the more extreme, the better. Humberto preferred libraries and museums, while Cathy did all the things that he read about at the library. And like the rest of the group, numbers and statistics were another one of Cathy’s passions. Her high IQ and low tolerance of ignorance made her a perfect fit at work, but nowhere else. Due to her hobbies, she was incredibly fit and lean. She stood five foot nine and weighed 133 pounds of lean muscle. Her nervous energy made others fidget along with her. She kept her ash blonde hair short in a wave cut, which made it look as though her hair was moving even if she wasn’t which wasn’t often.  She once came to work at the height of the rollerblade craze wearing a pair of hot pink roller blades and ran down the Fed Ex guy in the hallway to intercept a package.  Humberto had to tell her to take them off or risk being sued.

“Code brown,” Cathy now said slowly, as if talking to someone who did not speak English as their primary language or to a very young and somewhat backward child.

“Well, it’s not like code red. Code brown's gotta be way down the list right?” Humberto replied completely missing Cathy’s tone.

“No. Code brown is the worst possible ever, it’s worse than red. Red happens, and then you brown your pants. Brown is bad.”

“Crap.”

“Exactly. Now you are getting it?”

“It’s because of this youth cream stuff, isn’t it?”

“It wasn’t so bad when it was just a cosmetic product, but now, in addition to improving one's looks, the stuff has actually slowed down the death rate. The Grim Reaper has taken a holiday. We either have to discredit the source, contaminate the product, or worst-case scenario...” Cathy gave Humberto a meaningful look.

“What? Did you just brown your uniform? You don’t mean plan TOTH? “

“If the population doesn’t correct itself naturally, then unnatural steps will have to be taken. That’s why you got the call from the red phone. Isn’t that right, Humberto?”

“Geez, what do you do, you do, listen at the keyhole?”  This came out much whinier than Humberto had intended.

“You're our team leader, Humberto, man up!” snapped Cathy.

“Right.  Of course. This is for real. Let’s crunch the numbers and see what we have for the worst case scenario, and then, God forgive us, start TOTH scenarios. Let’s first start with that idiot responsible. If he goes down in flames, this may all die a sweet, diet of the month death.”

“Literally or figuratively?” Carl asked, looking confused.

“Whichever works!” snapped Humberto, and began madly polishing his glasses on his shirt. 

“Uh oh, Humberto just put on his big boy boots. Party is over,” sang Carl 

Humberto shot Carl a look. “Like I said let’s get to work. No distractions, nothing else matters. I have to deliver some sort of game plan tomorrow at 0700.”

Everyone scattered to their work area, and screens begin popping up so Humberto could see what everyone was working as they progressed. Carl, however, went to the binder and looked up TOTH. Thinning of the Herd. “Oh, Sweet Mother of God” Carl said and made the sign of the cross.
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07:00

Humberto stood outside the meet spot hoping he was at the wrong address. In fact, he went around the block several times looking in vain for a pleasant, antiseptic modern building. Unfortunately, he kept returning to the address specified as the meet spot. The building he stood before looked like it was slowly melting in on itself.  Humberto counted four stories, but it seemed much shorter. From the front, it appeared to have sprouted bushy eyebrows; at both corners, the top portion of the building was pushed out. The center of the building, from roof to sidewalk, sagged inward like it had just sucked on some sour candy. 

As Humberto approached the front of the crumbling brownstone, he could smell the odor of decay before he even touched the grayish rectangles he assumed had once been doors.  He donned gloves he planned on incinerating as soon as was clear of this nightmare of a building and pulled open one of the grayish doors. He heard a high- pitched scream, let out one of his own, and released the door.  As the door closed, another cry came, and he realized it was the old, rusty door hinges shrieking. Only slightly reassured, he giggled nervously, opened the door again, and entered the building. 

As much as he hated the outdoors, Humberto wished he was outside now, which scared him to the core. A man in a suit, in a hue somewhere between beige and gray, who was even more nondescript than Humberto, met him in the lobby and asked if he wanted to go get some coffee. After his first impression of Mold Central, Humberto almost grabbed Mr. Nondescript and told him that he was buying until he realized this was the passphrase. He then blurted out his response, “No thanks, I had a latte on the way over.”

God, why did this seem so incredibly moronic instead of thrilling? Here he was, meeting at a clandestine place with unknown people, hearing passphrases and giving counter phrases. Yet instead of having the time of his life, all he could think of was how silly a way this was for grown people to act, and maybe they should really go have coffee somewhere. While all this was traveling through Humberto’s head, Mr. Nondescript was being leading him upstairs. Of course upstairs, this thing couldn’t be held on the ground floor, thought Humberto, and why should we take the elevator when we can enjoy inhaling all this delightful dust and mold. 

With every step, a cloud of dust blew up toward Humberto’s face. He tried to hold his breath while climbing the stairs to avoid breathing in the filth, mold, and oh my God possibly asbestos. OK, Humberto, get a grip, asbestos isn’t found in carpeting. Asbestos is found in ceilings and walls. He glanced upward and saw pieces of the ceiling hanging above his head; the stairwell’s walls were covered with flaking hideous purple and orange wallpaper. Humberto stopped and peered closer at the wallpaper. “Are those cupids or flying pigs? God this is like something out of a nightmare,” he muttered.

“Did you have a question?” Nondescript man asked.

“Er, I take it the elevator is out of order?” gasped Humberto, unable to hold his breath any longer. He paused in the middle of the staircase and tried to take in the smallest breaths possible to avoid contamination from the mold filled air or the flaking wallpaper, 

Mr. Nondescript stopped several steps ahead of Humberto and turned to him, “Limited electricity in the building, just for our purposes upstairs. In fact, it’s scheduled for implosion soon. Better get moving. The boss is a stickler for time.”

At the fourth floor, Mr. Nondescript heard a rattling, wheezing sound coming from behind him. Curious, I didn’t think the  HVAC was operational, he thought, turning to spot the source of the noise. “Oh it's you, I thought the heating system had just turned on.”  

Humberto had dropped his iPad, taken off his jacket, and was wheezing while grasping both sides of the doorway to keep from falling over. 

“Oh, God, this is awful. I didn’t realize how out of shape I was. I think I’m having a stroke or possibly a heart attack.”

“No you’re not, and even if you are, we don’t have time for it. Now get a move on. We are pressed for time.”

“Okay, Okay, you don’t have to get all snotty. I’m better now. Are we done with the stairs now?”

Yes, go through the door at the end of the hall. I hope you have some good news on that iPad of yours.”

Humberto had planned on replying with a witty comeback, but there was something in Mr. Nondescript’s expressionless face that frightened Humberto, and the witticism died in his throat. He instead turned away from strange ‘n scary man, headed down the hall, reaching the door that once led to a tax assessor’s office. The faded letters on the door read, “ax ass so  s,” which gave Humberto the nervous giggles at a highly inopportune moment. He tried to turn the giggles into a coughing fit, but ended up in a choking fit. He opened the door and stumbled into the office spasming and sputtering. When that diminished down to a few snorts Humberto was able to contain himself and observe his surroundings.

“Ahh, circa 1985, bargain basement government décor, how lovely,” he said out loud as he walked around the office. He saw two black, cushioned chairs with overly large buttons that looked like they might stab the unwary in the bottom upon sitting. The chairs had chrome legs curved under the seat, an edgy modern design back in 1985. The chairs faced a white, snap it together desk that looked like it also came from the Reagan era. “Yes, you can’t have the chrome without the matching white tables. Nineteen eighty-five the era of Logan’s Run furniture,” Humberto said to the room. At least he thought he was alone.

However, a figure was standing very quietly along the wall by the door when Humberto made his grand entrance. The figure now clapped softly, “Yes I would generally agree with you, but the government didn’t have to purchase this lovely ensemble,” and waved his hand in the direction of the white and black office suite “It came with the office. The tax assessor, or if you like the ‘ax ass so s’ purchased it for himself. Since it suits our needs for today, we cleaned it up and here it is in all its glory. Amazingly it seems to be nearly indestructible. Too bad they couldn’t come up with something aesthetically pleasing that lasted forever instead of this eyesore.”

“Ahh! Where did you come from?” screeched Humberto.

“I was watching your remarkable entrance from the door. You just failed to see me.”

Humberto regained his composure as the figure walked behind the white snap it together desk and motioned for him to sit in the Logan’s Run chair.

As Humberto sat and powered up his iPad, he snuck a glance at the man behind the desk. He was one of those men who could range in age from 30-45. He was either young or kept very fit, with a lean whippet runner’s physique and a thin, predatory foxy face to match. The man was dressed in what looked like a navy blue Armani suit, a navy shirt, and dark gray tie with tiny little dots or squares or something on it. But the most astonishing thing about him was his eyes. Men never notice people eyes, and especially not other man’s eyes, but Humberto noticed these eyes. They beamed out of this guy’s head like lasers or something. I never knew people had silver eyes, outside of books, but, geez, these are like a hypnotist’s eyes or something.

“So what do you have for me?” 

Humberto jumped slightly, “Um, er, yes, well, it’s not good.  As you can see, before the formula, the world population was around seven billion 242 million or so people. And looking at the average number of deaths on a random day before the formula, the number would total approximately 71,500 deaths with 173,400 births taking place at the same time and a population growth of 101,900. 

This equals one birth every eight seconds, one death every 13 seconds with a net gain of one person every 13 seconds. Here are the top 10 countries with highest populations.” He now showed the boss the screen of his iPad, which read: 

China 1, 393,631,584 India,1,267,118,225, USA,322,536,044, Indonesia,  252,757,499, Brazil, 202,002,663, Pakistan,185,077,245, Nigeria,178,425,122

Bangladesh, 158,476,938, Russia, 142,474,404, Japan,127,002,462

“Now, unfortunately for us, and I guess humanity in general, the countries’ with the highest population also mirror the countries’ highest in fruit production. As you can see, China and India produce the most fruit, with Brazil coming in third and the U.S in fourth. Of all the ingredients for an anti-aging serum, it had to be fruit in the most fruitful countries in the world, ha! Sorry. Looking back four years, at the year’s halfway point, in June, there were approximately 27,438, 500 deaths from natural to unnatural causes. Now fast-forward to this year with the formula out there.  Let’s estimate generously, and say that 50% of the population shouldn’t be alive due to the formula. That gives us 13,719,250 people that are around that probably shouldn’t be. They should’ve died in the usual ways, war, famine, accidents, murder or just old age, but are still here due to the formula. Now speed forward another six months and, 14 million more people, or possibly even greater numbers than that if the formula can be processed faster or with man-made products, we are talking...”

“Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep.”

“Huh?”

“You may know it as Blade Runner.”

“Oh, the Harrison Ford movie. Yes, that was a dark and dismal take on the future. Oh, I get it,” Humberto said.

“The rest of the data is here, I see food, water, housing issues, possibilities of initial losses due to fighting over the product.  And the cartels may branch out into this new line of revenue. ‘The curiosity of newly found lifespan.’ What does this mean?”

“Well, people, some people, have found that they aren’t as easily injured as they used to be depending on the formula they have taken, and have become overly bold and taken unnecessary risks.”

“Example?”

“For one, bar wages have increased in brutality and inanity, which has in turn decreased the lifespan of those at the shallower end of the gene pool.”

“You can call an idiot an idiot, and just say that some assholes in a bar are shooting and stabbing each other until one of them goes too far and kills the other one.”

“Yes, that about sums it up.”

“Anything else?”

“People have realized their threshold, so to speak. Wars are longer and noisier. Then there’s the suicide group, those who took the formula and then realized they weren’t fond of living in the first place. They realized extending their life didn’t put any more money in the bank or give them any more friends. Once they realized they have been given more time to be miserable, good night, and lights out. Between the suicides, the moron effect, bar bets, gangs, and mafia types trying to muscle in on the action and bumping each other off in the process, deaths helped us for a while but then tapered off, we are left with lots of births and very few deaths. There was also the initial impact when the ingredients were broadcast to the world. On a positive note,  it’s a good thing our government got a handle on it right away and prevented mass hysteria and casualties like the rest of the world.”

There was dead silence as the Boss stared at Humberto with those weird, silvery eyes. “Is that supposed to be funny?”

“Umm, well, I guess it’s one of those things that sounds better in one’s head than it does...”

Boss man leaned back in his chair and roared with laughter. “Did you hear that, Joe? It’s a good thing our government got a handle on it right away. You, you are all right, Fuego.”

“Yes, that first month was quite interesting. Who knew working in a supermarket would suddenly become the most dangerous job on the planet? God, that month or so made the Battle of Berlin look like a tea party.”

Humberto remembered that time. It was as if those Purge movies had come to life. The price of all produce of any kind went sky high. Before armed guards were stationed at grocery and drug stores, people were literally driving into the stores and grabbing any and all fruit and vegetables. Didn’t matter if it was on the list of ingredients or not. For some reason, one image stuck in Humberto’s mind. He remembered watching the news, and seeing footage of a mob overturning a refrigerated truck, and pulling the poor driver out, and ransacksing the trailer. On the trailer’s side, there had been a happy looking farmer with a bushel basket in his arms its contents overflowing, presumably onto his shoes. The last image Humberto remembered seeing before the news anchor told viewers the rest of the footage could not be shown due to its extremely graphic nature, was the mob scattered when the not so happy truck driver calmly fired a sawed-off shotgun into the mob of fruit felons.

“Where are the suggestions?” the Boss now asked Humberto.

“Last section. That’s not really my area, but you did ask for my input. Now if you follow any of these, they did not come from me, I want no part of anything that my team suggested.”

“No problem I wasn’t planning on giving you credit for any of this anyway. As far as anyone knows, this meeting never took place, and you never saw me or this place.” With that, he downloaded the information from Humberto’s iPad onto a thumb drive and hit a button on his phone.

Mr. Nondescript returned with a small pail of water and stood by the gleaming white desk.

“I hope there’s nothing important on this iPad,” said the Boss.

“Well, only the information we just discussed and some notes from a few other projects.”

“I hope you backed them up,” the Boss said, and handed the iPad to Mr. Non-Descript.

As Humberto watched, Mr. Nondescript, pried open the iPad with a screwdriver and removed what looked like a CD or DVD, (but Humberto knew was called a “platter,” and was the guts of his iPad.) Mr. Nondescript then took a couple of discs from his pocket and placed the platter from the iPad between the discs. 

“Uh, what are those? What are you doing with those watch battery looking things?” Humberto asked.

“Simply degaussing the platters. Just takes a moment.”

Humberto was so fascinated by the whole process he forgot the guy standing in front of him was destroying his nearly brand new iPad.

The Boss shot Mr. Nondescript a meaningful look and tapped his watch. From his pocket, Mr. Nondescript removed what looked like a small file or cordless toothbrush. Man, the guy, had a whole hardware store in his pocket, Humberto thought. Mr. Nondescript then turned on the tool and touched the toothbrush to the platter. A sander! The guy’s sanding my platter!  Oh dear Lord, that sounds like bad dialogue from some horribly written porn.  That was like Humberto’s whole life, horribly written porn but with hardly any pornographic moments to speak of.

The Boss then stood up, motioned toward the door with his hand, and said, “Shall we? Time is of the essence.”

As Humberto left the room, he could’ve sworn he heard a splash as though a smallish object had just fallen into water.

The Boss lagged behind Humberto for a second to talk into a speaker on his desk. “Well ladies and gentlemen, there you have our partial take on the situation. I will send you his recommendations as well as my own. I hope to hear from the rest of you, and look forward to your input as well since globally we are all in this together.” Murmurs could be heard coming from the box. “I will field any questions in two hours’ time.” With that he, clicked off the speaker and followed Humberto out of the room.

Humberto stopped to catch his breath at the corner of Moldy Street and Run down Avenue, but Mr. Nondescript urged him to continue to the next block where he had been told to park his car. When they reached the lobby of the building, there was no sign of the Boss.

Once safely inside his car, Humberto began to feel himself again. He rolled down his window and felt confident enough to ask Mr. Nondescript when the next meeting would be and if it would again be at this lovely, five-star accommodation.

“We’ll be in touch, keep your cell phone with you at all times. Very doubtful we’ll use the vacant lot as a meet place again.”

“Vacant lot? What do you mean va..?” 

But Humberto never finished his sentence for he was interrupted by a massive whumping sound, followed by a wave of dust. When he looked in his rearview mirror, the meet place was no more. Wow, that was amazing, he thought, followed by, the mold is now loose and headed this way. Humberto created his own dust, heading back to the relative safety of his office at seven miles over the speed limit, which was quite reckless for Humberto.
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CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
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PENTAGON

Statistics for Population Growth and Behavior Influenced by Outbreaks of Natural and Terroristic Diseases and Pathogens aka SFPGABIBOONATDAP aka Counting Division

––––––––
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HUMBERTO AND HIS ALPHA team had gathered to go over the TOTH ideas. He had given a few to the Boss at the building that was no more, and was told to come up with population reduction incentive ideas. Humberto thought he and his Alpha team were entering a nasty area. An area he really didn’t want to become a part of. One that seemed very reminiscent of a period of time in Germany in the 30’s and 40’s. He briefly wondered just who the Boss reports to and quickly decided he really didn’t want to know. It was better to do the right thing and then get out of Dodge as soon as possible before the shit storm hit.

Humberto cleared his throat, cleaned his glasses furiously on his shirt, and addressed his team. “Alpha team, we live and breathe numbers, we are not used to dealing with people. Being involved in statistics and such, and working as government employees, we are not comfortable dealing with the public. I have always stuck TOTH way in the back of my head as something some unstable bureaucrat put down on paper but would never think of implementing. I have now come to the conclusion that TOTH should never have been thought of at all. I have been told by the man above that we are reaching the Malthusian Catastrophe.”

There was a collective gasp from the group.

“I know it’s something that’s been in the back of our minds this entire time, but the Boss felt that the MC is imminent and we have been tasked to provide ideas. Let’s offer the least likely scenarios that will not end in fatalities and submit them. We are numbers people, not ideas people. We will split up into groups. One group will concentrate on sane ideas to solve this crisis and the other team will submit the least likely to be picked ideas. 

“Um, question. When you say ‘least likely scenarios’, exactly what do you mean?’ asked Carl.

“Dumbass answers.”

“Hey, no need to get all snippy, I was just asking for clarification.”

“No, I’m sorry, Carl, I mean we need to submit dumbass answers, the wilder, the better. If you think it’s far-fetched go even further. Remember, most of us were hired based on the expectation that we have no imagination. So think of movies you’ve seen, books, graphic novels, etc. you’ve read, and don’t hesitate to use ideas from them. 

“So for example, do you mean something like that reality show “Survivor,” but instead of getting voted off the island, contestants really have to survive the trials, almost like that Hunger Games movie? Hey, that could be another one!” cried Carl.

“Yes, exactly. Good thinking, Carl. That’s what I’m talking about,” Humberto said. “Are you all with me?”

“Yes,” was the united reply from Alpha Team, with the exception of one less enthused member. 

A phone call was made, and the Boss man was informed.
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THE BOSS, THEODORE Boston called his team together. The group consisted of one. The only person he trusted with anything this clandestine, profoundly immoral, and world-changing was his right-hand man, Joe Mr. Nondescript as christened by Humberto.

“Joseph, it seems our Alpha team is squeamish when it comes to TOTH.” 

Joe nodded. “I thought as much. I sensed Fuego wasn’t an ally at that last meeting.”

“Yes, it seems they get all warm and fuzzy about the human race and don’t see the whole picture. Sometimes you need to trim the fat, and I need people on my side who are willing to save the world by eliminating some people.”

“Some people?” asked Joe

“Well, more than some, I haven’t worked out the numbers yet, but we are on the brink of a Malthusian Catastrophe.”

“So soon, sir?”

“Yes, I’m afraid so.”

“I’ve been hoping that nature would help us out. A meteor, God, now that would solve our problems. No muss, no fuss. Wham bam. That would take out just a limited area. Of course too big and we are all gone. We need just the right sized one. Maybe several in strategic spots around the globe. No, that’s probably too complicated. Actually, a nice old-fashioned plague would be a Godsend. The Black Plague, now that was beautiful,” murmured Boston as he rocked back in his chair, folded his arms over his chest, and with a half-smile on his face, recited the following as though telling a child a bedtime story.

“1918 flu epidemic, 30 to 50 million deaths globally, 675,000 in the U.S. alone.” 

1958-1961, China, - due to famine, drought, weather, and politics all rolled into one messy disaster, 15 million deaths per the government, and unofficially the numbers were slightly higher, between 20-43 million. 

“1346-1353, between 75 and 200 million people died from the Plague, which took out 30-60% of Europe’s population.” The boss suddenly snapped up in his chair and slammed his hands on his desk. Without breaking eye contact with Joe, he added, “That beautiful little plague reduced the world’s population from 450 million to 350-375 million in the 14th century.” 

“All we need now is a diseased rat hijacking a meteor,” Joe told the Boss and immediately regretted saying something so ridiculous.

“Exactly. And, that’s why I can always count on you, Joe, you are always in sync with me and the situation at hand.” Boston snapped his fingers. “I need you to get a team together of like-minded individuals such as yourself and start working on Operation TOTH. I want ideas by the end of the week, and things put into action within a month.”

“Within in a month? Um, yes, sir.”

“And Joe.”

“Yes, sir?”

“I wouldn’t discount that diseased rat aboard a meteor idea.”

“Right, boss, right” smiled Joe as he left the room.

“Outside the office, Joe fumbled for his iPad, mumbling, “He was kidding, wasn’t he? Better put that down just in case...” 
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SOUTHWEST NEW MEXICO.

––––––––
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DANNY, KEVIN, AND MELISSA were glued to the TV set as Maggie channel surfed.

“ How could it have gotten this far this fast?” she asked, as she switching from a news channel showing people rioting in different parts of the globe, to a tightly edited reality show with contestants frantically running about in various locations with different costumes.

“Stop! What the hell is that one?” asked Kevin.

“Which one? Medieval Madness or the Cave People v. the Techies?

“Maggie!” Kevin gasped while shaking his head “You have gone too far. You just made that last one up. As if things aren’t bad enough, you’re making light of the Orwellian state we are in.” 

Maggie flipped back to one of the channels that, not too far in the distant past, had been an informative channel, sat back with her arms crossed and sulked. 

On the screen, half-naked people with rocks and sticks trying were make a fire in a pit outside of a cave and failing miserably. One man who looked as though he might have been a professional athlete or personal trainer in a former life, was slumped against an outer cave wall, struggling to make a spear with what looked like a very dull rock, and a stick that seemed incapable of supporting a strawberry seed let alone said rock. He tried to tie the stone to the wimpy stick with a sad bunch of weeds. The stick and weeds gave up the ghost and drooped, which caused the blunt rock to drop onto the athletes/trainer’s bare feet, eliciting a colorful spew of curse words, which of course had to be bleeped. 

“All right, my bad, I apologize, I had no idea. I am so sorry for doubting you, Maggie.”  Kevin said, then mouthed to Danny, “DVR this” while pointing to the program.

“Already done,” Danny mouthed back.

“Do I want to know about Medieval Madness?” asked Kevin. 

“No,” replied Maggie “That one is brutal.”

“Oh really? You know, violence is subjective. What causes one person to throw up in disgust may cause another to hardly bat an eye,” Danny explained as he grabbed the remote.

“No, do not become one of them. Thanks to the formula, a majority of the people has stopped dying. We are now China. There is no room for anyone anymore. The world has gotten insane, and you do not need to climb aboard the dis-oriented express along with everyone else. The government has come up with all these game and reality shows to the death, with the winners getting a three bedroom home and being allowed to have two children with no penalties not to mention the $200,000 a year for life or similar prizes. Some of the prizes are a lot less, and all of the losers get a free trip to the cemetery of their family’s choice. Imagine dueling to the death over a three-bedroom house and the right to have two children a few years ago,” said Maggie. 

“Real estate has always been crazy across the country. I mean, of course, if you lived beachside or something, that’s obvious. Beachside California is going to be a lot more expensive than say, Detroit.” Danny said.

“Detroit, ha!” snorted Melissa. “Even now a treehouse overlooking the Ohio River is preferable to real estate in Detroit.”

“My point is that just about four years ago this out of the way house on 6,800 acres with guest house went for just under $300,000 and today, I don’t think the Wal-mart family could afford this place.”

“Well, it’s a good thing you predicted this God-awful event. I know I keep bringing it up, but how did you know the world was going to turn out like this Danny?”

“I didn’t, Mag. I just prepared for the worst, and the worst happened. Every day it just keeps getting weirder and weirder, like some sort really badly written cable movie. But at least we’re in our little desert paradise.”

“True, and now in addition to location, location, location, it’s square footage. New York apartments were always insanely priced, but now there’s a waiting list for the waiting list to get into an apartment the size of one of our closets. Of course, by our closet, I mean your closet,” Kevin whispered to Melissa while edging slowly away.

“What? You have just as many clothes as I do, mister” Melissa said, lunging forward to pokes Kevin in the stomach.

“Hey police brutality, help, help!” 

With that, Melissa giggled, “I’ll show you brutality” and pounced on Kevin. They began to make out on the loveseat.

“Oh my God, I think I’m going to be sick,” Maggie gagged as she rolled off the couch next to Danny and fell with a thump onto carpet.

Danny grabbed his throat and was making similar noises to Maggie’s. When she hit the carpet, he picked her up and carried her into the next room.

“Don’t say I never did anything for you. I just saved you from lovey-dovey overload. I know I was against moving out here but at least there’s no winter to speak of and no traffic.”

“Yes, if I remember right, you and Kevin wanted to move to Canada until I told you how long the winters were. You two were totally against the Southwest, but I guess you can adapt to anything. Of course, now we have to have a state of the art alarm surveillance system, walls, and gates. We have everything but razor wire and searchlights for when someone goes over the wall.”

“Those are on back order.”

“What?”

“Just the lights, motion lights. I knew you wouldn’t go for the barbed wire.”

“OK, but when I’m the cautious one, you know we are in deep shit. We are going to have to do something Danny.” 

“Like what game night?”

“No, my lovely idiot. We need to figure out how to undo this disaster.”

“Maggie, how do we undo the fountain of youth? How do we make people want to grow old, wrinkly and jump into a grave at their pre-appointed time? I don’t think the best marketing people in the world could come up with an ad campaign to convince people to return to the era of illness and wrinkles. I can see the commercial now. Hey, aren’t you tired of being the best you can be? Don’t you want to find out what’s on the other side? Stop using that insanely easy to make formula and go back to being hideous and decrepit, and knocking on death’s door.  Nudge, nudge, wink, wink, everybody’s doing it. Don’t feel left out. Let’s get hideous again.”

“Well if you put it that way, of course not. We will have to get sneaky and contaminate the product somehow.”

“You mean like in that Batman movie where everyone was afraid to use cosmetics because their face might melt off or whatever horrible thing the Joker had going on?”

“Does everything relate to movies with you?”

“Pretty much.”

“The thing is, we need to do something before they do something.”

“They? They are too busy getting it on right now.”

“Not Kevin and Melissa, dummy, I mean They, with a capital T.”

“Oh. They. They. Sorry, you still lost me.”

“We better get 50 Shades of Nauseating in here for a meeting.”

Once Kevin and Melissa were separated from each other, they all adjourned to the workroom, which was located in a second building on the property where they could continue their mad experiments and use as a conference room.

“All right,” Maggie began. “Are we all agreed that we should at least think about ways to fix this crisis we sort of, well, we did cause. I know Trainwreck did a lot of the damage, but we started this mess. If, we hadn’t made the formula, none of this would’ve happened. We can try to rationalize it any way we want, but we fucked up, and we are going to have to take some responsibility and try to change the course of this youth potion. When I say ‘we,’ I don’t mean you, Melissa.”

“Yes, I know, but I’m with you for the long-haul,” Melissa replied and squeezed Kevin’s hand.

I was hoping to get people to stop making and taking it voluntarily. The government can outlaw nanotechnology, but it will still be manufactured underground along with anything else the government does to try to limit or stop production of. It’s going to be like cocaine or any other illegal drug. You can make it illegal, but you can’t make people stop buying or manufacturing it. So the idea is to make people stop using it.”

“People already saw through the cosmetic company’s attempts to discredit the homemade formulas, Kevin said. “Sure, ours works much better and lasts longer, but the homemade stuff works too. You just have to use a lot more of it and more often.” 

“I’m just afraid that there will be a crazy person who will try to thin out the population a bit and use the excuse, ‘“I’m doing this for the good of all.”’ I doubt it will happen this year, but if people continue to repopulate without dying in enough numbers to satisfy some number cruncher, I have a horrible feeling that something...”

“Wicked this way comes?” offered Danny.

All heads turned to scold him, but they could see that he was as serious as they were, so they all nodded.
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CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN
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SOME PEOPLE, HOWEVER, were doing their damnedest to weed out the population

Clark slid into the parking lot of Barry’s Tap. But given he rode the brake, he nearly converted the front of Barry’s from a walk in to a drive-through establishment. Damn, he felt good. That lotion stuff felt girly going on, but damn if it didn’t work. He had cut himself earlier to make sure the junk worked and it sure as shit did. He looked at his arm, and the cut had all but disappeared. 

Clark had heard rumors of a hellish bar fight down south in some hayseed hole in the wall where everyone walked away when they should’ve been carried out boots first. The story had been that everything from brass knuckles and baseball bats to sawed-off shotguns had been brought to the party. Whoeee, what a hoedown that must have been. According to a buddy of Clark’s, Thursday nights at Barry’s had turned into something special. If half of what he heard was true, this was going to be one helluva night, he thought and checked the seat next to him and made sure he hadn’t forgotten anything. Wait, where’s my samurai special? Phew found it, (it had slid to the floor when he made his abrupt stop.) 

Clark could hear the place was already jumping as he stepped out of his truck. The music went up several decibels when two of Barry’s occupants staggered out, with one swinging wildly at the other and missing by a mile. The intended recipient of the punch hollered at the puncher, “Butch, I told you I’m done playing!”

