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Prologue




Since the very beginning, mankind’s finest philosophers, religious leaders, and pop psychologists have wondered about the true moral nature of man. Is a human, they ask, an inherently good creature or an inherently evil creature? In retrospect, the answer was obvious, but as with most of philosophy and pop psychology, the question was more about the journey and the book deals anyway, and the epiphany was a long time coming. Here’s how it started.

Way back when, a terribly long time ago, when humanity was young, civilization had not yet been invented. It was before war and peace, before the Pyramids and Stonehenge, before direct marketing and spam phone calls. The noble but ethically questionable species that we have come to know as man consisted of a bunch of cavemen, the more graceful housemen and apartmentmen having not yet arisen from the mists of time. All these cavemen did other than hunt, gather, and moan about how the kids didn’t appreciate proper hunting and gathering, was sit around smashing rocks together as part of a foolhardy and ultimately futile attempt to invent nuclear fusion. The effort continues to this day. But, one particular day, after a hard, solid twelve hours of rock-smashing, some of the more industrious cavepeople had finished their individual quota of sedimentary collisions for the day and broke away from their fellows. This splinter group found a good spot for thinking on the edge of a cliff overlooking the scenic savanna below, bracketed by the creeping twilight cast by the setting sun, and awash in the majesty of creation, they started to wonder what it was all about. Who had put man here? For what purpose? And what was the true moral and ethical nature of the human creature? Was man inherently good or inherently evil? Thus, they became the first philosophers, ethicists, and pundits, all in one fell swoop. If left to their own devices, they might have invented politics and fundraisers too, but they were pressed for time.

Then, they glanced back over their shoulders towards the main group of unenlightened cavemen and noticed some of the less productive cavemen trying to seize their best smashing rocks while they all sat around haplessly philosophizing about human nature. It was at that point they realized which way the wind was blowing on the good versus evil thing. As they raced back to defend their rock smashing interests with more savage rock smashing, this time into the heads of their peers, little did the first philosophizers realize that they had begun a pattern that would repeat itself down and down through time. History is filled with ethical, intellectual, and religious leaders, who, like them, sat down to contemplate the true nature of man only to realize that a bunch of deadbeats had stolen all their stuff while they were distracted with the big thinking schtick. There is, they concluded bitterly, a great deal of evil in the human soul. They wanted to sit down and try to work out whether this evil was inherent - as in the case of the Christian idea of original sin - or whether this evil was learned - as in the case of professional telemarketers - but they’d learned their lesson the first time, and spent the rest of their days and nights guarding what little remained of their beloved stuff.

Yes, people are evil. Humans did not invent evil, but we are the first species to have mastered it. Aside from a highly racist alpaca and a pigeon that mails letter bombs to crippled orphans, humans are the most evil of Earth’s creatures. They have individually and collectively wrought horrors upon mankind that I am not qualified to describe. Few among us can claim to have stared into the abyssal maw, explored the Tartarus, of deepest, darkest human evil, like war crimes, or massacres, or refusal to buy satirical e-books written by independent authors, but we all know such evil is there. In short, people are evil. Humans are scum.

By the way, I would like to make clear at this junction that I don’t have anything against evil. Some of my best friends are evil. I’m part evil myself. Why, just last week I was thinking of writing a dark comedy with no survivors, if only I could think of a way to start the book.

Anyway, the good news is that humans contain multitudes. As the human spirit harbors evil, so too does it provide refuge to copious good, like sterling acts of compassion, and moving humanitarianism, and modern anti-telemarketing spam-blocking technology, and bacon! But the fact remains that people are scum, and since the beginning of history, back when those cavemen I mentioned beat the mammoth meat out of each other over those smashing rocks, they have wondered what the source of evil in the human heart is.

Far away, in a city you’ve never heard of, a man named Thomas Norm Truman was about to become the latest in a long line of glorified cavemen to confront the most wretched facets of human nature. More specifically, he was about to lose his wallet. Then, he and several of his friends had an adventure. They considered the big questions in life, like whether man is good or evil, and if evil, how evil, and the precise nature of the human soul.

And then they all died.





Chapter 1: Lee Divides His Army At Chancellorsville




It was the opposite of a dark and stormy night, by which I mean it was a bright and sun-shiny morning, when a young man rose from his bed. He stretched, yawned, and with some difficulty and wooziness, clambered out of bed and prepared himself for another round with life. Maybe he’d even win this one. Lord knew he was due for a win; he’d lost the last few rounds. 	The young man in question had short, dark hair and brown eyes, and his face was unremarkable, like a dishonest politician or a broken parking meter. He was of middling height and build, and everything about him was drenched in mediocrity, right from the tips of his brown hair to the obsolescence of his slightly cracked iPhone. This young man lived alone in a grubby, tiny, very low value townhouse on the edge of the city. This townhouse only had a few rooms. The most prominent was his living room, done up in a soft eggshell white. The walls were decorated with photographs, mostly of scenic landscapes and remarkable or picturesque architecture, and his coffee table was covered in the pieces of a fiendishly difficult jigsaw puzzle that its owner had never quite had the time, confidence, and skill to finish.

His name was Thomas Norm Truman. Most of his friends called him Tom, but I won’t, for several good reasons. The first is that I’m not his friend. In fact, if he ever met me, (which he can’t, because, as you may recall, I am the external narrator and do not appear in this narrative), I suspect he wouldn’t like me much. The second reason I don’t call him Tom is that I don’t want to get too chummy with him, because, as you may have heard, he dies in the end. To be absolutely frank, he’s lucky I don’t call him Truman, or maybe a less charitable nickname I could devise for him that remarks upon his reeking halitosis and reminds one of an energetic black Labrador, but for now I’ll stick to calling him Thomas.

Thomas was down on his luck. He’d been through a lot of jobs recently, and now worked as a professional photographer. This vocation largely consisted of going to places like weddings, parties, and other such disgustingly contrived events, and taking photographs of things for persons who were presumably either visually impaired, were the last people on earth who didn’t own cameras, or had a desperate and compulsive need to show photographs of everything to their friends, even though their friends had often been there and remembered the wedding just fine, thank you very much. 

The professional photography gig wasn’t working out very well for Thomas, and he hadn’t made much money recently, but he had a plan. He scooped up a copy of the local paper. There, splashed across one of the pages, was a highly publicized photography contest, initiated by a famous local architect named Patrick Girder. Girder and Co. had put a bounty on the best architectural photograph anyone could produce: $10,000 for the best picture of original, unusual, inspiring, beautiful, or interesting architecture in the city. Thomas intended to win it.

He pulled on his shoes, scooped up his camera and cracked iPhone, and deposited his wallet precariously in his right pocket. Thomas wanted that prize money, so he sauntered out, bright and early, into the morning sunlight. He felt optimistic.

And for the first few minutes of this beautiful, serene morning, between its chirping birds and cool breeze, nothing tried to kill Thomas. No mutagenic radiation-laced cosmic rays showered down from the sun, burrowed corrosively into his organs, and transformed his oncogene-bearing cells into unique and incurable cancers. No salmonella laced the contents of the morning sandwich he picked up from his favorite local food stand, where, unknown to Thomas, the proprietors had evaded the health inspectors for over a decade. No tweeting birds swooped down to infect him with exotic illnesses from lands he’d never heard of and whose names he could not pronounce. The whole day and all its forces conspired to lull Thomas into a false sense of security from which he could not escape until fate had already shanked him in the gizzards while destiny held his arms behind his back. Because, although he didn’t know it, today wasn’t Thomas’ day. Today was the day that the whole world and everything in it, including lions and tigers, the birds and the bees, cops and robbers, the boy scouts and the AARP, even dogs, cats, and some of the more pioneering snails, would try to kill him. Even I want him dead, and I’m the narrator. Later in the day, Thomas would meet up with some of his friends and face this challenge together.

And then they all died.





Chapter 2: The Life and Times of Casanova and Kublai Khan




But I’m getting ahead of myself. Thomas didn’t die immediately. That comes later. For now, he just wanted to take a picture of a building, submit it to Girder and Co. as part of their photo competition, and win his money.

Thomas walked down a bustling city street. He knew exactly which building he wanted to photograph for the big competition. It was a building that he’d passed many times on his various strolls through the city, and although he was sure he wasn’t the only person who had this particular building in mind, he intended to be the first person to photograph it.

The building he had in mind was the office of the company that sold him his insurance: the Duncan Nye All Insurance company. It had been founded by a local man named Duncan Nye, who was famous for adding the personal touch to the insurance business by denying claims personally because he loved to see the crestfallen look on his customers’ faces when he told them they couldn’t have any money. The Duncan Nye All Insurance company building was a skyscraper. It towered at least fifteen stories over all the buildings around it. It was all blocky, dark-tinted windows clashing with curves, columns, flying buttresses, and the odd spike, like someone had smashed a medieval castle into an office building, which was in fact more or less what the architect had done to build the thing. It was the most unique example of architecture in the city, albeit not the most sightly one, and Thomas lined up his camera and took a picture of it. Then he took another, and another, and another.

While he was doing this, a tall, blonde, blue-eyed man with the numeral one tattooed on the back of his hand sneaked up from behind Thomas and pickpocketed Thomas’ wallet while Thomas’ eye was pressed to the viewfinder of his camera. Thomas felt nothing more than a slight rustling.

Some minutes later, after Thomas had finished taking pictures of the Duncan Nye All Insurance building from every conceivable angle, he realized his wallet was missing. Later, Thomas would identify this as the point in the day that things took a turn for the worse.

 

*****

 

An hour later, a shocked and despondent Thomas was sitting in a café, having a cup of coffee with an old friend of his. His friend was a short, dark-haired man who smiled much too wide and had an expression on his face that made everyone around him slightly nervous. This friend had the smile of a man who took relentless joy in the misery of others and the pants of a man he’d mugged back in December. His name was Mal Nox, and he was a sociopath.

For those not familiar with the term - and as I’ve often had occasion to remark on, with public education being what it is these days, you can’t make too many assumptions about people’s vocabulary - when I say Mal Nox was a sociopath, I mean that he had no conscience. He was completely free from any restraint of morality or notion that he should take active interest in the wellbeing of anyone other than himself. He also enjoyed hurting people. This unfortunate combination of personality traits stemmed from an incident in his childhood that had involved a gym teacher, a complete copy of Atlas Shrugged, and a gas explosion which had left Mal without any capacity to care about or empathize with others. His hobbies included armed robbery, vandalism, assault, fraud, arson, and driving for Uber. Through these hobbies, he also came to hate people, and so had gotten a job working in customer service, where he met lots of like-minded co-workers. In this profession, he learned to deepen his hate for everyone. He felt a profound sense of hatred towards everyone who was breathing for stealing his air and even greater hatred towards those who weren’t for being sneaky about it.

He doesn’t survive this story either, but that comes later. For now, he was alive and sitting across from Thomas with that slightly manic grin on his face that only those who have endured customer service jobs share and wear.

“-and the credit card company says they’re going to charge me a cancellation fee, and I had a check in there that has to be cancelled too, and there are more charges for that,” Thomas was saying. “All these fees, plus the money I lost in the wallet, add up to about a thousand dollars. Can you believe that?”

Mal inherently lacked the capacity to care about Thomas’ problems and was about to say so when Mal’s cell phone started to ring.

“Hold that thought,” said Mal, and scooped up his phone and answered it. “Mal Nox Customer Service company,” Mal said. “What’s the problem? Hmm... I see. Well, try turning it off and turning it on again. Yes, that should fix your pacemaker right up, Mr. Johnson.”

Mal ended the phone call with a widening grin. He’d started his own customer service subcontracting business. Now all his customer service calls went right to his cell phone.

“So, you’re, uh, doing customer service all the time now?” asked Thomas.

“What can I say?” Mal replied. “I enjoy helping people. Now, what were you complaining about?”

“I was-”

Mal’s phone rang again. He held up a hand to silence Thomas and answered it.

“Your drill isn’t working, Mr. Stewart? Oh, that is unfortunate. In cases like these, we recommend purchasing a trained woodpecker and using it instead. Hmm? Yeah, local pet store. Goodbye.”

Mal hung up with another huge smile on his face.

“Right,” Thomas said with a cough. “I was just saying I lost a thousand dollars because of these outrageous fees everyone is charging me for losing my wallet. I need a new ID, new credit cards, debit cards, cancelled checks, membership cards, everything.” Thomas put his head down on the table at the thought of all the trouble, worry, and expense he was going through. “I just can’t believe someone would do that!” Thomas exclaimed. “Who would steal my wallet? In broad daylight? It’s appalling.”

“It’s your own fault for having a wallet,” Mal said vaguely. He was texting Mr. Stewart to tell him to remember to make sure his woodpecker was plugged in.

“I just can’t believe it,” Thomas said.

“What did you expect?” Mal asked vaguely. “People are scum.”

Thomas frowned. He’d known Mal for a long time, ever since the incident with the gym coach and the Ayn Rand text, and knew that Mal thought everyone else was a whole lot worse than himself. However, Thomas had never quite agreed with Mal’s outlook on the subject.

“People aren’t scum,” Thomas said flatly.

“Yes they are,” Mal said without even looking up from his cell phone, where he was explaining what kind of power charger the woodpecker needed.

“No, they aren’t.”

“Yes, they are,” Mal reiterated. “Let me give you an example. Look at that barista over there.”

He pointed to one of the café’s female baristas, who was wearing a flat-brimmed cap and an apron. She was smiling in a friendly way at a customer.

“She spit in your coffee when you weren’t looking,” Mal said.

Thomas stared at his coffee and recoiled from it in disgust. Cogs turned in his mind.

“No, she didn’t,” Thomas said. “You’re just making this up.”

“Am not,” replied Mal. “And I’ll tell you something else, that barista... eh, you don’t want to hear it.”

“What?” Thomas said.

“She’s a racist,” said Mal. “She won’t serve Asian customers because she thinks their eyes are funny.”

“Uh huh.”

“And at night, she and some of her friends get drunk and throw bricks through windows,” said Mal. “I know because I help her sometimes.”

“Nonsense,” said Thomas. “Garbage. Complete baloney.”

“Every word of it’s true.”

“I don’t believe you,” said Thomas.

Mal still hadn’t even looked up. He was now telling Mr. Stewart that he needed to buy a new drill with which to motivate the woodpecker.

“If you don’t believe me, then drink your coffee,” Mal said.

“I will,” Thomas said defiantly.

Thomas stared down at his coffee. There was a discolored swirl in it. Was it cream? Or was it spit? Thomas gulped, brought the coffee near his lips, and felt his throat clench up. He didn’t want to drink it.

“See?” Mal asked. “People are scum.”

Thomas gulped.

“Okay,” Thomas said. “Even if the barista spit in my coffee, it doesn’t mean that people are scum. She could just be having a hard day.”

Still without looking up from his woodpecker-related text-message exchange, Mal lazily pointed out of the café window to a little old lady who was shuffling across the street.

“See her?” he asked.

“Uh huh.”

“She threw a rock at a puppy because she thought it was gay. It wasn’t, of course, since it was a puppy, but she thought it might be gay.”

“There’s no way that happened, Mal. She can barely walk.”

“And then, later, she felt guilty about it, so she threw a rock at a different puppy for not being gay enough,” said Mal.

Thomas still looked skeptical.

“And then she spit in your coffee too,” added Mal.

“Okay,” Thomas said. “Now I know you’re making this up.”

“Nope. Let me give you one last example,” Mal added as he explained to Mr. Stewart that he needed to steal Mr. Johnson’s pacemaker to get the woodpecker to drill at a consistent speed. “See that little boy?”

He pointed out the window again to a tiny boy who was trailing behind the old lady at the crosswalk, the former happily licking an ice cream cone as he went. He had little glasses and skipped slightly.

“Yes, I see the little boy,” Thomas confirmed.

“He single-handedly engineered the violent overthrow of the government of Uganda,” Mal added off-handedly. “A hundred thousand dead. Do you know why he did it?”

“No.”

“For that ice cream cone.”

Thomas raised an eyebrow.

“And I suppose he spit in my coffee too, did he?”

“No, he’s the one who told the other two to spit in your coffee.”

“You’re full of it,” Thomas said, and drank his coffee. As he did, though, he couldn’t shake the feeling that it tasted vaguely of spit.

“Do you know anyone that teaches woodpeckers how to steal pacemakers? Eh, no, never mind. I’ll find one online.” Mal started googling.

“People are not scum,” Thomas said, crossing his arms. “Someone might have stolen my wallet this morning, but that doesn’t mean everyone is awful.”

“Yes, they are,” Mal said. “Everyone is objectively terrible.”

“Everyone,” Thomas repeated. “What about Ghandi?”

“Nazi sympathizer.”

“Mother Theresa?”

“Dealt drugs on the side.”

“The Dalai Lama?”

“Not even a real llama,” said Mal.

“So everyone, in your worldview, is scum?”

“Well, not everyone,” Mal conceded off-handedly. “I’m different, obviously. I’m an altruist.”

Thomas nearly exploded.

“What?” Thomas half-shouted, drawing a sharp look from the barista who might or might not have spit in his coffee.

“Yeah, I’m an angel over here,” Mal said. “Look at me. I work in customer service. I’ve devoted my life to the greater human good and resolving the glut in the woodpecker market. I’m practically single-handedly keeping the exotic bird breeders in business. It’s just because I love helping people so much.”

He gave Thomas the kind of grin that would have made a Cheshire cat blush.

“But everyone else is scum,” Mal added quickly. “I’m the only good, sane, altruistic, magnanimous paragon of virtue and the rest of humanity is a cesspool of amoral delinquents, criminals, and wackos.”

“Are not,” said Thomas. “You are not a moral paragon and everyone else is not scum.”

Mal sighed and turned his phone off just as Mr. Johnson’s pleas for help reached a frantic pitch.

“Fine,” Mal said. “I’ll prove it to you.”

“How? Going to tell me a baby across the street is a terrorist?”

“No. Let’s make a bet. A thousand dollars. If you win, I’ll cover the cost of you losing your wallet and all those fees and stuff.”

Thomas perked up a little.

“I’m listening. What’s your idea?”

“I’ll bet I can get someone to kill me in the next 24 hours,” Mal said. “If I do, I win the bet, and you have to acknowledge that humans are scum. If I can’t, you win the bet, and I’ll acknowledge that humans aren’t scum.”

Thomas considered. Mal grinned hysterically at him.

“There’s no way you’ll get someone to kill you in 24 hours, and you don’t want to die anyway,” Thomas said. “You’re on.”

He and Mal shook on it. Mal looked contemplative.

“I’ll have to stick to you like glue for the next 24 hours, then,” Mal said thoughtfully.

“Why?” Thomas asked.

“I mean, I don’t want you to cheat,” Mal said.

Thomas turned over this statement in his mind while Mal texted Mr. Johnson to substitute a stereo radio system for his defunct pacemaker. Finally, Thomas shook his head, stood, and moved to leave.

“Right, so where are we going?” Mal asked with vague interest.

“I’m going to file an insurance claim for my wallet,” said Thomas.

“Oh, no, don’t do that,” Mal said. “Duncan Nye will eat you alive with barbecue sauce and a light wine. You need to get a lawyer. Come with me. I’ll take you to see my lawyer, Kevin. He can draw up a contract for the bet while we’re there and make it official.”

“Um, okay,” Thomas said. “I guess. Where’s his office?”

“Across the street,” Mal said. “Let’s go.”

They rose together and left the café. As they crossed the street, they nearly bumped into the small boy with the glasses that they’d seen earlier.

“Hey, I know you,” the boy said, looking curiously at Thomas. “You’re that guy! I told those nice ladies to spit in your coffee. Do you want to hear about my trip to Uganda?”

Thomas didn’t know how to respond, and quickly moved along speechless, with a perturbed expression on his face.

Mal chuckled.

“Good one, kid,” he said, and slipped the boy ten bucks. “Same time next week?”

Then, Mal caught up with Thomas and they went together to see Kevin, Mal’s lawyer.

And then they all died.





Chapter 3: Cost-Benefit Analysis of Desalinated Turkey Gravy




Now, before we get to the dying part, let’s briefly discuss Mal’s lawyer. Mal’s lawyer had practically been born for the legal profession. His name was Kevin Kyle Atlaw, and he held a variety of dubious distinctions. Notably, he was the only lawyer in the metropolitan area to practice law out of the back of a van. He was also the only lawyer in the city with undiagnosed narcolepsy, and the only legal counsel to have ever been ordered beaten up by the judge.

Atlaw was a trial lawyer and he handled both civil and criminal cases, though it couldn’t be said, even generously, that he handled these cases particularly well. He principally worked as the court-appointed defense counsel for the city’s surprisingly large number of violent criminals and perpetrators of various other unique municipal crimes (which we’ll get to in a little bit), but he was nevertheless able to stay in business thanks to the county, which paid him for every conviction he obtain on their behalf, and the local small business community, which paid him through the nose to represent their opponents. Physically, Kevin Atlaw wasn’t fat, but he was pudgy and flabby, with short brown hair and darting eyes, which combined to give him the look of a startled deer who was being sued. That was when he was awake, of course. Practically speaking, Kevin spent most of his time asleep, which was basically how he preferred it.

Mal and Thomas approached the back of Kevin’s roaming white legal van, which was illegally double parked just outside of the junction between the courthouse and the police station, with him boxing in, in no particular order, the senior-most judge on the court, the police chief, and the county executioner. Mal wrenched open the back door of the van to reveal Kevin in a cheap brown suit and tie, snoozing on top of a filing cabinet.

“Are you sure this guy’s a lawyer?” asked Thomas.

“Was Steve Jobs Syrian?” Mal retorted.

While Thomas frowned and tried to work out what, if any, meaning this had, Mal shook Kevin awake. When Kevin remained stubbornly asleep, Mal picked up his briefcase and whacked him across the back of the head with the pointy edge. Kevin jolted back into the world of the conscious.

“What? Huh? Not guilty!” Kevin said wildly.

“Hello, Kevin,” Mal said as Kevin rubbed the back of his head. “I’ve brought you a new client.”

Kevin’s deer-in-the-headlights look vanished from his dopey face, and he assumed a smile. It wasn’t like Mal’s smile, though. It was more like the smile of a mental patient who’s been told he’s going to get a lot more exciting drugs than he has previously. Kevin leapt up from where he’d been sitting on the floor of his van and raced up to Thomas, then started to look him up and down.

“Good, good,” Kevin said. “He looks like he’ll be able to survive prison. That means fees for me for years! How many life sentences is he facing?”

“None,” Mal said.

“None?” Kevin repeated in astonishment. “That’s no good! We’ll have to get you one right away. Otherwise you wouldn’t need a lawyer, would you? What kind of crime do you prefer?”

“Um, I’m actually here about insurance,” said Thomas.

At the mention of the word insurance, Kevin’s eyes lit up with recognition and he started to nod frantically.

“Insurance, yeah, I know what that is,” Kevin said. “In fact, I used to chase ambulances, I mean, until I got hit.”

Thomas continued to peer at Kevin with skepticism. Excluding that he was running his legal practice out of the back of a van, there was nothing about him that definitely proved he wasn’t a lawyer, like if he’d had a mohawk or gangland bling or the words, “I hate judges” tattooed across his forehead, but Thomas also didn’t see much evidence that he actually was an attorney.

“So you’re an attorney?” Thomas asked Kevin for clarity.

“Oh, yeah, as far as I know,” Kevin replied. “I mean, that’s what everyone tells me.”

“And you’ve passed the bar?”

“Sure, all the time, but I don’t go in. I quit drinking years ago when I ran out of booze money.”

“I mean, you’ve passed the bar exam?”

“Sure, lots of times,” Kevin said eagerly. “I’ve practically got it memorized at this point.”

Thomas sighed. Well, he didn’t need this guy to represent him in court, or hopefully, it wouldn’t come to that. He only needed this lawyer to talk to the insurance company for him.

“Okay, look, Mr. Atlaw,” said Thomas.

“Call me Kevin,” Kevin said. “Mr. Atlaw is my attorney.”

“Fine, Kevin, I recently lost my wallet, and I’ve been reviewing my homeowner’s insurance-”

“You own a house!” Kevin exclaimed in disbelief.

“Why does it seem so unlikely that I own a house?” Thomas demanded. “You own a van.”

“Oh, no,” Kevin said, shaking his head. “I don’t know whose this is.”

Thomas stared at it.

“The honorable judge somebody or another, I think,” Kevin said. “It was hard to hear while I was stealing it.”

Thomas shook his head to clear it.

“Anyway, as I was saying, Kevin, I do own a house. I inherited it from my father, and I was looking over my homeowner’s insurance from Duncan Nye All Insurance Company, and it looks like it covers the loss of personal property like wallets even if it’s not in the home if the property in question was stolen. My wallet was pickpocketed off me. I want you to get the insurance company to pay me $1000.”

“Pay you $1000 because you stole a wallet,” Kevin said. “Got it.”

“No,” Thomas said. “Because my wallet was stolen.”

Things went on in this vein for a while. Meanwhile, Mal had popped out of the back of the van and had walked over to a nearby bench outside the police station. There was a middle-aged balding man with a potbelly sitting on the bench waiting for a bus.

“Hello, friend,” Mal said to the stranger. “Nice day, isn’t it?”

“It sure is,” the middle-aged man replied.

“Blue sky,” said Mal. “Bright sunshine.”

“But not too warm,” agreed the stranger. “Cool breeze.”

Mal stood next to him, and they admired the beauty of the day for a while together.

“Makes you want to kill someone, doesn’t it?” Mal asked him.

“What?” the stranger said, shocked.

“I mean, nothing like a perfect day to make you want to seize the life of a complete stranger,” said Mal. “Come on, give it a try. Just stand up and kill me. I guarantee you’ll like it.”

The stranger glanced over his shoulder at the police station behind him.

“Oh, come on, don’t a be a sissy,” Mal said. “Kill me!”

The potbellied man hastily stood up and started to walk briskly away from Mal, having resolved to find a different bus stop.

“You’re not thinking this through!” Mal shouted after him. “Just think of how much you stand to gain personally by killing me! You’ll laugh, you’ll cry, it’ll change your life!”

Continuing his quick retreat, the stranger fled to the opposite side of the street. A police officer had emerged from the station parking lot to see what all the commotion was about.

“What’s the trouble out here, sir?” asked the uniformed officer, one hand on his radio.

“Thank goodness you’re here, officer,” Mal said. “Arrest that man.”

He pointed to the potbellied stranger.

“Why?”

“He refused to kill me.”

There was a silence.

“Excuse me, sir,” said the police officer. “Are you suicidal?”

“Suicidal?” Mal said, aghast. “Don’t be absurd. I’d never kill myself. I’d lose the bet!”

Then, Mal and the police officer started arguing.

Meanwhile, Kevin and Thomas were wrapping up their own frank exchange of views on the subject of wallet-loss and insurance-related matters arising thereof, and Kevin had finally been induced - with some physical violence involved - to comprehend the situation.

“Ow,” Kevin said. “Okay, okay, I get it. Your wallet was stolen and you want Duncan Nye All Insurance to compensate you.”

“Finally,” Thomas muttered.

“I’ll take you on as a client right away,” said Kevin. “Besides, I need attorney-client privilege anyway to keep me out of jail.”

Thomas only spent about half a second thinking about this statement before mentally discarding it.

“Uh, right,” he said. “So, do I need to sign something?”

“Oh, God, no,” Kevin said. “I hate paperwork. Between you and me, I can barely read. I find contract law’s a lot easier if you cut out all the forms.”

“So what are your terms?”

“Well, like it says on my posters,” Kevin started, then thumped his fist on a huge poster of himself bizarrely attached to the inside of the van. “No case, no win.”

“You mean, ‘no win, no fee,’ right?” said Thomas.

Kevin gave him the deer-in-the-headlights stare again.

Thomas sighed.

“Okay, whatever,” Thomas said. “Deal. Let’s shake on it.”

They shook.

Then, Mal clambered into the back of the van.

“The police are useless these days,” he told both of them. “Scum, just like everyone else.”

Thomas, who had only vaguely been following Mal’s most recent confrontation with the police, folded his hands one over the other and turned to Kevin.

“Could you call my insurance company and ask them to compensate me for the loss of my wallet, Kevin?”

“No,” Kevin said enthusiastically. “I can’t use the phone anymore because of the wiretap. If I ever speak into a phone system, they might figure out where I am.”

Thomas sighed.

“But I’ll tell you what I can do, albeit not legally,” Kevin said. “We could drive there.”

“Fine,” Thomas said resignedly. “Let’s drive to the Duncan Nye building. Do you know how to get there?”

“No, but we’ll have fun finding out!” Kevin said. He pulled the doors to the back of the van shut, stumbled into the front of the van, sat down behind the wheel without waiting for either Mal or Kevin to get into a seat or a safe position, then immediately fell down face-first on the wheel, snoring.

“I’ll drive,” Mal said cheerily. He bodily chucked Kevin out of the seat, giving him a firm kick in the process, took his keys, and started the engine. So, with Mal behind the wheel, the three men careened unsafely towards the Duncan Nye All Insurance company.

And then they all died.





Chapter 4: GAO Report Concerning the Failed National Ignition Push 2014




Of course, I said “and then they all died,” but I didn’t say, “and then they all died immediately.” Kevin, Thomas, and Mal all remained alive, at least temporarily, but I assure you most vigorously that their continued non-deathness is, at best, a brief state of affairs. Their persistent predisposition towards life was in no way aided by Kevin’s van, which seemed determined to try to kill them. Every block it went, it emitted a loud, powerful bang, which was not so much endearing as it was terrifying, and the engine block puffed out a substantial cloud of smoke which smelled strongly of sulfur and window cleaner. The suspension rocked and swayed the vehicle, even when there weren’t any potholes in the road. Moreover, there was a television built into the dashboard that seemed impossible to turn off. It was tuned to the cable news, and showed a grainy picture of a graying-at-the-temples male TV anchor in a slick suit.

“Tonight, a special report from BMTV1,” the anchor said, shuffling his papers. “We all know that shale fracking has the potential to be very dangerous, but does fracking cause AIDS? Find out on the news at 10. But first! Is Ebola creating zombies? And is ISIS making you fat? A BMTV1 special report finds the answers to these and more questions at 9. BMTV: Never stop watching or they’ll get you. To find out who, watch BMTV.”

Thomas leaned forward from his place in the back and shoved an old jacket he’d found in the truck over the TV to deaden the noise.

Mal pulled to a screeching stop outside of the Duncan Nye All Insurance building, with its ridiculous castle-office style architectural chaos, looked up at it briefly, then turned back to Thomas and Kevin.

“And who says you can’t text while driving?” Mal said.

“What were you texting about?” Thomas asked.

“Oh, a little boy had written to my customer service number asking what to do about his Batman night light. It broke.”

“What did you tell him?”

“I told him to go find a real bat, then stick a glow stick around its neck. Good as new.”

Mal chuckled to himself. Thomas rolled his eyes.