“It's not even midnight, Harley. Whatcha gonna do? Go home and wash your hair or maybe paint your nails? Man up and have another drink, I’ll even buy.” As Butch said this, he waved a bill at Harley.

Clark had been hoping for some bloodshed, and when none appeared forthcoming, he headed for the bar’s entrance. He had nearly reached the heavily stained door when he heard, “You're it, mother fucker,” shouted behind him. As he turned, he saw Harley with an extremely pissed off expression on his face and, the handle of a knife sticking out of his chest. Butch looked extremely pleased with himself and was doing some sort of uncoordinated dance move around Harley. 

Harley took the knife out of his chest, doubled over and squatted for a few seconds. Butch stopped his jitterbugging and approached Harley. “Hey man, are you OK? I didn’t get you in the heart, I know I didn’t, I made sure I aimed clear away from”

Butch didn’t get to finish his sentence as Harley bolted upright and kicked Butch squarely in the nuts. Before Butch even hit the ground, Harley pulled a gun from his boot and fired three rounds at Butch. The first bullet hit him in the left thigh, the second in the left shoulder. Clark started backpedaling when the gun first made its appearance and when he hit the entrance to Barry’s, he forgot he needed to pull the door open and kept pushing with his back to get the door to open it. Harley’s third round was meant for Butch’s right shoulder, but unfortunately for Clark, two more of Barry’s patrons decided to take in some fresh air at this very moment and opened the door, pushing Clark off balance. He fell forward,on top of Butch, and the top of his head intercepted the third bullet meant for Butch’s shoulder. 

The two patrons saw Harley and Butch with Clark lying motionless on the ground. The less drunk of the two, clad in an App State sweatshirt, asked Harley, “Hey, did he just get it in the head?”

“I don’t know anything about that. Butch and I were just going our separate ways when this gentleman sort of collapsed on top of Butch. Isn’t that right, Butch?”

“Hell, no, we were playing how tough are...I mean yes. We were headed on home when...”

“Quit it, you two. You got shot,” App State said, pointing to Butch, “and you were stabbed,” he told Harley. “We don’t care who did what. Clay and I are doing a survey on survival rates after grievous harm for those who use the formula. So let’s see how this dude did after a one to the head.”

The scholarly group pulled Clark over to Harley’s truck while he turned on the headlights. Butch was holding Clark’s hand and looking puzzled. 

“Why are you holding his hand?” asked Harley

“Taking his pulse, dumbass.”

“Oh, good idea.”

“ Hmm, doesn’t look like he’s breathing. Looks like a shot to the head means it’s the end of the line. Better write that one down, Bo. What was that, a .380?” App State asked Harley.

“Yeah. Damn it, what are we going to do with this guy and why does he have this funny looking sword?”

“Oh, Barry’s got a system now that things have turned a little rougher at his place,” said Butch as he ran back into Barry’s. He was back in moments with two ginormous men. Butch pointed to the recently deceased Clark, handed the new guys a couple of bills from his wallet, and informed, “We have one for removal.” 

“Hey, you said you were down to your last twenty, mother fucker,” shouted Harley.

“I always save a few for the removers.”

“The what?”

“Removers. They are part of Barry’s new system. Occasionally things go a little too far during game night, like this guy. When it’s game over, these guys step in. By the way, this is one kick-ass samurai sword.” While Butch  examined the sword, one of the he-men slung  Clark over his shoulder and disappeared around the corner of the building.

“If we can make it to the safe zone I think we could all use a drink. By the way, I’m Jed, and this is Bo,” said App State.

Bo looked at his watch at gave Jed a poke, “Look at the time, Jed, it's after midnight, and things are going to be getting lively in there.”

“Hey, what do you mean by game night? I never heard of Barry doing any yuppie game night. I mean there's ‘How Tough Are You,’ which we had been playing, and it sorta escalated out here with the accidental shooting of this poor sap. I mean we don’t really hurt anyone. Just some slight cutting, throwing darts at each other, shit like that. I got a little carried away with the knife in the chest. Sorry about that, man. But we are even, since you shot me twice. That’s another rule of Barry’s, absolutely no guns. What the fuck are you doing with a gun, Harley?” 

“Have either of you been here after midnight on a Thursday?” Bo asked, returning from his car with a large duffel bag and interrupting what might have been another gun and knife fight.

Butch and Harley looked at each other. Butch scratched his head, squinted, paused started to say something, stopped, and then looked at Harley again who was staring off into space.

Bo rolled his eyes. “Okay, let’s not waste the rest of the night. It’s apparent neither of you has been here on game night. Every week for a while now on Thursday, well technically Friday morning at 12 a.m. things ramp up at Barry’s.”

“What? I didn’t catch the last part. Things what?” shouted Harley

Harley had to yell as the sounds of multiple gunshots could be heard from within Barry’s Tap, accompanied by the thumping of large pieces of furniture crashing to the floor or against the walls. As the foursome gingerly approached the front door, there was a thud, then the sound of glass breaking to the left of the entryway. Bars covered this small window; however, Butch could just make out black hair sticking through the broken glass and bars. The hair wiggled a little and then was suddenly jerked away, leaving a damp, dark, bushy clump behind. 

Jeb and Bo now pulled out numerous weapons from their duffel bag offered a few to Butch and Harley. As Bo handed Butch a nightstick with nails pounded into it, he advised, “Stick to the walls at first to get your bearings and protect your head at all costs. The only rules are no fully automatic weapons and no long guns, like shotguns or rifles. Pretty much everything else goes. Are you ready?”

“Fuck yeah!” Butch shouted flung open the door and charged in.

Jed and Bo shook their heads. “They never listen. Keep your back to the wall when you enter otherwise it makes for a very short game,” sighed Jed.

Harley, Jed, and Bo opened the door and slid in keeping their backs to the wall and headed toward the jukebox, which was encased in what Harley assumed was bulletproof glass.

Harley couldn’t take in everything at once. The floor was slick with blood, and when he looked behind, he realized the walls were spattered with gore as well. The scene before him was unreal. The place was packed with thrashing shouting bodies.  A man with a hatchet was wildly swinging it around and around like a shot put, while another man standing on the bar with a bow and arrow was firing the arrows into the crowd apparently at random.  Harley was trying to figure out whether to grab Butch and get the hell out of here, fuck it and just leave, or join in when something struck his ear and then lodged in the wall. He felt blood running down his neck and turned to look at the wall. A throwing star was now wedged in the wall. He started to head toward the door when two more stars struck him in the back and leg.

He whipped around and saw a few feet away a grinning fat man in a blood-soaked tan suit holding a box. The fat man’s tie was slung over his shoulder and his once upon a time white shirt now had a speckled maroon pattern. Whatever common sense Harley had in him fled. He charged at the fattie, nightstick raised. A few minutes later, Harley dropped the broken “policeman’s friend” and clutched the box of stars to his chest. Where was that guy with the bow?  He nearly fell onto a man with a broken table leg through his chest. “Whoa, buddy that’s gotta hurt. Walk it off, don’t be a wuss.” 

Harley started to cut a path through the crowd using the gift box he had taken from Blimpy. The box had contained a cornucopia of edged weapons. He randomly pulled out the first thing he touched and drew it across the neck of anyone in his way. “My, oh my, it’s like cutting butter with this baby.” The “baby” was a combat knife with which Harley slit the throats of three unfortunates that came too close to him. Blood was still spurting from the last wretch’s throat as he grabbed at Harley’s shoulder like a drowning man. Harley gave him a mule kick and pushed on ahead. Despite the last dude’s arterial blood running down his forehead and into his eyes, Harley glimpsed something whiz past him. “I see you mother fucka!”  Harley yelled, and ran toward Robin Hood.

Jed and Bo had plowed through the masses and managed to get to the safe zone where there was a bar and violence was prohibited. They were taking copious notes amidst the mayhem. “Hey Jed, did you see where that first guy, um, Butch ended up?”

“Yes, he lasted longer than I thought he would, charging in the way he did. He actually may walk out, but it’s doubtful,” Jed said, pointing toward the far corner of the bar opposite the entrance. 

Butch had crawled to the corner like a wounded animal and sat there quivering. He had three arrows in his chest and a bar stool leg sticking out of his thigh. He would grab hold of one, look as though he was going to pull it out, grimace and then fall back against the wall.

“He might make it if he pulls them out one at a time and lets the wounds heal, but I could be wrong,” Bo commented while writing in a notebook. “I do owe you $20 though. I thought the other guy was going to scamper out the door as soon as he saw this, whatever this is. Instead, he joined the insanity. I didn’t see that coming at all.”

“Mob mentality, I guess. And just think of all the bars and dives all over the world. That’s a lot of crazy.”

“Well, its job security for us budding sociologists,” Bo said, clinking his beer bottle with Jeb.

“Amen, brother, amen.”
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FORTY-EIGHT
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DANNY PACED BACK AND forth after the latest newscast regarding the formula’s continuing threat. The prevalent news, however, was the lack of food; food costs had skyrocketed. “Is it possible to reverse or stop the effects? It would have to done globally, and other than a pandemic that undoes everything, I don’t know how to come up with it or know how to spread it around once we theoretically... Oh my God, Melissa you look like you’ve just been stabbed!” exclaimed Danny.

Melissa fell down on the couch and put her head between her knees.

“What is it, baby?” asked Kevin 

“Is it something Danny said? I’ll kill him right now if it makes you happy. I’ll go right over there and smother him with a pillow. You just say the word. Baby, what’s going on?” Kevin asked Melissa softly putting his arm around her.

“Nice, and you said you would never let a woman come between us,” whispered Danny to Kevin as he approached Melissa and sat down next to her on the couch.

“We’ve been so stupid. Don’t you see they will stop at nothing? All these shows, all these new laws and taxes put in place.  Social Security, bam! Almost gone. We had always heard that it might disappear, but instead, they pushed the collection age up to 90. Then before anyone knew it, the age you were eligible to collect became 95, then 100. They might as well as eliminate it. Of course, the IRS couldn’t stay out of this mess either. First tax breaks for couples that put off having children, then actual cash back for childless couples. Now I hear rumors that there are cash penalties for having children, and the penalties are based on how many children you have. No more Link, no more WIC, you are on your own. They weren’t even subtle about it. Just boom!  Nationwide. Now they are handing out birth control pills in health classes and handing them out like Chicklets. You want to live longer, then it’s time to pay for it. Every extra mouth you add to the population, Uncle Sam has his hand out.  There’s even a name for it.”

“The Malthusian Catastrophe,” said Maggie.

“Bingo,” said Melissa.

“That doesn’t sound good. The catastrophe part tipped me off. Isn’t that about too many mouths, not enough food? And the world ends soon after?” 

“As usual you simplified it but essentially yes, Danny. The Malthusian Catastrophe is when the demands of a growing human population deplete the available agricultural resources, thus leading to mass starvation,” replied Melissa.

“Wow, you have so many layers to you,” said Kevin, impressed.

“Hey just cause I’m the Five-O doesn’t mean I don’t pick up a book once in a while.” 

“You know what this means, don’t you?” Danny said, looking at Kevin.

“Soylent Green!” Danny and Kevin chorused as they turned and high-fived each other.

“Oh Lord please help us despite these imbecilic goofs,” Maggie muttered, looking upward toward the heavens. 

“We have strayed from the point as usual. What I am trying to say is that the government or whoever the shadowy people are that are coming up with these kill as many people as possible schemes, are not going to stop at game shows. You said it, Danny” Melissa said softly. 

“I said what? I say a lot of things, most of which I forget immediately after saying them,” Danny rambled, confused.

“Pandemic, Danny. You said pandemic. We had mentioned it before, sort of as an abstract idea.  Like a crazy supervillain type who might try something insane.  But now I believe this really may be more organized. More governmental.”

“God, you mean... a real pandemic? Oh, I don’t feel well.” Danny collapsed on the couch and curled into a fetal position, clutching a pillow to his chest.

“Well, Danny’s taking this well. Do the rest of you agree that the next step may be an extremely horrific one?” Melissa asked.

“I for one am wondering how we can make this place airtight,” said Kevin, staring at the air vents.

“Well, Melissa, you can count on me as the sane member of the team, and also the one who will actually get off the couch and do something,” said Maggie.

“Excellent, I knew I could count on you, Maggie. We just need to man up the remaining bodies in the room. What we need are people on the inside, within the government who haven’t been totally corrupted. There must be some who can see what’s coming down the road and want to stop this before it’s too late and want to put the genie back in its little bottle.” 

“Melissa, honey, you’re talking in movie clichés. You’ve been hanging around the boys too long. I may have to spray you with water until the moment passes,” Maggie threatened.
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CHAPTER FORTY-NINE
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HUMBERTO HAD ALREADY formulated an idea similar to Melissa’s, except he had gone several steps further as he paced in his motel room approximately 25 miles from Danny and Maggie’s house. Humberto was definitely outside his comfort zone, but if the end of the world was nigh, and he could prevent it or at least make it not so nigh, he would have to tolerate the awfulness of the outdoors. He had prepared his motel room to his acceptable standards and was now looking at his checklist. Changed sheets, check. New clean drinking glasses from home check.  His own soap, shampoo, and conditioner, check, check and check. Of course last but not least, his own towels. Check. Now, how to contact them. Phone? No, that’s no good, phones are traceable. Same with the internet. Best do it in person. That means going outside. Outside in New Mexico. Maybe I should have decompressed myself by driving through the Midwest first. Corn flakes, wait, that’s cereal. Corn dust, or whatever corn does, then desert sand. Calm yourself, Humberto, you can do this, you are the head of a well-trained government team.  Of course we train inside, with computers, but still, there is training involved. Get a grip on yourself. Get into your vehicle, head on out, and make contact with the people who will hopefully change the world for the better. With that Humberto grabbed his laptop and strode out of the Holiday Inn Express, and with a purposeful stance bleeped his key fob at his rented, silver, Chevy Spark. Careful reversing out of the parking lot and checking both ways to merge onto the expressway, Humberto drove into history, but not over the speed limit.
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CHAPTER FIFTY
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“WHAT THE HELL HAPPENED to my laundry counter?” suddenly echoed throughout the house.

“Uh oh, I thought you fixed that,” Danny said as he poked Kevin in the chest.

“Well, I filled the hole with that expanding goop, and you know sometimes that stuff gets out of hand and.”

“Yes, yes I know, so sand it down or something, dummy.”

“Hey, I wasn’t the one who spilled that stuff while putting it away, and I didn’t jostle your arm either. You are just a klutz. What the hell is she doing over there anyway? Hey who the hell is that?”  Kevin pointed to a video monitor that had just turned on along with an alarm and a flashing light.

Danny hit the intercom button that Maggie had just used. “Um, we have what ordinarily I would call an intruder, but just looking at him, I wouldn’t put him in that category. I’m not sure what to call him other than some geeky guy hanging around the front gate, looking very uncomfortable and sweaty,” Danny announced over the air.

“I’m on it,” Melissa announced behind them and ran out of the room. 

Then they heard, “You guys are in so much trouble. Maggie sounded pissed.”

Unbeknownst to Kevin and Danny, Maggie had joined Melissa in their Jeep and they were en route to check on their visitor.

“How long before the guys realize we have gone out to meet our mysterious stranger,” asked Melissa as she carefully drove through the desert, trying not to kick up any dust along the way.

“Oh, I figure until they won’t have a clue until they see us on the monitor,” answered Maggie

Melissa carefully made a turn around an outcropping of rocks to avoid being seen from the gate, and asked Maggie “I know I’m a glutton for punishment, but how did a smart woman like you fall for Danny?”

“I met Danny when he audited one of my classes. He was so different from any of the other guys I had dated or even met. He didn’t have that predatory vibe about him. He had such a smart, funny personality, I fell for him almost immediately. Danny’s got that lovely blonde hair, not to mention he is very easy on the eyes. Of course, there are drawbacks to such a combination of intelligence and weird sense of humor.”

Melissa grinned, “I hadn’t noticed.  It’s amazing those two are best friends. Kevin is a super neat freak and Danny is sort of a whirlwind of chaos.”

“Better opposites than carbon copies of each other. I couldn’t imagine two identical Dannys or Kevins. Here we are. Shall we meet our geeky stranger?” asked Maggie as Melissa pulled behind some natural cover alongside their front gate.

Back inside the house, Danny and Kevin were still staring at the monitor.

“What kind of car is that and which gate is he at?” asked Kevin.

“What do mean which gate, how many gates do we have? Oh, right, the North gate and a smugly one.” 

“Smugly, ha! That’s a good one. It is tiny.”

“Where did Melissa run off to? Let the ladies know that, we will go out and meet this guy.”

“Too late.”

“What do you mean too late? Shit. The ladies beat us to it, didn’t they? Oh well, should we join them or sit and watch from here?”

“I think we should head on out and make sure he didn’t bring any friends.”

“Oh yes, good idea, I was just about to think, I mean, suggest that,” Danny quickly added.

Danny and Kevin soon roared up to the North gate in their Land Rover, completely forgetting they were supposed to have been Maggie and Melissa’s cover from a distance.

“Imbecilic, morons” muttered Melissa.

“Pardon?” Humberto asked.

“Not you,” replied Melissa, “at least I don’t think so. I haven’t gotten to know you yet, so I’ll reserve judgment for now. Guys, this is Humberto, Humberto these are the guys.” She edged closer to Humberto and whispered, “Just ignore them, and maybe they will go away. I’m praying they will.”

Humberto looked confused, but before he could utter anything, Melissa continued.

“You are under the impression that someone in this area had something to do with that formula that changed everything. Is that correct?” 

“Yes, as I already explained I have access to, well, information that no one should have access to, and I was able to trace the footprint so to speak of the formula back to three individuals: a Ms. Maggie Penny, a Daniel Kensington and finally a Kevin Montgomery. Oh, and I can’t forget the invaluable assistance of Kevin’s friend, Zhang Lei or should I say Bond, James Bond Ha.”

“EEEP.”

“What was that?”

“Nothing, just a road runner. They are all over the place, aren’t they, Marvin?”

“Who? Me? Yes, they are swarming all over the place!” Danny yelped.

“Listen, I am not a fool, I know it was you three. Specifically, Danny and Kevin who invented the formula and Maggie who sold it to the Chinese for a hefty profit with Lei acting as the middleman. You guys think you were careful, but you weren’t as smart as you thought you were. You left traces of yourselves everywhere,” Humberto said in the most authoritative voice he could muster. He almost pulled it off except for a sudden gust of wind that blew dust everywhere, sending Humberto into de-dusting frenzy as he tried to rid himself of every particle of dirt that blew onto his new LL Bean ensemble.

“Listen, isn’t there some sort of inside area where we could talk and be out of all this dirty, dusty, overly bright outsideness?” Humberto asked as he attempted to clean his glasses on his shirt and only smeared more dirt onto the lenses.

“Oh my God, is it me or is this guy scary and hysterical all at the same time?” Maggie whispered to Mellissa.

“I was thinking the same thing, and trying to figure out if that makes him somewhat harmless, or on the edge of insanity or”

“Makes him one of us,” finished Maggie

As Maggie and Mellissa were trying to figure out their options regarding Humberto, Danny and Kevin were waving to the girls from Humberto’s Spark which  headed toward the house.

Maggie turned to Melissa. “What’s the penalty for murder in New Mexico”?

“There usually has to be a corpus delicti for there to be a crime. No body, no murder. There’s a whole lot of desert out here,” replied Melissa.

At the house, Danny and Kevin circled their new guest and questioned him about how he came to find them.

“So let’s say for curiosity’s sake if we were who you thought we were, how did you come to find out where we were?  Because if were who you thought we were, wouldn’t we have been extra careful about concealing our whereabouts?” Kevin asked.

Humberto took a few moments to decipher what Kevin had just asked, took another few seconds to decide how to answer, and replied, “Well, Mr. Careful, what would you say if I said it’s a lovely time of year to visit North Yorkshire.”

“Oh crap.  Harrogate, North Yorkshire?” cried Kevin.

“Yes, but what if we took steps to encrypt. I mean, that is if we had anything to do with anything” said, Danny.

“BULLRUN,” answered Humberto.

“Double fuck” moaned Kevin.

“I suppose when you said you had access to information no one should have access to, you were referring to PRISM, DISHFIRE, ECHELON, etc?” asked Danny.

“I have no idea what those terms mean or what you are referring to,” Humberto replied, nodding vigorously.

Maggie and Melissa had just entered the room and heard the tail end of the conversation. “Okay, what the hell are you all talking about, and use regular English, not acronyms,” Maggie said to Danny and Kevin.

“Shall I?” said Kevin. “In Harrogate, North Yorkshire is the RAF, sorry, Royal Air Force’s, Minworth which is similar to Area 51 in that it doesn’t exist, and you are not allowed anywhere near this place that doesn’t exist. It provides communications and intelligence support to both the UK and the US. It’s supposed to be the biggest electronic monitoring station in the world and holds the ECHELON system, a top-secret network used to intercept private and commercial communications. PRISM is through the NSA, sorry, the National Security Agency, which collects data from the nine major internet companies DISHFIRE is similar, but it involves text messages. BULLRUN is a highly classified decryption program run by the NSA. Apparently, Humberto has access to the highest level security clearance. But who is it that you work for?”

“Kevin is right. Just who are you? What department do you work for? For that matter, what government do you work for and why are you here?” Melissa whispered this to Humberto mere inches from his face, and in very soft but scary voice.

He paled noticeably, backed up until he felt the back of his knees against what he was hoping was a chair or something similar, and collapsed. He then started explaining his visit.

He first explained his job description, what had transpired up to now, and how insane everything become in such a short period of time.  He then mentioned TOTH.

Maggie leaned in close to Humberto and asked in a slow, even tone that caused all the hair on Humberto’s neck to stand up, “TOTH? Stop talking government gobbity goop. What the hell is TOTH?” 

“Ummm, TOTH is Thinning of the, ah, you, know umm, herd,” mumbled Humberto.

“Holy fuck shit!” Maggie yelped promptly sat down and stared straight ahead.

“I can’t add anything to that, Maggie,” Danny whispered as he collapsed next to her on the couch and placed his arm around her shoulders.

Melissa and Kevin just stared at and then hugged each other wordlessly. Melissa began to shake with Kevin holding her close.

After a silent moment, Melissa shouted while stamping her foot, “Damn it, damn it!” She pulled away from Kevin with tears streaming down her face. “I hate crying, this is so fucked up. I figured at some point, we as a civilization would end up destroying ourselves, but not this way. And, not in my lifetime. God, that sounds selfish. But if anything, I thought the end would start in another part of the world. You know, someplace that is always in turmoil. I can even see it ending with that nut with the bad haircut and his unusual way of getting rid of relatives. But here? Because of a vanity product?  The world comes to an end because everyone wants to look smoking hot? That is fucked up.” Who knew it would get this far?” 

“I think we either need to get on the next shuttle to Mars, which isn’t going to happen, or we can try to stop the home-grown nuts here and somehow stop or reverse the formula,” said Kevin.

“But would going public stop the nutty professor from some sort of pandemic or another disaster?” asked Danny.

“No, I don’t think it would. I think whatever he and his like-minded group have planned has been set in motion by his number one guy,” replied Humberto.

“Hey, hey, we’re all forgetting one thing. Ever since the formula, we are much more resistant to bacteria and viruses, colds, flu, etc. I haven’t been sick since taking it,” Danny added.

“Yes, I’ve thought of that. My guess is that these psychos intend to use a virus they have amped up. I did a little research, and there are two flu viruses that humans have no immunity to:  H5N1 and H7N9. They actually originated from poultry and then spread to humans. These viruses both have the capability of turning into a pandemic according to the World Health Organization. I’ve been monitoring WHO and CDC internal communications very carefully. I’m afraid there may have been a test case in a small village in the United Republic of Tanzania. Large portions of Tanzania villages rely on poultry. About half a village was wiped out by “an unknown virus.”  And yes, a majority of the residents had been using the formula. It’s amazing how far-flung that stuff is.  My guess is they need to tweak the virus it until they get 100% results.”

“It still amazes me that the polio vaccine and other lifesaving vaccines have a terrible time getting through to some of these countries, let alone out of the way villages due to the usual political nonsense by those in charge. Yet the formula appeared almost everywhere. Of course one of the side effects of the formula is people are much more resistant to diseases now, but you know everybody is buying it for the cosmetic reason. We are such a shallow, neurotic species,” Maggie said to no one in particular.

Turning to Kevin, Melissa nudged him gently, “You’ve been awfully quiet, what have you been thinking about, big guy?” 

“Well, I really can’t add anything creatively in the area of how exponentially something potentially wonderful turned into such a cluster fuck. But I have been thinking of mass hysteria and how to use it to our advantage,” Kevin replied.

“You mean NLP on a worldwide scale?” asked Melissa.

“Every day you make me love you more and more. Yes, NLP.  But I don’t know if it’s possible to get people around the world to stop doing something they think is a gift from heaven.”

Humberto, who had regained his courage and voice, now interjected, “By NLP you are referring to Neuro-Linguistic Programming, correct? I just want to clarify that we are talking about the psychotherapy NLP where one tries to change behavior by changing thought patterns. In the government, we used so many acronyms, NLP could’ve meant Natural Language Processing, Natural Laboratory Partnership, Network Library Program, Natural Livestock and Poultry.” 

Melissa interrupted Humberto's anagram list by shouting, “Natural fucking Livestock and Poultry?  Did you really think I was referring to Natural Livestock and Poultry on a worldwide-scale?”

“Well, I wasn’t sure where you were headed, and like I said there are so many acronyms out there, it gets confusing. Besides, I thought that Neuro-Linguistic Programming was considered pseudo-science and was total bunk. I mean if you want to change someone’s thought patterns, the CIA had some out of this world mind-blowing stuff. I mean, so I’ve heard. I mean, I must have seen it in a movie. One of those totally ridiculous spy things. Ha ha...” Humberto trailed off and stared at something fascinating on the top of his right shoe.

Danny, along with everyone else, stared at Humberto without speaking for several seconds. Finally, after a few false starts and without breaking eye contact with Humberto’s bent head, said, “I don’t think you can put the freak on people worldwide. Or try to hypnotize them on a grand scale. Even if people started to get weird side effects like, oh, say death for example, people would still use it.  Look at cigarettes; they are called coffin nails for a reason. People who have emphysema and are dying from lung cancer still want to puff away. Same goes for the hardcore drugs. Hey, let's purchase and then inject or ingest something from a stranger in a dark alley. What could possibly go wrong? People consistently do it which makes other people insanely rich off of misery and death. There’s no way to stop stupidity and greed.” 

“There may be if there’s no high,” Maggie quietly said.

“Who said that? Was that you, Melissa? Oh, it was you, Maggie?  I don’t believe I’ve heard that tone in your voice before,” said Danny.

“What tone are you referring to?” snapped Maggie.

“Ahhh, my girl is back. You had me worried there for a second. You got all quiet. Very unlike you. Thought you were going to be sick or something,” Danny said as he kissed Maggie on the cheek.

“Can we get back on track? It’s like working with sugar-crazed preschoolers sometimes, and the new addition to the asylum is not exactly helping,” Maggie shouted .

“Yup she’s back,” Danny said with a grin.

“Wait, she’s mixing metaphors. Are we sugar-crazed preschoolers or inmates at an asylum?” asked Humberto since he’d finally finished examining the tops of his shoes.

“Enough!” barked Maggie. “Now, do I have everyone’s attention?”

All heads nodded. Humberto knew when to keep his mouth shut, and this seemed like a good time to go into full rabbit like freeze until the storm known as Maggie died down.

She squeezed Danny’s hand, then stood up and began pacing, “I have come to the conclusion after working with un molded young minds and my peers at the college that the average person is an idiot.”

Danny and Kevin nodded immediately as they always thought they were the smartest and wittiest people in any gathering.

Melissa nodded enthusiastically, recalling all the years working as a police officer and the unbelievably ignorant and surprisingly proud to be ignorant people she dealt with on a daily basis. That didn’t even include the people she had worked with inside the department. (That had been an entirely different species of stupid.)

Humberto was at first shocked to hear such a sweeping generalization, but then remembered what had been the most popular TV shows before the formula. Reality TV and award shows. He wouldn’t be surprised if they came up with a category of “Best Award Show” on the next award show.  You would think people would get tired of narcissists and their so-called problems but cheap to produce shows and whiny rich people apparently appeal to ... by God she was right. The average person was a complete moron. 

“OK, we have all agreed that people are stupid. I am throwing myself into this pile as well for I have fallen for many advertising gimmicks as well as someone in this room who watches infomercials far into the night,” remarked Maggie as her gaze settled on Danny. “Danny is right. We probably won’t be able to scare people into not using the formula, but if we make it appear selfish and hideously inappropriate, or best of all politically incorrect to use, we might be able to keep people from using the product. Of course, if it appears that it has stopped working, people will stop using it.  Hopefully, if enough people suddenly turn against the formula, nutty McNutjob from the inner sanctum of our government will stop Project Insanity.” 

“Nutty  McNutjob, ha! That’s a fitting name for him and his second in command,” laughed Humberto.

“All right, so how are we going to accomplish this miracle and within a short period of time?” Melissa asked. “Also, what was that bit about ‘no high’?”

“We are going to have to go viral somehow. You know how some celebrity will say or do something “inappropriate” or downright criminal and the whole world knows about it nearly instantly? If we can get to the plants that are manufacturing the face creams and tweak the nanotechnology to make the body cream do nothing, people should theoretically start wrinkling up again. And only a few manufacturing plants make face creams, which are just sold under a bunch of different names and priced accordingly,”  so we’d only have to target those few plants,” replied Maggie.