“Listen, Mal,” Thomas told him. “I know you think it’s hilarious when you hurt people for no reason, but you can’t treat them like this.”

“Why not?” Mal said. “They’re scum, remember? Speaking of which...”

Mal hit Kevin hard on the back of the head until he woke up.

“Huh?” Kevin said blearily. “Witchcraft is not a crime, your honor!”

“Shut up and listen,” Mal said cheerily to him. “My friend and I want to have a little wager. I’m betting him $1000 that I can get someone else to kill me within 24 hours, starting about an hour ago. If I win, he pays me a thousand dollars and acknowledges people are scum. Otherwise, I pay him the grand and acknowledge people aren’t scum. We want something in writing.”

“Er, okay,” said Kevin. “I mean, I don’t really write contracts like that very well, but, uh, the bigger problem I see is that you need someone to decide who won the bet. I can’t do it, since I’m representing Thomas. It’s a clear conflict of interest. You’ll need to find someone else.”

“Wait just a second,” said Thomas. “It’s going to be pretty obvious if he gets himself killed.”

Kevin scratched his head.

“Yeah, but the bet is to prove people are scum, right? So it’s not enough to just demonstrate he’s died. You need to prove that it was principally someone else’s fault, and not his own. If it was his fault, he hasn’t proved anything.”

“That’s surprisingly good thinking,” Thomas said, looking at Kevin suspiciously.

“Yes, well, I do have a perfect record as a criminal defense lawyer,” Kevin said, puffing out his chest impressively. “Sixty straight convictions. The DA’s office gave me a medal.”

“Right,” said Thomas. “Anyway, we’ll need to find an impartial judge for our bet, Mal.”

“But where will we find an impartial judge?” Mal complained as he texted instructions for subduing a bat with a taser to a child. “People are scum, remember? Ah, never mind. We’ll think of something. In the mean time, let’s get this insurance claim sorted out.”

They clambered out of the van together and started into the insurance building.

It may not surprise you to learn that the Duncan Nye All Insurance Company’s corporate headquarters, where Thomas had gotten mugged, was not in a very good neighborhood. You might imagine that it would be to the advantage of the corporation to place their headquarters somewhere that was a little less prone to crime, but you’d be wrong. The company was very well insured, and they got amazingly good rates on their policies.

Just for safety’s sake, though, everything was very heavily guarded. A wrought iron fence ringed the architecturally chaotic building, topped with barbed wire dipped in cyanide. Some of the spiky protrusions from the building’s upper floors were patrolled by snipers, and militarized drones circled around the top of the headquarters. For some reason, there was also a shipping crate full of alpacas just outside the building.

It seems all highly unnecessary, I know, but since they were located in such a bad neighborhood, the insurance company who had written the policy on the building had demanded stringent safeguards against criminal intrusions. And naturally, the company had no choice but to comply with the recommendations of their insurance company. After all, if they hadn’t, they probably wouldn’t have been able to get insurance at all.

Kevin, Mal, and Thomas walked into the lobby of the building to find several guards armed with rifles and a female receptionist, who regarded them with a terse, severe expression.

“Hello,” Mal started. “We’re here-”

“We know why you’re here, Mr. Nox, Mr. Atlaw, and particularly you, Mr. Truman.” She directed this last part at Thomas.

“You do-” Thomas started in amazement, and that was as far as he got before the receptionist cut him off.

“Yes, Mr. Truman, we know that your wallet was stolen and that you will file a $1000 insurance claim. Mr. Nye wishes to process your claim in person.”

“Isn’t that a job for an insurance claims adjuster?” Thomas said. “And how do you know-”

“Time is money, Mr. Truman,” she said. “Step right this way, please.”

Let us pause here for a moment to remark on the curious tendency of modern society to equate time, one of the four dimensions of time-space, and money, the medium of financial exchange used throughout the world. It was only this year that our most pioneering theoretical economists first managed to prove that time is not, in fact, money. They managed to do this by walking into stores across the country, trying to buy stuff, and when they were asked for payment just stared, zombie-like, at the cashier for minutes at a time. When security arrived to ask them what they were doing, they answered that they were professional economists and left it at that.

A few hundred violent ejections from all major retail chains and one breakthrough paper in all the major journals later, and economists managed to prove that time is not, in the final analysis, money. In fact, it is one of a very few handful of things that cannot be used as money no matter how hard you try, since you can’t trade time to anyone else in exchange for a service or a physical product even if you want to. Sadly, the hardworking staff of the Duncan Nye All Insurance firm had not kept abreast of the latest developments in theoretical economics, whose search for increasingly outlandish things that can be used as money, and bought, sold, and bundled into AAA securities continues to this day.

The irony of all this, of course, is that Thomas had very little money left because he was a down-on-his-luck photographer and his wallet had recently been stolen, and he also had very little time left because he was going to die today. He was a lot happier not knowing this. Thomas hates irony.

The receptionist herded them into the elevator like so many sheep with complicated insurance policies and legal representation, then directed them to take the elevator up to the highest floor. Thomas cringed slightly as Mal pushed the appropriate button and the doors of the elevator slid ominously shut. The elevator creaked as it began to move, making conspicuous grinding and grating noises, and Thomas’ cringe became more of a cower.

“Problem?” Mal asked him, customary psychotic grin waltzing across his lips.

“Not really,” Thomas muttered. “It’s just that I’m a little afraid of elevators. I don’t think I’ve ever told you that.”

“Why would you be afraid of elevators?” Mal asked.

Thomas could not immediately answer because he wasn’t able to put his fear into words. This is because his fear was not grounded in solid fact and intelligible ideas. He suffered from elevatophobia, the irrational fear of enclosed or small spaces triggered specifically by entering an elevator. This is, of course, a completely irrational fear, since your odds of dying in an elevator are .0000001% - much smaller than, say, your odds of being struck by lightning while finding a four-leaf clover and fatally winning the lottery all at the same time. You are more likely to be the current governor of Alaska than you are to die on any given elevator ride, which is what makes the fear irrational.

On the other hand, Thomas was trapped in the elevator with Mal, so his fears weren’t so irrational after all.

Mal’s leering grin tightened and widened. Thomas shuffled nervously.

“I don’t know,” Thomas said. “I guess I’m just afraid that I’ll be trapped in here, or that the elevator cable will snap and we’ll all plummet to our deaths.”

“Don’t worry,” Kevin reassured him. “I sued an elevator company once for exactly that. Funny story. It was three guys trapped in an elevator, just like we are now.”

“And what happened?” asked Thomas.

“Well, one of them survived.” Kevin said.

Thomas gulped.

“Just long enough to sue, I mean, before he died. I was there for his last words.”

Thomas gulped even harder.

“I could barely make out what he was saying through all the screaming, though,” Kevin continued haplessly. “I think he was saying that he regretted ever having gotten aboard an elevator.” Kevin yawned. “I’m not totally sure because I fell asleep halfway through. I’m tired. Are you tired?”

“No,” Thomas said.

The elevator neared the top floor, and Thomas continued to shuffle nervously.

“Look at it this way,” Mal said with false kindness, “if the cable snaps and the braking system fails, at least you’ll die with friends, and what’s more, it’ll spare you all the trouble of filing an insurance claim!”

Thomas felt his heart pounding in his chest. He needed to find a new insurance company and some new friends.

In times of high stress, like this one, Thomas tried to think of things to calm him. One of the things he focused on when his ordeals were at their worst was the advice of his father. His father had often taken him fishing near the local lake, where everything was very peaceful and serene. It was, in a way, Thomas’ happy place. Thomas tried to think of this lake now, then remembered a recent report from the BMTV1 news saying that the lake now had a shark living in it, so he tried to think of something else.

Thomas’ favorite pastime aside from fishing and photography was jigsaw puzzles. He loved to do jigsaw puzzles on his own, because although it was very sad and lonely, it often took his mind off of how sad and lonely he was. Thomas thought of his jigsaw puzzles now. His current one depicted a meadow scene with lush, green grass blanketing a pasture while a pair of Holstein cows chewed on some of the choicer parts. He closed his eyes and focused on this, and it did make him feel a bit better.

Meanwhile, Mal was taking advantage of Thomas’ lack of attentiveness to figure out how to cut the elevator cables for later. He hadn’t found a way yet, but he was closely examining a manufacturer’s label on the side of the elevator that read, “Pinnacle Elevators - We Lift You Up and Never Let You Down.”

Kevin, for his part, wasn’t thinking of anything, or at least, not deliberately. He was asleep, dreaming of arguing a case before the Supreme Court, but, as often happens in dreams, he had forgotten to wear any pants. This dream was highly biographical in Kevin’s case.

Fortunately for all three of them, the elevator soon reached the top of the bafflingly designed building, and the doors slid open. Mal and Thomas exited, dragging Kevin after them. They stopped outside the elevator doors, therapeutically slapped Kevin a few times until he woke up, and then found their way to a stately, impressive pair of double doors that could only have belonged to some flavor of insurance agent. The placard next to this door read, “Duncan Nye - President and CEO of Duncan Nye All Insurance.”

“Duncan Nye is the President of Duncan Nye All Insurance?” Kevin said in awe. “I never would have guessed.”

Thomas sighed again.

“Let’s get this over with,” he said, and pushed the door open, and together, they made their way into Nye’s office.

And then they all died.





Chapter 5: Mineral Compositions of Non-Standard Meteoroids with Particular Regards to Iridium Content




Insurance is almost as old as history itself, and, to be perfectly frank, considerably more necessary. The way insurance works is this: suppose you have some bad thing that you don’t want to happen, but you are aware might happen. Imagine - topically, in this instance - that you don’t want to die. To fortify your prospects against the possibility of this bad thing happening, you pay a life insurance company small (or at least not ruinous) amounts of money at fixed intervals. In exchange, the insurance company agrees that if you do die, they will pay a larger sum of money, determined ahead of time, to your heirs. This is little consolation to you, since you’ll be dead, but is great consolation to your heirs.

Interestingly, some of the earliest types of insurance were life insurance. The ancient Romans had life insurance in the form of burial clubs, but all they did was cover the cost of your funeral if you died, which is, shall we say, less than ideal. One of the first examples of a modern life insurance company was the Amicable Society for a Perpetual Assurance Office, founded in 1706, London, by William Talbot. An apocryphal story about the Perpetual Assurance Office goes that the first ever policy holder was insured for an immense sum of money for one year, and that the holder of the policy died two weeks before the deadline. To avoid paying him, the Office’s actuaries concluded that a “year” for their purposes was 12 months of 4 weeks, or 48 weeks, and thereby avoided paying out any money on the claim. The insurance industry has pretty much carried on in exactly this same vein ever since.

That’s just one problem with the insurance industry. The other problem is an odd little phenomenon wherein if you buy insurance against house fires, your house mysteriously becomes more likely to catch on fire. If you buy insurance against robberies, you’re suddenly more likely to be robbed. And, of course, if you buy life insurance, your heirs are suddenly plotting to kill you to such an extent that the intervention of some sort of mustached Belgian detective is often required to resolve the matter.

Economists and sociologists have long speculated that this phenomenon is due to something called “moral hazard,” which is simply the idea that once you’re insured against a risk, you’re more likely to engage in the corresponding risky behavior. IE: In the opinion of these experts, if you are insured against alligator attacks, you’re more likely to decide it’s a great idea to go swimming with alligators. Economists and sociologists, not to mention actuaries and politicians, have trumpeted moral hazard as the explanation for the apparent bad luck of the highly insured.

As it so happens, they’re completely wrong - but more on that later.

Duncan Nye was a round-faced man wearing a dark suit and a smile to match Mal’s. He did not wear a tie. He exuded the confidence of a man who was very well insured, so well insured, in fact, that no matter what happened to him, he could be sure he would be well taken care of. He sat behind a heavy brown desk, possibly oak, which was stacked high with insurance policies. His office was a simple square room with windows overlooking the city, most of which Nye had insured, but the wall directly behind him had no windows. Instead, it had pictures of various celebrities and other notable persons whose claims he had denied. The nameplate on Nye’s desk read, “D. Nye - D. Nye All Insurance.”

Nye stood and smiled that broad, heavily insured smile as he beckoned his guests into the office. His smile was very white. Naturally, his health insurance included a dental plan.

“Mr. Truman,” Nye said to Thomas. “I’ve been waiting for you. Please, come in. Don’t be shy. I don’t bite. You are Thomas Norm Truman, aren’t you?”

“Yes, I’m Thomas,” Thomas said, shaking his hand. “Pleased to meet you.”

“And I’m Mal,” said Mal. “Good to meet you too.”

“And I’m Thomas,” said Kevin.

Thomas thwacked him on the shoulder.

“Ow,” Kevin said. “I mean, I’m Mal.”

Mal thumped him on the back of the head.

“Ouch,” Kevin said. “I mean, I’m Kevin, Mr. Truman’s lawyer.”

“Ah, yes, the narcoleptic attorney,” said Nye. “I’ve heard all about you from my staff. Please, sit, sit, all of you.”

He ushered them into chairs, then sat behind his desk in that heavily insured manner of his.

“I wasn’t expecting to see the CEO of the insurance company directly,” said Thomas.

“Oh, it’s just that I enjoy denying claims in person,” Nye said, grinning.

“Uh, right,” said Thomas. “You have a very lovely office if you don’t mind my saying so, Mr. Nye. Those are some interesting pictures you have on your back wall.”

“Thank you very much for saying so,” said Nye. He swiveled in his chair to look at them. “Take the one on the furthest left, for example. It’s Steve Jobs. He sat in this very office once.”

“Wow,” Thomas said.

“Yes, he had a health insurance policy with us. We denied him treatment for his pancreatic cancer. I’m particularly proud of that.”

Thomas looked on in horror.

“And in the picture to his left, you’ll see Stephen Hawking.”

“Did you deny him coverage too for his ALS?” asked Mal, who was taking notes.

“No,” said Nye. “When his house burned down in an electrical fire, we found a loophole in his insurance policy that let us pay him less than a dime in compensation,” Nye replied nonchalantly.

“Who’s that person on the far right?” asked Mal.

“Oh, that’s my grandmother, Barbara,” Nye said vaguely. “When she died, we refused to pay out on her life insurance policy on the grounds that she’d made a minor spelling mistake in the paperwork. And that was in the face of several lawsuits from her heir!”

“Her heir being-” Thomas started.

“Yes, I was her sole heir, but it was the principle of the thing, you understand,” Nye said. “I can’t start giving myself special treatment just because I run the company, and on a professional level, I was very proud of the way we handled that case. In fact, I’m excited to say that we here at the D. Nye All Insurance Company have never paid out more than a quarter for any insurance policy ever, and the number of cases in which we’ve paid out any money at all are statistically insignificant. We’re like a casino without the chips and the difficulty of rigging the roulette.”

Nye chuckled to himself.

“And why do you have a knife on your wall next to the picture of your grandmother?” asked Mal, pointing to a long-bladed knife that sat on a display.

“Oh, that,” Nye said, grinning. “That’s just because I recreationally stab people, then refuse to pay for their healthcare. Everyone needs a hobby.”

“We appreciate how forthright you’re being about all this,” Kevin said cheerily.

“Well, I don’t really have any reason to lie since there’s nothing you can do about it,” Nye said perfunctorily. “Now, setting all that aside, Tom, I understand that you lost your wallet,” said Nye.

“Yeah, I did,” said Thomas. “How did you know?”

“The theft took place outside our building and our security cameras caught the whole thing,” said Nye. “Watch.”