“Hey, hey how about those video chat apps,” chimed in Kevin. “That would be a quick solution. Make it look like people all over the world are disgusted with the product for various reasons.” He stood as though facing an invisible whiteboard and wrote in the air with large sweeping block letters, “The dangers of nanotechnology. If you use the product, you are living longer but are preventing another life from coming into the world. In essence, if you continue to use this product, you are a baby killer.”  Kevin stressed the last two words by jumping up and pumping his fist. “Not that baby killer is a good thing, but you know what I mean,” he added.

“Yes. I see where you are going,” said Danny. “The dangers of nanotechnology; duh du dum dee dum, cue the spooky music. Who knows what happens over the long-term with extended use? What good are fewer wrinkles if your hair and teeth fall out.”

“Or if you turn sterile,” suggested Humberto.”

“Or, better yet, impotent!” shouted Melissa

Everyone turned to stare at her.

“Sorry, I got carried away.”

“What do woman get or lose?” Humberto asked

“What do you mean?” said Melissa.

“The female version of impotent, what do you do, shrivel up down there or what?”

At that, Danny and Kevin decided they needed to prepare a seven-course dinner in the kitchen immediately and sprinted for the doorway at breakneck speed. There was a minor collision in the entrance to the kitchen when Danny slowed down to look over his shoulder for a quick preview of the carnage to come, but Kevin pushed him through the doorway as he had built up quite a head of steam and couldn’t slow down. There was a crashing of chairs hitting tables, and then the floor before all was quiet.

Humberto watched the two men scamper out of the living room at about the same time his brain fully realized what his mouth had just said. He began to rise from his chair, but found two angry looking women hovering over him. He slid back down and raised his arms in what he hoped was a look of surrender. “Please don’t hurt me, I have no social skills and have little to no concept of what to say to anyone. Most of the time I work with numbers, and consequently, the right side of my brain has atrophied. I’m not responsible for what comes out of my mouth at any given moment,” he pleaded his arms now protectively covering his head.

Maggie and Melissa looked at each other, then at Humberto, and back at each other, at which point they both began to giggle.

“Come out of the kitchen, you cowards, we are all good here. We promise not to kill or maim anyone in the next 30 minutes,” promised Melissa, making a criss cross-motion over her heart with her fingers.

Humberto gave a deep sigh before asking, “Wait, what was that about 30 minutes?”

Danny and Kevin emerged from the kitchen, each carrying a huge sandwich and a bag of chips, and settled on the couch, ignoring Maggie and Melissa’s laser-like glares.

Humberto was going to ask how they’d managed to make sandwiches that fast but remembered something else had been worrying him. “I know you are in the middle of nowhere but, times have changed, and food and shelter are very scarce. You have plenty of both from what I have seen in my short time here. How have you been able to keep it? There are horrifying stories every day of home invasions where families are torn from their homes by roving gangs who take over their house until another band of loonies steals it from them.”

“Um, well, at first we did have a few unwelcome visitors, but then the word got out after a few demonstrations of our firepower that our property is very well guarded,” replied Kevin

“Hell yes, there are countries that aren’t as well armed as us” Danny said talking around his mammoth sandwich, “or nearly as high tech.”

“But it’s all legal, as far as you know,” Maggie interjected, nudging Humberto in the ribs.

“Of course, of course, I was just curious. 

Melissa, who’d been staring into space for the last few moments, suddenly gave Humberto a slight push. “Hey, if you could find us, using all those secret government places, could other government types find us as well, such as the guy you were reporting too. Are we in any danger?”

Humberto paused, removed his glasses, pulled a small square cloth from his shirt pocket and carefully cleaned his newly acquired scratch resistant glasses. “Oh yes absolutely. The person, I reported to has a much higher clearance level than I do. He would have a much easier time locating you I did. Perhaps I should have brought that up earlier. I was going to mention it before I left, I swear.”

Maggie, Melissa, Danny, and Kevin started to surround him Humberto, who began cleaning his glasses more furiously. “Er, I would definitely prepare for a possible visit from someone in his group, or consider relocating. However, he would probably find you no matter where you hid. He seems to be rather tenacious, not to mention insane. Not a healthy combination you want in an opponent with nearly unlimited funds and resources.” 

Humberto now attempted to crawl over the back of the chair he had been sitting on, he speaking over his shoulder, “I also think there may be a mole in my group. I have taken steps to throw them off the scent for a while, slowing them down a bit if they were going to pay you a visit. Please don’t hurt me; I’m really a good person.”
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CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE
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MOLE MAN, KNOWN TO Humberto as Jeremy Dipple, had several addictions that Humberto’s boss found out about while looking for a weak link in the number crunching group and zeroed in on Jeremy. Thus, Jeremy received a phone call from Boston’s right-hand man, Joe who informed that the Federal Government did not look favorably on employees with habits they could not control. Yes, there were employee assistance programs; however, it was just one step closer to the unemployment line if Jeremy thought jumping into one of those programs would save him. Would Jeremy join Joe’s team? 

Jeremy only managed a garbled noise that sounded like it was in the affirmative, so Joe filled him in. All Jeremy would have to do is keep Joe appraised of the real progress that Humberto’s group was making, particularly if they had found the source of the formula. In exchange for these updates, Jeremy could continue his world of gambling excesses, addiction to online shopping, and the exciting worlds of stamp and coin collecting. If Jeremy obtained and passed on reliable information, cash rewards would follow. Jeremy made another gurgling noise, but this noise sounded happier.
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CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO
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A WOMAN CAUGHT THE flu in New Hampshire; she thought nothing of it and figured she would be well in no time. After all, she had the formula. In fact, she had been giving herself massive doses of the fabulous cream ever since it came out.  She had always been the most beautiful woman in any gathering, and she wasn't going to let some gimmicky cosmetic cream give average people what she was born with. When she felt the first signs of being sick, she gave herself another extra dose, which was a fatal mistake. Her husband found her in the bedroom where she had laid down to take a nap. Or he more accurately saw what was left of her when he came home at 6:00 p.m. Being a thoughtful husband, he had picked up her favorite take out at Whan Dang Noodle Express. 

In their bedroom, thoughtful husband saw a lump under the comforter and went to gently shake his wife awake for dinner. “Hon, I brought your favorite, BBQ chicken rice.” What he shook, however, felt like what was in the cardboard take-out box, wet and jiggly, but the aroma was much less appetizing. His first crazy thought was, “why did she wrap up a hefty bag full of jelly and puke into a comforter? “Baby, is that you, in there? “All that greeted his response and the response to hundreds upon thousands of loved ones across the globe experiencing the same thing, was a sickening sloshing noise, which thoughtful husband later found out came from all his wife’s organs having gelatinized into one large puddle inside her body.

When he finally gathered up the courage to pull back the comforter, his once perfectly lithe wife literally poured off the bed, and into his arms that is until he scampered backward on the carpet crab-like and collided with the dresser. He left her like that, legs and butt on the bed, back arched, and torso, shoulders and head sliding under the bed Slinky-like. Where had this flexibility been for the previous ten years? This thought made him giggle, which soon turned into screaming. It was some time before he collected himself enough to call the police.

Hospitals were overwhelmed with the melting malady. There was widespread world panic. Everyone assumed that everyone else had faulty ingredients and kept using their version of the formula with confidence, which was their undoing.  
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CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE
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“SO WHAT’S THE STATUS of TOTH?” 

“Well, Boss, apparently nature has intervened or rather the formula has done quite a bit of TOTH for us” Joe replied. “I’ve been monitoring the chatter from the CDC, and it appears at this time that only those who used the formula in large doses have been affected. Basically, if you bathed in it, you are screwed.”

“So no big plan on our end? I was sort of hoping to get our hands dirty. Kind of looking forward to pushing the big red button, so to speak,” Boss said as he pushed an imaginary button on his desk.

“At this time, no. We don’t have to annihilate a large segment of the population, sir. For now, people are weaning themselves off the formula or are going cold turkey thanks to fear. Most likely the formula’s effects will cease, and users will start to age again and slowly return to their usual, average ugly selves again.”

“We still have a problem; the world is in a bad place now.”  Boss leaned forward in his chair and pointed his tented fingers at Joe. “The world needs someone to blame. They certainly aren’t going to blame themselves for the mess they got into. No one ever takes responsibility for their own actions. People usually started blaming the government first.”  He rose and paced back and forth, waving his arms in front of him as if deflecting the onslaught of the public’s outrage. “Big cover-up, secret testing, etc. they’ll moan. No, we need a scapegoat or several scapegoats. I did some digging and found some old friends of mine. Here are the names and faces of our scapegoats, he said, handing Joe a copy of his list.

“Yes sir, excellent sir.” 

“Oh, and Joe, you will also need someone who can recognize the original formula. That may come in handy at some point. Do we have any intel on that?”

“Yes, sir, I believe I can entice someone to come with me.” On that note, Joe exited the office quickly before the Boss thought to make him one of the scapegoats.

Boston looked at the names on his copy of the list and thought, I had a sweet cushy job in the world of academia, and you took it all away from me.  I was only setting aside some money for my retirement and you made it sound dirty and criminal. Yes, technically it was a felony, but damn it, I was never charged.  I knew this chance would come. Just like the proverbial bad penny that you are. Oh dear, I’ve made a horrible pun. You and your chemist boyfriend will be publicly humiliated like I was and then bang! Gone! 

Boston slammed his fist on top of his desk, which caused everything atop it to skip briefly across the desk’s surface to its edge, teeter there momentarily, and then tumble onto the floor. 
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CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR
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SUZANNE VERASSING IGNORED the muffled cries from an industrial sized dryer at the New Mexico Correctional Facility and nonchalantly walked out of the laundry and down the hall to the kitchen. That will teach that bitch to cut in front of me at the cafeteria. Now to whip up a batch of brownies for my dear friend, the Warden.  

In the kitchen as Suzanne began to make, her get out of jail faster, brownies for the warden, an explosion rocked the building. The far wall suddenly had a massive opening the size of a one-car garage door, through which a masked man in black, toting an AR15 rifle, now entered.  He ran toward Suzanne and told her, “Come with me if you want freedom.”

“You don’t have to tell me twice,” Suzanne replied as she dropped her bowl of batter. Anything to get out of this hole.”

Amongst more explosions at different areas around the prison, Suzanne and the masked man ducked through a newly made hole in the fencing  surrounding Suzanne’s latest home, and ran toward a minivan parked by an access road to the penitentiary. When Suzanne hopped in the van, she saw there was another passenger.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” Suzanne asked, and then turned to the masked man now seated in the driver’s seat.  “Who are you and why are you doing this?” 

“You can call me Joe. You have inside knowledge of Lexi Corp, their formulas, and their employees, correct?”

“Yes, but...?”

“Yes, well, he’s a consultant like you. We need specialized people to recognize the formula in all forms written and physical. Need to cover all bases.”

“But, he’s a fucking...”

“Noo, noo ah aye thought we git alang famously. Ah aye admired ye fae afar 'n' now...”

“Shut it Conner, or I will throw you out of this van. God of all the idiots to be teamed up with and I get stuck with a second-rate chemist who thinks he’s a leprechaun.”

“What? That’s not. What do you mean, second- rate? You twisted Betty Crocker.” Conner shouted in his normal voice.

“Quiet. You two will play nice. When I stop, we are going to change vehicles and” looking at Susan, Joe said, “You need to change out of your prison clothes.”

He drove a few miles then turned down an alley and parked behind a black SUV (Audi Q7).  Joe exited the van checked the area and then waved them over to the Audi. Inside the SUV he stripped out of his black BDUs and into a polo shirt and khakis. He handed a bag containing clothes and a wig to Suzanne and told her to change as well. 

After they were newly outfitted, Joe turned to Suzanne. “How would you like to finish the job that you started at Lexi? That is, finding the people that started this formula mess and make them pay for this worldwide disaster?”

“You had me at finish the job, but go on. Where are our targets?”

Joe turned in his seat and pointed at a map of the state. “We are just leaving here,” and pointed to a spot on the map.”

“Yes, Grants, lovely little town, I may just come back and retire if I turn senile. So where are we headed?” She followed his finger to a spot on the map just south of Grants. “Mother...” and turned to Joe who nodded.  “You mean I’ve been practically in sniping distance of those, those...” as Suzanne was searching for an appropriate word she had grabbed an edge of the map and was slowly squeezing it toward her.

“Hey watch it.” Joe snapped and snatched his slightly crumpled map away from Suzanne.

“What’s with the old school map? You stuck in the twentieth century?”

“It’s hard to clone a paper map. We’re a little over two hours from target house.”

Suzanne put her hand over her heart and sighed, “My Prince Charming has finally arrived.” She pushed a hovering Conner away from her and snapped, “What are we waiting for? Let’s get going.”
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CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE
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APPROXIMATELY 125 MILES south in a secluded house surrounded by sand and cacti, a voice echoed, “Kitchen, everyone, now!”

Over the intercom system, Melissa’s voice could be heard throughout the house, 

Important meetings were held in the kitchen since Danny and Kevin tended to panic less when they were eating. When everyone had gathered in the kitchen, Melissa turned on a monitor under a cabinet that showed surveillance camera images for a road that led from a town near their property. Two dark-colored SUVs were headed down this desolate path.

“I just got a call from Gabe in town, and he told me several strangers had stopped to buy gas and supplies at his shop. The group seemed odd, and he thought we should know. I’ve been tracking them since they left town and the vehicles seem to be headed this way,” Melissa said. 

“How many?” asked Maggie.

“Two large SUVs. Both of them have dark tinted windows. Gabe only saw two people exit the vehicles, but he was under the impression the SUVs were full. Maybe six people in each.”

“Maybe they’re tourists or mafia. That’s it, they have some guy they just whacked in one of the SUVs, and the other SUV is filled with lye and shovels and. What?”  Danny asked as Maggie slapped him on the side of the head.

“No more gangster movie marathons for you. Anything else, Melissa?” asked Maggie

“Well, Gabe called because in addition to buying gas, water, and snacks at the gas station, they stopped at Gabe’s place and picked up all of his boxes of the premium heavy-duty rounds. Those are the ones with the elephant on the package, plus some of the souped-up .223, .308, and .45 rounds. They cleaned out everything Gabe had in the back room. They paid in cash. The name on the FOID card was Tom Hero Fugue.

Through a mouthful of sandwich, Kevin said, “Oh shit, someone is serious. That is some serious ammo, and at the new prices, I don’t think I can count that high. Hell, Gabe can buy his own island now.” 

“Tom Hero Fugue, hmmm,” said Maggie. That’s an unusual and idiotic name.

“Quit humming, Maggie, and start getting worried like the rest of us,” wailed Danny who was stuffing BBQ chips into his mouth.

“Not quite yet, Danny, I don’t believe in panicking until absolutely necessary. Right now I don’t think it’s necessary.”

All eyes were on the progress of the SUVs as they traveled down the dusty road, and came to a T intersection. A right turn took would take the SUVs to Danny and Maggie’s house a left, back to the highway. 

As everyone held their breath, eyes glued to the video monitor, the SUV’s stopped at the intersection and paused, and paused, and paused.
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CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX
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SUZANNE EXPLODED FROM the passenger seat of the SUV, “Where the hell are we, a giant litter box!”

Joe who wasn’t used to rhetorical questions answered, “We are only a few miles to target.”

“Is all this equipment necessary? I’m used to going in quick, hitting the target, and getting out quick. Okay, maybe occasionally I have to play an extended charade, but only if the payoff is worth it. This last one was not,” she snarled as she racked the slide back on her .380 G42 Glock and stuck it into her vest.

“Yes. As I told you before, we have to have scapegoats, and we have to broadcast them to the world. Sneaking in and offing them, as you have so delicately put it, does us no good.”

“Ah yes, shaming them before the world, I do like the sound of that, but they are going to have a messy end, right? You did promise me I get to finish what I started, and I started to annihilate them, so that’s what I plan on doing. You make them look foolish, which, from what I remember of them, that won’t be difficult. Then I get to tear them apart, little by little, tiny piece by tiny piece. The world will cheer as your scapegoats lives are ended one by one.”  While painting this pretty picture, Suzanne broke a full box of ammo in half with her hands. 

The IT personnel who were transfixed and horrified by Suzanne’s words recoiled in their seats when the box of ammo snapped in half. Jeremy, the newest IT member of the team, freaked out completely when the container gave way. He let out a high-pitched squeak and flung his iPad up into the air; it struck the SUV’s ceiling with a thud. Jeremy, Alex, and Cody had been recruited by Joe since he needed IT people who didn’t mind bending the law slightly, or altogether. In this case, all three IT recruits were on parole for hacking government systems and were not allowed to own or use any computers. When Joe asked them to join this expedition, they all jumped at the chance to use their skills again. 

Suzanne, taping the ammo box back together, told Joe, “Please tell me these fearless he-men are staying in the vehicle. It was bad enough riding with that jabbering idiot Conner those few miles. Thank God he jumped into the second vehicle with your other buddies, but then we picked up these heroes.”  She turned to look at the courageous twenty-somethings trembling in the backseat. The squeaky one, Jeremy, who had just tossed his iPad in the air, had a mass of curly dark hair atop a nearly perfectly round head attached to a toothpick body. He looks like a god damn lollipop, Suzanne thought to herself. Alex and Cody looked like they should still be in high school despite being in their mid-twenties. Alex was small and compact with shoulder length sandy hair that usually hung over his face, and wore round wire-rimmed glasses he was forever pushing up on his nose. Cody looked like a football player but dressed like a mixture of a rock, punk, and heavy metal aficionado. His jet black hair was cut into a Mohawk and he had multiple piercings on his face. He was dressed in black and dark purple clothing, which clung to his beefy six foot, 230 pound frame of quivering jelly. 

“Yes, they can do everything remotely from the SUV.  The other SUV has four highly trained personnel to assist in our mission and your “friend”, the chemist, you already met to assist in finding any relevant material.

“Thank God. Otherwise, I would’ve had to kill one of these nerds to keep the others in line.”

“Ha, that’s funny. She’s just kidding, right? You were just kidding,” Jeremy said to no one in particular.
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“I CAN’T TAKE THE SUSPENSE any longer. Why aren’t those things moving?” wailed Danny.

“Wait, something is happening. The passenger side door is opening on the second vehicle!” Kevin hollered, pointing at the screen.

Danny slapped Kevin’s hand away from the monitor, “We aren’t blind. Get your big fat finger out of the way. Shit, that’s Humberto! I recognize his L.L. Bean wardrobe.”

“I don’t know, that jacket looks more like your Eddie Bauer jacket than L.L. Bean” Danny muttered as he leaned in toward the monitor.

“Could be. Are you talking about that three- in- one jacket? That could be the lightweight liner he is wearing with the detachable hood. His looks like the hazelnut color I wanted, but you talked me out of. And that color’s not bland at all. It looks good in the desert, kind of blends. Damn it, I knew I should’ve gotten the hazelnut, but no, you talked me into the orange. I look like a fucking Popsicle in that thing. Hey, who’s that coming up behind Humberto?” 

While Kevin and Danny had been discussing the finer points of menswear, Maggie and Melissa had decided to collect Humberto and his group, and Kevin and Danny now watched as Maggie and Melissa’s car lead Humberto’s group’s car down a dusty road, to a lone house surrounded by a large fence.

“So I guess we should start setting things up while the ladies bring in our guests,” Kevin said as he started propelling Danny toward the door.”

Danny and Kevin had already started setting up the room in the lone house they had nicknamed the “Q” room. Danny made a pit stop as he had a nervous bladder. “Man, I’m glad we put a bathroom in here.  I know we have had to scare off those roaming bands of scavengers in the past, but they were disorganized and relatively easy to scare off.  This is a worst fear scenario we never thought would come, but at least we of over-prepared for it. I hope we don’t even have to use a fraction of this arsenal. I’m getting kind’ a nervous. Geez, I may have to make another trip to the john.”

A voice could be heard outside the door: “How prepared are you for an assault on this house?” The voice started out strong and confident, but ended with a slight quake and squeak.

Assuming it was Humberto, Kevin opened the door. “Hey, buddy, Humberto, this place was designed to withstand certain problems outside the realm of everyday suburban difficulties. You scared the crap out of us. We thought this was it.”

“Um, actually this is it. There are a couple of SUVs a few minutes behind us with unfriendlies. These people are ruthless. At least the guy I know as the Boss is, and his second in command is one of those quiet scary types. I hope this place is as secure as you say it is.”

“All the glass is bulletproof. Doors are all oak and lead-lined.”

Momentarily forgetting the caravan of baddies coming their way, Humberto caressed the intricate carving on the door. “Oak, I thought this was oak. Beautiful, especially the hand carving. What is that, a roadrunner?”

“Yes, Danny and I also wanted a coyote, but we were shot down. Sorry, bad choice of words. Maggie and Mellissa thought that’d be too much and just wanted a desert scene with the roadrunner. Anyway, this place is very secure, very high-tech. Come into our ‘Q’ room and look at what we have. As Humberto entered, Kevin hollered into an intercom next to the door, Maggie, Melissa, per Humberto, we are going to have company shortly!” 

“I filled them in when they collected us at the gate,” Humberto told Kevin.

“Never mind!” Kevin shouted at the intercom.

As Humberto and his group entered the “Q” room, a collective gasp rippled through the group. Danny’s panicked bladder had recovered, and he had opened all the secret panels, which revealed the surprises the room had to offer

The 007-like room, before the opening of cabinets of doom and gloom, as Melissa liked to call them (since that was also the name of one of her favorite kick-ass Stones tunes), looked like a comfy library or study where one could settle down with a good book. A stone fireplace graced the far left corner of the room, and two overstuffed leather recliners and an L-shaped, toffee- colored sofa faced it. Mounted above the hearth was a 40-inch flat screen TV. The walls were lined with built-in cherrywood bookcases that would make a librarian swoon, and the floor was a swirl of gray, brown and tan slate   Danny was known to say that the color and style of flooring took longer to decide on than the Hundred Years’ War. 

However, right now what caught Humberto’s and his team’s attention was what Danny had just revealed by opening the secret panels. They opened into a walk-in armory that would have made the DOD jealous. On the left were handguns by Glock, Taurus Hecker, and Koch HK45. All were .45 calibers. Humberto had so far counted 14 Glocks when one of the agents of SFPGABIBOONATDAP, or Counting Division also called CD called out to him.

“Oh my God, sir you should see what’s over here!” Carl yelled.

Humberto scurried over to Carl who was usually very soft-spoken and mild-mannered like most of his team. “What? I know there are a lot of weapons; I was just counting all the Glocks... oh, my, look at all these rifles. Several AK 47s and an AS50 sniper rifle. Did you know this will shoot five rounds in 1.6 seconds? Just a lovely little weapon. We brought one along as well. They have five. Let’s see, they also have several HK416 assault rifles. Ooooh, I’ve read about these, the FN Fal rifle, which fires a 7.62 round. This sucker can be used as a machine gun, combat rifle, or sniper gun.  How many of these do they have?  My, oh my, they have six of these. It’s like Christmas in here.” 

Humberto’s hand brushed against one of the rifles in a caressing motion, and the entire cabinet swiveled around, revealing another level of weapons. 

“Yikes, what did I do?”

“Nothing, you just exposed another layer of weaponry,” said Danny who had heard all Humberto’s oohing and ahhing and came over to show off the cabinets. “You have just uncovered the shotgun layer.

As Humberto and Carl gazed upon row upon row of shotguns, Danny moved along the rows like a teacher, and recited the names: “Remington 870 Express Tactical,  the 12 gauge holds 6+1, a Mossberg 930 SPX holds 7 +1, and the Kel-Tec KSG 12 gauge that holds 12 rounds and his brothers all have holographic sites. As a side note, this last one is Maggie’s and Melissa’s favorite as it weighs in at 6.9 pounds. There are only six of them, so keep in mind two are for the ladies. To continue, Beretta 1301 Tactical 12 gauge 5 +1 and, last but not least, several AT1 Benelli M4s which can fire off six rounds. We also have a non-lethal section. These include attention-getting bean- bag round shotguns and some of our own devices.” 

Carl, who was peering at a row of weaponry, asked, “What the hell are these things? They look like ray guns or potato guns on steroids.”

“Yes, well, no one can say we lack in variety,” replied Kevin as he wandered up to where Carl was fondling what looked like a double barreled potato gun.

Danny was still reciting the inventory to Humberto and Carl. “Next to the shotguns are the flashbangs, which are pretty self-explanatory. You don’t want to be nearby when they go off.”

“I can see now why you don’t have any problems with the roaming bands of undesirable elements. Why do you need a control panel for this room, how complicated are these cabinets? What the hell is that?  I know what that is, but I thought we were the only ones that brought one,” said Humberto, pointing at the far corner of the walk-in armory. 

“Hey Kevin, Humberto and gang brought along a rocket launcher too.”

“Cool, what type?” asked Kevin as he walked over.

“Hey, I hate to interrupt, but I know you guys have a lot of weapons and all, but what I was trying to show Mr. Fuego is over here by the rocket launcher,” Carl now pointed to several strange looking weapons in the corner.

“Don’t you mean Mr. Fugue,” giggled Maggie as she walked over. “I’m not so sure of those things. Perhaps they will be as effective as they were in the 60’s.”

“Now, now, no negativity, my little negative ion. It’s a good thing I’m positive otherwise we would never have been attracted to each other,” said Danny as he pulled Maggie close.

“God, you are such a nerd, which is why I love you, but I still think those things should stay where they are.”

“I would’ve interjected sooner, but I was getting nauseated from Mr. Romance’s patter,” Kevin said. “Actually, Mr. Smooth and I took the base idea from the 60’s and did some tweaking. Now the yardage of the microjets has improved from 55 yards to 200, and they can shoot eight rounds instead of six. The calibers are still .49 or .51. They work, and the percentage is 100% which is really incredible given our efforts together or singly. But they’ll be used in an only choice, situation I swear,” said Kevin.

“Only choice, isn’t that an oxymoron?” asked Ashley from Humberto’s team, who apparently had doubled majored in being a pain in the ass grammar corrector.

“Don’t worry about it, we have many backup plans, well several, and just avoid the areas we told you to. Avoid getting killed, and everything will be fine,” Kevin explained while waving his hands about as if there were a swarm of bees in front of him.

“Wait a second, back up a minute. If you guys actually succeeded at something, why haven’t we heard about this before now? There should’ve been a huge whoop dee doo and a lot of in-your-face gloating about this” Maggie said.

“Well, Danny and I agreed that because they’re weapons, we didn’t want news of them to get out. We only worked on them as a concept and it seemed like a cool idea. We didn’t think we could make them work. When we did get the Gyro-jet to work, it was amazing, and we got so wrapped up in what we were doing, we forgot what these things were capable of doing. When we came to our senses after having our fun, we just hid them away with all these other things, to be used as a last resort, right, Danny?”

“Yup, couldn’t have said it any better myself,” replied Danny. “Now that our show and tell is done, what exactly have you brought to the party, Humberto?” Danny paused, looked at Humberto for a moment, and with a big grin on his face said, “Tom Hero Fugue, ha! I just got it! But before you show us what you have, you all need to know some other things about this house. Kevin, you are better at explanations than I am, so why don’t you show our guests the surprises in the house.”

But midway through Kevin’s lecture, and alarm started blaring.

“Hurry, Kev. Two SUVs just rolled up, and they do not look like Humberto’s actuarial majors,” Danny yelled.

Kevin finished outlining the plan with a map of the house and property, Melissa who was tracking the SUVs on the video system, made an announcement, “Looks like they are splitting up. Two are coming around to the patio in the back. I lost sight of two others. I’ve counted a total of six individuals so far. Okay does everyone have protection on? Shut up, morons,” she said, hearing giggles coming from Danny and Kevin who were loading up various weapons. “I know we all put on extra coats of the formula, but getting shot is not something any of us wants to experience,” Melissa continued.  “Stick to the plan, herd the intruders, and stay out of the line of fire.” Mellissa checked to make sure her Glock 21 was loaded for at least the tenth time and slung a riot shotgun over her shoulder.

Melissa had been put in charge of the operation as she had the law enforcement experience and the rest of the group had zero experience. The majority of Humberto’s team was currently having simultaneous panic attacks and feelings of exhilaration.  The initial rush of excitement turned to pants filling fear as an explosion ripped through the house. The kitchen wall that had been facing the patio disappeared, turning the area into a very “open” indoor/outdoor kitchen.

Since Melissa advised Humberto’s team to stay out of the line of fire, they immediately scattered throughout the house in small groups, clustering where they could get unobstructed views of the entrances yet be away from windows and doors. Humberto saw Carl and Anthony possibly having simultaneous seizures. In fact, they were trying attempting to fling their shotguns over their shoulder but failing and flailing because their straps had gotten caught on their holsters. They retreated to the second master bedroom next to the patio/kitchen, but appeared moments later in the hallway with shotguns at the ready as if they had been preparing for this moment their entire life. 

Humberto saw Danny and Maggie gesturing at someone in the “Q” room, but couldn’t figure out if they were flashing the peace sign or the number two sign. Humberto wished he had watched more action movies and knew what SWAT signals meant. Whoever was in the “Q” room must’ve known what the gesture meant because, Melissa was now running toward him. “Wow, they sure aren’t fucking around, are they? Good thing that wasn’t a load-bearing wall” breathed Humberto. He was gasping for air, and he felt like he had just run a marathon.

“The question is, where are they? You just don’t blow up a wall and walk away. I just saw two running around the side of the house. So far, nothing. Doesn’t make sense,” said Cathy.

Kevin, who had an eye on the kitchen breakfast area from their “Q” room, noticed movement in the debris. “I’ve got movement!” he shouted louder than he intended, and mouthed “Sorry” to Danny and Maggie who shushed him from the family room area. Ashley and Joshua, who were with Ryan and Bernard in the master bedroom, came out when they heard Kevin yell. They joined up with Maggie and Danny.

“What’s he yelping about” asked Ryan

All eyes are on Kevin who then turned and pointed to several somethings that were overturning debris in the remodeled kitchen.