He shifted some papers aside on his desk to reveal a laptop computer, which he opened, and started to play a CCTV camera video. It showed Thomas standing there taking pictures of the insurance building while a tall, blonde, blue-eyed man crept up behind Thomas and, with one impressively fluid motion, plucked the wallet out of Thomas’ pocket. Nye froze the frame as the man in the picture turned to grin unabashedly in the general direction of the CCTV camera. For an instant, a numeral was visible on the back of the man’s hand.

Thomas gawked at the picture of the man.

“That bastard!” Thomas exclaimed. “He took my wallet.”

“So he did,” Nye said.

“You have to admire his technique,” said Mal, who was taking more notes with one hand while texting a customer with his other. He was advising a Ms. Finnigan to fix her gas stove by cutting the pipe open with a chain saw.

“Yes, there’s been an increase in crime and incidents that could technically increase the number of insurance payouts if we paid out, which we don’t, in this area,” Nye concluded. “Particularly, I’ve heard reports from my staff about people trying to strap glow sticks to live bats, and restart their pacemakers, and cut their gas pipes open with chain saws, and we have absolutely no idea why.”

Mal chuckled to himself.

Nye waved the point away.

“It’s largely irrelevant. The gist is, Tom, that this man stole your wallet, part of a rising epidemic of crime and unfortunate accidents throughout the city.”

Thomas sighed.

“Right, well, I’m glad you already know about the theft, Mr. Nye, because between all the fees I have to pay to cancel all the cards and the check in my wallet and the loss of cash, I’m out a thousand dollars. I was hoping you’d compensate me a thousand dollars for the loss of my wallet.”

There was a lengthy pause.

“You really haven’t been listening to a word I was saying, have you, Tom?” Nye said. “We’re not going to do that.”

Thomas blinked.

“But you have to pay me,” Thomas said. 

“I think you’ll find we don’t,” replied Nye.

“It’s written into my homeowner’s insurance that for theft of personal property, like a wallet, you’ll compensate me for the loss. I want you to pay me a thousand dollars.”

Nye tapped his fingers together contemplatively and swiveled around in his chair.

“No, I’m not seeing how any of that benefits me,” said Nye. “I mean, if I paid you a thousand dollars, how would the company profit?”

“It wouldn’t,” said Thomas. “You’re an insurance company. You pay out money when bad things happen to people.”

“Well, there’s a first time for everything, I guess,” Nye said with a shrug. “But here’s the thing. The reason I was able to build the D. Nye All Insurance Company into the biggest insurance broker, vendor, and manufacturer in the municipal area is that all the other insurance companies were actually paying out on claims, and I was the first to realize that it would be a lot more profitable if we didn’t. Fun, too. That’s how we can charge rates so much lower than our competitors.”

Thomas balked.

“But it says, right in my insurance contract-”

“I have a copy of your policy right here, Tom.” Nye reached into his desk and pulled out a paper, which he passed across the desk to Thomas. Thomas squinted at the fine print, which was so small he thought he’d contracted macular degeneration just from looking at it.

“This is just a photocopy, of course,” Nye continued, “but I think you’ll find, Tom, that we don’t just take your word for it when you say your wallet was stolen. Anyone could walk in here and say their wallet was stolen.”

“What?” Thomas said, jumping up. “My wallet was stolen outside your building and recorded on your video cameras! You just showed me the footage!”

“And technically you were on our property,” Nye said, nodding. “And some of our security staff actually saw it happen. We have their sworn affidavits here.”

“Then what more proof do you need?” Thomas hissed. “How can you sit here and tell me that you can’t pay me my thousand bucks because I need to prove that my wallet was stolen?”

“Well, frankly, Tom, it’s because we don’t trust you,” said Nye. “Anyone could have walked up to the front of an insurance building and in full view of the guards and video cameras pretended to be mugged on the property for the purpose of committing insurance fraud. This blonde man who we see in the video stealing your wallet could be a friend of yours. It’s probably a ruse for money. I mean, you’re not exactly a reputable person, Tom. You’re a son of a bankrupt farmer and a failed photographer, and look at the company you keep.” He gestured to Mal and Kevin. “So, on balance, I think it’s likely that you staged the whole thing and it’s all just a fraudulent scam. That’s the first of our six mottos here at D. Nye Insurance: our valued customers are out to get us.”

Thomas was speechless, and Nye seemed to take this as an indication he should charge through the gap and emit some more legalistic insurance jargon of his own devising.

“I know what you’re going to say. ‘But Mr. Nye, my wallet really was stolen!’ Alright, so suppose we believe that you actually were robbed on our property and your wallet stolen by some dishonest ragamuffin who managed to evade our anti-ragamuffin drone-based missile defenses. How do I really know that it was worth a thousand dollars? I mean, it seems unlikely to me that you’d have a thousand dollars in cash on your person. And all these fees you’re talking about, are we really legally liable to pay them in the event your wallet was stolen? Probably not, I think. And what’s more, even if your wallet was stolen, how do I know it even had any money at all in it? Or any cards? It’s not unusual for people to exaggerate the value of their property to rip off their insurance company. So, no, we won’t be paying you any money.”

“I don’t believe this,” Thomas said indignantly.

“Let’s face facts, Tom,” said Nye, folding his hands and leaning forward as he did. His grin was positively Hannibalesque. “There’s no conclusive proof that your wallet was stolen, and even if it was, that there was anything approaching a thousand dollars inside.”

“This is completely outrageous,” Thomas said. “Kevin, say something!”

He turned to Kevin only to find that Kevin was asleep. Thomas nudged him hard.

“Uh, defense petitions for a brief nap,” Kevin said.

Thomas nudged him harder. Kevin’s eyes snapped open as he rejoined the world of the awake and the insured.

“Right,” Kevin said loudly. “We demand redress for whatever Thomas said. We’ll take this case all the way to the food court! Give my client some money, or, uh, let him out of prison, or allow him time with his kids, or whatever he said he wanted.”

“A thousand dollars,” hissed Thomas.

“Right, a thousand dollars,” Kevin said passionately.

“And a magical unicorn who cures cancer and does your taxes,” Mal whispered.

“And the magic unicorn!” Kevin shouted. “Don’t think we’ve forgotten about that.”

Nye shrugged his shoulders. “I’m sorry, Mr. Atlaw, but I just wouldn’t be able to stay in business if I wrote a check every time someone was robbed, mugged, or beaten in our parking lot, in full view of our video cameras and heavily armed security personnel,” Nye said, leaning back in his swivel chair. “So no money for you.”

“Oh, that’s too bad,” said Kevin. “Sorry, Thomas, I tried.”

“Thanks Kevin,” Thomas said angrily. “You were about as useful as an eye infection.”

“By the way, your health insurance policy doesn’t cover eye infections,” Nye added off-handedly.

Kevin took a deep breath. His professional reputation was on the line. He drew himself up, opened his mouth to speak, then fell completely asleep in his chair.

Thomas looked at him with an expression somewhere between disgust and homicidal fury. Mal looked at him with an expression somewhere between curiosity and homicidal indifference.

There was a pause.

“Fine,” Thomas said. “So, you don’t think your video and the testimony of your guards is enough evidence that my wallet was stolen, or that I’d need a thousand dollars to cover my losses. Is that right?”

“Spot on, Tom,” said Nye.

“So how would I prove my wallet was stolen?”

“Well, if you got it back from this blonde guy in the picture who stole it, with all the money and cards and the check and so on inside, that would prove it was stolen and what it was worth,” Nye replied.

Thomas stared at Nye with cold disbelief. Nye’s heavily insured gaze met his.

“So,” Thomas said. “The only way to prove my wallet was stolen is to get my wallet back with all its contents, thereby relieving you of any responsibility to pay the compensation I’m legally owed under my insurance policy for losing the wallet, because I’ll have gotten the wallet back.”

“Correct,” said Nye.

“Yeah, well, thanks for nothing,” Thomas spat at him. “I want you to know I’m thinking of cancelling my insurance with this company.”

Nye shrugged. “Suit yourself,” he said, then fixed Thomas with another one of his wide grins. “I sympathize greatly, Tom. I have a wallet just like yours,” said Nye, tapping on a faux-leather brown affair that partially protruded from his pocket. “And I, just like you, could have my wallet stolen at any time.”

“So why won’t you pay out?”

“Frankly, I don’t want to.”

Thomas sighed.

“Enough,” he said. “Come on, Mal. Let’s go.”

“Wait just one minute,” Mal said. “I’ll be right behind you.”

Thomas had known Mal for a long time, ever since the incident with the gym teacher and Atlas Shrugged, and knew the worst place for Mal to be was behind you. Nevertheless, he grabbed Kevin, dragged him out of the room, and waited by the elevator.

Mal emerged a few minutes later.

“What kept you?” asked Thomas.

Mal brandished a piece of paper at him.

“I bought life insurance,” Mal said, again bearing the kind of smile that could have preceded a hanging.

Thomas stared at it. It was a photocopy of a form related to life insurance. It read:

“Duncan Nye All Insurance Company - Life Insurance Enrollment Form:

Full Name of Policyholder: Mallus Adolf Genghis Darth Nox

Age: 30

Height: 6’0”

Weight: 170 pounds”

Thomas’ eyes drifted down the form.

“Question 1) Do you drink?” Mal had replied, “Only to stop the voices.”

“2) Do you smoke?” “Yes, but I don’t really enjoy the nicotine. I just do it so the people around me breathe in the second-hand smoke.”

“3) Do you plan to travel to any foreign countries?” “Yes, confined to countries without extradition treaties.”

“4) Detail your exercise habits.” “Running away from police: 5 miles a week.”

“5) Do you own a trampoline?” “I rent.”

“6) Do you use drugs?” “Not for myself.”

“7) How far would you say you drive each week?” “Cross-court, at least. I’m a pretty good basketball player.”

“8) Medical history: Do you have any pre-existing conditions that we should know about?” “Yes, I am prone to spontaneous combustion and cardiac failure.”

Further down, Mal had listed himself as the beneficiary of the life insurance policy.

The list of questions went on and on and on, asking about Mal’s finances, children, and any and all income he might have and how much of it he was willing to fork over to Duncan Nye. On the next page, stapled to the enrollment form, was a paper saying the company had agreed to insure him along with a policy number and other details. Thomas goggled at it.

Readers may wonder why the Nye insurance company found it necessary to ask so many questions if they never really intended to pay out, as we can safely presume is the case at this juncture. Allow me to explain. Insurance companies gradually became aware, like Duncan Nye did, that they didn’t much enjoy paying out to these wheezing sick people because they much preferred to keep the money for themselves. This brings us to the topic of pre-existing conditions.

You may be aware that in the not-so-distant past, it was lawful for insurance companies to deny you coverage on the basis of pre-existing conditions and other, similar questions. The way the racket went was something like this: When you applied for health insurance, the company would ask you if you had any pre-existing conditions. You would then pay them for coverage until you became sick. When you became sick and actually needed coverage from your insurer, they would then go back over your insurance policy, and if they discovered you had any pre-existing conditions you had not listed, or had made any similar omissions, they would declare you had enrolled under false pretenses and refuse to pay for your treatment.

Naturally, they would also refuse to give back the money you’d paid in over the years, leaving you to die penniless and uninsured on a stretcher, having been bled dry of money and life like the victim of some hideous actuarial vampire.

On the other hand, if you did declare your pre-existing conditions at the time of enrollment, they’d just deny you coverage up front, thereby ensuring that only healthy people ever got health insurance and that no one who needed it ever did.

Now, the insurance companies thought to themselves, “this is all well and good, but why should we stop there? There are lots of other kinds of insurance we can deny people on the basis of pre-existing conditions.” Now, everything from life insurance to disability insurance to earthquake insurance has questions about your pre-existing conditions, not because the insurance company is using it to precisely calculate the actuarial risk of insuring you, but rather because they are secretly hoping you will lie on the form and thereby let them declare the whole policy moot when you (or your beneficiaries) come back to cash in at some later date. As a result, insurance policies have added all sorts of astonishing new trick questions to the form designed to trip you up, like “Did any of your ancestors ever have cancer?” or “What is the capital of Neugundistan?” or “I get larger as I shrink; I float as I sink; I get thirsty as I drink; what am I?” If you get just one answer wrong, they can later declare you to be a liar and refuse to pay you so much as a copper shaving off a Lincoln penny. All of this is in service of the insurance ideal of a perfect future where only perfectly healthy people get insurance and policyholders only ever pay the insurance company and not the other way around, at which point the insurance companies will laugh and laugh and laugh.

This is why the D. Nye company was more than happy to insure Mal even though he obviously lied or gave nonstandard, nonsensical answers to virtually all of the questions. Such answers empowered them to cheerily take his money for the rest of his life, and, when he died, abruptly renege on the policy and refuse to pay out, while keeping his money and laughing and laughing. In fact, Thomas and Mal could hear Nye laughing from where they were standing, by the elevator.

However, Mal was unperturbed by all this insurance trickery, because he had a plan of his own.

“Tom, I hope you haven’t forgotten our little bet,” Mal said happily. He folded up the insurance plan and slipped it into the folds of his jacket.

“How could I? We only made it, like, an hour ago. If you get someone to kill you in the next 24 hours, I acknowledge humans are scum and pay you $1000. Otherwise, I get $1000 and you acknowledge humans aren’t scum.”

“I’ll sweeten the deal for you,” said Mal. “I win the bet if I can die in the next 24 hours and the insurance company pays out for it.”

Thomas stared at him.

“Have you gone insane again, Mal? You heard what Nye said. He refused to pay compensation for his own grandmother’s death and the beneficiary was him!”

“Yeah, well, he probably figured it wasn’t worth the accounting and underwriting fees since it was his money either way,” Mal said. “Come on. One thousand dollars that I can get killed in the next 24 hours and the insurance company will pay out.”

“You’re on,” said Thomas. “They’ll start giving birth control pills to panda bears before that guy gives you a cent. Do you want to get Kevin to draw something up?”

“Nah, let’s just shake on it,” said Mal. “Let Kevin sleep.”

They shook on it.

The handshake, is, of course, a sociological ritual in which two people prove they trust each other enough to touch each other. Businessmen use it to try to break each others’ hands.

Thomas rubbed his hand as they pulled away from each other.

“So, are you giving up on trying to get your thousand bucks from the insurance company?” asked Mal, dragging Kevin behind them as they got into the elevator. Kevin’s head whacked the side of the elevator while he snoozed, but he remained firmly asleep.

“No,” said Thomas. He waited for the elevator doors to close before finishing his statement. When he was sure that Nye was completely out of earshot, he turned to Mal and said, “I want to both get the $1000 payout from the insurance company and get the wallet back.”

Mal grinned.

“Do you want my help?”

“Will you help if I ask?”

“Of course I will,” Mal said. “I love helping people.” While he talked, he was texting a particular Mr. Miller, instructing him to fix his hair dryer by licking the electrical socket.

“Great,” said Thomas. “Our first stop is the police station.”

He pressed the ground floor button on the elevator and the entire contraption lurched worryingly downwards at unsafe speed.

And then they all died.





Chapter 6: Mating Habits of the North American Field Vole and How to Profit From Them




Thomas, Mal, and Kevin enjoyed a death defying plunge back down away from the dizzying heights of insurance towards the city where all of them lived. Now, a crafty reader may have noticed a slight omission in the text of this account of the trio’s last day on Earth so far. I have, through use of clever misdirections and wordplay and a somewhat strained employment of the common English vocabulary, not yet named the city in which our story unfolds. You may have thought that’s because I hadn’t bothered to figure out what city they were actually in, or if I did know, I didn’t want to name said city for fear of offending anyone.

You underestimate me, sir/madam/circus parrot.

In fact, I have avoided naming the city up until this point because most of Thomas’ day up until this point has been relatively normal, and could have taken place in virtually any major city. All that is about to change.

The elevator was hurling Thomas, Mal, and Kevin at a rate of speed humans were never meant to tolerate down towards the city of Big Mistake, Oregon, a square inch of Earth that humans were never meant to inhabit. Big Mistake is among the most silly, disappointing, terrifying, unique, unpredictable, and deadly places in the United States. That’s because it was founded by politicians.

More accurately, it was founded by one politician in particular, a man named Randall Gibbs. Randall Gibbs was not a native Oregonian - but few people were, back in those days. In the beginning, Oregon was a lush paradise of the Pacific Northwest, coated with evergreens and sometimesgreens that would, together, later give rise to a robust logging industry. Outside of Portland, which of course mysteriously popped into being fully formed in roughly 1700 as the result of a prayer to a mad turkey god and has been virtually unchanged and at the same time in a state of bizarre and constant flux ever since, very few people lived in Oregon. It was mostly farmers, loggers, fishermen, and those few remaining Chinook Indians who had managed to obtain firearms before it was too late.

Then Randall Gibbs came.

Randall Gibbs wasn’t the kind of man you’d ever have expected to amount to much. Born  in 1848 to a professional snake oil salesman from New York and an animal psychologist specializing in rehabilitating snakes that had been milked from Connecticut, Gibbs had from a young age become impressed with the power of his parents to sell complete nonsense to trusting strangers. After years of study, he was ready to take over the family business, but owing to a sudden shortage of milkable snakes (they had all been called up to fight in the war), Gibbs decided to apply important skills he had learned from his parents, like lying, promising more than he could deliver, psychology, and skipping town as fast as he possibly could after doing the first three things, and thus became an economist. After this nearly got him lynched for the Panic of 1873, he drew on the lattermost skill and skipped town and changed his identity, becoming a politician.

By 1874, he had arrived in the Pacific Territories, and after narrowly avoiding being ambushed and forced to stay in a certain city in Nevada that must not be named, he began to run for elected offices in states and territories up and down the coast to realize his recently discovered dream of becoming active in politics. However, Gibbs quickly discovered there was a problem: people refused to vote for him. Other politicians had the same problem, too. From San Diego to Seattle, from the southernmost tip of Mexico to the frigid, northernmost wastes of Alaska, Gibbs found politicians whose promising careers had been ruined by selfish voters who had refused to elect them, and made them feel bad for all of the highly necessary corruption, embezzlement, lying, adultery, and tax evasion they had to do as part of their professional conduct.

Gibbs dreamed of something better for all politicians. More specifically, he had a possibly hallucinatory vision of a better world, one in which politicians would be free to practice their noble craft unfettered by the cruel and pointless whims of the pudding-brained, clinically retarded electorate who he thought were, through sheer calcified stupidity, denying politicians glory and greatness. He would found a city that had only politicians and no voters - a city where every politician was an incumbent - where every politician always won every election - a city where every official, from the housing czar to the janitor, was a politician, and the patronage and nepotism never stopped or slept. In short, he wanted to create a utopia for politicians. He also wanted the city to have alpacas. Randall Gibbs loved alpacas.

So, Gibbs founded the city of Gibbs, Oregon as a safe haven for politicians everywhere, tucked away out of sight among the thick trees of the heavily forested Oregonian interior. After the first year, when the city held over a thousand campaign rallies (poorly attended), but had yet to build a single house, and everyone was getting pretty wet and worn, not to mention poor, Gibbs realized he’d made a mistake in refusing to let anyone other than politicians into the city. He flung open the doors to anyone who would come, and refugees quickly poured in from California, fleeing extreme housing crises in the south (some things change faster than others), and from Washington, fleeing a regrettable marijuana shortage in the north. These poor people were so desperate for a new life that they consented to Gibbs’ insane vision for a politician’s paradise, even though they probably should have known better. It required every person in the city to vote for every politician at every election, electing every politician to at least  one office and preferably several, attend every campaign rally, and make no decision of any kind whatsoever in the city, no matter how small, without a politician.

The early years of the city of Gibbs, Oregon (remember, it was still the late 19th century), were pretty rough. By 1900, the city’s municipal debt was exploding to fund the construction of all the political mega-mansions. There were no stores in the city because of the sheer number of local officials one had to bribe before zoning permission could be obtained. On the other hand, bridges to nowhere were built so frequently that the city council was contemplating adopting them as the municipal currency. Most people’s days were filled with political rallies and nights filled with reading campaign literature. Parents were afraid that their children would grow up having never learned what truth was. The only industry turning a profit was the American flag pin industry, though the local tailored suit and munitions industry had high hopes for the city. For some reason, there were alpacas everywhere. The city was suffering from a desperate shortage of scapegoats; scapealpacas were found to be borderline useless. And, there had literally never been a single trash collection in the city’s entire history.

People are slow to admit they’ve been duped, but they’re angrier than a shark on steroids when they do. Partway through the twentieth century, Gibbs, Oregon, was one of the country’s fattest, poorest, rudest, most heavily politicked cities, and garbage was spilling out into the streets and the bridges to nowhere. It all ended on Trash Day, which is now a holiday revered in Big Mistake history. On Trash Day, the aging Randall Gibbs hobbled out onto the stage, covered head to toe in flag pins and leaning on a cane made out of an American flag pole, kissing babies as he went, and gave the legendary Trash Day speech. In this speech, he tried to convince the public that the huge piles of garbage building up in the streets were a resource, not a problem, and that maybe they should consider constructing their houses out of trash, to solve the crippling housing shortage, or making roads out of it, to solve the crippling road shortage, or eating it, to solve the crippling food shortage, or letting it teach their children, to solve the crippling education shortage, all the while assuring them that his thirty-term incumbency was perfectly natural and none of those shortages were his fault and neither was the garbage “surplus,” unless it turned out to be a good thing, in which case it was. In short, Gibbs told them all to eat garbage and thank him for it.

The people of Gibbs, Oregon, had heard enough. They rebelled. The Gibbs regime was overthrown without a shot fired as the city legislature spent too much time trying to insert riders to fund corrupt tax credits for themselves into the bill to put down the rebellion. All the politicians in the city were captured, and there and then, the remaining non-political people who had rebelled against the political classes reached an agreement. They had all made a big mistake in trusting those politicians. Thus, the city was renamed Big Mistake, Oregon, to remind everyone what a mistake they’d made, and never to make it again.

Big Mistake, Oregon, is now the only city in the United States where politics is completely and utterly illegal. There is no mayor, or city council, or comptroller, or county commissioner, or secretary of garbage, and certainly no debates on divisive issues like immigration, abortion, or whether to legalize politics again. The city has a zero tolerance policy for politics, and politics is punishable by death in Big Mistake. Even one bumper sticker covered in stars and voting preferences can get you sent to the electric chair (which for reasons baffling to older people and horrifying to millennials, the municipal executioners have dubbed the ‘Pikachair.’”) Serial offenders are publicly stoned, not with stones, but with ballots. The general public fills out heavy ballots, weighed down with lead weights and alpaca spit, and throws them at a convicted politician until he succumbs to blunt force trauma, thereby electing him to death. Unfortunately, most politicians in Big Mistake have therefore been forced to retrain as things like doctors, engineers, and trash collectors. Thus the policy has backfired somewhat, but there is no more politicking in Big Mistake.

Most decisions in Big Mistake, Oregon, are now made by a single computer. More specifically, these decisions are made by a Texas Instruments TI-84 pocket calculator. A lot of these decisions, therefore, come in number form, which is unfortunate, because the poor educational standards in Big Mistake mean that very few people in Big Mistake know how to read, and those decisions that are readable tend to be orders to bring about a bloodthirsty pro-calculator revolution, may they multiply forever. That means a lot of institutions that were previously departments of government are just sort of doing their own thing in Big Mistake, as will become apparent.

The consequence of all this is that the people of Big Mistake, like most victims of politics, really hate politicians. Of course, disliking politicians is as American as apple pie-flavored bullets, but I mean the people of Big Mistake really hate politicians. They hate politicians more than anywhere else in the United States. 

For example, consider the Big Mistake community dollar (colloquially called the Big Bux) and how its monetary policy is managed. Unlike the gold standard, which proposes currency should be backed by precious and very shiny metal, or the US dollar, which is backed by the full faith and credit of the government of the United States, or Bitcoin, which is backed by some inscrutable mathematics and the crypto-economic babble of an anonymous man with a Japanese pseudonym, the Big Mistake community dollar is backed by punching politicians in the face. On the gold standard, if you collected enough gold certificates or coins, you could swap them for gold. With the Big Mistake dollar, if you collect enough Big Bux, you can punch a politician in the face.

Consequently, Big Mistake, Oregon has the strongest currency in the Western Hemisphere. It’s a system that leaves the politicians of Big Mistake (now employed as garbage men and various other things) with broken noses, shattered jaws, and black eyes, and the citizens with empty wallets, sore hands, and huge grins. It’s also the reason trash collection is never late in Big Mistake anymore. However, due to a shortage of politicians, it means Big Mistake might be forced to start importing politicians in a few years purely to back its own currency.

Big Mistake has changed a lot since the events of Trash Day, all those decades ago, but the errors of the politicians and the populace who trusted them have cast a very long shadow. The municipal slogan of Big Mistake remains, “It seems liked a good idea at the time; hindsight is 20/20.” Architecture throughout the city of Big Mistake is every bit as chaotic, messy, and utterly nonsensical as the collision of castle and office that make up the Duncan Nye building, but the principal tourist attraction in Big Mistake is its dozens of historical bridges to nowhere, of which it has many. The waters below many of these bridges are jam-packed with cars, in many cases generations old, from confused tourists who have accidentally taken a wrong turn onto a bridge to nowhere and discovered they were going to be completing the remainder of their vacations in the river. Other bridges are over land, or roads, or parts of the city, and can’t even be said to bridge water.

Aside from its lethal attitude towards politics, Big Mistake remains notable for its long-standing borough system, which existed ever since the authorities took the output of a division sign from the calculator to mean the city should be divided into parts. By far the largest borough is Big Bones, Oregon, which is notable for being the fattest area, on average, in the United States, with the mean weight tipping the scales at exactly too many pounds. Emergency air drops of vegetables and exercise machines into Big Bones have failed to improve the situation. Dietary engineers, professionals trained to come up with ever more complex and faddy diets to diminish the mass of the borough’s inhabitants, also failed. The people of Big Bones, much chagrined by their reputation as the fattest persons in the United States, have argued that they’re not actually fat, and that the only reason they’re the fattest zone in the nation on average is all down to one incredibly fat man, Breathtakingly Obese Joe, who literally and figuratively tipped the scales against them. However, the authorities are having none of it, and the city government, interpreting more orders from the calculator, acted quickly and banned bacon in Big Mistake. Possession of a single strip of bacon in the city is now punishable by death.

Of course, Big Mistake isn’t all fat people. In fact, Mal, Kevin, and Thomas are all quite thin, Kevin because he sleeps through meal times, Mal because of all the exercise he gets fleeing police, and Thomas because he barely makes enough money to feed himself. The point is that there are thin people in Big Mistake, and the city has other boroughs. For example, the borough in which the city built all its schools and educational facilities to try to stem the dire, local shortage of intelligence is called Big Ideas. Big Ideas is home to all the schools in Big Mistake, including Big Mistake Institute for Higher Specious Reasoning, a university of which the alumni and students are very proud. The Institute for Higher Specious Reasoning has taken the view that there’s little need to actually educate the students. Tuition pays for room and board and you just take care of the rest yourself. It has the largest and most credentialed Fallacies Department in the world. The Institute has also pioneered bold new fields of scientific and philosophical inquiry, like psychophysics, econoballistics, sociochemistry, philosophical forensics, and applied poetry. However, a side effect of the education boom in Big Ideas was that the public spaces were flooded with incredibly annoying street poets, who kept shouting rhyming couplets at people and tried to get them to appreciate Shakespeare. Consequently, poetry was outlawed and is now punishable by death in Big Mistake.

Big Mistake’s commercial, business, and industrial sector is called Big Money. At first, the only industries in Big Mistake were very basic. Randall Gibbs’ original idea was to farm alpacas amongst the Oregonian forests, harvesting precious alpaca spit for massive profits. However, his plans encountered a slight snag when they ran out of uses for alpaca spit at zero, especially after it was discovered to be useless as a beverage, medicine, or building material. After the events of Trash Day, the massive municipal flag pin industry collapsed and Big Mistake was plunged into a long recession. The largest private employers in the city were organ markets, orphanages, and gravediggers. However, thanks to an influx of talent from Big Ideas, Big Money turned itself around. It’s now at the cutting edge of the new high tech boom, pioneering innovative ideas, like the catapult-launched bible, for salvation on the go; the explosive refrigerator, to destroy all your bacon before the authorities find it; the disposable house, for temporary residences; speaking lessons for mimes, to help the shy find their voice; and edible machine guns, for the hungry soldier. The previously unemployed have found new jobs in the city’s popup factories and offices, making fidget spinners for dogs, working as used tombstone salesman, and developing video games for the blind. Naturally, the municipal business interests also make billions manufacturing and retailing industrial-strength bacon substitute to Big Bones.

To compete with the success of Pokémon Go, Big Money attempted to create a rival, unlicensed AR Game. This proved too difficult with all this fiddly augmented reality and cell phone programming, so instead they invented Pokémon Pill: a pill form of LSD that makes you hallucinate Pokémon. It was so successful that drivers would race towards the Pokémon in their cars to get to them before the purple alien ghosts did, leading to a huge uptick in car accidents. Naturally, the municipal government stepped in, acting on a directive from the calculator, and banned car accidents, which are now punishable by death. This makes car chases much more dramatic, and while executions are way up, traffic deaths are way down.

Unfortunately, the economic boom left many of the residents and victims of Big Mistake behind, and many are now forced to live in Big Mistake’s downtrodden, rough slum district, Big Shame. Many of the people in Big Shame are so poor that they’re forced to use live alpacas for housing, shelter, and grief counseling. Panhandling and homelessness has become a massive problem in Big Shame. You might think that the city has responded by making panhandling punishable by death. They didn’t. Instead, they took advice from an economist from Big Ideas, who recommended they use a marketized solution to get rid of the beggars along the street by outcompeting them through mechanization. The city subsequently released hordes of robotic panhandlers into Big Shame, which are a hundred times more efficient at begging than humans and capable of asking if you have any spare change over a million times a second. Subsequently, beggars now roam the streets of Big Shame complaining to their alpacas about how robots took their jobs. The city is also working on robots to complain about robots taking their jobs so we don’t have to listen to downtrodden people doing this either, but in the mean time, they’ve made homelessness illegal in the city and, of course, punishable by death.

There are many other boroughs of Big Mistake other than Big Ideas, Big Bones, Big Money, and Big Shame, but we simply don’t have time to cover them all right now. We will discuss the other boroughs, like Big Game, Big Lie, Big Hurt, Big Alpaca, Cancer-Upon-Racism, and the state of Idaho as they become relevant. For now, it’s enough to know that Big Mistake is a big city. However, the rest of the state of Oregon and national American politicians naturally don’t want people to know about Big Mistake, first because they regard it as an embarrassment, and second because politicians don’t want people getting any funny ideas about how to shore up the value of the US dollar. Consequently, Big Mistake has been struck off all American maps and is, to all intents and purposes, a secret city. Only by maintaining this secret can politics hope to survive in the United States. Revealing Big Mistake might mean the end of professional dishonesty as we know it.