Danny saw the first object that surfaced and gasped, “It’s so tiny. I didn’t know they came so tiny. Oh my God, there are a lot of them too.” 

At first look, the items appeared to be little, half dollar sized flimsy tinker toys. However, as one rolled closer, everyone got a better view of the device. Something that looked like an eyeball rotated in the center of its flat body that as it moved around on chunky tires. Whatever they were made of, it wasn’t tinker toy material.

Kevin apparently knew what they were, because he jumped up and down until he saw Melissa giving him that look.

Danny and Kevin immediately knew what to do and took aim with their shotguns, and they both blew a dozen away with one shot each.

Danny explained after taking out his Glock and blowing one of the rolling, micromachines off a piece of the remaining kitchen wall. “Those are programmable micro-robots with cameras, and most likely sending the feed nearby, probably to those SUVs out there.  In any other circumstance, they would be super cool, but right now they are sneaky video bugs,” he said while blasting three more that crept through the hole in the wall. 

“If you see any of these things, shoot them. Use your pistol if you see just one or two. If they are in groups, shotgun the bastards,” he said. At that, a blast could be heard from the direction of the hallway leading to the second master bedroom where Carl and Anthony were positioned.

“Ah ha, got you motherfucker!” growled Carl.

“You the man, Carl. I didn’t know you had it in you,” said Anthony as he clapped Carl on the back.

“I can be a mean bitch when I want to,” replied Carl and blasted eight more crawling cameras.
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“RECONNOITER, YOU FUCK heads, reconnoiter and drop a couple of the bugs quietly into the house, then meet back at the SUV in five, ten minutes at the latest. Was that so fucking hard for you two shits? I don’t recall saying blow a fucking hole in the fucking wall and alerting everyone in the house to our arrival and then dumping all of our bugs into the house. What the fuck is the matter with you? Tell me why I shouldn’t shoot both of you right now?”  Joe shouted as he alternately pointed his M9 Beretta between Ruckers and Ridgeway’s heads. “Go ahead, tell me. I’ll give your equipment to the fuck nerds in the SUV and have them take care of business. No problem. They can’t be any worse than you two. And I know since they are nerds, they’ve gotta be smarter than you two.  It’d be a win, win situation. That’s it!”  Rucker and Ridgeway stood unmoving, plastered against the SUV in hopes of somehow melting into the vehicle and disappearing either into it or possibly another dimension.

Rucker and Ridgeway, who were mercenaries like Joe, had never cowered from anything or anyone in their lives. In ten minutes of this simple recon mission, they had  panicked and were now in fear of their lives in front of Joe who they sensed might literally rip their heads off with his bare hands. They had seen this same look before in other men, and it never ended well. What they didn’t know was, this was the longest speech Joe had ever given in his entire life. 

Joe had no idea why he lost his temper. He never lost his temper. He was the one that always kept it together even when things went sideways. There had been countless times when things had been more fucked up than now, and he hadn’t lost his temper.

“Hey, you do know we can hear everything you’re saying, right?” asked Jeremy over the headsets.

“And your point is?” growled Joe.

“We would rather stay in the SUV. Also, we prefer geeks to”

“Shut it.”

Suzanne had been leaning out the window of the SUV with a rapt expression on her face. “Bravo Joe here, use my Taurus. She only has a hundred or so rounds through her, hardly broken in. She’s a .45 and makes lovelier holes than your .9mm.  Boy, if we didn’t have a mission to fulfill I would be all over you like stink on a skunk.” She dangled the gun in her hand toward Joe in what she thought was a seductive manner.

“Booby traps, and they already knew we were here,” said Rucker all in a rush.

“Yes, weird booby traps and at first we didn’t know what it was. I thought I was seeing things and didn’t want to say anything, but Rucker already had the tannerite out and plastered it by the, uhh, booby trap. We then fired at the tannerite from a prudent distance to ignite it, and when the tannerite went off, we just flung the bugs in as we passed by the hole. We didn’t see the necessity of sticking around and got the hell out of there. Isn’t that right, Ridgeway?”

“Okay shitheads, that’s what reconnoiter means, look for surprises, like fucking booby-traps. You then report back to us so we can avoid the booby traps. You don’t go blowing up what sounded like half the house.”

“It was part of the back wall off the patio, the kitchen area, I think,” said Ridgeway.  

“Isn’t that fucking fantastic. So much for our stealthy approach, and down the crapper goes the plan to make our targets look foolish and turn them into scapegoats!” Joe fumed.

“Wait, did we get the kitchen wall demolish with those robots on video or on your body cams?” asked Suzanne

“Ummm, both. Yes” came the faint reply from IT Alex.

“We might be able to salvage this after all, and turn the targets into terrorists. If we fiddle with the footage, we can make it look like they blew up the kitchen themselves, and we, of course, came prepared for any kind of scenario and had to defend ourselves. This can still work. We just have to be careful and make us look like a peacekeeping, information-gathering group, and make them look like crazed, off the grid nut jobs. They caused the entire formula-based, horrifying mess, and when confronted with the truth, self-destructed.”

“It sounded like they’ve already started self-destructing.  I hear a lot of gunshots going on in there,” said Joe, lowering his gun and turning toward the house. As soon as he lowered his weapon, Rucker and Ridgeway dropped to the ground and rolled under the SUV to the other side.

There was a faint throat clearing. Then IT Alex, who had been chosen as the spokesperson after losing a heated rock, paper, scissors game-off, tentatively said, “Umm, they are shooting at and surprisingly hitting quite a few of the bugs let loose in the house.”

“What kind of firepower do they have, and how many are there?” asked Joe.

“Maybe eight or more people, at least eight, and they seem heavily armed with shotguns and handguns. They are using both on the bugs. Pretty effectively too.”

“Allred and Mims, you two are on the north side in the back, flashbangs at the ready.  Don’t go in until I give the go ahead. Rucker and Ridgeway, since you two are allergic to the back, you are going right through the front door on the south. Suzanne can’t go to the front since they know her from Lexi. I’ll be on the northeast corner, and Suzanne will be on southeast corner to start. Rucker, change clothes with Cody in IT and make sure you have your body camera functional and filming when you approach. Ridgeway, you stay in the SUV until Rucker gives the signal, then you follow him in. Leave the chemist in the vehicle for now.  We have enough fuck ups without adding another one to the mix. No matter who comes to the door, they are going to be heavily armed, which will look bad on their part. Wait, what was that part about the booby trap on the south side of the house? Did you guys disarm it at least before running away like little girls?”

“Well, we never saw, at least I never saw anything like it before, Boss, well not in real life. It flickered for an instant.  It just appeared when we got within 25 feet of the patio. We decided to tannerite it. We just put some on the patio and on the wall, moved a prudent distance away and fired at it and, you know, tannerite...boom.  We misjudged the amount, and the wall sorta went away...” Rucker trailed off at the end of this explanation. But in a happier tone said, “We got the booby trap, though. Blown to bits.”

“Good enough for us. Let’s go, Mims. This will be a piece of cake,” Allred said over his shoulder as he headed toward the house.

“Shouldn’t we hear what the booby trap was?” asked Mims

“No need. All blown up, like the man said. These are civilians and are most likely cowering in the house like little lambs. Easy peasy. Like I told you when we signed up for this job, this will be the easiest paycheck you will ever earn. Trust me.”

For Christ’s sake, just what did you morons see?” Suzanne hissed to Rucker and Ridgeway.
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THE ALIEN FROM THE Alien movies is on our back patio?”  Maggie asked incredulously as she looked into the back yard, as if she would see it relaxing on their chaise lounge, sipping lemonade.

“It’s actually called a Xenomorph.  Kevin and I couldn’t decide between that and the Brundlefly from The Fly. It works like a motion detector light, but with a Xenomorph hologram,” explained Danny.”

“How come neither Melissa nor I have seen it? I’m sure she would’ve mentioned it.”

“Anytime you guys are out and about, we turn it off.  We didn’t think you would find it as interesting as we do.”

“Actually, it’s brilliant. It probably keeps the coyotes away. However, I don’t think it will keep these guys away for too long, at least not the ones with IQs in the triple digits.”

Humberto had found Melissa in the living room looking at her smartphone, which was linked up to the house’s video system. “Okay, I see movement coming toward us.  Kevin, good thing you got around their blocking system. We still have eyes out there. I see one walking directly to the front door. The rest are dressed in tactical gear. This guy coming to the front door is in khakis and a polo shirt. Two on the patio two and... oh fuck, that looks like Suzanne. I thought she was safely locked up. If that’s her, she’s on the southeast side and another is on the northeast. There may be more in that SUV that khaki and polo guy got out of, and there’s still another SUV a couple hundred yards to the west of us. We need someone who can think on their feet and won’t lose their cool. We need a super cool person who can talk in circles and herd polo guy or more of them to one of our modified rooms.”

Ashley, Joshua, Ryan, and Bernard all said, “Cathy and Carl” at the same time. Carl nominated Cathy, and Cathy nominated Carl. Humberto thought he was the super cool one of the group and had started stepping toward the front door when Melissa grabbed him.

“Team leaders need to lead, not participate.”

“Right, of course, I knew that,” Humberto said. “Carl and Cathy both know how to confound, exacerbate, and perform excellent obfuscation. They have gone through extensive government training and have excelled in all areas.”

Humberto, however, had mixed emotions; he wanted to be actively in charge, but in a clean environment, somewhere in a control room, a pleasant, pristine, air-conditioned control room. If he had gone to the front door, he might have had to go outside in the dirt, and where the breeze might have spewed dust all over him. He inwardly shuddered at the memory of exiting the SUV earlier. It was bad enough that the outdoors was now blowing into the house through that hole in the wall where the kitchen used to be. Hey, there was a control room of sorts, the “Q” room, with a control panel and video. He’d be able to see all the action. Perfect. 

“I’ll be in the ‘Q’ room, Melissa.”

“Super,” replied Melissa as she waved him away and briefed Carl and Cathy on their quickly improvised game plan. 

“Here are your props, give me your shotguns. We will keep you covered. Oh, and wear this over your body armor.”

Carl looked at Cathy with wide eyes. “I think she’s lost her mind, and we have too if we go through with this.” Carl stared down the barrel of his new weapon. How did they get their hands on this stuff so fast? Just what do they do here?

“Stick to the plan, don’t freak out until this is all over. Then we can have a nice freak out session together,” replied Cathy as she peered out the peephole and made the number one sign with her finger back at Melissa. 

“Why don’t we have those little Bluetooth earbuds to communicate?”

“Do I have to remind you what department we are in, and what kind of budget we have?”

“Oh yeah, never mind.”

“I asked Melissa, and she said something about their suckiness and risk of the transmission being intercepted. Okay now, calm and pleasant.”

As Rucker approached the front door, he requested a test from IT. “Test, test, is the camera and sound working?”

“Everything is five by five.”

“Christ, a simple ‘yes’ will do.”

Rucker pressed the doorbell and tried put on an innocuous, friendly looking expression. He stood six foot four and weighed in at 240.  The 240 pounds were mostly  muscle covered by deeply tanned skin, and the clothes he had swapped with IT Cody only accentuated the muscles. He had a short, military style haircut, which did nothing to soften his rectangular shaped face. Rucker had a very Transformer shaped body and an angular shaped head. Given the muscles in his face were sorely out of practice from forming a smile or pleasant look, he ended up looking like he needed to find the nearest bathroom quickly.

He was greeted at the door by a woman dressed in some sort of weird vest and carrying what looked like a laser or squirt gun. She seemed harmless. She had the body of a long-distance runner or something, but she was nothing he couldn’t handle. Next to her was a man, similarly dressed and carrying the same type of weird gun. He looked like he was in his forties and seemed about as dangerous as those IT guys back in the SUV.  The guy was skinny, with longish, sandy blonde hair and freckles. Not exactly the type you would avoid walking down the street. More like the type you’d stop and ask for directions if you were lost.

“Hello there. You certainly came fast, we put in the call only a few minutes ago, didn’t we, Carlton?” Cathy chirped into Carl’s ear as she placed her hand on his shoulder. “Is there some mining or fracking going on? You wouldn’t believe what just happened. Our lovely kitchen wall just disintegrated. Some friends and I were playing laser tag and kaboom!” With the kaboom, Cathy spread her arms wide, slightly pushing Rucker to one side of the doorway. “I know you must think we are crazy. Grown-ups playing a child’s game, but occasionally we like to blow off steam, especially in these trying times. Are you a structural engineer or someone from code enforcement? We have quite a bit of damage in here. I hope you brought someone along with you. You will probably need help to assess the damage.”

“Yes,” blurted out Carl, transfixed by the giant in front of him. “Please bring anyone you have with you. We are worried that the dining room and the family room walls may have been affected by whatever damaged the kitchen wall.” Carl linked his arm with Rucker and before Rucker knew what was happening, Carl spun him around toward the front yard and waved at the parked SUV. “Yoo hoo, Mr. Code Enforcement and whoever else you have in there. The more, the merrier. Come on in, we have refreshments.”

“Oh my God, Carl, you are fucking brilliant,” Melissa said to Maggie and Danny as they had regrouped with Humberto in the “Q” room. “Right now there are no bugs in the dining room so let’s keep it that way. Depending on how many exit the SUV in the front, Maggie and I will take care of that group. The rest of you have your people to watch.”

Rucker wasn’t exactly used to thinking on his feet; he was more comfortable getting an assignment, carrying out that mission, and then heading to the nearest bar and forgetting the job he just accomplished.  His associates described Rucker as akin to a programmable robot, but not as intelligent or cuddly.

After being swung around by that Carlton guy, Rucker could only stare at what Carlton was wearing. Some sort of weird body armor, with a clear triangle at belly button level and two more clear blobs on his shoulder. His “weapon” was bright blue with a bright orange barrel. Who are these nutcases? Rucker thought to himself.

Carl followed Rucker’s line of sight and said, “Oh right, kinda silly but oh so much fun when you get into the spirit of the thing. We were playing laser tag. You shoot at each other, and if you hit someone, their vest buzzes.”

Rucker thought to himself, I usually know when I hit someone when the screaming starts or when their head explodes.

Joe who had been watching this incredible turn of events from the SUV, hissed to Rucker and Ridgeway, “Okay, change of plans. Once again, I don’t know how this is possible, but they seem to be slightly ahead of us. IT, keep eyes in the house. How are the bugs doing?”

Alex, who, after the last few conversations had gained a little more confidence, lost almost all of it as he scanned the video and saw only a few of the bugs were still mobile. “Not so good, boss, only about ten bugs left and...oops, downs to six, and they seem to be confined to the master bedroom.  It looks like they were herded into the walk-in closet. We’ve got nothing now. “

Rucker, who had been listening to this play-by-play, said, “Fuck” out loud, which caused Carl and Cathy to step away from Rucker. 

“Umm, fucking awesome gear, it looks like top of the line uh laser stuff,” Rucker mumbled, trying to cover himself.

“Yes, well we are sort of nerdy about the game and thought what the hell, we play it a lot might as well get the good stuff. So do you have any experts with you or is it just you who’ll asses the house for structural damage?” asked Cathy who was trying to peer around Rucker’s bulk at the SUV parked in the driveway.

“Ridgeway, get out there with Rucker. We lost eyes in the house, might as well get both of you in there. We need to do a headcount and make sure those three are in there before we start a mini-Armageddon. All we need is to be at the wrong fucking house.”

Suzanne nearly blew Joe’s ears out when she shrieked, “We are at the right house! I saw those two idiots from Lexi before all the bugs were vaporized!”  

Rucker also heard Suzanne’s banshee-like voice-over his earpiece, slapped his hand to his ear, and cursed, “Fucking bitch.” Realizing the two from the house looked at him strangely, he muttered the first thing that came to mind, “Fucking bitch of a day out, isn’t it? Wish I could join you guys in your game. Umm, yes, we’ve been going around the neighborhood” (as if they were in a crowded subdivision instead of out in the middle of nowhere in the desert), “and warning people about the possible seismic activity as there was some blasting in the area that may have caused some aftershocks.” He had just watched a Discovery Chanel program on earthquakes, and he thought he was using the right words, though he wasn’t sure if construction blasting could cause earthquakes. “My partner will fill you in regarding all the details. I’ll have Mr. Ridgeway come out and speak with you.”

Ridgeway had jumped out of the SUV to strangle Rucker, but caught himself in time since Cathy and Carl were within viewing distance. Instead, he gave a little wave and said, “Be with you in a moment, folks” and pulled Rucker around to the opposite side of their SUV.  He’d tried to camouflage his BDU to make it less battle dressy, but only managed to pull a crumpled up white polo he found in the bottom of a duty bag over his desert brown shirt.

Compared to Rucker, who looked like an extra from the Expendables , Ridgeway resembled a 1920’s prohibition gangster. He slicked-back his black hair, had compact features, stood only five feet seven and weighed in at 180, which was all muscle. In a fight, Ridgeway became very Weeble like and rarely got knocked down due to his low center of gravity.  His sallow complexion never changed, even in the most extreme conditions. However, his most unusual feature was his neck, or lack thereof; people had tried to find it on several occasions, usually for strangling or garroting purposes, but had always been unsuccessful. It clearly was somewhere between his head and shoulders, but he was built like a turtle, and retracted his neck into its shell at all times.  

“Hey, where are He-man and the fireplug going?” whispered Carl to Cathy.

“I don’t know but I hope Melissa is at the ready because there’s not a lot of cover out here,” said Cathy, looking at a couple of small yucca and barrel cacti. 

“What about that big Apache Plume about 25 feet away? We could start heading that way.”

“You need to know the difference between cover and concealment, Carl. There’s Melissa by the entryway. She’s got us covered.”

“Alright!” shouted the fireplug (causing Carl and Cathy to jump). “Let’s get down to business. I hear you have some structural issues after a bit of a wall collapse in your home. If we may be permitted to enter your lovely home, my partner and I can assess the damage and determine how safe the structure is for habitation.”

“Oh sure, come this way. Come into the house you two,” Cathy said in a loud and clear voice.

“As you can see, straight ahead there should be a wall in front of you,” Carl said as he guided Rucker and Ridgeway toward the kitchen.

They made sympathetic clucking noises as they looked at the hole in the wall. However, they remembered the “thing” they saw on the patio and stood in the area just outside the dining room, not venturing any further in case it decided to reappear.

“So, how many other people are in the house? We need to factor in bodies in the dwelling to determine if they can continue to occupy the space,” Ridgeway said, swiveling his head from side to side to see as much of the house as possible.

“You never did say who you are and if you are somehow connected to the sudden disappearance of the kitchen wall. But let us show you our other concern, the dining room, which seems to have suffered some structural damage. Carl and I work for a statistical consulting firm, which I know you will find fascinating” Cathy said as she guided Rucker and Ridgeway into the dining room.

Maggie, Danny, Kevin, and Humberto had all gone into the “Q” room as the rest of the team hid out of sight. Cathy had slid the dining room pocket doors shut, explaining how they ceased to close properly after the blast. Carl was in full statistical mode, explaining the probabilities of such an explosion happening through nature vs. a man-made activity.

“I think it highly improbable that this was Mother Nature at work. I believe that is why you gentlemen are here. You are here to fix a problem that was caused not necessarily by you but by a corporation, and you are here to help repair this error,” Carl intoned as he guided Rucker and Ridgeway deeper into the room. Carl took a deep breath and continued his monologue. “I started off in a leading-edge market-driven functionalized corporation where my skills in strategic theme areas were highly utilized. I think we need to re-engineer and recapitalize this project before us in such a way that it’s low-risk, yet high yield for both interested parties.” Carl became very cozy with Rucker and Ridgeway during this portion of the speech and huddled them all together. “I feel that this is a time for collaboration and idea sharing.” He then stepped back and waved his arms like a conductor during the last part of his discourse. “I feel we should go forward and rapidioulsily streamline this visionary relationship we have just forged” and then with a flourish he bowed and left the room.

The last thing Ridgeway thought before blackness overtook him was, Why’s the dining room table pushed up against the wall. Is it holding up the wall? Rucker, on the other hand, hadn’t been doing too much thinking and had been sent into a trance-like state due to the monotony of Carl’s words. He was just as incapable of warning his team as his partner was.

“What the fuck is going on in there? Why don't we hear any chatter in there? IT, what’s going on?” Suzanne whispered loudly in Alex’s ear.

“Rucker, Ridgeway, do you copy, over. Rucker, Ridgeway do you copy?” Alex repeatedly asked.

“Geez, she could’ve done that, idiot,” Jeremy said, hitting Alex with a fattish graphic novel. “Is there something the matter with the equipment in there?”

“No, we could hear them fine when they were walking around the house. Then the signal was lost when that guy was yacking on about something.  I wasn’t paying attention to where they were. That one guy was droning on and on, then there was silence,” said Alex.

“Joe, I say we are finished with nice and friendly. Allred and Mims you’ll go in next. Allred, you take the kitchen, Mims, you go through the front door. You and I will stay out here and catch anyone that attempts to make a break for it. What do you say?” Suzanne asked Joe.

“I think you are one scary bitch.  I mean that as a compliment. Let’s do it. I hope to God, Allred, and Mims, that you two have been paying attention.”

“Yes, sir. I’m already in position in front,” Mims replied.

“Ready to go on your word,” said Allred.

“Go, go,” said Joe

“Fuck me,” said a voice. 

“Who was that?” asked Joe.

“Umm, we might have a small problem here,” said Mims.

“Make it several large problems, sir,” said Allred.

“Status, I want status, and I want it now.”

In reply, a shot rang out, followed by confused shouting interspersed with more than a little profanity. This was immediately followed by a loud whoof sound, as if though all the air had been sucked out of a room. Simultaneously the sound of a window exploding was heard on the patio side of the house.  Immediately after the sound of breaking glass, a golf cart went airborne high above the house and spun around a few times as if looking for a decent landing spot. The golf cart then exploded into a fireball, scattering itself around the patio’s enclosure and the surrounding desert.  A heartrending wail was heard, followed by a thundering of feet, some muffled cries and then, complete silence.
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CHAPTER SIXTY
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“SUZANNE, DO YOU HEAR me?”

“Roger.”

“ Are you still with me?”

“It takes more than exploding golf carts to chase me away from a fight.”

Excellent. Have you found entry?”

“Working on it. I need a loud distraction. Give me one in 90 and meet me upstairs for another distraction.”

“Going in 90.”

Inside the house, everyone had separated into two groups to cover the hole in the kitchen and a newer hole in the breakfast nook’s bench seat window and front foyer entrance. Humberto’s people were covering the front of the house while Maggie, Danny, Melissa, and Kevin were covering the rear as well as the laundry door, which led into the garage. 

“After those last two, how many are left now do you think?”  Maggie asked Melissa.

“From what I’ve been able to see on my phone and tablet, I’m assuming there are a few IT guys in the other SUV, as well as there is a woman and a man. I hope to God it’s not Suzanne, but I think it is. I lost track of them a while ago. They were on the east side of the house, but now I can’t find them.”

A loud flash and a bang from the kitchen area interrupted Melissa. 

“Flashbangs. They have flashbangs, people!” shouted Kevin.

“Thanks for the info!” Danny shouted back.

“Exits, cover all exits and use nondeadly first. Loud and annoying,” Humberto told his people.

“Sound like anyone you know? came a voice from behind Humberto followed by a snort and a giggle.

“Kevin, do you have your non-deadlies ready?”

“Ready to rock and roll with my variety pack of ammo,” replied Danny.

“Nothing, I don’t see or hear anything. Something is not right. This is when you make entry,” Melissa said looking all around her.

“Should we check outside?” asked Maggie.

“No, everyone stays behind cover. Don’t stick your heads out,” replied Melissa.

Another loud bang was followed by a flash in the middle of the hall near the entrance to the laundry room.

“Where the hell did that come from?” shouted Kevin as he backed down the hallway toward the second bedroom. Shortly after the flashbang, he sensed something drop from the ceiling in front of him, and dived into the bedroom.

Maggie and Melissa concealed themselves in the dining room with the door slightly cracked, and saw a figure run from the area of the laundry room toward the living room. Humberto’s group was clustered by the family room and pointed at the figure as well. They waited for the person to come out, but no one appeared. 

Suzanne appeared in the hallway looking confused as well. She started down the hallway, riot shotgun at the ready. Maggie and Melissa realized they were in a dead-end and rolled a flashbang toward Suzanne and the kitchen area. When they heard the expected noise, they sprinted toward the family room just in time to see a man in desert camo and a large rifle with a scope stepping through the debris that used to be the kitchen. 

“Joe, so nice of you to join us again,” said Suzanne as she stopped by the family room. “It’s always nice when people make it easy at the end.”

“Wait, did you go out the living room window and then come around the house, or is there another guy running around in here?” asked Danny.

“No, that was me, I prefer the element of surprise,” Joe replied.

“Oh my God, is that Suzanne? It’s hard to see after that damn flashbang,” Danny exclaimed, pointing at Suzanne who was dressed head to toe in desert camo. Of course, no one could see this given all the weaponry strapped to her body. She cradled the riot shotgun, in her arms, and had the AS50 sniper rifle slung over her shoulder, with extra ammo for every weapon in an ammo sling bag strung over her other shoulder. Strapped to her left thigh was a Hecker & Koch .45, and strapped to her right was a Taurus 24/7 .45. Nasty looking throwing knives were tucked into her boots.

“Did you escape from prison? Haven’t you done enough damage to us, and to the world, by stealing a simple formula and then turning it into a slow poison? For God’s sake, weren’t you happy enough as a corporate spy for Teaberry? Did you have to try to annihilate the human race as well?” Danny took a step back and wound his arm around like a baseball pitcher, then let fly by pointing at Suzanne and proclaiming, “You are beyond evil, Suzanne; I don’t think there’s a word to describe what kind of foul creature you are.”

“Sociopathic malevolent entity?” offered Kevin.

“Well done, that does rather describe me, but it was you two morons that came up with the formula and sold it to the unsuspecting public. It was all you,” Suzanne countered.

“Us?” Danny replied, “We were just lab drones that worked for a huge company. You were the one that blew up our lab and was incarcerated. Now, God help us all, you escaped. Like anyone else, we are just trying to survive, live our lives in peace and hope we don’t turn to gelatin at some point. You two are the ones that came storming in and blowing things up. Yes, we are armed, because the world has become an even unfriendlier place than it used to be, not to mention slightly overcrowded. People seem to draw the line at living in an 100-degree desert environment, so we are pretty much left alone except for the occasional roving band of crazies. We find it peaceful out here with the cacti and road runners.”

Joe stepped forward, “Suzanne’s correct; don’t try to act all innocent. As hard as it is for me to believe you buffoons came up with anything that would be good, harmful, or otherwise, the fact is you two are responsible for the formula that caused the end of the world as we knew it, and now you have to pay the consequences. Fuego, how did you team up with these felons? This is treason, you know. I knew there was something off about you the moment I saw you. You were too fussy; you put on too much of a Hercule Poroit, Monk, Sheldon Cooper, Felix Unger act. No one could be that anal and paranoid about the outdoors. You were really gathering intel the whole time and acting the fool. I should have seen right through you. Feeding us false information and stringing us along the whole time.”

“Yes, that’s right,” Humberto answered as he pushed to the front of the group. 
“I was stringing you along the entire time. Playing the umm, err, fool as you say.” Faint snickering could be heard from Humberto’s team. “I, I mean, we could not allow the government, my government, to manipulate the people they are supposed to work for. We are not cattle to be pushed around and then put down when things get difficult. Yes, there are a lot of incredibly stupid and ignorant people in the world, but that is no reason to treat citizens, people that you work, for like a giant game of Stratego.”
Ashley turned to Joshua and to ask “Stratego? Is that the right analogy?” 

“Shhh, he’s on a roll.”

“Your boss,” Humberto said pointing at Joe. “And because you are acting as his puppet, you must be stopped from assassinating these fine people.” Humberto rose up to his full height, took a deep breath and said in a loud, clear voice with hardly a waiver, “There is too much ignorance and evil in this world, and you brought both to this household, and the SFPGABIBOONATDAP will not allow it.” 

Spontaneous applause broke out among the Danny and Humberto teams.

“That was the corniest yet most heart-rending speech I’ve heard in a long time,” Maggie sniffed, wiping away a lone tear.

Suzanne, not surprisingly, had a very short fuse regarding most everything, and interjected forcibly with a round to the ceiling. “What was that last part? Is he having a stroke?” I say we go to plan D.”

“Are we at D, already?” Joe started counting off on his fingers and then inwardly said, Just fuck it, as something in him snapped. The entire day had been filled with morons under his command who couldn’t carry out a simple mission against mere office workers, for Christ’s sake. Half of their targets were pencil pushers, and the others were lab geeks. Joe’s entire reputation was at stake. He didn’t know or honestly care what happened to the men who’d disappeared into this house before him, but it was going to end. It was going to end here and now, with this psychotic bitch next to him.

“Hey, what’s plan D, Joe?” Humberto asked in what he hoped was a calm and soothing voice (but actually came out in a cracked and croaky tone). 

“Fuck you pencil pusher,” Joe snarled and reached for the pistol strapped to his leg.

Humberto and Danny had been watching for any sudden movement from the two hired guns in front of them, and now fired simultaneously. Both Joe and Suzanne were knocked off their feet and stunned for several seconds. Suzanne was struck with Humberto’s beanbag shotgun directly in the stomach, which took the fight out of her for approximately five seconds. Joe was shot with something entirely different but just as effective. Suzanne gasped for air for a few seconds, then looked over at Joe who was also gasping like a fish out of water while wiping a whitish substance off his outer vest carrier. “Potato!” he muttered.

“Did you say potato?” Suzanne moaned as she and Joe crawled behind a relatively intact kitchen counter.

“Yes, I just got shot with a fucking potato!” Joe shouted and fire several rounds into an adjacent dishwasher.