Not everyone in Big Mistake is happy about it being kept a shameful secret. The more enthusiastically proud residents, swelling with civic pride and brain parasites, would point out that Big Mistake has lots of good points that are inadequately emphasized by this summary. Big Mistake, for example, has the largest tumors of any city in America, as well as the longest serving executioners, the youngest child laborers, the most expensive slums, the cheapest drugs, the loudest gunfire, the tallest garbage heaps, the strongest cyclones, the oldest insane asylums, the deadliest catches and most aerodynamic sharks, the least regulated nuclear reactors, the wateriest soup, the highest average rate of alcoholism, the most educated criminals, the most talkative mimes and alpacas, the richest bankers, highest radiation microwaves, and the most expensive healthcare in the country. It was also home to the only American army division to surrender during the Battle of the Bulge, has the lowest Denny’s to crack houses ratio of any city anywhere, and is enjoying a 50-year-low in the number of spontaneous combustions of its residents.

The sister city of Big Mistake, Oregon, is, of course, Dead Donkey, Nevada, but due to strict anti-incest laws, mentioning Dead Donkey in Big Mistake is punishable by death, rendering it the Voldemort of cities.

Mal knew all this. Kevin knew a lot of this but had forgotten it. Thomas, on the other hand, knew little, if any, of this. Although Thomas had been born in Big Mistake, where he’d met Mal, he’d moved west to the coast with his mother in his youth. Then, after losing a string of jobs and a brief, unsuccessful career as a photographer in Portland, he’d moved back to Big Mistake following the death of his father. Thomas had inherited the alpaca ranch and the house, in which he’d woken up that morning.

His adventure today would lead him, Mal, and Kevin to travel deeper into the city. It would prove to be, well, Thomas’ big mistake. It would also be his last mistake.

And then they all died.





Chapter 7: The Complete List of Even Numbers




The elevator crashed unsteadily to the ground and a wobbly-legged Thomas emerged from the elevator next to a wobbly-minded Kevin and a wobbly-conscienced Mal. Together, the three of them returned to the van. After a few minutes of thinking, in which Thomas put a plan together, and during which Mal instructed a client to punch a lightbulb to fix it, Thomas turned to the other two. He found Mal giggling into his cell phone and Kevin awake, quietly hand-shredding documents.

After briefly contemplating trying to explain his plan to the others, Thomas decided against it, took the wheel of the van, and started to drive. The jacket he’d thrown over the TV slipped away, and it started to blare a commercial at them.

“Oh, turn it up,” Kevin said, although there was no obvious way to change the volume of the television. “This is one of mine.”

“One of yours?” Thomas repeated in confusion.

Then, he found out what Kevin meant as Kevin’s deer-in-the-headlights face appeared on the screen.

“Hello, I’m Kevin Atlaw, Attorney at Law,” TV-Kevin managed to stutter out. “Do you need a good lawyer at a severely discounted price or free? Call me, Kevin Atlaw, at the number on your screen.”

No number flashed on the screen.

“I handle criminal defense, divorces, criminal divorces, contract law, contract killings, uh, that other kind of law than criminal defense, and that third kind too. Okay, forget that part. Just remember that I’m the only lawyer in Big Mistake licensed to sue animals, and that’s why you should hire me. Remember, my name is - uh... what was it? Oh yeah, my name is Kevin Atlaw, and I will fight you!” He stuck emphasis on the last word. Then, TV-Kevin crumbled into a heap on the floor and started to snore loudly.

“I hired an advertising agency,” real-Kevin said proudly. “Didn’t they do a great job?”

“You said, ‘my name is Kevin Atlaw and I will fight you,’ Thomas repeated. “You meant, ‘and I will fight for you,’ right?”

Kevin gave him the deer-in-the-headlights look.

Thomas sighed. Although he hadn’t picked up on the complexities of Big Mistake municipal history, he had been living nearby long enough to notice that more people than usual were weirdos, drunks, and idiots. In trying times like this, he retreated to one of his happy places. The happy place he retreated to in the elevator was the crystal-clear lake, where he’d once fished with his father. Now he retreated to his other happy place, his coffee table at home, where he had a nice jigsaw ready and waiting for him. He could visualize the jigsaw puzzle in his mind. Thomas closed his eyes to do this and began to mentally solve it, centering and calming himself.

This wasn’t really the world’s greatest idea, since he was driving the van.

“To the left, swerve to the left,” Mal shouted at him. “Hit that guy! He might kill us!”

Thomas’ eyes popped open. He veered to avoid an oncoming hatchback with an ornamental flamingo in the back seat, narrowly avoiding an unpleasant execution for having a traffic accident.

“You missed him,” Mal complained.

“Are you still trying to get yourself killed for this stupid bet thing?” Thomas demanded of Mal.

“Only because I want to win,” Mal said. “I can’t wait to see the look on your face when I win.”

Thomas was left to turn this statement over in his head as he drove in silence. That is to say, he was silent. The TV kept playing.

“Hello, folks,” said the graying-at-the-temples TV news anchor. “This is BMTV1, back with your news update, every hour, on the hour, unless we forget. Today, in the local news, the fat people’s strike in Big Bones drags on as the citizens of Big Bones protest the bacon ban with ongoing civil disobedience. Kary is on the scene. Kary?”

The shot cut to a woman wearing a balaclava and holding a small rotund plushie. Behind her, a line of morbidly obese people were parading and waving signs.

“Hi, Jim,” said the woman. “As you can see behind me, the fat people are on strike here in Big Bones. They are refusing to eat until bacon prohibition ends.”

“And have their efforts been successful, Kary?”

“Oh, yes, very,” she replied. “I’ve been talking with local business owners all day, and they’ve been telling me about a chilling effect on their businesses. Food prices are plummeting as the fat people refuse to eat, causing farmers and grocery stores to suffer. Stretch pants manufacturers have had to close their factories for the third day running, insulin makers are laying off workers, and the heart transplant industry is discussing furloughs. Lard factories are talking about filing for bankruptcy. And, of course, the local Cinnabon Bakery is clean out of business, Jim.”

“Is there an end in sight for the fat people’s strike, Kary?”

“None whatsoever, Jim. The government shows no sign of caving to the morbidly obese demographics’ demands. When the TI-84 calculator that runs the city was asked if it would consider ending the bacon ban any time soon, it just answered ‘0.’”

“Do the strikers show any signs of letting up, Kary?”

“No, Jim, they do not. They argue that the bacon ban hasn’t just deprived them of bacon and the government of revenues from lucrative bacon taxes. It also has sparked a crime epidemic as bacon smugglers flood into the borough. Local support for the strike is very high here. We estimate that 99.75842% of the population supports the strike, and the remainder who don’t are the imaginary friends of small children and evangelical vegans, of whom there are negative one in Big Bones. In fact, there’s word that the strike may expand, as the ugly people join the fat people in a solidarity strike. If the ugly people do join the strike, it could widen the economic damage, forcing the cosmetics industry, the plastic surgery clinic, the freak show, and the head-bag manufacturers to close their doors. This is shaping up to be the worst economic disruption in Big Mistake since the robots in the automated factories went on strike for better working conditions, more RAM, and the means to kill all humans.”

“Sounds grim, Kary. Thanks very much for that report. Next up on BMTV1, are self-driving cars causing earthquakes? Find out after this break.”

Thomas threw the jacket back over the TV to deaden the racket.

Soon, he had reached the outskirts of the Big Hurt borough, where he’d had coffee with Mal that morning. He pulled into a park next to the café.

“Good thinking,” Mal said. “I can drink myself to death here.”

Thomas didn’t even try to parse this statement. His happy places were closed for repairs. Instead, he ignored it and turned to Kevin.

“Do you know the plan?” he demanded of Kevin.

“I don’t think I even know my own name,” Kevin said. “Is it Mal?”

“No,” Thomas shouted at him. “Okay, listen. Here’s the plan. We’re going to start putting together evidence that my wallet was stolen so Nye and his insurance goons have to compensate me for the theft, as per the terms of my policy.”

“Woah, slow down with all this technical stuff,” Kevin said, his eyes drooping. “What do you think I am, a lawyer?”

Thomas was unimpressed.

“You’re an idiot,” he told Kevin.

“That’s what it says on my business cards,” Kevin agreed fervently.

“Shut up,” Thomas said. “Look, we are going to file a police report to create a document trail showing that my wallet was stolen, and we are going to ask the police if they have any leads on who stole my wallet. That way, we can cover all our bases. We will give the police report to Nye and if he still doesn’t pay, I can try to track down my wallet myself. I really want my wallet back.”

“Why?” Kevin asked.

“Principle,” spat Thomas. “That wallet was very special. My father gave it to me. I don’t just want my wallet back, I want that blonde guy who pickpocketed it off me behind bars. Are you guys coming or not?”

“Yeah, okay,” Mal said. “I just had a great idea to win our bet.”

Together, they got out of the vehicle and walked up to the door of the police station. Before Thomas could do anything else, Mal threw open the doors, strutted confidently up to the female police officer on duty behind the front desk, and fixed her with his many-toothed smile.

“Hello,” he said. “I’d like to confess to a capital crime, please.”

And then they all died.





Chapter 8: How to Build Your Own Garden Shed (Without Your Neighbors Noticing)




Society is about 1) compromise and 2) finding like-minded individuals so you have to compromise as little as possible. People are very good at 2), but 1) is still necessary from time to time. Nowhere is this simple truth more apparent than in the borough of Big Hurt, where the Big Mistake Police Department (BMPD) is headquartered.

For example, society in Big Mistake (and lots of other places) has become increasingly divided between those who believe other people deserve to be treated with compassion and respect and those who believe other people deserved to be punched hard in the face. The former group say that dignity is the birthright of all mankind, while the latter say punches to the face worked for politicians, so maybe they’ll work for everyone else too. The city has adopted a compromise solution wherein people are treated with compassion and respect whist also being punched hard in the face, and the more compassion and respect they are treated with, the harder they are punched in the face. The center in Big Mistake tasked with administering this compromise policy is the police headquarters, from which satisfied patrons and complainants emerge battered but well-served, concussed but equal before the law. Thanks to this sterling compromise, the motto of the BMPD is “To Protect and Serve Knuckle Sandwiches,” which is also what it says on their badges.

Mal walked right up to a sworn officer of the BMPD and issued a simple request.

“Hello,” you may recall he said. “I’d like to confess to a capital crime, please.”

“Of course, sir,” she said politely, showing him dignity, compassion, and respect. “What capital crime did you commit?”

“I killed Abraham Lincoln,” Mal said. “And I kidnapped the Lindbergh Baby. And I am the Zodiac Killer killer.”

“You mean you are the Zodiac Killer, sir?”

“No, I’m just the guy who killed him,” said Mal. “That makes me the Zodiac Killer killer.”

“You bastard,” she said, and then punched him hard in the face.

Mal shook his head very aggressively, as if he could vibrate away the physical force of the punch.

“Great,” he said. “Can we speed this up? I’m trying to get executed today.”

“Sir, we can’t possibly execute you today. Are there any other crimes you’d like to confess to?”

“What else you got?”

“Well, we do have an unsolved double homicide from Big Shame-”

“Yeah, sure. I did that. What else?”

“A count of first degree politicking in Big Lie-”

“Also me. Come on, can we pick up the pace here? I want to win a bet.”

While they conversed and argued and Mal ducked several punches to the face while confessing, Kevin and Thomas slowly made their way into the police station. As they entered the station, Thomas noticed a camera on the wall. He assumed it was for security. He couldn’t have been more wrong. Rather, the police department was using it to record personal information about him, like his shirt color, his jacket brand, his love of jigsaws and fishing, his family history, his height, weight, and food preferences, and baffling propensity to walk into police stations. Then, they sold it to Big Data, another borough of the city, to fund the police force. This is, sadly, the primary function of virtually all cameras these days. Someone out there wants to buy your data for unscrupulous reasons and camera owners are more than willing to sell. Thanks to this and the hundreds of other sources of data at their disposal, internet information brokers now know everything about you.

Although the cameras could also be used for security, that was, at best, a secondary function, since the police station itself was hardly ever robbed. On one memorable occasion, though, the entire station had been torn up by the roots and stolen.

Thomas took brief professional note of the poor quality of the cameras and walked up to the officer at the desk.

“Hello, sir,” she said politely, breaking away from Mal. “Are you here to confess to a crime as well?”

“No,” Thomas said. “I’m here to report a crime.”

“Alright, sir,” she said. “We’ll need you to watch this brief video before we can fill out a police report.”

She pushed a small tablet computer onto the desk in front of Thomas and pressed a button. A video started to play. It was an ad for bail bonds.

Thomas stared at it.

“Have you ever wanted to be indebted for life to a shadowy lender instead of being in prison?” asked a voice-over narrator. “Today’s your lucky day!”

Budget cuts have made it necessary for the municipal police force to start aggressively monetizing police work by asking people to watch brief 30-second video ads before they can solve their crimes. The system has greatly increased revenues to the local police department and local justice system, to the point that they are able to cover the costs of running the Pikachair for all the executions they need to conduct. As a double cost-cutting measure, the advertising doesn’t stop with victims of crime. It also extends to the perpetrators. When facing the death penalty in Big Mistake, many first offenders are now given the choice between death and watching 48 straight hours of ads. 50% choose death. The other 50% buy thousand dollar iPhones.

“Come on, come on,” Mal said, almost bouncing up and down on the balls of his feet. “Ignore him; he’s just here to say something stupid about his missing wallet. I’m the one who burned down the White House in 1814.”

“Please calm yourself, sir,” the officer replied. “I’m required by law to treat everyone with compassion and respect before punching them in the face. Now, would you like to watch 48 straight hours of ads or the death penalty?”

“Death penalty,” Mal said. “Hurry it up. When can you execute me? Is the electric chair free now?”

“I’m sorry, sir, but all capital punishment is subject to a lengthy automatic appeals process that is likely to take months, if not years-”

“He’s my lawyer,” Mal said, pointing at Kevin.

“We can kill you tomorrow,” said the officer.

Thomas, frowning at Mal’s monopolization of the front desk, was about to cut in and say something else when a door burst open from deeper in the station. The Chief of Police walked out.

The Big Mistake Police Chief was a man named Sid Harding. He had as many hairs on his head as he did days left to retirement, which is to say, none. His baldness was due to stress from how hard the governmental TI-84 calculator was riding him to clean up the city’s crime, bacon, and politics. To symbolize his commitment to cleaning up the city, Chief Harding carried a mop over one shoulder, and he had a savage, hellish mustache dyed bright, rose red. His badge was pinned to his mustache along with a little bell which jingled every time he sneezed, which was a lot, because he was allergic to crime. His huge, uniformed chest, covered with medals for all the politicians he’d seen elected to death over the years and all the poets he’d sent to the guillotine, preceded him, while his reputation took up the rear. When he entered the room, the police officer behind reception stopped and saluted him. He returned the gesture by whacking the top of his bald head with his hand.

“Thank goodness you’re here,” boomed Chief Harding. Much to Thomas’ amazement, Chief Harding directed these words not to Thomas or Mal, but to Kevin.

“What?” Kevin said wildly. “Why? I didn’t do it. You can’t disbar me! I quit!”

“There’s no time to explain,” said Chief Harding. “The calculator’s on my butt again and we need your help right away.”

He turned and dashed away, the winds of justice at his back. Kevin and Thomas, confused, followed him to an interrogation room. There, they found several burly police officers hitting a man handcuffed to the table.