Danny’s voice could be heard from a distance. “Correction, you got hit with both barrels, mother fucker.” 

Joe stood up and fired several rounds from his M16 in the general area of Danny’s voice and felt something strike his left thigh. Something else shot between his legs and impaled the refrigerator he was standing in front of. Joe immediately took cover and accessed the situation. He saw that he had only been grazed by. “What the fucking fuck is that?!” Joe regarded the projectile that had brushed his thigh and was now impaled in the refrigerator’s door. 

“Shit I wonder if that is going to screw up the ice maker” Maggie mumbled to herself as she took advantage of Suzanne’s and Joe’s dumbstruck looks and sprinted past them as they sat, staring at the refrigerator door, and waved at the others to disperse.

“Wow, that worked even better than in the test trials,” Kevin told Danny as they fist-bumped and ran to find cover.

Suzanne finally broke her and Joe’s silence. “It looks like an ear of corn. I know it’s not; it must be some shell design that just resembles”

“A fucking ear of corn. It’s a fucking ear of corn! I just got shot with a fucking ear of corn! What the hell is going on here? Potatoes and corn. Are we being attacked by crazed farmers? That’s it, we’re taking off the kid gloves and going all out. Bring out the heavy artillery, Suzanne. Do not hold back!” Joe shouted.

Before he could reach his assault rifle, all hell broke loose from above. Danny grabbed his M16, which he had partially hidden behind a desk. In one smooth move, he launched the 40mm round from the grenade launcher on this M16 rifle he had aimed at the ceiling. The fallout, so to speak, gave everyone who had frozen in terror earlier enough to time to spread throughout the house. The dust hadn’t even started clearing, when Suzanne began firing rounds at pretty much anything that moved.

“Watch it, woman, you are going hit me!” shouted Joe, since he had nearly been hit by one of her shotgun blasts.

“Then stay out of my way!”

Their argument ceased as the kitchen counter they were hiding behind disintegrated from fully automatic firepower. 

“Shit, the nerds have some decent firepower. Where are your big boy toys? We need to step it up a bit,” Suzanne growled.

“You don’t have to ask me twice.”  Joe showed Suzanne his FN F2000 assault rifle. He turned it to fully auto and aimed it toward the area of what used to be the family room, scattering people in every direction.

“They are headed for the master bedroom. We can trap them there. You follow them, I’ll go around!” Suzanne shouted.

“Oh God, this is so much louder than I thought it would be!” Maggie yelled as she grabbed Danny’s hand and ran for the master bedroom with the others. Kevin had been shooting behind him as he ran, hitting absolutely nowhere near either Joe or Suzanne. He ran into Ryan and Bernard, who were stopped dead in the hallway, leaning against the wall and breathing heavily. Kevin could hear Suzanne’s shout and scrambled over Ryan and Bernard leapfrog style as he yelled they should toss a flash bang, and headed into the bedroom.

While another flashbang hit the family room, a headcount revealed two missing heads in the hallway area.  Humberto gave the assembled the news “I am sorry to report that we lost Anthony and Joshua shortly after that speech I gave.” 

Kevin interjected, in the midst of gasps and murmurs of disbelief.  “I am so sorry for your loss, but we are seriously short on time. We are down to ten people; we need to break up into two groups. I hope you remember the extras we have in this house. Help should be coming shortly, I hope. Whoever is staying, come with Melissa and me. The rest of you thank you is not enough. The keys are under the driver’s visor. Let’s go.” 

Ryan could be heard telling Bernard that this was like playing a life-size version of “Clue,” but a lot louder.

Back in the kitchen, Joe could see Suzanne was screaming about something, but he had put his earplugs in.  Since he quite enjoyed the muffled noise, he decided to keep them in until something pressing came up. He slowly crept down the short hallway to the master bedroom with his rifle up and ready. He led with the weapon into the bedroom, kicking the door fully open in case someone was lurking behind it. The bedroom appeared clear. Joe put his back alongside a window, opened it carefully, and stepped away. He waited until Suzanne, and all her gear, came through the window, then they both continued to search the room. 

“Closet?”  Joe mouthed.

“What, as if all twelve of them are in there? You ass.”

Joe still had his earplugs in but got the gist of what she said. 

“Bathroom,” he mouthed, pointing toward the master bath with his rifle.

They checked the closet and the bathroom but found no sign of life at all.

“I don’t suppose you saw 12 people running across the desert when you went around the house, did you?” 

Suzanne just looked at Joe. “Those fucking idiots.  IT, come in!”
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CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE
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EARLIER AT IT CENTRAL, namely the Audi Q7 SUV they were in, a lively discussion had broken out amongst Cody, Alex and Jeremy. The argument had been started by Cody who had been trying to get the best signal while avoiding the wrath of the two primary psychopaths out there. “Hey, guys, have you been getting interference in the system?”

“Only by you just now,” snapped Alex who also was in terror of the heavily armed nutcases out in the desert. They were apparently shooting everything in sight. He was thinking to himself, Wouldn’t it be tragic if the psychopaths were part of the casualties as well, and with heavy hearts, we had to drive far, far away from this desert paradise?

“Actually, I thought it was my headset that had gone wonky.” Jeremy leaned over to look at Cody and asked, “So it’s not just my equipment, then?”

“No, I think a signal has been transmitting from this area, and it’s not us.”

“Well if it’s not us, you don’t think that it’s...” Cody trailed off as he started to trace the signal. “Oh God, we’ve gone viral.”

Jeremy jumped out of the SUV, looked down the road, heard all the noise coming from the house, jumped back in the vehicle, and shouted, “How long has it been out there? How long do we have?” 

Alex, looking ready to either faint or vomit, held up his hand and stepped on Joe’s transmission just as Joe called for IT. 

“Sir, this is IT, come in Sir.”

“What the fuck is going on out there? Aren’t you paying attention to what’s happening around the perimeter? Where did they go? Did they go on foot or in a vehicle? Did they fucking fly away? Speak to me.”

“To answer your question, Sir, no one exited the house except for, umm, the woman who is with you. We have video on all sides of the house. However, uh, Sir, a new and more urgent development has arisen that needs your attention, Sir.” 

“Go back and check the northeast side of the house where the master bedroom is. You should see Suzanne exit the patio area and go around to the bedroom and enter one of the east windows. Before that, you should see a mob of assholes exit that room at some point.” Joe said.

“Jeremy is looking right now, Sir. You need to know a signal just went out from the house. Apparently, it was on a delay. From the time the kitchen exploded, a distress signal has been going out from the house with the house’s coordinates and some audio. You need to get out now, Sir. No one was seen leaving the bedroom on the video. Maybe they never went in. There must be another door or something. It doesn’t matter. You need to leave before this situation gets any worse, Sir.” 

Suzanne found Joe in the kitchen area emptying a clip into the stainless steel refrigerator’s door.  Corn kernels were scattered all over the floor.

“Why are you killing the refrigerator? Is there someone one hiding in it? Let me see, let me see,” Suzanne gleefully asked. 

Joe slapped Suzanne’s hand away as she grabbed for the refrigerator door. “We need to get out of here. Weren’t you listening to your earpiece? A distress signal has gone out from this rubble for the last few minutes, and we will have to hurry up and take care of business. By the time the cavalry comes way out here in bumble fuck, this problem needs to be one with nature. Dead and buried so to speak.”

“Even though we are at the corner of Bumble and Fuck,” said Kevin as he strolled out of the West bedroom with Danny and Maggie, “we do have neighbors. There is a military base, a SWAT training school, and a state police academy all within 15 miles of here. They like being in the middle of nowhere too.”

Maggie was holding a grenade launcher aimed Joe and Suzanne’s heads. 

Melissa, Humberto, and Cathy exited the “Q” room, each holding a Steyr ACR Assault Rifle, which were also aimed at Mr. and Mrs. Psycho.

“Wait a second, where did you guys come from? What kind of funhouse is this?” Suzanne said, nearly pushing Joe over in trying to get a better look at what Melissa was holding. “And where did you get those rifles? Those are experimental semi-auto rifles that the military experimented with ages ago.” 

Melissa started to explain that they were semi-auto at one time, but was interrupted by the sound of a large engine starting up in the garage.

“Let them be,” warned Melissa, “unless you want a demonstration of how fully automatic these babies can be.” Melissa saw a tan Marauder speed off into the desert through the now spacious patio viewing area. 

“A vehicle just left the garage. Do you want us to follow?” asked a hopeful voice from IT. 

“Well, time for us to disappear, boys and girls,” sang Suzanne as she rolled a familiar looking soup-can type object in between the two groups.

“Let the vehicle go. Keep your position,” barked Joe.

“Oh crap, everyone into the garage,” said Melissa as she kicked the flashbang toward the fleeing duo as they exited out of the patio doorway.

All in Maggie’s group heard the boom as they safely made it into the garage. She flashed Melissa a thumb’s up. “Thanks, Melissa, that was the first time today I didn’t get blasted by one of those damn things.”

After the last flashbang, cracks appeared in the dining room floor. From below it, faint shouts could be heard.
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CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO
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RUCKER AND RIDGEWAY had found themselves in a padded room, the roof of which had immediately closed up after they had fallen in. They had yelled themselves hoarse and tried their communication devices and cell phones to no avail. Their padded cell seemed soundproof, but every once in a while they could hear muffled bangs. The small room was a quarter the size of what they remembered the living room to be, and since it was padded, it was not uncomfortable. Rucker tried using his knife to cut through the padding and climb up to the top, but only succeeded in cutting through the soft material and sliding down a la Douglas Fairbanks cutting his way heroically down a sail in that  black and white pirate movie of old. Loud snickering was heard from Ridgeway, who used his phone in flashlight mode to assist Spiderman as he crashed, cursing, to the floor. Rucker had tried shooting at the trap door as soon as they hit the floor, only to be greeted by a ricocheting bullet that whizzed past his head. Ridgeway told Rucker to put his fucking gun away or he would find a new holster for it. Ridgeway noticed that every time an explosion was felt, slight cracks appeared in the trap door.

“Look, Rucker, that last blast puts some large cracks in the trap-door. If you boost me up, maybe I can force the fucker open.” 

Rucker, who was glad to finally be able to do something, braced himself against a wall and boosted Ridgeway onto his shoulders. Just as Ridgeway balanced himself on Rucker’s shoulders, a China cabinet crashed through the trap door and into the cell, flinging plates, cups, and saucers everywhere.

Rucker saw that a perfect stairway had just formed. He walked over to the cabinet and climbed out of the cell and into the dining room. Ridgeway was several seconds behind Rucker, still picking bits of a Waterford dinner plate out of his arm when he caught up with Rucker in the dining room doorway. Cautiously peering out, Rucker must have seen that the coast was clear for he suddenly sprinted out of the room. Ridgeway checked the area as well and left the dining room. He found cover behind a dishwasher someone had pulled out and used before him as cover judging from the new ventilation holes in the sides. Ridgeway scanned the area and did not see anyone. He thought could hear something faint, but given he was near to the hole in the kitchen wall, he wasn’t sure what he was hearing. God knows what lived out there in the desert and what kinds of sounds they made. Ridgeway shivered inwardly, recalling that that thing might still be out there, and he didn’t want to see that ever again.

Rucker waved to Ridgeway indicating the coast was clear. He ran to a spot around the corner from Rucker’s position. 

“Where is everyone?  Ridgeway said under his breath.

“I don’t know. Maybe we missed the whole show.”

“All I know is, I get paid whether or not we shoot at or hit anyone. I was present and accounted for and ended up in a padded cell with someone who doesn’t know the meaning of hold it in.”

“Listen, I didn’t exactly end up with a perfectly mannered supermodel as a cellmate either. Hey, what was that?”

“What was what?” Ridgeway asked. “This whole house could collapse at any moment. You’re probably heard a wall giving way.” He cocked his head like a confused puppy, a large blockheaded puppy, squinted, and asked, “What, was that?  It sounded like someone calling for help from the other room.”

“Hey, maybe there are a few party favors left after all,” Rucker said with a nasty grin as he took his weapon out of his shoulder holster and motioned Ridgeway to follow.

Rucker and Ridgeway cautiously followed the sound and found themselves in the family room. As they clung to the far wall and scanned the room, they saw furniture overturned and a strange bulge in the center of the floor.  The shouting seemed to emanate from this area. Rucker motioned for Ridgeway to check out the anomaly in the middle of the room, but Ridgeway shook his head violently and motioned Rucker to go over to the bulging floor and he would cover him. The head shaking turned into a shoving match, which then escalated into a “fuck you” and “you’re a pussy” shouting match. 

A muffled but clear, “Hey, fuckers, it’s us,” came in unison from the floor, stopping an all-out brawl between the two highly trained hired guns.

Rucker and Ridgeway paused in mid-punch and stared at the talking floor.

“Allred and Mims, is that you?” asked Rucker.

“No, it’s your mother, you ass. Get us out of here!” shouted Allred.

Rucker and Ridgeway were able to pry the trap door the rest of the way open with their hands and threw down part of a sectional sofa for Allred and Mims to use as a makeshift ladder. 

“We just pulled ourselves out of our hole. Those assholes are going to pay,” Rucker told Mims as he helped him out of the trap. “They ambushed us in the other room. We were evaluating the situation and trying to count heads. The next thing we knew, we were in a fucking hole. How about you?”

Mims paused a moment. “I came in through the front and Allred came in through the hole in the kitchen at the same time to get the drop on them, but somehow they knew we were coming. Those IT guys were supposed to jam any video surveillance. Anyway, those nerdy looking guys were pointing their weapons at us, along with some weird looking thing. It looked like something out of a Star Wars movie or something. So, I figure, those guys are nerds, right? They don’t have the stones to fire a gun let alone at a person. Maybe shoot one of those surveillance bugs, but not a person, right? I figure I shoot at one of the nerds and get everyone’s attention, and we can just wrap this thing up. I shoot, and the next thing I know, one of the nerds aims that weird Star Wars looking rifle at me and fired off a round. The thing parts my hair, takes out a window, and a golf cart on the patio. Allred and I decided to move to another room. Unfortunately, it was the room with the hole in the floor and, bam! In we go. Well, enough story time, let’s get these fuckers.”

“Is that how it went down?” Ridgeway asked Allred after he filled him in on what they knew, which was next to nothing.

Allred did a wiggle-waggle motion with one hand and said, “Close enough.” He remembered putting their hands up when they saw they were outnumbered, and then Mims fired a round through the ceiling when he raised his hands. The one nerdy guy thought Mims was shooting at them and let loose with the weird gun. Next thing they knew they were in a pit, and somehow a group of pencil pushers and lab rats got the best of them. Oh yes, these people were going to pay.

Rucker found the trigger for the trap door while Mims was telling his somewhat fictionalized story. Rucker thought the trap door device was impressive and was trying to rationalize having one put in his condo.

“Stop fucking around, Rucker, and let’s check out the rest of the house,” Ridgeway barked out over his shoulder as he Mims, and Allred fanned out of the family room and into the kitchen area. 

Just as Mims, Allred, Ridgeway and a reluctant Rucker exited the family room, they ran into a surprised group of people coming out of the laundry room door.

“No, wait. There are people out...” Melissa cried as she looked at her smartphone and saw the group at the same time her friends encountered them in person.

“Well, hello there, assholes. I bet you didn’t think you would see us again,” Mims said to the remaining six as he and his associates began firing. 

Melissa reacted first but was last out of the laundry room. She had five people in front of her, and didn’t have a clear shot of the hired guns. Melissa grabbed Humberto, who was directly in front of her redirected him back into the laundry room, and told him to head back into the garage. Humberto’s mind was more than willing to comply with Melissa, but his legs and feet were slightly slower, and it seemed an eternity before he spun around and grabbed Cathy on the way.

Maggie and Danny were first out of the door and were directly in front of Mims and friends when the shooting started. Maggie had her assault rifle slung around her shoulders, and when she saw the cluster of mercenaries in front of them, she raised the weapon and pointed it in the general direction of the group in front of her.  But Danny grabbed Maggie and pulled her away from the gunfire, causing her shots to go wild, but scattering the hired guns nevertheless. Kevin dropped to the ground and fired off a round from what looked like a rifle put together in his grandpa’s garage. What came out, however, was a different story. A small rocket shot out, parting the group that had already scattered thanks to Maggie’s wild shots. The missile demolished what was left of the kitchen wall and continued out into the desert, whistling as it went.

“What the fuck was that?!” Rucker shouted as he dove for cover in the family room. While there an idea begins to slowly form in his head.  Truth be told, every idea Rucker had developed this way and either died quickly without him realizing it or materialized long after everyone else had thought of the same thing and were about five steps ahead of him. This time, however, his idea actually grew to fruition.  Rucker pumped the air in excitement, but quickly lowered his fist in case anyone walked past the door and saw him punching the air. Rucker peered around the door and found Ridgeway lurking in the hallway by the master bedroom. He waved him over and gave Ridgeway the all-clear sign.  Ridgeway looked around and saw it was safe to head to the family room as everyone seemed to have found cover in the house. Ridgeway crept into the family room, slid the pocket doors nearly shut, and then Rucker filled him in on his plan.
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DANNY AND MAGGIE HAD split up after the rocket shot through what remained of the kitchen. Danny had found Kevin gazing in wonder at the remarkable weapon he had just fired, and then dropped it to the floor because it was red-hot to the touch. He and Kevin briefly knocked heads in diving for the weapon just as they saw a mercenary, enter the family room. Danny and Kevin both mouthed, “Pit” to each other, and crept toward the family room. They noticed that the pocket doors were slightly open. Danny looked in and saw one of the two thugs he couldn’t remember which thug was which, with his back to the door. It looked like thug one was talking to another one to the left, out of Danny’s line of sight. He motioned for Kevin to follow and they both entered the family room with their guns pointed at mercenary number one’s back. 

“Hands up!” Danny shouted much louder than he intended to and followed with a soft “Sorry” to Kevin.

“No, I don’t think so,” came a voice from behind Danny and Kevin.

Rucker, the other mercenary, was behind them and pointing a shotgun at them. When they turned around, Ridgeway, mercenary number one drew his handgun and waved it at them, saying “Alright, assholes, see how you like it in the hole.” He then took several steps backward and grabbed a volume of Edgar Allen Poe’s stories from a shelf against the wall behind him. The book was on a hinge, and when pulled away from the bookcase, a section of slightly cracked floor opened up revealing a pit. 

Just as the pit opened, a scream penetrated everyone’s eardrums.

“Who just screamed?” shouted Danny “It sounded like Maggie. Maggie, baby, is that you?”

“Don’t worry about her, you’ll be joining her shortly.”  With that statement, Ridgeway fired two rounds each into Danny and Kevin’s chests and closed the trap-door. For several moments there was silence then, confused shouting and all-out pandemonium in the small confined space. 

“Danny, how bad have you been hit?  If you can hear me, try to find your phone and turn on its light. I can’t find mine. Danny, can you hear me? Oh, God, Danny, are you dead? Say something.”

“You’re kneeling on my goddamned chest, asshole,” came a wheezy voice under Kevin. 

“Oh, sorry. Thank God. How bad are you hit?  I think I’m bleeding internally right now. Not sure.”

“Get the fuck off me!” replied the same wheezy voice.

“Sorry.”

“Maggie. I’ve got to get to Maggie.  Phone, where the hell is my phone? Got it. My hands are so sweaty that it doesn’t recognize my fingerprint. Damn it.  I forgot my back up code.”

Kevin slapped Danny’s hand away. “Gross. Did you just wipe your hand on my shirt, you fuck? Now what are you doing? Quit feeling my shirt. We have similar shirts. Feel your own shirt. Oh, stupid me, yes, I forgot the lightweight Kevlar. I forgot we are wearing it.”

Danny, sounding like he had just run a marathon, gasped. “Well, I needed a dry finger to unlock my phone, and yes, you are stupid. Damn it, that’s right, no signal in here. I can’t call Maggie.  A ha, yes, good light. OK, we put a secret exit in the pit. So simple we open the exit, get out and get Maggie. So, where is the lever to get us out of here?”

“Umm, the lever? I thought it was a switch or maybe a button.”

“Whatever, press it, pull it yank it, just open-sesame it and get us the fuck out of here!”

“Right, sorry.  Hey, wait a minute. Why are you putting all the pressure on me? We worked on this together. You should know where the button, lever, counter switch, whatever is too,” Kevin replied.

Danny was pacing in an ever-tightening circle. “Well, yes, I should, but I can’t remember. We had all sorts of good ideas, and I can’t remember which one we settled on for this room, and I can’t think clearly knowing Maggie is up there hurt possibly bleeding to death.”

“Retina scanner?” Kevin asked as he pointed at Danny’s eyes.

Danny waggled his fingers. “No fingerprint scanner, I think.”

“Wait wasn’t there a combo where you had to stand on a button and press a lever and a button simultaneously?”

“The twister release!” they said in unison, Kevin stood on one foot with his opposite arm stretched out. He kicked a nearby spongy wall and said, “Crap, that was for the dining room.”

“If I was a release button where would I be?” Danny muttered to himself.

“You would check all the walls and corners,” Kevin muttered back.

“Center of room!” they shouted, and Danny dove toward the center of the enclosed space, nearly cracking his skull with Kevin’s, to look for a hidden seam in the padded floor.

“Of course we hid it where it shouldn’t be, and no one would look. I can’t believe we forgot where we put it,” Kevin said as he trained the phone light over Danny’s shoulder.

Danny found a nearly invisible seam and pried apart the padding to reveal a button. Danny pressed it. Nothing happened.

“Fuck.”

“Wait. You have to hold the button down for five, I think.”

“Oh yeah, Christ.  Next time we design a secret pit, we make things less complicated.”

“It seemed so cool in theory and in the practice runs.”

Sweat dripped into Danny’s eyes and he could barely see the button to press it, but he rammed his finger down, and struck the button, nearly breaking both it and his finger in the process. He could hear Kevin muttering, “1 Mississippi 2 Mississippi...”

“Keep your Mississippis to yourself.”

Just then a panel opened against a wall, revealing a box.

“Jesus Christ, we are psycho nerds. Why did we think we needed all this shit to get out of our own pit?”

“I know, Danny. Next time we keep it simple. Zombie.”

“What did you call me?”

“That’s the password for the voice recognition box.”

As Kevin explained this, a portion of the wall opened up, revealing a passageway.  Danny crawled to the wall as his legs were rubbery, and used the wall and Kevin for support to stand upright.

“Danny, Maggie’ll be alright. In times of crisis, the people who survive are the ones who get angry and are fighters. The ones who don’t survive are the quiet, passive people who give up. Now of those two types, which sounds like our sweet, sweet Maggie?”

“You’re not just saying that to make me feel better, are you?”

“Nope, proven fact.”

“Let’s go get my angry, your lovely and sometimes angry, lady.”
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AFTER THE PIT DOOR had shut and the sound of the idiots had muffled and then ended. Ridgeway and Rucker went to look for the others and found Joe in the demolished kitchen area. He had some three-ring binders with him and waved them over. “These fuckers have been working on other formulas. Maybe something that won’t melt your insides. This could be a goldmine. Meet up with Suzanne who’s in the laundry room while I grab our expert. The genius isn’t answering his phone. He can have a look at this stuff.” Joe set down the binders on a partially destroyed kitchen counter and ran out the door toward the SUV out in front.

“Hey asshole, time to earn your keep.”

A mumbled reply came from the rear of SUV.

“Out, now, chemist.”

A figure stepped from the SUV on shaky legs and began to wander away from it. 

“This way, toward the house. You don’t look like much, so you had better be one of those really clever guys with nothing else going for them or this is going to be a very short trip for you,” Joe snarled.

“Awright, ah wis juist a bawherr groggy efter mah ummm. Ye ken, ah rested mah een fur a bawherr. Geez, whit th' hell happened in here?”

Joe poked the chemist in the chest and snarled, “What did I tell you about that phony accent shit?” 

There was silence followed by a wheezing sound and then, faintly, “You would break my kneecaps?”

“Correct, at least I don’t have to repeat myself.  We found some notebooks hidden away and these ingredients written in them looked familiar. Suzanne took a look and thought the equations jotted down are similar to what’s on the market now. Was she right and, more importantly, will this turn people’s insides to jelly too?”

In a slightly stronger voice, a reply came. “Geez, I can’t tell just by looking.” The business end of a pistol appeared in his line of vision. “Looking closer at these notes now, they do seem promising.”

“Promising as in, valuable? Promising as in this will work and won’t melt peoples insides? Is this a better formula?

“Oh, yes, that is exactly what I mean.”

“Wait here, and make sure that’s what these notes say.”

The chemist, who did not have nerves of steel, decided he’d better find a place to lie down, preferably with a stiff drink. He rummaged around the kitchen and saw an un-damaged bottle of something that looked alcoholic, and stumbled into a bedroom with bottle in hand.
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HUMBERTO AND CATHY were debating whether to wait for the others in the garage or to leave in the vehicle and circle around and pick them up. Cathy and Humberto had gotten so involved in their debate they had both laid down their weapons on the hood of a Mercedes Benz truck that looked like it had been given steroids. When Cathy had first walked into the garage, she thought she was seeing things, but, no, the truck had six wheels. She intended to examine the Frankensteined truck more closely, but got sucked into the argument with Humberto. Cathy had forgotten to whisper and was trying to outshout Humberto who was over analyzing the situation, and consequently, they didn’t notice when Suzanne slid their weapons off the hood of the truck and into her bag. 

“This is why pencil pushers should never go out in the field. You fuckers will discuss a thing until you are both old and gray, and in this day and age, that’s a hell of a long time.”

Cathy whirled around and saw a woman. “Suzanne? I heard about you. You’re the corporate spy, aren’t you? Why don’t you let us go? Corporate theft is one thing but out and out murder and or unlawful restraint is another.”

“I’m much more than a corporate spy, my dear. I don’t like to be pigeonholed into one job description. In fact,” Suzanne said, stopped, took a step back, and waved .45 Heckler and Koch handgun at them. “Never mind, I don’t have time to give you my resume. Just so you know, I’m no one to fuck with. As long as you get that straight, we’ll get along fine.” Suzanne punctuated each point with her .45 handgun; causing Humberto to flinch each time she pointed the pistol in his direction.

“Put your weapon down, Suzanne,” said a voice very close to her ear, followed shortly by the unmistakable sound of a shotgun shell round being chambered. This noise would make anyone extremely nervous; however, Suzanne was not normal, and she knew that she had a split-second to make her move. Suzanne whirled around and grabbed Maggie’s shotgun, which threw Maggie off balance and caused her to fall to the ground minus the shotgun but not before firing it into the garage door opener mechanism suspended from the ceiling. After hitting the ground, Maggie heard Cathy screaming.  A  few seconds, later all eyes turned away from Maggie and swiveled to the overhead doors as they made several loud clanking noises, followed by the garage door closing along with a second much heavier looking door coming down as well. 

Regarding that second door, Suzanne asked, “What the hell is that?” and then looked at Maggie. “Well looks like I don’t have to worry about you for very long. But seriously, what’s with the heavy-duty door?”

A faint “Fuck you, Suzanne,” came in reply.  

Suzanne pressed the garage door button several times, but nothing happened. She then pulled the cord to manually open the door, but it wouldn’t move.  Suzanne looked at Maggie, smiled an evil little smile, which was probably the only smile Suzanne was capable of, and said, “Well I guess I don’t have to worry about you going anywhere.” She then entered the laundry room through the garage door exit, where Humberto and Cathy were in front of her.

Maggie thought to herself, Usually when I act immediately and without planning, things turn out well. It’s when I over think something it all goes into the crapper. What the hell had just happened?  Maggie had seen Suzanne walk into the laundry room toward Humberto and Cathy and acted without thinking per usual. After she chambered a round, she heard a very loud and close gunshot and realized that she was on the ground of the garage amongst a cluster of garden tools, and felt something wet and sticky on her thigh. Her shotgun had fallen to the ground, and Cathy had screamed and pointed at her leg. 
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BACK WITH OUR HEROES in the tunnels...

Kevin stopped suddenly causing Danny to run into him and say “What are you doing? This isn’t the time to play freeze tag.”

“We aren’t anywhere near the garage entrance. We are back at the family room pit again. How did we get back here? Shit, shit, shit. I’m sorry, Danny. I'm all turned around down here. I am so sorry. In times of stress, it’s common to get tunnel vision. Oh God, I am so sorry, that just slipped out.” 

Danny looked at him and snarled, “I will get you for that. How can we get lost down here? We’ve played laser tag for hours down here. Not to mention we were just down here. I was following you.”

“Yes, but I was following Melissa.” 

“Something is different,” said Kevin moving his flashlight/phone around. “It seems smaller like a portion of the area is missing. I see now. When the number crunchers left, they must have slid the doors closed behind them.”

“There are doors down here?”

“Yes, to confuse and trap people if necessary. You really weren’t paying attention when I designed this area, were you, or when I was explaining it to everyone earlier?”

“My mind wanders sometimes. Well, at least the confusion part of it worked.”

“Okay, to save time maybe we should take the master bedroom exit and then get to Maggie rather than wander around through the tunnels. What do you say?”

“How much faster will that be?”

“The stairs should be on the other side of this door. That’s what confused me; the closed door threw me off.”

“Okay, let’s go through the master bedroom. Anything to get to Maggie faster.”

Danny heard heavy breathing behind him, and as he was slowly turning around,  felt a hand on his shoulder. After letting out an ear piercing scream directly into Kevin’s ear, he whirled around in time to see a surprised Melissa who was leaning back and had her fist in an upraised position.  She and Danny let out sights of relief and then said in unison, “Maggie’s hurt. We have to get to the garage.”

“I heard them talking about Maggie outside of the laundry room, about her being injured. I couldn’t find you guys so I thought I would check the tunnels,” Melissa said.

“We were forced into the pit by a couple of those goons and are going to come up through the bedroom to get to Maggie from there. Kevin found the entrance here,” Danny informed.