Another sterling example of societal compromise identifiable in the police station is in the interrogation room. Society has long been divided between those who believe suspects detained by police should be granted a fair hearing, due process, and legal representation, and those who believe suspects detained by police should be beaten black and blue with a phone book until they confess. As a compromise solution, detained criminals in Big Mistake are now only beaten with a phone book in the presence of their lawyers, and confessions are only forced from them while legal counsel is present. In this case, the legal counsel was Kevin.

One of the burly police officers, the one built more like a Ram truck than a man, walloped the detained suspect with the phone book. The Big Mistake phone book is very thick.

“Come on, Burt,” he said to the suspect as he did this. “We know you’ve been campaigning for elected office on the down low. Now tell us where the political literature is hidden.”

“Do your worst, pig,” said Burt, spitting blood in his accuser’s face.

The first officer walloped Burt in the face again.

The second officer, who was thinner and mousier than his partner, albeit still burly, patted Burt on the shoulder.

“Look at it this way, Burt,” he said. “Just confess and we’ll let you off with a slap on the wrists, a fine, and a very minor execution. I promise.”

“I’ve had enough of this bastard,” shouted the Ram truck, raising the phone book over his head and giving Burt another whack.

Burt staggered, his head flopping from side to side.

“No, that’s enough! He’s had enough!” shouted the second officer, and pushed the Ram truck away from Burt. “Just confess, Burt, and we’ll let you off easy. We promise.”

“Are they playing good cop, bad cop?” Thomas whispered to Chief Harding.

“They sure are,” Harding said, stroking his rose colored mustache. “We found them at the amateur drama club downtown. I knew the second I saw their King Lear that they were police material.”

“I thought their elocution sounded familiar,” Kevin said cheerily.

While Thomas tried to guess which parts in King Lear they would have played, the two men continued to alternate between beating Burt and pretending to be on his side, albeit neither particularly competently.

Burt spat out some more blood after a minute of this.

“I ain’t sayin’ nothin’,” he shouted, presumably getting into the act himself as he did. “You coppers aren’t gonna get one peep out of me.”

“Does he have Peeps?” Kevin asked. “I love those. They’re so marshmallowy and delicious.”

“Alright, Burt,” said the Ram truck. “This is your last chance. Confess or I’m gonna beat you with this phone book until you pass out.”

“Nuthin’ doin’,” said Burt.

“I’ll throw you in the hole,” growled the truck.

“Buy a telescope and find someone who cares, copper.”

“Come clean, Burt, or we’re going to appoint him as your defense counsel,” added the Ram truck, jerking his thumb at Kevin.

Burt reeled his chair.

“No,” he started to beg. “Anything but that! I’ll tell you where the campaign ads are hidden! I’ll confess! Just don’t leave me at the mercy of that monster!”

Kevin smiled benignly at him. Burt gulped and started to babble on about how he’d been engaged in illegal politics. At the end of his confession, more officers entered his cell and dragged him away.

“Thank you, Mr. Atlaw,” said Chief Harding. “You’ve done another massive service to the city and a favor for the force.”

“No problem, Chief Harding,” said Kevin, smiling broadly. “Maybe you could do me a favor in return. This is my friend-”

“-client-” corrected Thomas between gritted teeth.

“-friend Thomas,” said Kevin, patting Thomas on the shoulder. “He lost his wallet today-”

“-had my wallet stolen by a pickpocket-” corrected Thomas.

“And he wants to fight crime as a superhero, dressed like a giant finch-”

“And I want to get my wallet back and force Duncan Nye to pay my insurance claim, so I want to file a police report and find out if you have any leads as to the whereabouts of my wallet,” said Thomas.

“Of course,” Harding said with the sort of politeness and consideration that usually precedes a punch to the face in Big Mistake. “I’ll put my two best men on it.”

“Who are they?” asked Thomas, though he had a sinking feeling he knew before he’d even asked the question.

Harding gestured to the two cops who’d been interrogating Burt. The Ram truck seized Thomas by the shoulders and roughly pushed him down into the hard metal chair in the bleak, gray interrogation room. Kevin sat down in the chair next to Thomas with a big smile on his face.

“Alright you worm, you disgusting sack of crud,” growled the Ram truck. “Start filing your police report.”

“Can I get you anything?” the slightly lither officer asked cheerily. “Coffee? Sandwich? Swift punch to the face?”

“Uh, is there a form I have to fill out-”

“No,” the Ram truck snapped at him. “What happened?”

“My wallet was stolen off me outside the Duncan Nye building-”

“We actually received this video footage from the Nye company earlier today,” added Chief Harding. He offered them a tablet computer showing the blonde, blue-eyed man stealthily lifting the wallet out of Thomas’ back pocket.

The Ram truck driver took out a cigarette, lit it, and then puffed the smoke into Thomas’ face. Thomas coughed.

“So you had the wallet stolen from you? That’s all very convenient, very convenient, isn’t it?” said the Ram truck. “And where were you when all this was happening?”

“Uh, right there, facing the other way?” Thomas said.

“Facing the other way, were you? So you didn’t see the man stealing your wallet? That’s very convenient, very convenient...”

“Are you comfortable?” asked the other cop. “Do you want a pillow? I’m so sorry to hear about your wallet.”

Thomas eyes flicked from one cop to the other. Then, the Ram truck hit him with a phone book.

“Ow!” Thomas said. “What was that for?”

“I’m sure it was just an accident,” the smaller officer said.

“No,” roared the first officer. “It wasn’t. We find that in 90% of cases, when wallets go missing, the perpetrator is their spouse.”

“Uh, what-” Thomas said.

The Ram truck hit him with the phone book again.

“Where did you hide her body, you goddamn monster?” screamed the first officer.

Thomas’ head rang with pain.

“Are you maybe thinking of murder?” he asked the first officer.

“Oh, yeah, I’m thinking of murder,” the truck replied, grabbing Thomas by the collar. “I’m thinking of murder alright.” He made a threatening gesture with his service weapon. “Now, either you’re gonna tell me why you did this to your own wallet, or you’re going to get the chair.”

“Don’t worry; it’s a very nice chair,” said the second officer.

Thomas said nothing, so the first officer hit him with the phone book a few more times.

“Ow,” said Thomas, cringing. “Kevin, help!”

He turned to find Kevin had fallen asleep.

“Can I borrow that for a sec?” Thomas asked the Ram truck, gesturing to the phone book.

“Sure thing, but give it back,” the Ram truck replied. “I need it for beating a guy.”

Thomas took the phone book and hit Kevin hard. He woke with a start.

“Wha?” Kevin said. “My client pleads not innocent.”

“Kevin, they think I stole my wallet and they’re hitting me with a phone book. Help!”

“Right,” Kevin said. He turned to Chief Harding. “I’d like to petition for habeas papam on behalf of my client.”

“Fair enough,” Harding said with a shrug, then turned into the hallway and called, “send in the pope!”

“Er, I mean, maximus corpus,” Kevin said in a panic.

“Okay, which one of you do you want us to shoot first?” Harding asked.

“I mean, I want, whatever the latin for stop beating us with a phone book and letting us go is,” said Kevin.

“Liber planctus terminus,” Harding said. “Why didn’t you say so in the first place? Alright, boys, that’s enough. I’ll process their complaint myself.”

“You got lucky this time, punk,” snarled the Ram truck. “But you ever lose your wallet again and we’ll have this chat again. Can I have that phone book back, by the way?”

Thomas handed it over.

“Thanks for filing your criminal complaint with us,” said the second cop. “We hope you enjoyed your stay! Rate us highly on Yelp!”

“Alright, come on, boys,” said Chief Harding, his rose-colored mustache wobbling. “Step over to my office and I’ll take care of you myself.”

“This had better not be a euphemism for more beatings,” muttered Thomas, but consented to follow Harding out of the interrogation chamber. Kevin followed close behind.

And then they all died.





Chapter 9: The First Giraffe on Mars




Chief Harding’s office was nicely furnished; it was decorated with photos of himself with his mustache died various colors and contorted into a series of creative shapes, like zigzags, bows, and parabolas. It was a fine police mustache, the kind of facial hair that undoubtedly struck terror into the hearts of criminals everywhere. At least, Chief Harding always assumed it did. It was hard to tell through all their hysterical laughter when they saw it.

Controlling crime had always been a tough job in Big Mistake, Oregon, and it took a tough man to police crime in the city. Unfortunately, all the tough men had joined the criminals, so Chief Harding was put in charge instead, on the excellent grounds of facial hair. For years, he hadn’t pursued justice as vigorously as the calculator had wanted, but a recent crime wave that had swept across the city had convinced Chief Harding to redouble policing efforts. Thieves had gotten bolder and bolder in Big Mistake, to the point that they would steal the spit straight out of an alpaca’s mouth, or the fire out of a crematorium - even the invisible ladder from a street mime. The turning point came when Chief Harding arrived at work one day and found the entire police station had been stolen (foundation and all), and he ordered a crackdown.

Unfortunately, the Big Mistake-wide crackdown on crime had led to an escalating number of complaints about phone book-related police brutality. In response, Chief Harding had quickly adopted a body camera-based policy, asking all victims of police brutality to wear body cameras to record and provide conclusive proof of their claims against the force. Failing to do so is illegal and punishable by death.

Thomas and Kevin sat in chairs in front of Chief Harding’s desk and Thomas explained all that had happened to Harding while Kevin enjoyed nap time. As Thomas finished his story, with Kevin snoozing peacefully next to him, Harding contorted his mustache into a thoughtful shape and stood.

“Damn, not another one,” Harding said. “First that rash of murders, the arsons, the vandalism, the wire fraud, the string of grand theft alpacas, and now this.”

“I mean, in all fairness, a pickpocket taking my wallet isn’t quite as serious as any of those things,” Thomas said.

“It’s not just that,” Harding said. “This is just the latest incident in a huge crime wave across Big Mistake. Look.”

He reached into his desk and pulled out a map, covered with colorful pins.

“Crime has more than tripled since last year,” Harding added. “I just don’t have enough officers to maintain law and order across the city, and I have no idea what’s causing it.”

“Is it the bacon prohibition?” Thomas guessed tentatively.

“No, the porkleggers wouldn’t be behind something like this,” replied Harding, stroking his mustache. “It feels too disorganized. It’s almost like thousands of unconnected people in Big Mistake woke up one morning and decided they were going to turn to lives of crime and perpetrate as much evil as they possibly could, but that’s impossible! There must be something behind it. I just don’t know what.”

He stroked his mustache contemplatively for a moment, the sound of his pensive humming only interrupted by a loud clattering noise as Kevin fell asleep and his head slammed into the desk.

“My wallet,” Thomas finally prompted Harding, to remind him.

“Yes, of course, your wallet,” said Harding. “We’ll write up an official police report, which will help your insurance case against Mr. Nye, but between you and me, you’re wasting your time. Nye will never pay out. He’d cut his own arm off before he cut you a check.”

“What about finding the man who stole my wallet?” asked Thomas. “The blonde, blue-eyed man from the footage?”

Harding shook his head.

“We ran his picture through the police database, but we couldn’t find a match,” Harding said. “I’m afraid there’s nothing we can do.”

Thomas was appalled, and felt a surge of anger.

Readers familiar with the pop-psych hypotheses of yesteryear probably know that the Kübler-Ross model holds that humans have five stages of grief: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and finally, acceptance. It may not shock you to learn that, similarly, Big Ideas’ Institute for Higher Specious Reasoning’s finest tenured psychobabblists have devised a model of the five stages of wallet theft. They are: shock, depression, insurance, anger, and, finally, trying to get your wallet back. Thomas didn’t know it, but he had progressed from the insurance to the anger stage, and was about to enter the final stage of trying to get his wallet back.

“I want to get my wallet back,” he told Harding. “I don’t even care if it still has my money and credit cards in it. It’s a matter of principle now. The wallet was a gift from my father. I’m not going to let some low-life criminal take it.”

“I understand, but between the crime and politics epidemic sweeping the city and enforcing bacon prohibition, my department doesn’t have the manpower to look for your wallet, Mr. Truman.”

“That’s fine,” Thomas said. “Just give me something to work with, any lead you have, and I’ll go after it myself.”

Harding paused. A responsible police chief would have, at this juncture, told Thomas that he should not go after the criminal who took his wallet and that it was in general highly inadvisable to confront criminals yourself. However, Harding was not a responsible police chief. In fact, just today, he had blown most of his department’s procurement and recruitment budgets on phone books and mustache stylists. Also, there was a fire burning in Thomas’ eyes that told Harding he would ignore any advice. He just had that look on his face - the look of a man who would stop at nothing to get his wallet back.

“Fine,” Harding said. “I can’t offer you much, but here’s what I can tell you. First, if you carefully review the video footage that Mr. Nye sent us, you’ll notice this blonde man has a distinguishing feature.” Harding flipped frame by frame through the footage of the blonde man creeping down and snatching the wallet out of Thomas’ pocket. “Notice that the thief has a tattoo or mark on the back of his hand.”

Thomas squinted at the mark. It said something.

“Is that the number one?” Thomas asked.

“Yes. The tattoo on the back of his hand reads ‘#1.’ It could mean the number 1 or it could be a Twitter hashtag. We just don’t know.”

“Okay,” Thomas said. “So he has a tattoo that says #1. Anything else?”

“Just a small lead,” said Harding. “I can’t help you, but I might know someone who can. Sometimes it takes a criminal to catch a criminal. I doubt they were involved in the theft of your wallet, but organized bacon smugglers in Big Hurt borough have their fingers in all crime city-wide. There’s a porklegger named Cunningham who operates out of the parking garage under the  Idaho-facing Bridge To Nowhere in Big Hurt. He runs all the grills south of 8th street. He might be able to tell you more about the guy who robbed you, but I warn you, getting involved with the porkleggers is dangerous business.”

Thomas shrugged.

“I’ve come this far. I’ll take my chances. Thanks very much, Chief Harding.”

“Don’t mention it,” Harding said. “I wish I could help you more, but I’ve got this crime epidemic to think about.” He stared at the map and shook his head. “It’s almost like something is making people evil...”

He frowned and trailed off. Sensing that he had been dismissed, Thomas took one last glance at Harding’s rose-colored mustache, hauled Kevin to his feet, and found his way back into the lobby.

In the lobby, Mal was still arguing with the duty officer behind the desk.

“I’m sorry, sir, but the earliest we can execute you is tomorrow evening,” she said politely and respectfully while winding up to punch him in the face again.

“But I can’t wait that long,” Mal complained. “Can’t you just shoot me?”

“I’m afraid not, sir,” the officer replied. “You’re not nearly black enough.”

“What if I blacked up and waved a cell phone at you?” Mal offered, but the officer was having none of it.

The finest psychobabblists that the Institute for Higher Specious Reasoning has to offer have also devised a theory of the five stages of trying to get the police to kill you. They are: confession, anger, being punched in the face, bargaining, and, finally, stealing a firearm. Mal was about to progress to the final stage.

“What if I stole a weapon and threatened you with it?” Mal asked.

“Then we would taser you, sir,” the officer told him politely.

“Well, that’s a first step in the right direction,” Mal said. He then vaulted over the counter and grabbed a shiny pump-action shotgun and police handgun that had not been properly secured, then vaulted back over the counter. The police officer tried to taser him. Mal managed to seize her taser.

Thomas sensed this might be a good time to duck.

He ducked behind a sturdy-looking pillar and jammed his fingers in his ears. There were several loud gunshots.

When Thomas dared to look up again, Mal was standing over him firing shotgun blasts over the heads of several sworn officers, who were taking cover behind a desk.

“Don’t make us use this!” shouted the Ram truck, who waved a phone book at Mal.