“Alright, the door should be right outside of the pit here. Look for a slot, doorknob height, in that alcove.”

“Found it.”
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MAGGIE WAS LOOKING down at her leg and thinking this does not look good. She didn’t have time to dwell on it as Suzanne had scooped up her shotgun and was herding Humberto and Cathy into the laundry room. Suzanne apparently met someone in there as Maggie heard another voice. The laundry room was not that spacious, and she could overhear people jostling around and what sounded like a door or cabinet bang open and shut. There was some excited chatter and then whispered conversation.

Suzanne exited the laundry room and approached Maggie. She was holding a binder and a test tube. She kicked Maggie in the injured thigh and spoke very evenly and softly, which coming from Suzanne was terrifying. “So you’ve been sitting on the best formula, hiding it from the world, keeping it all to yourself, for what purpose I wonder?” Suzanne paced back and forth in front of Maggie a few times. “Of course you are going to sell it to only the very rich at astronomical prices? That makes sense. That’s what I would do. Sell to only the select few, the ones that can pay through the nose for it.  I’ve got to hand it to you, it’s fucking brilliant.”

“No, that’s not it. Those formulas haven’t been tested fully. They have a lot of side effects. Some have horrible side effects.”

“Ha, I doubt that,” laughed Suzanne as she banged the binder above the wall Maggie was leaning against. “You all are living in a huge house on what nowadays is a premium piece of property,” she said and gave Maggie another kick in the thigh. “The rest of us have been living in tiny little cells. Me, literally. Your jackasses of a boyfriend and his equally intelligent friend have been taken care of, and you haven’t got long to go by the looks of that wound. This has been a bonus. Get rid of the idiots and pick up a billion dollars all in one day. Now to get rid of the last two problems in this house, maybe four. I’ll see how it goes. Tah tah,” Suzanne whispered conspiratorially. 

“Danny, what did you do to Danny and Kevin?” cried Maggie as she tried to regain her feet and nearly passed out when she moved.
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MIMS AND ALLRED SCATTERED with the rest of them when the rocket blew past.  Since they were closest to the second master bedroom, they headed toward that room. When they heard a ruckus coming from the garage area, they cautiously made their way back toward the laundry area. As they neared the kitchen, they overheard Joe and that nerdy chemist guy talking about other formulas. Mims and Allred exchanged looks of astonishment and elbowed each other in the ribs several times before they backtracked into the bedroom. Unlike Rucker and Ridgeway, Mims and Allred had known each for years and on occasion had worked jobs together. They both were known as stone-cold killers. They had similar resumes that very few other mercenaries could claim and were highly admired in the business. In addition to weapons and explosive experience, Mims and Allred had spent ten years each as middle schoolteachers in a neighborhood where even specialized security agents such as Joe would feel uncomfortable. In addition to the ten years of middle-school teaching, Mims had also driven a school bus as a substitute driver for three of those years. He was a legend at that school, and more than capable of handling any type of mercenary type work. After ten years in that environment, both Mims and Allred had lost their souls as well as their moral code and had decided that the real money lay in the private sector, specifically individual contracts. 

Now back in the bedroom, they look at each other and grinned.

“A better formula? What if they do have one? We can write our own checks with that,” Mims said and rubbed his hands together like a mad scientist. Mims had been a science teacher at the middle school, and still had that scholarly air about him. He was a lean, wiry, 45-year old whose short, thinning hair had turned prematurely gray shortly after being hired as a middle school teacher years ago. 

Allred had been an algebra teacher but looked more like your stereotypical movie assassin. He had cold dark eyes and long black hair he wore in a ponytail.  His face was all angles: sharp cheekbones and a square jaw. His thin lips always seemed to be sneering. He and Tranwrach were similarly built, but, where Tranwrach was ungainly and clumsy, Allred was lithe and athletic.  

Allred looked sideways at Mims and said casually, “Two checks are better than six, wouldn’t you say?”  

“Well, of course, splitting this gold mine two ways would be better than splitting it between that crazy bitch and those other three. Ohh, I see what you mean. Yes.”

“Do you have a problem with that?”

“Why would I have a problem with it? We came to do a wet job anyway. What difference does it make if our side has some casualties along the way?”

“Good, just making sure we are on the same page.”

“What are you thinking? Shall we smoke them as they come out?”

“It’s like you read my mind. First I’ll create a diversion, and then you get them while they are distracted.”

They cautiously crept out of the bedroom and down the hallway. Joe and the nerdy chemist were gone. They got into position. Mims had aimed his weapon at the door to the laundry room. Allred pointed his Steyr TMP machine at the east end of the house when he saw something beautiful poking out at him from the kitchen rubble. “Hello, beautiful. Fuck it, I might as well go big in the diversion department.” Allred raised an M203 grenade launcher he had just pulled out from under the rubble. He checked it for damage, aimed it toward the east side of the house, and nodded at Mims. Mims saw what Allred had found, and with a giant grin on his face, pointed his Mac 10 sub-machine gun toward the entrance to the laundry room. 

Allred was just about to fire when he saw something move out of the corner of his eyes to the right of him. He turned slightly and screamed, “Oh, my God, what the fuck, what the fuck? What in the hell is that?”  He whirled toward the monstrosity and fired the grenade launcher at the beast. The grenade appeared to go right through the horror and struck the ceiling above the laundry door. Mims saw the creature as well and sprayed and prayed with his Mac 10 putting lead into the beast as well as...oops, Allred, who in blind panic had run straight into Mim’s line of fire. Allred went down, as the ceiling just above the door of the laundry room collapsed along with the walls on either side sealing the entrance shut. 

“The thing, oh my God, the thing is still there without a scratch on it. I’ve only pissed it off!” Mims heard gunfire coming from the area of the laundry room and was not sure if the shooting was coming from the beast or the people inside the laundry room. His mind shut down momentarily, and his body turned into full flight mode. He spun around, fell to the ground, and scurried doglike for a few feet toward the gaping hole in the kitchen wall. He scrambled over the rubble and finally regained his feet outside on the patio. He was still is in full flight mode while his brain decided it did not want to process what it saw and failed to suggest, Why not head back to the SUVs or at least use that golf cart on the patio you just sprinted past. Mims, operating on pure adrenaline, just continued running through the desert at top speed. 

Shortly before the ceiling next to the laundry room collapsed, Suzanne decided to do some weeding out of personnel as well. She paced in the confined space of the laundry room. “Hey, Ridgeway, what happened to those other two hired guns? Where did they go?”

“I haven’t seen them since that rocket nearly took my fucking head off.”

Suzanne stopped pacing and looked hard at Ridgeway. “Well, they aren’t your best friends or family or anything, are they? Right now if they are still around, they are about as valuable as the two morons in the pit. You get my drift?”

“Loud and clear, ma’am. Loud and clear.” With that statement, Ridgeway put a fresh clip into his .45 and nodded to Rucker. Rucker paused and waited for his brain to comprehend what was loud and clear to Ridgeway. He saw that it involved his .45. He thought some more and then remembered Crazy Bitch had mentioned hired guns. Oh, Mims and Allred, right, kill them, got it.

Rucker and Ridgeway made it all of two steps toward the door. When Rucker put hand to doorknob all hell broke loose. Screams could be heard from outside the door, followed by an explosion.  Rucker leapt backward, drawing his weapon, and aimed it at the door. Ridgeway who was standing behind Rucker, jumped back onto the washing machine and pointed his gun over Rucker’s shoulder. They both heard the sound of an automatic weapon being fired just outside the door. Rucker and Ridgeway simultaneously opened fire, with, Rucker hitting the floor and yelling at Ridgeway to watch where the hell he was shooting. During the chaos, Cathy nudged Humberto, who was crouched in the far corner of the laundry room, and pulled him into the garage.
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“PERFECT, NOW SLIDE it, and hopefully this will open into the walk-in closet. 

“The way this day is going, I wouldn’t be surprised if we came up through the Little Alien Café.” Danny saw Kevin’s expression and quickly said, “Sorry my bad.”

“Two assholes dead ahead,” advised Kevin. He cautiously approached the hallway and saw Mims and Allred huddled together in conference.

Danny started to move past Kevin. “We’ve wasted so much time. I need to get to Maggie even if it means plowing through these hired guns.”

“Whoa, cowboy, we don’t have any weapons. Hey, Melissa, do you have any weapons?”

In reply she, handed each man a .45. 

“To be on the safe side, maybe we can fire up our watchdog, bring him inside, and disperse these goons. I hate to have you do all the dirty work, babe. I’ve seen both Danny and I shoot under stress and let’s just say it’s better if we have the advantage.” Kevin took out his phone and hit an app with a pulsating egg. “Now, to relocate our sweetie to about here, and ta-dah, let the fun begin.” Kevin walked to the bedroom as Danny had already exited out the master bedroom window and was heading toward the garage. Melissa was outside the bedroom window, waiting for Kevin with an impatient look on her face.

As Kevin tried to climb out of the master bedroom window without tearing or messing up his clothing, pandemonium broke out in the central part of the house. Screams, explosions, and gunfire erupted simultaneously, which caused Kevin to bang his head on the window and fall into the flowerbed. Needless to say, he tore and dirtied his clothing in the process. Melissa helped him up, and they ran to catch up with Danny who had frozen rabbit like at the commotion. He wasn’t sure whether to charge ahead to the garage or go back and help Kevin and Melissa. When he saw them running toward him, Danny exhaled and continued toward the garage.

They all failed to notice a quivering lump of a chemist underneath the bed in the master bedroom, clutching a bottle of Grey Goose.
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MAGGIE LOOKED AT HER leg and made a pact with herself. If I survive this, Danny will not. I’ve told him at least a hundred times to organize this mess in the garage. I even put up pegs on a board for him to put away all the tools. Apparently, it was much easier to throw them on the garage floor for anyone to get impaled on. When Maggie had fallen backward, she had fallen onto a pile of lawn maintenance tools, one being a pickax, the nasty end of which now protruded from her thigh. What in the hell did we need a pickax for anyway? So we had a few large rocks in the yard that Mr. Lazy got tired of detouring around in our golf carts. Geez, he even named the golf carts. Ha, haha.  Wait a minute. Stop thinking fondly of him, Maggie girl. First think of a way to remove, ugg, the pickax from your thigh without your femoral artery-spurting everywhere. Stop looking at it. Every time you look at it, you want to barf. 

Danny and Kevin reached the garage at the same time panting and sweating. “Oh, shit, the security doors are down. What caused them to close?” gasped Kevin.

“With all the explosions and shooting, the house may have gone into security mode or partial security mode. Damn it. Damn it. We will have to get inside and go to the control panel. Where the hell are Humberto and Cathy?” Danny said.

“I’m checking. Cathy just texted back that she and Humberto are with Maggie in the garage. Suzanne and the other hired guns are in the laundry room. The entry from the laundry room to the house is sealed off from an explosion. They are trying to hold them back from entering the garage. Oh God, they found the other formulas. Shit, shit, shit.”

At “they are trying to hold them back,” Danny grabbed Kevin by his collar and started dragging him around the house to the second master bedroom. Melissa was the first to enter it and told the boys that she would take the tunnel and head for garage entrance and help out at that end.

Peering out of the second master bedroom, Danny and Kevin began to slowly exit it.  When they saw the carnage the grenade launcher and submachine gun had wrought, they froze in mid-stride, looked at each other, then at the mess at the laundry room entrance and the new skylight in the laundry room, and back at each other. They saw their distraction still standing in the entryway to the laundry room. It would go through several movements. Right now it lunged forward into the kitchen area, almost reaching the kitchen island, which was now on its side.

“Fuck me,” Danny breathed out. “I don’t know if our homeowner’s policy is going to cover this. Let’s go get Maggie. Wait. Did you ask Humberto if they can get Maggie out through the secret passage?”

“God damn it, no. Why can’t I think? Hang on, I’ll call Humberto. See if you can open the garage door remotely from the control room.”

“I think our brains turned to jelly somewhere around the time the kitchen developed a large hole.”

Kevin whipped out his phone and called Humberto. “Secure the door with the truck, Humberto, and get everyone to a place of safety away from stray bullets. 

“Kevin, Kevin!” Danny shouted and threw a can of pop at Kevin’s head. “For some reason, the garage door isn’t opening remotely. The mechanism must be damaged or the door is fried. Can they go through the passageway?”

“ Ow, what the fuck, Danny? They are securing the door with the truck, but they don’t know how much firepower they have in there. Due to that being the only exit, it doesn’t look like they are going to give up. Maggie’s leg is in bad shape and she is just oozing blood now, but every time they move her, it starts squirting blood. They are afraid to move her too much. And even with the effects of the formula, they are afraid if they remove the object from her leg, she would have major blood loss before the wound healed. It doesn’t sound like she was shot, more like impaled. What could she have gotten impaled on?”

“Impaled?” Danny squeaked and went pale. “Can’t imagine what she could’ve been impaled on.  Right now we need ideas. Ramming the door with the super Merc truck?”

“Would be like ramming a concrete wall. Even our six-wheel silver beast can’t plow through that door.”

“We need more time to open the door or get Maggie into the passageway. Fuck, we are going to have to do it and do it now before the crazies make entry into the garage. They have the other formulas, and you know they will kill everyone in the garage.”

“What do you mean, do ‘it’? Oh, you mean it. Oh, Christ, I don’t know if I can do it, but Maggie, oh, God. We have to do it.”

“Check with Humberto one more time. See what’s going on.”

“ Hello? Humberto? What’s...Fuck. Okay Humberto, look in the cabinet above the weed killer and grass seed on the bench. You see what’s in there? Good, don’t ask questions, just make sure everyone wears one including you. Never mind, just do it.” Kevin turned to Danny, “He heard they are going to blow the door. We have to do it now.  Here’s mine. Put on yours.”

“Is this necessary?” 

“The door closest to us might not be airtight due to that last explosion. Do you want to take a chance?”

“Right, right, gotcha. Good thinking.”

“Danny took a key he had on a chain he had been wearing around his neck since they first showed Humberto the “Q” room. He locked eyes with Kevin, made the sign of the cross, and, said, “I wonder if it’s lava hot in hell or absolute zero mind-numbing cold,” and entered a sixteen-digit code, which opened a panel on which he placed his thumb. He closed his eyes and said, “We are truly fucked.”

“You can remember a sixteen-digit code but can’t remember anything else. Oh, wait, that was the code. I guess that was appropriate, wasn’t it?”

Kevin had pulled up two screens on the monitors. One of the monitors showed the garage and the other the laundry room. He put his hand on Danny’s shoulder and told him in a somewhat muffled voice, “Well, Danny, we will just have to pack for either climate, and you know you won’t be alone. We both designed this room, and we knew in the back of our minds that it might come to this, although not with people inside. Well, we hoped there wouldn’t be people inside. But look on the bright side. At least we are not the ones inside.”

They both looked up at the monitor for the laundry room.

Danny and Kevin told Humberto that in a few minutes they would try to make entry through the overhead garage door. Danny would come through the tunnel with some C4 and anything else he could think of to blow the door, and Kevin would try to blow it from the outside.
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SUZANNE AND JOE HAD moved to the rear of the laundry room and took cover behind the dryer. Joe had pulled his weapon but saw that Ridgeway and Rucker were in the way, and he couldn’t get a clear shot. Suzanne, on the other hand, was shooting from behind the dryer toward the area of the door, hitting mostly opposite wall. Joe grabbed Suzanne’s arm. “Hey, is this a gas dryer?”

“What the fuck? Are you looking to buy? I don’t think this house is structurally sound anymore.”

“I’m asking because you are shooting close to the rear of this dryer and if it's gas, I don’t want to go up in a ball of flames.”

“Oh, good point.” Suzanne took a look at the dryer and saw it was plugged into the wall. “Nope, electric,” she said, and shot several more rounds into the laundry room door.

Joe put up his hand for a cease-fire. “Quiet. I think whoever is on the other side moved on, is full of holes, or out of ammo.”

“Hey, you guys up front, check the door,” Suzanne shouted from her position behind the dryer.

Rucker and Ridgeway looked at each other and then back at Joe.

Joe glared at them and said, “Well, go ahead. You two are closest to the door. Which are you afraid of, an accountant, a lab rat, or a chemist? Nah, it couldn’t be that guy. Wait, the notes, he has the notes. Fuck!”

Rucker shrugged his shoulders and cautiously edged toward the door. He stood next to the doorframe and listened. When he sensed no one was outside the door, he attempted to open it and found it jammed. He waved Ridgeway over to help. “Hey, something is blocking the door, come help.”

Ridgeway sighed deeply. “Okay princess, let me show you how to open a door.” He grabbed the doorknob and yanked with all his might, but nothing happened. “Shit, this fucker is stuck tight. We’ll have to go out the other door. That last blast must’ve jammed this mother good and tight.”

Rucker and Ridgeway whirled around and headed for the door leading into the garage.

“What the hell is this gunk?” Suzanne asked as she and Joe were gathering together the formula into canvas bags they found in the laundry room. She was prodding a lumpy mass on a counter underneath a section of locked cabinets. 

“Don’t worry about it. Let’s break into these locked cabinets and get the hell out of here.”

Suzanne was just about to smash open one of the cupboards when she realized there were a couple of bodies missing.  She looked around and jabbed Joe in the ribs. “Hey, where did those other two nerds go?”

Joe grabbed onto the doorknob leading to the garage with one hand and pulled out his 9mm from his side holster with the other. “Not far, would be my guess.”

Suzanne had her rifle at the ready and was pointing it at the door.

Joe pushed the door and met with resistance. He heard people on the other side and fired a round through the door. “Damn, that barely scratched the paint, what is this thing made of?”  Shouts and screams came in answer to his gunfire. Something thumped against the door as Joe stared at the dimple on the door his last bullet had made. Whoever was in there had evidently, jammed the door shut somehow. Joe motioned for Ridgeway and Rucker to help force the door open. 

With the extra bodies, the door started to give way somewhat.  As it inched open, Joe heard an engine start, and then felt a large thud against the remaining exit. The door and wall gave a large tremor as if a heavy object had just slammed against them. 

“Fuck it. They blocked the door with a car,” Joe shouted as he fired several more rounds and made some more dimples in the door. “We’ll see how you like it when we blast our way through. I’ve been holding back and using restraint all day, but no more. When we come through, you are done. I’m finished with the lot of you.”

Suzanne turned to Joe placed her hand on his shoulder, looked into his eyes and cried, “Oh, Joe, where have you been all my life?”  After gazing into Joe’s eyes for a few seconds, she bent down to rummage through her weapons bag.

Joe froze at Suzanne’s touch, then realized Rucker and Ridgeway were staring at him. He told them to dig out some C4 from his bag and place some on the door. 

“Ten Seconds...”

“I’m hurrying, keep your shorts, on boss,” Rucker said, “Your bag were shoved behind the dryer, and it took a while for me to locate it and the C4.” 

Joe whirled around, looking for the source of the voice. “That wasn’t me.”

“Well, it sure as hell wasn’t me,” Suzanne said as she rose to her feet, and turned in a semi-circle to look for the speaker. “I don’t give warnings.” 

“Five Seconds...”

From inside one of the locked cabinets, a thunk was heard, followed by a clanking noise as if bottles were rattling together.

Joe was more concerned with an exit plan than looking for the sound of the scary, down to business voice. “C-4, where’s the fucking C-4?” Joe barked as he pushed past Suzanne who twirled around and looked for the source of the countdown and what may follow. She saw a vent by the baseboard stuffed some towels she found in the dryer in front of the vent, and then pushed the dryer in front of the vent. “You’re not going to gas us, motherfuckers.” 

As she leaned against the dryer, she saw movement out of the corner of her eye. From above, sprinkler heads attached to the ceiling receded and little round grayish balls slightly smaller than the sprinkler heads dropped down from the sprinkler head holes. Suzanne didn’t have time to look at the orbs for very long because they split open and turned into blobs that stuck where they landed. Most of the balls rolled around on the cabinets onto which they’d dropped, but as more balls came out of the openings, they gathered speed and shot out further and further from the holes into the room.

Rucker froze. He knew he should be doing something, but he was mesmerized by the dropping blobs. He followed the trajectory of one that had just been expelled.  It fell onto a laundry table across from him and then sort of split open and turned itself inside-out. This blob doubled in size and stuck to the counter. No more than a second or two passed before it exploded, taking out half a cabinet and its contents. Rucker hit the floor but still received table shrapnel in his hair and neck. 

On top of this particular cupboard were several other balls. When one detonated, it made a convenient hole for the others, which then rolled inside the cabinet and exploded. The other cupboards in the room suffered similar fates. Splinters, laundry detergent, fabric softener, and cabinet debris blew through the small, enclosed space. Joe, Suzanne, Rucker, and Ridgeway tried to avoid the flying fragments but the area was too cramped and the blobs too numerous. Rucker belly-crawled toward the nearest wall, hoping to keep out of range of the erupting balls. He had been trying to pick cabinet splinters out of his neck and hands when he heard the sound of several objects drop onto the floor in front of him. He quickly stood up, backpedaled into the wall and momentarily became stuck on something. He pushed off from the wall, and kicked three balls that had landed in front of him toward the door leading into the main house, where they then exploded.  Rucker caught Ridgeway’s eye, and Ridgeway gave him the thumbs-up. Rucker saw another ball fall from the ceiling. He turned and kicked the ball, in mid-air toward the door. When Rucker turned toward the blocked exit, Ridgeway saw six blobs on Rucker’s back. 

“Hey man, you’ve got...”  Ridgeway stepped forward to pull them off and then remembered the short time frame of the other explosions, and decided to get the hell out of the way. 

Rucker looked at Ridgeway and saw his expression then his sudden retreat.

“I know that was close. I got those mothers out of the way just in time. Hey, what’s the matter with you?”

Ridgeway spun around and ducked down behind the washing machine as pieces of Rucker rained down upon him. He was just processing this when the cabinet above the washing machine erupted, and its contents spewed all over him. Ridgeway froze in horror for a moment and then realized that what had just spilled onto him were the various formulas Joe and Suzanne had been talking about earlier and sighed with relief. He looked around and attempted to avoid the popping blobs. As he stood up he tried to wipe the gunk out of his eyes. It suddenly seemed foggy in the room, and he realized vapor or something was coming from his clothing. Well, that’s kinda odd, thought Ridgeway. Everywhere the formula had landed, a strange mist rose.

As Ridgeway slowly stood up, he staggered and grabbed onto the washer for support. His legs barely supported him, and now he could hardly breathe. It was like sucking air through a straw.  He looked around for those exploding turds, but his vision was going in and out of focus. He rubbed his eyes again. To his horror when he wiped his eyes with his right hand, he could feel skin had ripped away from his cheek and stuck to his knuckles like fat, pinkish boogers. One stubborn sliver of skin on his hand was still connected to his cheek like a piece of melted cheese.  Horrified, he tried scraping the hanging skin off his knuckles with his left hand, but instead, he pulled the torn skin as well as all the skin and muscle off his right hand, exposing his knuckles down to the bone. Ridgeway stumbled backward against the wall and looked at his hand in horror. When he looked down, he heard a small pop and his vision blurred even further. He felt something slide down his face, and when he slowly reached up with his left hand, he touched a roundish slimy object resting on his cheek. From what sounded like far away Ridgeway heard a voice cry, “Oh God, your eye!” There was a loud buzzing in his ears and then silence. Ridgeway attempted to scream for Joe to help him, but everything came out as a gurgle. His mouth seemed to be suddenly full of teeth, and not where they had been seconds ago. They seemed to be swirling around in his mouth, with more than a little blood.  

Forgetting that the door to the laundry room into the main house was blocked, Ridgeway moved jerkily toward the door, feeling his eyeball bounce against his cheek.  He managed all of two steps when he heard a cracking sound and crashed to the floor.  He attempted to move and felt bone against bone. “God, is that my hip?” he tried to say, but only a mass of blood and teeth poured out of his mouth.

Ridgeway attempted to drag himself under a laundry table to avoid the exploding blobs and foggy air, but when he pulled himself forward, an arm rolled in front of him. Fuck?! Is that mine or Rucker’s?  Ridgeway’s last conscious thought as his organs shut down and his blood congealed was, Oh, thank God, that’s Rucker’s ugly, cheap ass watch, not mine. 

Joe had been crouching under the laundry room sink and saw what had happened to Ridgeway in mere seconds after being hit with the liquid in the cabinets. Joe had been able to dodge the exploding blobs and had only suffered minor injury when the cupboards exploded, which left wooden splinters in his arms and neck.  He grabbed a towel from the laundry sink and held it over his mouth when the air started to get foggy. Joe thought he could use the blobs to his advantage and blow a hole in the door leading into the garage. He saw some more towels hanging out of a partially destroyed cabinet. If he could trap some blobs onto a towel and fling it at the door, those bastards just might get him out of here. 

Joe waited for a slight lull in the dropping of the balls and jumped up to grab several towels. Just as he was at cabinet height, two balls inside the adjacent cabinet that hadn’t been activated rolled into each other, turned into one fat blob, and blew apart the cabinet. This particular cupboard had been full of bottles in a secure box. This box had opened on all four sides when the countdown started. When the cupboard blew, the 950 ml bottles and their contents spewed out in all directions. Since Joe was directly in front of the cabinet, wood, glass, and liters of formula blasted him. He attempted to shield his face. However, he forgot about the bottles he and Suzanne had stuffed in canvas bags and set on top of the laundry table. Some of the blobs dropped on the bags and drove their contents upward into Joe’s neck and face.  It was no longer a vapor that surrounded Joe but a tornado of swirling fog. The mini twister whirled around him and then spun off into the open washing machine, which rocked on its base for several seconds and then burst into several large missiles that drove themselves into the walls and ceiling of the laundry room. 

Joe froze after being hit with the massive amount of liquid and dropped the towel. Then other things started to drop from Joe primarily skin and muscle. When the tornado cleared, Joe rocked back and forth a few times and split in two. His torso decided to fall forward and skidded slightly against the laundry table, finally coming to rest with his skull balanced against a cabinet that had stubbornly refused to fall apart. His body reclined on the laundry table, while his hips and legs decided to go backward. His butt ended up resting against the dryer as if he were casually leaning against the appliance.

Danny and Kevin were madly grabbing explosives and anything they thought could blow the overhead garage door while trying not to look at the monitor. When they heard the shouting and the horrible gurgling noises, they froze and turned to look at the screen. Humberto, Cathy, and Maggie, who were huddled in the far corner of the garage, also froze. Maggie, who had been confirmed many years ago, was madly doing the rosary in her head while trying not to throw up all over herself. She was also trying desperately not to picture what Danny and Kevin were seeing on the monitor.

Melissa now had joined Humberto, Cathy, and Maggie in the garage. She was no longer pointing her rifle at the door to the laundry room but trying to think of something that would drown out the sounds coming from the other side of the wall before her. She hoped to God it was an exceptionally reinforced wall and nothing was going to leak out of it.

Danny and Kevin looked on in horror as they saw skin slough off of Joe's face and hands before his torso and hips parted ways. After Joe’s body split and decided to explore different parts of the laundry room, several blobs fell on Joe’s chest, which then exploded and sent bits of Joe’s skeleton throughout the room.
“Did you see his face? He had no fucking face. It was there and then nothing. Oh God, oh God. It was like a snake shedding its skin.”
“Pull yourself together, Kev. Seriously? The fact that he split into two pieces didn’t bother you? How freaking disgusting was that?  Freak out later. Now we have to get to our ladies.”

“Of course. We can talk about our damnation later. You go through the tunnel; I’ll go around to the outside.”

“Yes, that’s the plan. Why aren’t we moving?”

“I think we are in shock.”  Kevin thought a moment and then punched Danny in the chest.

“Thank you. I’ll let you know when I’m with Maggie.”

Danny felt something tugging on his shirt. “What?!”

Kevin was pointing at Danny’s gas mask. 

“Better wait until we are all out of this house, just to be safe.”

Kevin gave the thumbs up, and he and Danny both ran out of the room.

“Maggie, Maggie, Maggie! I’m coming through the tunnel now,” Danny yelled as he shot through a cabinet in the garage, scattering insecticide and car wax ahead of him. He rushed over to Maggie, Cathy, and Humberto. “Oh my God, baby, you look so pale. At least, I think you look pale. It’s hard to see through your mask. How is it? Is it bad?”

Cathy had found a blanket in the garage and covered up Maggie’s wound and a protruding piece of lawn equipment as well to prevent Maggie from going into shock. She also couldn’t look at the pickaxe anymore without fainting, vomiting or possibly both and really didn’t want to throw up in her mask. There had been several close calls already.

Maggie’s muffled voice came out of her mask. “I’m Okay, babe, considering the circumstances. I’m glad you and Kev are all right. Is everyone in the, umm, laundry room, are they you know..?” 

“Folding laundry on a different plane of existence? Yes, babe. We didn’t have a choice. They had the notebooks, and various formulas, plus they only had one exit, through this door. We knew they wouldn’t breach it, merrily walk on by and wish you all a lovely day.  If there had been another way, we would’ve tried it. Well, Kevin and I better try to blow this door. I just texted him to set up his charges and place them against the southwest corner of the garage. Melissa and I are going to do the same on this side.”
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SEVERAL EXPLOSIONS later.

“Perfect!” Danny shouted as he forgot to cover his ears when the garage door blew. “Now we have enough of a hole to bash the silver beast through, then we can load Maggie up, get out of here, and get help.”

“Danny, before you guys move me, I need to say something to you. Just you, Daniel. I’m going to take this mask off. I don’t think we need these anymore. Nothing has been leaking out of that room.”

“Uh oh, sounds like you are in trouble, bro,” sang Kevin. 

Danny knelt down by Maggie and held her hand. “I’m so sorry, Maggie. I fucked up big-time. My laziness finally caught up with me, and you paid the price. I will never forgive myself for all the pain I caused you. God, I could never let anything happen to you. You, Kev, and Melissa are my family. You are everything to me. I would gladly give up everything I have for you; my toys, my dumb ass inventions, the formula, anything and, everything for you. I love you, Magdalene Elizabeth Penny. I will accept any punishment you give me including sleeping out in the desert with the coyotes for the next month, and finally,” Danny said while raising his right hand “I will never not put anything away in the correct spot again.”

“Wait, that last bit, I don’t think that made sense, but it was lovely never- the- less, just lovely. Now my turn. Keep holding my hand, Danny, and take off your mask too. Now I want to say this in case things don’t turn out as planned.”

Danny took off his gas mask. “I don’t like where this is going, babe. It got a little, okay, a lot crazy there for a while, but everything is fine now.” Danny had shifted to his knees and was only inches from Maggie’s face. He cupped her face gently in his hands and said, “We are going to get you out of here, and if someone responds to the signal we sent out, help will be here any second now. I am not going to lose you. Do you hear me?” And he kissed her gently on the mouth.

“This,” Maggie grimaced as she looked at her leg, “is also partly my fault.”

“No, babe, no.”

“Shushh. Just listen.  As usual, I rushed in without thinking and winged it. If I had taken a few more seconds to think about what I was doing, maybe a lot of this could’ve ended sooner and without any horrible fatalities.”

“Oh no, hon, they caused their own demise. Don’t for one second think anything that happened was your fault.”

With tears running down her face, Maggie continued. “I need to say this before the cavalry gets here. I just want to let you know you were always a part of the Penny family. My parents didn’t think of you as the guy their daughter was seeing, they loved you like you were their own son. They thought of you like family, babe. Danny, you are the most important person in my life. I love you today more than I did yesterday and tomorrow, baby, and tomorrow, if, God willing, we are all here, I will love you even more than I do now.

Kevin had cleared away a large section of the garage that had just recently been blown, and now saw a cloud of dust heading toward the house. “Hey, guys we are about to have company,” Kevin said ducking into the garage only to find everyone in tears. Christ, what the hell did I miss?”

“It was so beautiful,” Cathy sobbed.

Humberto got as far as, “She said ‘I’... and then collapsed against Cathy, weeping.”

Any further comments were interrupted by the sound of large vehicles pulling up outside. 

Maggie attempted to turn and look toward the newly formed garage entrance but regretted it instantly as searing pain shot through her thigh. She hadn’t realized she had screamed until Danny fell to his knees beside her and jostled her leg again causing another shooting pain to course through her leg. “Danny don’t” Maggie shouted.

“Don’t what, babe?”

“Just don’t.” she panted, trying to breathe the pain away.

“Ma’am?”

Maggie heard a voice above her and when she opened her eyes she saw several pairs of boots surrounding her. She also saw tears coursing down Danny’s cheeks.

“It’s Okay babe help is here.” She then looked closer at Danny and realized that the tears may be due to the fact that she was gripping his right shoulder in one hand and his left hand in the other. His left fingers seemed to be turning a dark pink. “Sorry Danny,” and relaxed her grip.

The boots around her began moving and a container that looked a tackle box was set down beside her. A man dressed in all in black crouched down beside her looked at her leg, the pickaxe at her and back at the pickaxe.

“Ma’am how in the hell, did you?”

“Practice, lots and lots of practice, um err sir.”

Maggie looked at Danny and back at the compact man in black who was now taking things out of the tackle box and muttering to himself. When the man turned back to her she saw that he didn’t have a name tag on his shirt only a tag that said medic in white scroll. 

“Now what we are going to do.” He stopped for a moment looked at Maggie and laughed. “Practice, that’s a good one. I’ll have to remember that one. In fact that’s what we were doing when we received your distress signal. We were training not too far away from here.” As the medic was talking his hands were constantly moving and with a brief glance to someone behind her she was carefully leaned backwards and a band was wrapped around her leg.  He then started to do a countdown and gave some sort of signal to someone behind her.

Realization suddenly hit Maggie and she screamed, “wait, wait, wait. The last time I checked, this garage did not double as an operating room. This is not the time or place to be removing garden implements from people’s legs.” She heard a squeak come from Danny and realized she was squeezing his hand again. “Sorry babe.”

A disembodied voice came from behind her and said, “We need to stabilize you and remove you from this house which is extremely unstable. It’s unknown at this time if there are any unexploded devises that remain in the house.”

Maggie could hear a shuffling of feet moving further away from her and made an educated guess. “Where are you going Montgomery?” The shuffling sound stopped and she could hear not so muted arguing between Melissa and Kevin.

The medic’s face came into view and told her, “We are going to inject you with a concentrated form of the formula adjacent to the entry and exit wounds before and after we extract it. This should limit any blood loss.”

“So have you done this before?”

“Yes.”

“Successfully?”

“Um. Yes, very little blood loss. Here we go.”

Maggie squeezed her eyes shut as she felt the formula going in and then pressure as the pickaxe was removed, then two more pricks from the concentrated formula. With her eyes still closed she heard a commotion off to one side.

“What’s going on? Have they found unexploded devices?”

There was a snort from the entrance to the garage. “Not exactly. Two of your friends decided to take a sudden nap.”

“I can only guess who. My heroes.”

The medic squatted in front of her and said, “Ma’am.”

“Please don’t call me that. Makes me sound ancient. My name is Maggie. Call me Maggie.”

“All right, Maggie, we are pressed for time. I will slowly release the tourniquet and see how well you have healed. Are you ready?”

Melissa came rushing over to Maggie’s side. “I’m here with you Maggie. Our heroes are just waking up.”

“OK.”

Maggie looked down at the bandage on her leg as the tourniquet was slowly loosened and did not see anything bleeding through. The medic slowly lifted the bandage and a general sound of disgust came from the group. Under the bandage the wound looked scabbed over and just a small trickle of blood ran down her leg. The blood stopped, and quickly crusted over. “Ugh, I’ve never been happier to see a crusty scab in my entire life.” 

As Danny and Kevin casually wandered over and were inspecting Maggie’s leg, Melissa walked the medics to their truck. 

“Hey did that other incident involving the super concentrated formula go as well at this?”

“Well there was very little blood loss, but we weren’t sure if that was because of the concentrated formula or...”

“If it was due to the fact that the dude’s heart stopped beating,” his partner said with a grin as they jumped into their truck and took off around the corner of the house.
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CHAPTER SEVENTY-THREE
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EVEN THOUGH CARL AND the other number crunchers had been given exact longitude and latitude of where to meet after leaving the house of chaos, Carl could not locate the meeting place.  They had been driving around in the desert for forty-five minutes without seeing a structure. 

Ryan looked down and said, “Wait, there’s a notation on these directions that says to follow instructions exactly to the latitude and longitude. Stop at these coordinates and wait.”

Carl glared at Ryan and hissed, “Now you tell me.”

“Well, I thought once we got in the general area, we would see the house or building or whatever, and I wouldn’t have to read anymore. There’s no reason to get so snippy. Reading while driving makes me nauseous.”

“You are not driving, and I am not snippy.”

“You know what I mean. Do you have to drive so fast, urp.”

“Hey you better not. I have a sympathetic gag reflex. So what are the coordinates again? Never mind, let me read them.”

As Carl grabbed the directions from Ryan, he saw they were only a few miles from the meeting spot. He was still looking at the directions a few minutes later when he nearly ran down Mr. Millwood. Carl had been reading the instructions when Ryan shouted. When Carl looked up, it appeared that Mr. Millwood had suddenly materialized in the middle of the desert.  Carl slammed on the brakes, giving everyone in the car a mild case of whiplash. While Carl, Ryan, Ashley, and Bernard looked battered and exhausted, Mr. Millwood looked as though he was out for a stroll in a sunny garden and had come across old friends. He gave a cheery wave and walked over to the driver’s side of the vehicle.

“This is quite the unusual house, isn’t it? I must say, I underestimated those two.  What you see, or rather don’t see, is the fantastic blending of two architectural designs. Part of the house is mirrored; the rest is a shell-like exterior that mimics the surrounding landscape. Makes it quite invisible. Carl, isn’t it?  Just park the Marauder inside.” Mr. Millwood looked at his watch, made a little tsk-tsk sound, and said, “Where has the time gone? I must check in with a colleague. I will explain things in one moment, and attempt to answer any of your questions.”

He pushed a button on a garage door remote that looked to Carl as if it had just materialized in Mr. Millwood’s hand. An opening unexpectedly appeared in the desert, and the interior of a garage appeared. “I will meet you inside in a few moments. As you enter through the garage, make your way into the living room area. Refreshments have been set out in for you there. Please help yourself. I think you may be quite interested in the news.”

In the living room, the group found a large, flat-screen TV on, tuned to a news channel. The news anchor seemed to be covering a story about the last few hours inside the house they had just left. 

Mr. Millwood ushered another houseguest into the home’s study. He had just finished speaking into his mic and turned to the person next to him, “Due to a wonderful turn of events, our little cleanup problem is now solved. Gerald, my good man, the remaining problem of the day seems to be your unstable stepbrother.”

Gerald smoothed the few hairs he had left on his perspiring head and smirked. “I don’t think that will be a problem. It looks like he is about to fall on his own leopard.”

Millwood gaped at Gerald, nonplussed, started to say something, stopped, paused, and with great effort managed to say, “Oh, what the hell. You mean petard?”

“Yes, I was giving it the French pronunciation, pleopardt.”

“Oh, Lord. Shall we adjourn to the other room? Our other guests shall be arriving shortly.”

Mr. Millwood addressed the group in the living room, “Why don’t all of you freshen up a bit, and then I think we can expect some people to drop by.” A flurry of questions came at Mr. Millwood.  He held up his hands. “Yes, yes, I know I said when you arrived I would answer any questions. However, it will be much easier to wait a few minutes, and things will become clearer. In the meantime, you must be famished. Please head down the hall to refresh yourselves, and when you return a warm meal will be waiting for you. I am expecting the rest of your friends shortly, and we can all have a long chat over a lovely meal.”

At the mention of food, the grumbling turned to happy sounds.

“Hot meal! I haven’t thought of food until he mentioned it, and now that’s all I can think of,” Ashley said to the others as they all headed down the hall toward the bedrooms.
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CHAPTER SEVENTY-FOUR
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IN A MODEST THREE BEDROOM eco-friendly house that blended perfectly with its surroundings several miles from the open-air home...

“Well, I for one am going to miss that house,” Maggie sniffed and wiped away a tear. “Melissa and I put a lot of time and effort into it.”

“How so?” asked Kevin. “Oh yes, we can’t be tied to the house.”

Danny suddenly jumped up and shouted, “Oh shit, damn it, damn it. I’m so screwed.”

Melissa jumped up as well and started throwing things in a duffel bag. “What? What is it? Should we leave? Do have time?”

“We left our last movie rental in the house. Now we are going to have to buy it,” Danny moaned, walked over to the window, placed both palms on the glass, and looked out at the house in the distance. “Man oh man, the library on wheels is going to be pissed. Mrs. Zahne is super sweet but, man, when she gets riled up, she’ll put you in a corner and lecture you until you wish you had walked the fifty miles to the closest library to return that book or DVD on time. I remember that one time I had forgotten about a book for three of her trips, which is like an eternity in library time. I swear I was clean-shaven when I went in the bookmobile and by the time I exited, I had a beard down to.”  Danny had his hand at his navel and suddenly realized the room had gone silent. He decided not to finish his story given the stares aimed at him. 

“Okay, who wants to go first,” asked Melissa as she rolled up her sleeves and dropped her duffel bag.

Kevin, Maggie, Melissa, Humberto, and Cathy circled around Danny who had scampered away from the window and retreated behind the loveseat. “You rent library movies and books, you, you. I am at a loss for words. I am so mad at you right now, Danny. You said you got those movies and books from town” Maggie said in a low even tone inches from Danny’s face.  

“You dumbfuck, that’s probably how they traced us!” shouted Kevin.

“No, no, it’s alright. I’m not that stupid. I used Sebastian’s name. Sebastian, from the general store, I wouldn’t use my name. Now that I think about, Sebastian is the one that is going to be pissed. Phew, what a relief,” Danny said with a sigh, sat down amongst his still glaring friends, and wiped his brow.

But almost immediately Danny jumped back up peered over Kevin’s shoulder and shrieked in his ear, “Hey am I seeing things or did Harpo just drive by!?” 

“No, you are not off the hook just yet, Dumbo,” Kevin said, grabbing the front of Danny’s shirt.

“No, seriously. Hey, Humberto, it looks like two of your guys just went by in Harpo. Look, they are coming around for a second pass.”

Kevin had turned around and was looking out the patio doors. “You weren’t shitting us. Yeah, that’s Harpo. Humberto, do those guys belong to you? They look like they are on your team since, all your guys sort of dress alike.

“Yes, that’s Tony and Josh, better flag them down.”

Kevin ran outside and shouted at the slowly departing golf cart.
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CHAPTER SEVENTY-FIVE
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ANTHONY AND JOSHUA who were in the golf cart, had decided during the middle of the firefight directly after Humberto’s impassioned but slightly corny speech, that enough was enough. They’d literally run into each other racing for the same passageway in the second master bedroom. After picking themselves up off the floor, they attempted to save face by saying they were reloading, but then they both realized neither of them had weapons. They’d both had dropped their guns after firing them. Anthony let go of his because it made a much louder noise than expected, and Joshua dropped his because when he shot it, the damn thing’s bullet ricocheted off a doorway and nearly killed him.

Anthony had looked at Joshua, raised his arms, and said, “Fuck it, I want out. I’m an analyzer, not some gunslinger. I believe I can do a much better job outside, analyzing the situation, gathering data from the perimeter, and relaying that information back to our team inside. I can’t believe we didn’t have someone on the outside.”

While Anthony was giving this logical speech, Joshua had sprung open the passageway and was halfway down the stairs. Joshua was mentally going over the map of tunnels and where they popped up. He knew there were tunnels under some rooms of this house, in another house not to far from here, and others in the desert. He was trying to think of the tunnel exits that ended at a house, with air conditioning, and a fully stocked bar and refrigerator.  Joshua came to a fork in the tunnel and was trying to get his bearings when Anthony knocked him down for the second time.

“Damn it, Gnau, watch where you are going. I don’t need a broken leg or arm after surviving that chaos upstairs.”

“Sorry, just trying to catch up,” Anthony puffed. “Do you know where you are going? I’m not too sure of my way around down here.”

“If we keep heading north, away from the house, I think we should be okay.”

*       *       *
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“SO AFTER FINDING, HARPO, why didn’t you go inside?” asked Danny

Joshua whose face and neck were a healthy shade of pink turning to a nasty red, snapped, “We saw a golf cart and nothing but desert and more desert, that’s why. This house is invisible or haven’t you noticed it’s not noticeable? We jumped into the golf cart figuring a house was somewhere nearby. We didn’t know it was parked just outside of a house. We’ve been circling around for what seems like forever. Then you jump out from behind a cactus, and nearly give us a heart attack.”

Melissa opened the front door and hissed to the men,” We’ve got company,” and jerked her head to the side.

Danny pointed to Joshua and Anthony and told Melissa, “Yes, we were just so relieved they are alive. When Humberto said we had lost Joshua and Anthony, we assumed the worst. Kevin and I were just getting their story. Oh My God, what horrible people we are. Please come and get something to drink. You’ve been driving out in the hot sun for who knows how long,” Danny said started to guide Anthony and Joshua into the house. 

Kevin was slightly quicker than Danny at recognizing and interpreting Melissa’s signals, not to mention picking up on the obvious in general. He looked beyond Joshua and Anthony to where Melissa had indicated with her head. A dust cloud was coming toward them at a slow rate of speed. It appeared to be another golf cart. It looked like one of their specially designed desert golf carts. Kevin spun around and pushed Joshua, Anthony and Danny into the house. Melissa had already grabbed a rifle and had it at the ready. 

When the dust settled, a man stepped from the golf cart and shouted at the house. “I saw you guys go in. Is this the way you treat an old friend?”

“Bond, is that you?” Kevin asked with his nose pressed up against the picture window.

“Hey, that is Bond?” Danny shouted through the glass, while waving madly until he realized no one from the outside could see in.

Melissa grabbed Kevin’s collar as he went to let Bond in. “Honey, just hang on for a minute. There are a few questions we have to ask ourselves before we let him in.”

“But it’s Bond. He’s one of us.”

“Okay, if he is one of us,” Melissa answered while ticking off points on her fingers, “why didn’t we tell him where we moved to? How did he find us? And more importantly, why did he choose now to suddenly visit?”

Kevin paused. “Well, those are excellent questions. It’s a good thing one of us has a brain that still functions. Thanks, hon,” he said and drew Melissa close to give her a hug and a kiss. “That is one of the reasons that I love you, babe. You ground me and bring me back to reality.

Danny turned and looked at Maggie who told him, “Don’t look at me for a reality check, sweetie. I’m usually several boxcars ahead of you on the irrational express.”

“Looks like we about to receive a call,” Kevin announced. 

Bond had waved in the direction of the house, took out a cell phone, pointed at it, looked in their general direction, and waved. Kevin’s cell phone rang.

“Bond? What? Everybody, who? Are you positive? Don’t fuck with me. I’ve, I mean, we’ve had a fucking long day.” Kevin furiously rubbed his forehead where he used to have a scar. “When did he?”

Danny dug into his pocket and waved a bill over his head. “I’ve got $20 that says where comes up in the next 10 seconds.”

“They are all where? How did he? Fuck, we are so mother fuckingly screwed.”

Danny stopped in mid-gloat when Kevin turned white and uttered that they had been screwed.

Melissa took the phone from Kevin’s hand and listened. “He hung up.” Grabbing Kevin’s shoulder’s, Mellissa turned him slowly to face her, and softly asked,” Kev, what is it? Babe?”

“Millwood.”

“What about Millwood, Kevin?” asked Danny, suddenly feeling weak in the knees.

“He, he’s at our house.”

“Our house?” 

Kevin started to giggle as the lyrics to Crosby, Stills, Nash and Young’s song suddenly popped into his head. “Yes, it’s a very, very, very fine house.”

Danny hung his head, and put his arm around Melissa’s waist and squeezed. “I’m sorry, I knew it would happen to one of us, I just assumed it would be me. Kevin’s gone completely around the bend.”

Before Melissa could respond, Danny shouted and pointed toward the picture window. Kevin had slipped outside. The rest of them en masse shot over to the picture window.  It looked like Kevin was confronting Bond. There was a lot of hand and arm waving from both parties. Then only Bond was talking as, Kevin paced back and forth in front of the golf cart. At one point, Kevin kicked one of the front tires of the cart. Apparently, the tires on Harpo the golf cart were incredibly resistant to kicking as Kevin immediately hopped around on one foot and then sat down on Harpo, making some very expressive facial expressions. Bond placed a hand on Kevin’s shoulder and said something. Kevin looked up and burst out laughing. Bond helped Kevin up, and they walked and limped into the house as those inside watched curiously. 
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CHAPTER SEVENTY-SIX
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ONCE KEVIN AND BOND had entered the house, Kevin clapped his hands together, and announced, “Millwood somehow traced Bond and then us to all the houses. He sent out that tactical team to help us. He also intercepted Humberto’s team, which was supposed to meet us here and got lost instead. They are all waiting for us at our house.”

“I don’t know. We survived this long. I don’t want to jump into a hail of bullets. Why is Millwood involved in this?” asked Melissa. 
Maggie paced back and forth running her fingers through her hair, “I agree with Melissa. What if this is a trap?  I wish there were a way to see what is going on over there. Now I regret vetoing Danny and Kevin’s idea of cameras in the house.”
“Yes, I’m sorry that Maggie, and I voted against you two,” agreed Melissa.

Danny and Kevin had moved away from Melissa and Maggie and were having a very animated nonverbal discussion with much head nodding and shaking. Finally, the standoff ended with Kevin asking, through gritted teeth and much to Danny’s amazement without moving his lips, “What this comes down to is who are you most afraid of, Maggie and Melissa, or Mr. Millwood and what he is up to?”

Danny paused to look at Melissa and Maggie, who had noticed Danny and Kevin’s furtive discussion and were now staring at them, arms crossed. Danny took a deep breath, held it, looked at the ceiling for advice, apparently found it, exhaled, and said, “Ladies, this is not the time to discuss what was agreed upon by whom, when, and by how many.  Now is the time for action. I suggest we find out what Mr. Millwood is up to and that time is now. At a later time, far off in the future, we can revisit this conversation and decide on any, or possibly no, recriminations.”

Maggie, who was used to Danny speak, was already advancing on him, while Danny was backing up. Kevin had slowly been moving away from Danny during his little speech. Melissa was trying to figure out what Danny had just said. 

“Kevin Montgomery, Daniel Kensington, where do you two think you two are going? Stop right where you are,” Maggie said. “So you two did put video surveillance in the main house, specifically knowing that Melissa and I vetoed the idea. I am beyond angry.”

“Sorry, babe. Like I said kill us later, but now we have to see what’s going on,” Danny said in a rush as he climbed over a recliner and dashed into the study. There Danny opened the casing on a barometer sitting on a bookcase against the wall and turned the hand to the right, then to the left, and back to the right again. When the hand rested somewhere in the fair zone, the bookcase slid apart revealing a circular stairway.

Melissa uttered a faint, “Son of a bitch.” 

Kevin pushed a button on the wall, and the stairway lit up. “Follow us to our man cave.”

Maggie had recovered from her initial shock and was in full rant, “Man cave? How in the hell did we not know this was here? When did you build this man cave? Melissa, we really need to keep a closer eye on our men.”

“Actually this area was already here. We just put a staircase down into it. Once we cleared it out, it turned out to be quite nice,” Kevin said, shot Melissa a look, and hurried down the steps.

“Cleared what out?” Melissa growled as she poked Kevin repeatedly in the back, following him down the winding stairs to the bottom of a rather spacious underground room.

“Umm, you know, just stuff. Somebody ages ago had used this for storing things. Ow, Melissa, stop! Ow! Geez, I don’t remember this stairway being so lengthy or painful” Kevin yelped as he jumped down the last three steps.

“Like what? I want details.”

“Just stuff, old equipment, ammo, baggies, scales, a couple of skele....” Kevin’s voice trailed off he saw that Melissa had turned her attention to the actual room.

Danny, who’d reached the bottom step first had flipped a switched and turned on a series of overhead lights.

“Holy moly, it’s like Spectre’s lair in here,” cried Melissa whose fingers had frozen inches away from flicking Kevin’s ear. She spun slowly to take in the room, which was approximate size of a roomy, three-car garage. At the bottom of the stairs, was a pair of game playing video chairs sat across from a massive flat screen TV attached to the wall. Numerous game controls and opened game boxes littered the floor in front of the chairs. A mini refrigerator sat alongside the TV, along with a microwave. A generator sat in a corner of the room. Several thick patterned throw rugs covered the dirt floor. Support beams had been covered in light tan paneling, with the walls covered with, something Melissa recognized.

“Hey, are those our Egyptian cotton 1800 thread count sheets? I’ve been looking everywhere for them. You said you spilled something on them.”

Kevin, thinking madly, blurted out, “Well, er, I did, I spilled a large coffee on them. You can still see the stain, which is why I used them in here. Spectre’s  lair? Really? Hey, thanks, it is kinda cool, isn’t it?’

In the far corner of the lair, a dozen small monitors and one large monitor were arrayed. Maggie walked over to them fell into one of the two chairs that faced the monitors and keyboard. In a very calm even voice, she said, “This is the main house. The house that we agreed was only to have exterior cameras. No interior cameras. We all agreed to that, remember?”

“Oh crap, Maggie’s using her calm voice. We are so very, very dead,” Danny whispered to Kevin who had ducked away from Melissa and huddled with Danny.

“Do you see any armed tactical people in or outside of the house?” Humberto asked as he approached the monitors. He was cleaning his glasses on his shirt, forgetting how filthy he and his clothing was, and flung them off his face when he saw only mud through his lenses. “You would think that if Mr. Millwood were going to harm anyone, he would’ve gotten rid of my people as soon as they entered the house or as they arrived.”

Kevin cautiously approached the monitors and stood clear of Maggie. He checked the exterior cameras and motion detectors. The motion detectors hadn’t gone off for any large man-sized mammals.  Kevin explained to Humberto that he had rigged the system to put out an alert anytime the perimeter had been breached. So far all the warnings had been for all those accounted for inside the house. 

“Speaking of everyone accounted for, where’s Bond?” asked Melissa.

Kevin looked around. He moved to the foot of the staircase and shouted for Bond realizing he had found the passageway. “He’s coming now. Hey, if you are going to make a sandwich, you can make them for everyone!” he shouted up the stairs.

Bond had made himself a sandwich while everyone else had made their way into the man cave, and then wandered around until he had found the opening in the bookcase. As Bond descended the staircase, he saw the man cave/lair and became so excited he ran down the stairs. He stood awestruck in the middle of the room. Melissa grabbed him and sat him down in the second chair in front of the monitors. 

“Of course Humberto’s people could just be bait for us, so we would give him the formula we sold to the Chinese. Or he made the same mistake that those mercenaries did and thought those rejects are real formulas rather than the Jekyll/Hyde mess they are. I don’t know how he would know about those formulas unless he was either monitoring or working with those crazies. It seems we are back to not really knowing what Mr. Millwood wants of us.” Melissa said. She planted her hands on the arms of Bond’s chair and looked him in the eye. “What have you told him and did you contact him or did he contact you, and how much does he know?”

Bond had been happily enjoying his sandwich and ogling the man cave when the wrath of Melissa turned on him. The soft bread defied gravity and clung to the roof of his mouth, making it nearly impossible for him to speak or swallow. “Missa, uv got it all bwong,” Bond mumbled and tried to remove the bread with his tongue, succeeding only in getting a tongue cramp. He put up his finger in the universal, “Hold on one goddamned minute” sign, turned his head to the side, and plucked the challah bread from the roof of his mouth. With a universal groan of disgust, the group turned away. “Well that’s better,” Bond sighed. “Now, Melissa, you’ve got it all wrong. Mr. Millwood contacted me much to my surprise and horror. He felt that all our lives, not to mention billions of others, were at stake. He said something about a Malthusian catastrophe. It’s...”

“Yes, yes, get to the point, we know all about that,” snapped Humberto who had retrieved his glasses and was searching his pockets for an eyeglass cleaning spray and cloth. He knew he packed them in one of his numerous pockets.

“Okay, don’t get all snippy. Mr. Millwood is looking out for all our best interests. You know that quote, ‘the good of the many outweighs the good of the few or the one’? Well, in this case,..”

Danny interrupted Bond. “I don’t like where this is going. Are we part of the many or the few? Self-sacrifice is always cool and noble in movies, but in reality, it would really suck if it was us who had to do the sacrificing.” 

Bond glared at Danny and continued. “Let me finish. Mr. Millwood was talking about the mysterious people from whom we can only assume are from our and other governments who wish to take out large numbers of people in the hope of restoring the population to an acceptable level. 

Their new saying is, ‘The good of the few outweighs the good of many,’ with the few being someone Humberto has met and those like him. They don’t want to work on the problem; they would rather de-populate and start over with a select few. Of course, they would be included in the surviving group. Mr. Millwood wants to protect you from these monsters and expose them at the same time while also saving a large percentage of the population. He wishes to collaborate with Danny and Kevin on a formula that can turn this mess around. He has some promising ideas but needs your specific skills from when you two worked on Lexi’s drug manufacturing side.  With a new formula and Mr. Millwood’s evidence exposing these monsters, a catastrophe may be averted. He has compiled evidence against various government figures on their heinous plan, and he believes they will be too busy blaming each other and covering their own asses to annihilate the world.”

“How do we know, we can trust you, and what’s the proof you are talking about?” asked Melissa.

“I asked Mr. Millwood the same question.  Humberto, did you report to someone regarding scenarios?” Bond asked.

“Yes, I reported to the boss of one of the guys that tried to kill us that ended up in the laundry room,” Humberto said and shivered. Cathy squeezed his shoulder gently. Humberto turned, gave her a crooked smile, took a deep breath and continued, “Joe that was his name. Joe was the number one guy of the individual I just knew him as the Boss. I never knew his name. He wanted worst case probabilities on how the formula would affect the world and the world population, and then ideas on how to control said population.”

“Well, your meetings were being overheard by people all over the world in positions of power like that boss. They all had the same agenda. They all wanted to find scapegoats for the horrible mess the world had gotten itself into. Guess who they picked?”

Humberto had found his glass cleaner and wipes and was in a much better mood. He put on his clean glasses and replied, “Yes, we know that’s what Joe and Suzanne’s little visit was all about. Laying the blame and then eliminating us to make the governments look good, like they were on top of the situation and were handling the crisis.”

“Mr. Millwood has some unusual friends apparently, and he was able to take part in these meetings, and record said meetings,” Bond informed. “They thought they were careful, but the society of sociopaths got pretty graphic in what it wanted to be done and how to go about it. During one of these meetings, heck, during most of these meetings, there were screaming arguments about what should be done and how large segments of the population should be annihilated, and high-level names were dropped as well as what countries to start with. People are going to be extremely eager to make sure these recordings never get out in full. According to Mr. Millwood, all your family members will be protected as part of the deal regarding holding portions of the recordings back. Mr. Millwood has been worried about everyone’s safety for some time now. It was Mr. Millwood’s team that came to Maggie’s rescue. They had been in the general area in case they were needed.  He also says he has a yet unnamed person who will take the fall for this whole mess regarding the leak of the formula and the fact that it was poorly tested.  Apparently, the first responders at the house found some poor schmuck they caught red-handed with evidence in hand.”

“Who could that be? All our people are accounted for. What do you guys think? A few of us could go to the main house and feel things out, I suppose. I will go. Who else wants to go with?” Melissa asked and heard...

Deafening silence

“Oh my God, stop, all of you. One at a time, I can’t hear because all of you so-called friends are volunteering all at once.”

“It just occurred to me, love of my life, glorious creature with whom I could not live without, whose beauty rivals.” Kevin began.

“Oh for God’s sake, Kevin, just spit it out!” shouted Melissa.

“Yes, well then. Something occurs to me about what Bond said earlier about Mr. Millwood knowing the location of all our houses. If that is true and if Mr. Millwood had nasty intentions, he would’ve had people waiting for us here or dispatched here by now to eliminate us. I say we bring along necessary precautions and head on over to home sweet home. Cathy, you have been watching the monitors and listening in, have you heard anything sinister at the house? Cathy! Cathy, why are you drooling?”

“They are just about to sit down in your dining room to have steak, ham, garlic potatoes, pasta salad, and Caesar salad. Wait, I’m zooming in. And it, also looks like rolls fresh out of the oven and pretzel bread.”

Joshua and Anthony, who had been sitting in the video playing chairs, were nearly trampled by the hungry herd racing for the circular staircase.
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CHAPTER SEVENTY-SEVEN
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AT THE MAIN HOUSE...

After a very emotional reunion with Humberto, Cathy, Joshua, Anthony and their team members, everyone swarmed into the dining room, causing a mini-collision just inside the entryway. Muffled and not so muffled cries of “Get the hell out of the way!” were drowned out by a chorus of “What the fuck are you doing here?” from Danny, Kevin, and Maggie. Kevin and Maggie were forcefully pushed forward into the room by the hungry mob behind them. Once inside the dining room, the group was torn between the strong aroma of the food-laden table and an intense looking and impeccably dressed black man and the man behind him. The impeccably dressed man spoke first, and as he did, he made an incredibly quick and graceful move which caused the man who had been hiding behind him to spin in a half circle and flail his arms about.

“For those who do not know me, I am Franklin Millwood, Head of R&D at Lexi Corp and.

“What the fuck is he doing here?” Maggie burst out, pointing at the man behind Millwood.

“We’ve been under a bit of a strain, explosions, shooting, that sort of thing, sir,” Danny said apologizing for Maggie’s outburst while he and Kevin dragged Maggie away from Mr. Millwood.

“Yes, it’s a wonder she is coherent at all,” added Kevin. 

“Don’t forget impalement, Danny.” Maggie said. “I can’t thank you enough, Mr. Millwood, for everything you did. If it hadn’t been for your team showing up at the house, I don’t know what would’ve happened to me given that ridiculous injury I sustained.”

“I see everyone is eager to meet our other guest, but let’s sit down to this wonderful feast. As hard as it may be for some of you to believe, Gerald has been a great help to our project.”

“Great help?” Maggie nearly screamed. “Are you out of your ever loving mind? Seriously, have you taken some of the unknown formula and snorted it? ‘Great’ and ‘Gerald Jacquess’ have only ever been used in the same sentence to mean ‘great pain in the.’” 

Maggie was unable to finish her sentence as Danny took this opportunity to stuff a giant roll into her mouth. She yanked the roll out and was about to unload a torrent of abuse on her beloved when she spied what Kevin had slid in front of her. “Oh my, is that a honey glazed ham? Yes, please, Kev, two slices. And Danny, if you are through hogging those garlic potatoes, send them my way.”

After thirty minutes of uninterrupted eating, Mr. Millwood saw that the feeding frenzy had slowed. He also noticed that Danny and Kevin had been exchanging glances. “Is there something you wished to say, gentlemen?” Mr. Millwood inquired.

“Sir, Mr. Millwood, sir, Kevin and I were wondering how you became involved in all this. I mean, I know the formula is Lexi’s property and all, but the tact team and finding us and dealing with “the Boss.” I mean that’s sort of going beyond your job description, isn’t it? Sir?”

Drinking glasses froze in midair, and knives and forks clattered onto plates and the wooden dining table. All eyes turned toward Mr. Millwood.

Mr. Millwood cleared his throat, gently placed his knife and fork onto his empty plate, and dabbed the corners of his mouth with his napkin, carefully folded it into a perfect triangle, and set it alongside his dish. “Ladies and Gentlemen, in the beginning.”

“Oh God, he isn’t going that far back, is he? OW!!” yelped Danny in response to a kick under the table, which felt like a familiar Maggie kick.

“No, Danny, I’m not going quite that far back. Now to continue, if I may?”

“Yes, sir, sorry, sir,” Danny apologized to his plate, not daring to look at Mr. Millwood.

“While you were at Lexi and shortly after the formula had been appropriated by Teaberry, I felt it was prudent to keep an eye on both you and Mr. Montgomery, to ensure your well-being during your EAP absence. After that, I continued with the surveillance to be sure of your continued safety. During the surveillance, it became clear that other parties were also interested in your activities. I gathered my intelligence through contacts I had acquired from my previous employment.”

There were murmurs, but Mr. Millwood ignored them. “You may ask, but you will not get a satisfactory answer. It also became clear that Ms. Penny was involved with a formula, but not necessarily Lexi’s or Teaberry’s. I was very interested in that discovery. Ms. Penny, Mr. Kensington, and Mr. Montgomery eventually led me to Mr. Zhang Lei aka Bond, and a Chinese version of the formula that was very similar to Lexi’s. At this point, however, I was more interested in Theodore Boston, Humberto’s contact and the man he knew only as “the Boss.”  Mr. Boston is part of the dark, nasty underbelly of our government, with which I, unfortunately, have more than a passing acquaintance.” Mr. Millwood and Humberto exchanged a look, after which Humberto sighed deeply and regarded his now clean plate.

Millwood cleared his throat slightly and continued. “Mr. Boston reached out to others of his kind across the globe, plans were formed, and tests were made. With the help of Gerald.”

“What? I don’t?” blurted out Maggie.

“Yes, I know, but let me continue. One of my old friends with whom I used to work in my previous life, shall we say, contacted me and told me there had been some chatter regarding Boston. He had a reputation for being a loose cannon, one unconcerned, morally or otherwise, with collateral damage. There were rumors he was involved with a group of like-minded individuals of power around the globe who were meeting to talk about how and when to scale back the population by the millions. With the help of Gerald, (rude noise from Maggie’s side of the table) and some contacts I have cultivated over the years, along with a favor that was called in, I impersonated one of these individuals. Preserving the formula for Lexi was no longer paramount; keeping these individuals from diminishing the planet was. After Humberto’s meeting with Mr. Boston, I started surveilling Humberto (garbled choking noise from Humberto’s end of the table) and found out that he met with you at the decoy house to warn you of Boston and his plan.  Also, Humberto ferreted out a spy in his house, which gave us a little extra time to prepare.

“Dipple, that bastard! It was him, wasn’t it, Humberto? That’s why he wasn’t with us. He didn’t have a family emergency, did he?” came a quavering voice across from Humberto. The voice came from Joshua, who started to stand up and pulled part of the tablecloth with him and nearly upset his water glass. When Joshua saw all eyes upon him, he quickly sat down and nearly overturned his water glass again. “Sorry for the outburst, it’s just that I knew something was up with Dipple.”

“Yes, its true, Joshua,” Humberto said. “Jeremy Dipple had been in contact with the other side. I kept catching him on the phone, and he gave ridiculous excuses, saying he was talking to his girlfriend or making dinner reservations. If any of us had any type of social life, we wouldn’t be in the Alpha group. He was obviously lying. So I started tracing his calls and found out he was in contact with the wrong type of people. I told him we were headed out to help you and gave him coordinates to a house slightly north of here. I thought it would slow them down a bit.

“Where did he end up?” Cathy asked

“Nain, Newfoundland. It’s only accessible half the year by plane and you can only fly in and out via one airline. However, there’s enough of a population to keep them busy for a while.

Mr. Millwood cleared his throat, and all eyes turned to him. “There was originally a much larger team headed your way, but they had to divide into two groups. One headed north to check out Dipple’s coordinates and the other team, led by Joe, proceeded to your decoy house.  Everything was happening very quickly. Joe and Suzanne were dispatched to your house, and it was only a matter of a month or few weeks before Boston would decide to depopulate the earth. The man was unstable, and I was not positive that the turn of events would sway him from his plan. Even if he had aborted the plan, I couldn’t count on the others in his group to also call off their de-population plot. I have sent the recordings and transcripts of those meetings to all the major media outlets throughout the world.” Mr. Millwood leaned back in his chair and tented his fingers. “I think Mr. Boston and his co-conspirators will be very busy hiding or deflecting the storm that is upon them to even think of acting on any plan. I’m sure their budgets will disappear, and high-level clearances will disappear right along with them. They won’t be able to order a hamburger from the cafeteria let alone start a pandemic.”

“Okay, now about him,” said Maggie, pointing to Gerald Jacquess who was trying to make eye contact with everyone in the group and thus appear friendly. Instead he seemed to be watching a high-speed Ping Pong match.

“Yes, Mr. Jacquess was instrumental in taking down his step-brother by paying the occasional visit to his office and leaving small but highly powerful gifts that aided me in my effort to gain insight into his plans.”

“Huh?”

“Theodore Boston, and Gerald are step-brothers. I take back everything Maggie, and I ever said about you, Gerald. You planted a listening”

“I would stop right there, Mr. Kensington. I would not say anything that would place Mr. Jacquess in any legal difficulties. There is nothing wrong about one brother visiting another brother at one's workplace.”

“He didn’t find it odd that you visited him? I can’t see you two hanging out,” Maggie told Jacquess.

“No, not at all. I visit Theodore periodically to allow him to vent. For some reason, he finds it therapeutic to discuss his problems with me. Well, not ‘discuss’ he mostly screams. When you had him fired for embezzling from the university, Ms. Penny, that rant went on for hours. I promised Mom that I would always look after Theodore, and I will not break that promise since Mom always knew there was something wrong with him. I am used to cleaning up his messes. I’m the reason no charges were pressed against him when he left the university over the misuse of funds. I have been cleaning up Theodore’s messes for years. Right now he needs to be cared for in a federal facility of some sort. I believe the psychopath gene comes from our mother’s side of the family. I remember Mom talking about Grandma being put away, and it was all hushed up. Theodore’s dad and mine were very similar; I guess Mom had a type. I don’t remember my dad, but his dad was unusually good looking in a cologne ad sort of way, but dumb. Oh my God, dumb as a box of rocks. And a narcissist. There wasn’t a reflective surface that man didn’t stop to admire himself in. Glad that never rubbed off on me,” he said as he combed his few strands of hair back into place with his fingers while looking in a mirror across from the table. 

“Well, I’m not sure what to think. Thank you for your help, Gerald.” Maggie paused for a moment and grabbed Danny’s arm. “God, I think hell just froze over. Oh, by the way, Mr. Millwood, how exactly did you find this house?”

Mr. Millwood lifted his wine glass, swirled its ruby red contents around and gazed into its depths. “You are not going to like the answer, Ms. Penny.”

“Well, sir, I haven’t liked much of anything that has happened today, so if you don’t mind, give it up, sir.”

A faint gasp could be heard from Danny and Kevin, and they attempted to retreat from the table as quickly and silently as possible.

“Stay where you are, gentlemen,” Mr. Millwood said and two chairs slid to a stop with slight squeaks. “Yes, well, I noticed back when a search warrant had been served on Mr. Montgomery’s and Mr. Kensington’s apartment that Lexi’s property had been appropriated by one or both of you.”  Mr. Millwood raised his hand to stem the tide of denials about to come from Danny and or Kevin, since both their mouths were open. They immediately shut their mouths, turned to each other, and glared. 

“To continue, I felt that this practice of “borrowing” equipment and supplies from Lexi might continue after you two returned from your EAP sabbatical, so certain tempting items were placed in your lab. These items contained long distance tracking devices, which I must say worked out quite well. It would’ve taken us much longer to find this lovely house without them.” With that statement, Mr. Millwood leaned back in his chair and let the pandemonium start.
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CHAPTER SEVENTY-EIGHT
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AS SOON AS MR. MILLWOOD’S press release hit the news, the government acted swiftly, especially the agencies that were not included in the rebuilding group, which were the majority. Mr. Boston was arrested by every organization in Washington from the Capitol Police to Homeland Security to government agencies Mr. Boston had never heard of and had no idea what their acronyms stood for. All, however, were heavily armed and extremely angry.

A second press release was in the process of being issued a few days after the bombshell regarding Mr. Boston’s plans for reshaping the world. Mr. Millwood arrived at Danny and Kevin’s house and told them they were going for a little drive. Danny and Kevin exchanged looks of panic. Before either of them could speak, Mr. Millwood put his index finger to his lips and said, “I will do the talking for a moment, understood?” 

Two rapid nods answered him.

“What you two gentlemen are going to do is assist me in turning around this formula and revamping it for the good....”

“Yes, yes, we started to do that but kept running into problems. Do you still have those binders? Those are our mistakes, but there are some salvageable ideas too,” Danny blurted out.

“Oh God, yes ever since this mess started we were trying to figure out how to undo this, hence the horrible mistakes in those binders.” Kevin added

Millwood stared at the two men silently for a moment. “I’m glad to see you are as passionate about fixing this mess as about getting rich off of it. He pulled out his iPad and turned it toward Kevin and Danny. “There is one more item that needs to be addressed. I have no tolerance for disloyalty, which brings me to the problem that cropped up in your department.”

“Our department?” Danny squeaked.

“Yes, there were quite a lot of budgeting irregularities, especially in the training budget. It seems that either everyone in your department went on a first-class, month-long training trip to Hawaii and then bought all new equipment for all the labs, or there were several hundreds of thousands of dollars unaccounted for.

“What, um, well, training, you see it’s very, what’s the word, Kevin?”

“Hmmm, I can’t breathe.” 

“Gentlemen, get a hold of yourselves. I’m not accusing you.”

“Well of course not...” Wheeze. “Silly, silly...” Gasp. “To make mention of it at all,” Kevin was finally able to articulate.

“There was only one person that had full access to the labs and its never-ending stream of paperwork and its bookkeeping. The one and only person who never called in sick or, from what we can tell, even took a vacation. That is always a red flag. Embezzlers can’t risk anyone else looking at their cooked books.”

Kevin nudged Danny and grinned. Cross your fingers for it to be Conner.”

“No kidding, wouldn’t that be a scream. Hey, is that our decoy house on that monitor?”

Danny and Kevin watched as the chemist emerged from one of the bedrooms carrying a half-empty bottle of Grey Goose. He ventured out into the central part of the house and walked gingerly amongst the debris. He looked like he was headed toward the kitchen exit when he saw the binders still on the counter and relatively undamaged. He was balancing the last three-ring binder in his left arm and was reaching for the bottle of vodka when a SWAT team charged through the front door and descended upon the kitchen. The chemist yelped in terror, then attempted to regain his dignity. “Who the hell are you?” he yelled just as another armed SWAT team surrounded him from the other direction. He squawked again in terror dropped the vodka bottle and all the binders except for one, which he clutched to his chest. The team searched him for weapons and when he was found to be armed with nothing more lethal than nail clippers, he was asked who he was and what he was doing in this house.

There was a lengthy 30 seconds, of furtive eye movement, streaming forehead sweat, and flapping hand gestures before he said, “I am Brian Conner, lab manager and lead chemist of Lexi Corp.”

“Is that supposed to mean something?”

“I’m an important man doing important work,” he said as he yanked a binder away from a SWAT team member who was leafing through it. 

“What the fuck?” yelled Danny.

Mr. Millwood hit pause, glared at Danny and then hit play.

“So, this is your house, and those formulas in those binders are your work? Is that what you’re saying?”

Conner paused momentarily and then replied, “Yes most definitely, and I demand them back.”

“Excuse me a moment.” With that, the lead SWAT team member exited through the kitchen hole. He returned moments later and motioned to his fellow members toward Conner and then toward the front door. Conner was relieved of his binder and was essentially carried out of the house, swearing alternately in a Scottish accent and his midwestern twang, legs flailing in a cycling motion. 

Kevin and Danny looked at the iPad and each other, back at the screen, and then at Mr. Millwood.

“What the fuck just happened?” asked Danny

“A gift from heaven,” replied Mr. Millwood. “When such gifts appear out of nowhere, you don’t question them; you give them a quick embrace and act on them immediately before they disappear. When the leader of the SWAT team informed me of what we just saw thanks to your video system, I knew we had just been given a wonderful gift in the form of a ...I’m at a loss for words.”

“An idiotic, narcissist, from planet moron,” suggested Kevin.

“Yes, quite apt, thank you. When Conner said those were his formulas, he might just as well have said. ‘Please make me your scapegoat for all the formulas that went horribly wrong and place all the blame on me.’ So in a nutshell, that’s what we did. Luckily you had covered your tracks regarding the ownership of the house, and it will be easy enough to place Conner’s name onto the title of the property. I also took the liberty of removing your video system from the house. We wouldn’t want it to fall into the wrong hands now, would we?”
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CHAPTER SEVENTY-NINE
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A NEW FORMULA WAS BORN a short 18 months after Theodore Boston was incarcerated. This formula, born in a lab, deep underground, entered the world quickly as cosmetics don’t have to pass FDA regulations. The FDA just monitors their use. Scary, isn’t it?

Unlike the original formula, it wasn’t as sexy and didn’t erase all flaws, but it did save lives. When applied, it worked immediately and eliminated all the nanotechnology similar to the innate and adaptive immune systems our bodies use to fight bacteria or viruses. The melting malady stopped, and as with the first formula, a side effect began to emerge. 

Bond called Kevin and asked him and everyone to Skype ASAP he had some exciting news.

As everyone gathered around the monitor, they saw Bond with someone in a white coat.

“What’s up, Bond?”

“I’m here with Dr. Peng, oncologist with Fuda Hospital in China.”

“Oh my God, Bond, I’m so sorry,” Kevin said while touching the screen with one hand.

“No, no, it’s not me. I have some wonderful news. The formula we sold to the Chinese, the faster acting stronger formula, when it is combined with the new formula is doing something wonderful.”

“Wait,” Danny interjected, “our original formula didn’t cause any meltdowns, so to speak.”

“Yes, but a majority of the Chinese people felt they had better use the vaccine formula, as people were calling it, to be on the safe side, and something miraculous is occurring.”

“What, what, what? For the love of God, what?” shouted Maggie.

“Well as you may have been aware, the formula didn’t stop or cure cancer; rather it sort of put people in remission or slowed things down. But, but,” Bond stopped and paused put a hand on the doctor's shoulder, took a deep breath and said, “this vaccine not only goes after the nanotechnology, it goes after cancer cells and tumors.”

“When you mean goes after?” Maggie asked in a very soft voice.

“I mean destroys them without harming the patient. So far, no side effects.  It destroys the cancer cells. They’ve done numerous scans on affected people. Gone. It’s like they’ve never had cancer. Oncologists are going crazy testing people. We are sending you everything we have so maybe you can put it all together in one formula.”

Three months later

Maggie was pacing nervously in the General Assembly Hall of the United Nations, in New York City waiting for Danny once again. After all, we’ve been through, and he can’t spare half a day to be me with me. She had unconsciously balled her hands into fists and had crumpled the corner of her itinerary into a twisted point. She was just untwisting the pages when an official in a dark suit with razor-sharp creases approached her. He cleared his throat looked pointedly at his watch and began to say in what Maggie felt was a condescending tone, “Ms. Penny.” However, the way he pronounced it, it sounded as though Penny had four e’s. “Ms. Peeeeny, the symposium will begin shortly. You will need...” Maggie never found out what she needed as the pompous crease was interrupted by

“Maggie, there you are. I have been looking all over for you. Excuse me, sir, I just need to meet momentarily with my colleague and go over some important material. I knew you would understand, my good man,” Danny said as he directed tall dark and annoying toward the Economic and Social Council Chamber.

“I can’t believe you made it” Maggie squealed, giving Danny a big hug and then noticed what he was carrying. “What’s in the bags?”

“Survival gear, of course. You didn’t think I would come to a long-winded day regarding...” Danny grabbed Maggie’s brochure and read in a monotone, “An in-depth analysis of the past, and current economic, sociological and agricultural conditions and how they may contribute impact and or predict future conditions globally.”

Maggie grabbed one of the bags out of Danny’s hands and thrust her hand inside.

“Don’t pull anything out. Just look.”

“Oh my, you are the most wonderful man in the world. These are the good ones with the large chocolate chips and the macadamia nuts. Ohhhhh, and the ones with peanut butter cups! You’ve outdone yourself. What’s in the other bag?”

“Madlibs, crosswords, and our Kindles.”

“I don’t think I have ever loved you more than I do at this moment, babe.”

“Seriously it’s just junk food and Madlibs, babe.”

“No, Danny it’s a sign.”

“A sign of what? Ohhhh. Be right there, babe.”  Danny pulled out his phone and said, “Hey Kev, we need to talk as soon as you’re done with your conference and me with mine. Yes, it’s important. Yeah, bye.”  Danny put his phone away and ran after Maggie who had a big grin on her face.
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CHAPTER EIGHTY
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MAGGIE, DANNY, KEVIN and Melissa were watching the TV coverage about the miraculous breakthrough regarding their formula and the fight against cancer back in the house in New Mexico. At one point, Maggie turned to Danny and asked, “So Daniel, with all this fanfare, how does it feel to be a hero?”

“Unreal, very unreal. By the way, we’ve come up with a name for the formula. Kevin and Melissa agree it’s a great name.”

Kevin and Melissa nodded in agreement.

“And what would that be? Danny the Magnificent Super Formula?”

“Hey, that is a good name, but no. We all agreed on this.”

Danny reached behind the couch and handed Maggie a beautifully wrapped gift. 

“Oh my God, this is beautiful and not wrapped in the Sunday funnies either.” She kissed Danny on the check and opened the package. “This is lovely packaging, such a stylish jar. What does it say?”

On a lid of the most recent formula was an enlarged shiny copper penny over which “A&J Penny” was embossed and under the penny was the Chinese character 壽. 

“What? Oh my, this is wonderful. Is this what I think it is? A&J, Arthur and Joyce? Mom and Dad? Oh. I can’t, I’m sorry.” with that Maggie collapsed against Danny sobbing.

After several moments of sniffing and Danny cooing, “There, there,” Maggie composed herself. “I can’t thank you guys enough. What does the Chinese character mean?”

“Longevity, it seemed appropriate,” answered Kevin.

“Are you guys okay with the name being Penny, I mean people might think it’s me. I mean it was supposed to be me, but not in this case. Well, you know what I mean.”

“Oh, I think I’ve taken care of that,” Danny said, and gave Kevin and Melissa a meaningful glance. They jumped up and gave vague excuses of why they had to leave the room.

“That was weird, well, weirder than usual for them,” laughed Maggie. “What do you mean you’ve taken care of the confusion? You usually cause confusion.”

Well, it’s simple. You change your name and no one will accuse you of solely taking credit for the new formula.”

“Change my name? Change my name to what, Humpersink? It’s funny for awhile but not for a lifetime. What are you doing on your knees? Did you drop something? Danny, are you okay? You look awful. You’re all sweaty and pale. 

Danny took a deep breath, shifted his position on the floor, took another deep breath and gushed, “Magdalene Elizabeth Penny, ever since you have known me, I have been an irresponsible crazy mad scientist wanna-be inventor. I immediately fell in love with you when you caught me stealing university equipment and told me if I was going to steal, to steal the good equipment, not the crappy stuff students use. From that day on I thought at some point our love would reach a peak and things would just be good, but each day and every moment of every single day that I’m with you makes me love you more and more. Will you do me the honor of being my crazy, irresponsible mad scientist wife in good times and bad, and even in the monotonous and boring?” With a flourish, Danny pulled out a velvet box he had in his jeans pocket and opened it.

Maggie’s eyes filled with tears. She opened her mouth, but no words came out. She fell to her knees in front of Danny and gave him a bone-jarring hug, which caused them both to fall to the floor.

“Yes, yes, yes,” sobbed Maggie.

A scream came from the bedroom area, causing near-fatal injury to Danny’s nether regions as Maggie bolted upright. “What the hell was that?”

“It’s alright.  Kevin was also going to pop the question to Melissa shortly after I did. I think that was a happy scream.”

Melissa came sprinting into the room holding a jewelry box over her head like an Olympic torch and shouting “Maggie, Maggie, Maggie!” Kevin followed behind with enormous grin on his face.

“You know, if I had thought things through, I would’ve had you pop the question an hour after I did,” sighed Danny as he tucked his shirt back into his pants.

“Yes, well, if it makes you feel any better, I didn’t get any either,” Kevin said, still with a massive grin on his face.

Danny looked at Maggie and asked, “What is it, babe? You haven’t changed your mind already, have you? You’re staring off into space.”

“You know for a while now, ever since we left that decoy house I have had the feeling we’ve forgotten something,” 

“I’m sure you’ll remember eventually. It probably wasn’t important.”
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AFTERWARD
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MEANWHILE BACK AT THE IT lab (Audi Q7)

(Or, hey, what happened to the Geeks)

After seeing the garage doors being blown and what appeared to be a SWAT team descending on the house, Alex made the executive decision to get the hell out of Dodge. Unfortunately, his co-workers, who were usually snail-like in making decisions had come to the same conclusion. There was a mad scramble to the front seat. Cody made it to the driver’s seat first as Jeremy and Alex had forgotten to unplug their headsets, and both were jerked back when they made their lunge for the front. 

“Shotgun!” shouted Jeremy and Alex. After a minor pushing and slap fighting and Alex pushed past Jeremy and clamored over the front seat to sit beside Cody.

Cody, who’d been adjusting the seat and mirrors while Alex and Jeremy had been screaming at each other and yelling at him to get them “the fuck out of here!” started screaming.

Alex and Jeremy immediately went silent, with Alex apologizing to Cody, “Sorry Cody, I didn’t mean to upset you, but I thought we should use the utmost speed in leaving here before we are discovered and possibly shot or arrested.”

Cody had gone silent and was pointing in Alex’s direction. Alex was also going to encourage movement from Cody in the form of starting the engine and hitting the accelerator when he saw something move just outside his window.

Jeremy apparently saw whatever was alongside Alex’s window too because he began screaming, “Lock the doors, lock the doors, get the hell...!”

By the time Alex and Cody found the door locks, which were on the center console, Alex’s door had opened.

“Oh God, it’s the Crypt Keeper!” Cody screamed, turned the key in the ignition and floored it. Unfortunately, he had put the SUV into neutral, so it only made a lovely revving noise.

Alex, who was closest to the creature which that was now mere inches from his face, saw a human-shaped thing with massive wrinkles on a skeleton frame. If a skeleton could have wrinkles, than living proof was breathing down Alex’s neck. Every time the creature took a breath, Alex heard this awful sloshy raspy sound as if the thing’s lungs were filled with wet sand. 

“You nerds weren’t leaving, were you?” the thing rasped.

“Go, just go!” Jeremy wailed from the back, bouncing up and down on his seat.

An arm in a shredded sleeve rose, followed by the thunderous crack of a gunshot that reverberated in the confined space of the SUV. The shot traveled past both Alex and Cody and skimmed the trim of the driver’s side open window as it exited. 

“Now that I have your attention,” the voice gurgled at the slightly deafened occupants. The gurgle was followed by a snort and phlegmy retching sounds. The thing turned its head and displayed long gray strings of hair coming from a red and pink scalp, which resembled the terrain of an active volcano, with inflamed cracks scattered over a barren landscape. The thing then spat a large black piece of something spongy onto the desert floor. More gurgling and rasping was followed by, a whispery crackle that sounded like, “Pardon me, that wasn’t ladylike, was it?” The creature jerked back and forth and made even weirder hacking noises. It was either having a seizure or laughing.

Jeremy took this opportunity to open his door and vomit into some bear grass shrubs growing next to the SUV. As he leaned out the door a hand that was more bone than skin grabbed him and pulled him out of the SUV where he landed in a heap on the desert floor. Ms. Skeletor made another phlegmy slushy sound and rattled, what sounded like, “Sorry, four is a crowd.” The thing then used Jeremy as a step and climbed into the Audi’s back seat. More croaking and rattling came from the skull, and the thing gurgled, “As soon as you find the appropriate gear, nerd, we can get out of here. I’m not myself, but I’m not stupid. Do as I say and we will all live through this.” It then slammed the car door shut and patted Cody’s shoulder.  Cody and Alex look at each other, at Cody’s shoulder where the thing had touched him, and then back at each other. 

Cody began chanting, “Get it off, get it off, get it off.” Alex found a rag in the glove compartment and snagged some clumps off Cody’s shoulder. Before he threw the rag out the window, Alex looked at it to double-check what he thought he’d seen on Cody’s shoulder. He wished he hadn’t as the contents of the cloth would haunt his dreams the rest of his days. On the rag were two complete fingernails and a section of skin approximately an inch in length that was now curling up at the ends. The nails and the fragment of skin were charcoal black in color.

“Driver, let’s go, I’m not going to ask again,” came the wet rattling wheeze from the back seat.

After several tries, Cody finally found the correct gear, and the Audi set off into the desert. 

After several miles, Alex finally found the courage to speak and managed to squeak, “It is you, isn’t it, Suzanne? What happened back there?

More horrible retching noises originated from the back seat. Alex could feel the foul thing’s breath on his neck when it replied, “Yes, it’s me. Let’s just say, I’m glad they opted for the industrial-sized dryer.” 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Works Cited



[image: image]


U.S. WORLD POPULATION Clock U.S. Census Bureau

Wikipedia, Pixte.com top 12 places you’re not allowed to visit in the world

U.S. Dept. of Health and Human Services

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Great_Chinese_Famine

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bubonic plague

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gyrojet

http://tribalemployee.blogspot.com/2013/03/navajo-last-names.html

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

About C.J.

[image: image]


FOR MORE BACKGROUND on Lexi Corp. and other weird stuff take a look at 

http://wwwbeautifuldisaster.us
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