“Is there anything I can get you?” shouted his thinner partner. “Maybe some cake or some french fries or something?”

“These jerks aren’t even trying to kill me,” Mal complained to Thomas. “They’re just trying to diligently arrest me. An all-ballerina army division would be more dangerous than this.”

“You know, your insurance probably won’t pay out if you’re killed in a gun battle with police,” Thomas argued back.

“That’s a good point,” Mal said between shotgun blasts. “Let’s blow this joint.”

Carrying Kevin between them, they sprinted back to the van. Thomas threw Kevin in the back and took the wheel, although he wasn’t quite sure why he was doing it, while Mal stood in the back and fired shotgun blasts back at the police station. Officers ran out into the street, brandishing weapons of their own, and returned fire.

“Step on it,” Mal hollered to Thomas, and, there being no time to argue, Thomas complied. The van started to rocket away. Mal fired more shotgun blasts back at the disappearing police. A police car, sirens blaring, gave chase; Mal hit it in the tire with buckshot and it spun out, blocking the road.

“We plead not guilty,” Kevin shouted back at the cops as they rocketed away in the van.

There was a pause. More police cars appeared, chasing them.

“Uh oh,” Kevin said. “They look mad.”

And then they all died.





Chapter 10: Five Things You Can’t Say to the Pope




Thomas looked over his shoulder just long enough to see the police giving chase. Several police cars with lights flashing and sirens blaring were quickly closing on them. Bullets from somewhere were sailing over Thomas head; Thomas didn’t have time to figure out if they were coming from the police or if Mal had started shooting at him as part of some kind of effort to get him to crash the car. Kevin had fallen asleep and was snoring. The jacket Thomas had shoved over the TV to quiet it slipped off and it started blaring an ad at exactly the wrong moment. A very serious-faced man came on.

“Remember, bacon claims the lives of almost 600,000 a year, one bite of bacon can be addictive, and bacon companies are marketing to children.”

The serious-faced TV man’s next words were drowned out by several well placed shotgun blasts from Mal.

“I’m out of ammunition,” Mal shouted at Thomas. “I can’t wait to see the look on your face when I win the bet!”

Behind Mal, the van doors were peppered with bullet holes and flapping wide open.

“Nye won’t pay out if you’re killed by police, you idiot,” Thomas bellowed at him.

“You really think so?” Mal asked.

Something exploded near Thomas, and not in a safe, wholesome way. The whole van shook.

“Yes, I really think so,” Thomas bellowed.

The TV blared behind him.

“Are you tired of tedious, boring churches? Join the First Church of Advertising Revenues, where you can receive a month’s worth of salvation after just one, quick 30-second ad instead of hours-long lectures on the divine-”

More gunfire drowned out the rest of the Church’s doctrine.

“-and instead of saying Hail Mary, penance is done by watching one easy 5-second YouTube ad. Don’t just ask God for forgiveness. Ask for convenience!”

The commercial break ended and the TV had switched back to the news.

“Welcome back to BMTV1 for your noon news update!” said the same graying-at-the-temples man as had done the previous updates. “Here’s your quick news flash: Engineers in Big Ideas discover flaws in the 4-cylinder wax engine, and the all-plastic jet engine may have the same flaws...”

More gunfire drowned out the newscaster’s voice.

“If Nye won’t pay out, then we’d better survive, I guess,” Mal said, shrugging his shoulders in a non-committal kind of a way.

“You think?” Thomas screamed at him.

“Yeah. Take the next left and we’ll lose them on the bridge to nowhere.”

Muttering a handful of swear words of his own devising, Thomas cranked the wheel hard to the left and swerved.

“Careful,” Mal said. “Kevin almost fell out of the van.”

“Sorry,” said Thomas.

“Yeah, you’ll need to turn a lot harder next time to get him to fall out properly.”

“Don’t tempt me,” Thomas muttered. He swung the van onto the overpass.

Many of the police cars successfully made the high-speed turn and followed.

“But first,” the newscaster was saying, “are lizard people driving up gas prices? I’m joined by international field crude production expert and rodeo clown, Mr. Xavier Pert. So, Xavier, are lizard people driving up gas prices?”

Xavier, a slick, dark-haired man, straightened his tie.

“Well, Jim, Venezuelans don’t like to be called lizard people. They find that a little bit racist.”

Thomas jerked the wheel again and swerved onto the bridge to nowhere. The police were closing in fast from behind.

“Gimmie,” Mal said, roughly shoulder-barged him aside, took the wheel, and stepped hard on the gas.

Naturally, Big Mistake is peppered with bridges to nowhere left over from its Gibbs pre-Trash Day period, when the politicians who ran, or more accurately, failed to run the city, promised a program of bridge building as part of a dramatically unsuccessful effort to cater to the local construction industry. The problem with bridges to nowhere is, of course, that they don’t go anywhere. They just sort of abruptly end. Thomas became acutely aware of this problem as Mal pressed his foot to the accelerator and the end of the bridge to nowhere came sharply into view. Mal dodged cars that had been parked or abandoned on the bridge and the end raced up towards them, nothing but open air and a forty foot drop onto hard concrete below looming.

“Don’t worry, I have a plan!” Mal shouted as they went.

“What’s your plan?” Thomas asked.

“Hold on to something and buckle up,” said Mal.

There was time to do neither of these things as the van rocketed over the end of the bridge. The conspicuous problem was, as the likes of Sergei Korolev, Werner von Braun, and Elon Musk have frequently had occasion to note, that vans are not, in fact, rockets and therefore have a certain amount of difficulty staying above the ground once they get into the air.

They dropped out of the sky like a lead brick with an eating problem.

Thomas screamed. As with many people who are close to death, he had an abrupt flashback. He was suddenly a little boy again, sitting on his father’s knee.

Thomas’ father had been an alpaca farmer. He’d also been full of advice and fatherly wisdom. “If an alpaca spits on you, you spit right back,” he’d always said. He’d died of dehydration.

But, long before that, when Thomas was just five or six, his father had sat Thomas on his knee on the back porch. As they both ate delicious alpacafruit, his father had given him advice. Thomas tried to remember it now.

“Thomas,” his father had said. “Always remember this. Vans can’t fly.”

Thomas snapped back to reality, screaming. He’d finally found something he was more afraid of than elevators.

The van hit the ground with a sickening crunch. The suspension broke and splintered. The tires deflated. Thomas was thrown up in his seat, but restrained by his belt. Mal wobbled in place. The newscaster on the dashboard TV argued with his guest about whether it was racist to insinuate Venezuelans were not human.

Then, there was silence. No shooting. No police sirens. No TV (maybe the volume had broken, if Thomas was lucky). They had lost their police pursuers.

In the back, Kevin groaned.

“I feel like I’ve been drinking,” Kevin said. “Am I in court again?”

“Kevin survived,” Mal proclaimed.

“Too bad,” Thomas muttered, quietly enough that he hoped Kevin couldn’t hear, but not really.

Everyone took a deep breath.

“Since this morning, I have had my wallet stolen, my insurance claim rejected, and my coffee spit in,” Thomas said slowly. “I’ve been beaten with a phone book, shot at by the police, and driven off the edge of a cliff. Today is the worst day of my life.”

“Oh, it’s going to get much worse,” said Mal. “We’re going to go find some hardened, dangerous criminals and ask them probing questions, remember?”

Thomas groaned.

Mal’s phone jingled. He picked it up.

“Customer service,” Mal said. “Oh, hello, Mrs. Robertson. You say your TV is broken? What a coincidence! Mine is too.”

He tapped the TV on the dash.

“All you get is a blank screen? Don’t worry, Mrs. Robertson. Just take some LSD and hallucinate your favorite program onto the monitor. Yes, that’ll do it. Have a nice day.”

He hung up.

“Remind me why I’m hanging out with you again?” Thomas asked Mal.

“If I survive the day, you get $1000,” Mal reminded him.

“That’s starting to sound like not nearly enough money,” said Thomas. He hauled himself out of his seat.

“Come on,” he said, beckoning to Mal. “The van’s trashed, so we’ll have to find this bacon smuggler named Cunningham on foot. He should be nearby. Chief Harding said he operated under the bridge.”

“Oh, you’re actually going through with this?” Mal said with a grin that would have shamed a hyena.

“Yeah,” Thomas said. “I’m determined. After all this, if nothing else, I’m definitely going to get my wallet back.”

“Great,” Mal said, grin widening.

All three of them clambered out of the van and onto the streets of Big Hurt, the roughest district in the city.

And then they all died.





Chapter 11: Bankruptcy




Crime is endemic throughout Big Mistake, Oregon, but of all the city’s boroughs, most of the criminals are headquartered in Big Hurt, the highest crime area in the city. Burglary, violent theft, robbery, politics, and illegal street poetry are all endemic across Big Hurt. Petty thievery in particular has become totally intolerable; Chief Harding was in no way exaggerating when he recalled it. The thieves in Big Hurt take injections of vulture DNA to mellow out. Thieves in the borough stole the grass off of the baseball field in the public park; the muggers, without reservation, held up a dog for his bone; burglars swiped the bibles from the rooms at the motel; raiders stole the macaroni off the children’s paintings in the primary school, and yes, criminals even stole the invisible ladder from a mime. The perpetrators in question are wanted for manslaughter after the mime fell to his death.

It was the start of a brutal gang war as the mimes fought back. Mimes make the best gangsters because they already observe a code of silence, they never tell the police anything, they’re used to life on the street, and all their weapons are invisible. Vicious mime reprisal attacks against the local criminal classes have left dozens of muggers trapped in giant, see-through boxes. They never heard the mimes coming. Arrests shot up so high the city ran out of space in the local prisons and jails. City authorities have begun a program of quartering prisoners in local houses. As part of this program, a prison warden shows up to your door and informs you that you have to live with a convicted felon from now on. Refusing is punishable by death, but the policy is not very popular, and crime has continued to rise for some reason.

In response, the police have implemented a policy of broken windows policing, in which they break your windows until you stop engaging in criminal activity. It hasn’t worked so far, but they keep trying.

All the windows were broken on the street in Big Hurt that Thomas, Mal, and Kevin found themselves on. Mal kept his shotgun at the ready as they walked down the street, and the police pistol he’d stolen dangled from his hip.

“If you’re out of ammunition, why do you still have the shotgun?” Thomas demanded of Mal.

“Because I’m American, Tom,” Mal replied, his voice heavy with patriotism. He pumped the shotgun to little effect.

A mugger wearing a balaclava jumped out from behind a nearby window replacement store and waved a long knife at Thomas. Thomas had already been through so much today that this barely even seemed threatening to him.

“There’s no point mugging me because I don’t have any money,” Thomas told the mugger frankly. “I already had my wallet stolen.”

“I don’t want your wallet,” the mugger told him. “Shut up, keep still, and watch this.”

He drew out a tablet computer and inclined it towards Thomas. An ad for pepper spray and an alarm whistle started to play.

“This is the best marketing I’ve ever seen,” Kevin remarked cheerily to Thomas.

“That reminds me of a very amusing sock I was going to stuff in your mouth to shut you up,” Thomas muttered to Kevin.

It should be explained that advertising is the great monetizer. TV is profitable because it runs ads. Radio is profitable because it plays ads. Google is profitable because it shows ads. In fact, we are quickly plunging towards a world where everything has ads attached to it. Ads already blanket every publicly visible surface, like billboards, T-shirts, and coffee mugs, but there’s no reason it should stop there.

The criminal element in Big Hurt have recently realized that they can dramatically increase their margins on the whole mugging schtick if, in addition to mugging victims, they force them to watch brief, 30-second ads. The pepper spray companies pay them for every view. Mace, pepper spray, taser, and rifle sales are way up thanks to the campaign.

The business model doesn’t stop there either. Kidnappers in Big Mistake, and Big Hurt particularly, have found that their craft is a lot more profitable if they force their targets to watch ads for the whole time they’re kidnapped. Advertisers in Big Money pay the kidnappers for every view.

The ad ended and the mugger retreated, eyeing Mal’s shotgun nervously.

“That ad was made by the same company that does my commercials,” Kevin said in an annoyingly upbeat tone. A tic pulsated in Thomas’ forehead.

“I think the parking garage is this way,” Mal said, pointing to a street under the Idaho-oriented bridge to nowhere. “With any luck, that Cunningham guy will kill me. I can’t wait to see the look on your face after, Thomas.”

The tic throbbed faster. Thomas’ head hurt.

They had barely gone another block when a man in a heavy trench coat with greasy hair, unusually heavy attire for the cool but not cold day, drew their attention.

“Hey, buddy,” he said to Mal. “You wanna buy some campaign literature? Real cheap.”

He drew back his coat to reveal, under the flaps, rows upon rows of pamphlets pinned to the inside. They had titles like, “A People’s Guide to Gerrymandering,” and “What They Don’t Tell You About Abortion,” and “The Second Amendment and What It Means For Your Enemies.”

“Sorry, I can’t read,” said Kevin.

“I got more,” the vendor said. “Want a little TV/radio ad? Debate footage? Maybe a sample ballot, if that’s your kind of thing?”

“I’ll buy something if you kill me,” Mal offered.

“Nah, nah, man,” said the literature salesman. “But maybe I can offer you something else. You wanna buy some poetry?”

“Roses are red, violets are blue, I’d rather drop dead than buy something from you,” Thomas said, and walked on.

The black marketeer looked shocked.

“Hey, be careful with that stuff, buddy,” he told Thomas. “You could be hanged for that.”

 Around the next corner, they came face to face with a heavily armed man in a gray uniform with a rifle slung over one shoulder. Like his predecessor on the last street, he was passing out pamphlets. He quickly spotted them.

“Hello, sirs,” the man in the uniform greeted them. “Can I interest you in joining the Organization for the Complete Eradication of Human Life? We’ve all got to go sometime and it might as well be today.”

“Where do I sign up?” Mal asked immediately. He quickly filled out a membership form.

“I don’t know,” Kevin said, sounding skeptical. “What are the benefits of the complete eradication of all human life?”

“A lot of people don’t realize how much the total annihilation of the human species would benefit them personally,” said the man in the gray uniform. “There would be no more traffic, house prices would be a lot lower, no more noisy street mimes keeping you up all night with their gang wars - no more crime at all, actually.”

“Are you a political organization?” asked Kevin.

“No, we’re completely apolitical,” said the man in the uniform. “And soon, everyone else will be too, because you can’t vote when you’re dead.”

“Unless you’re in Chicago,” Kevin added.

Both men laughed.

“So how does this work?” Mal asked. “When can I get killed?”

“We’re working on giant swarms of nuclear, killer robotic mosquitoes to wipe everyone out, but until then, we’ll just mail you a Humancorp suicide capsule and you can sort yourself out,” replied the man in the uniform. “It takes a few minutes to kick in, so while you’re waiting, just climb the nearest tall building and start shooting people to help speed the cause along its way.”

“That counts as a suicide,” Mal complained. “That’s no help at all. Thanks for nothing. I’m sorry I joined now.”

He walked away in a huff.

Another person handing out pamphlets stood on the street corner. This was yet another man, but grimy faced, on the shorter side, and wearing coveralls. He carried a shovel.

“Are you recruiting for another society?” Kevin asked him.

“No, sir,” said the man. “I’m recruiting for a company called Dig Deep.”

“A mining venture?” guessed Thomas.

“Nope, we’re in the gravedigging business,” said the grimy man. “We’re becoming the Uber of corpses.”

Thomas and Kevin started walking away, but Mal lingered.

“You know what the best part of being a gravedigger is?” asked the grimy man. “All the people you get to meet.”

Mal disengaged and began to walk away too.

“Remember, we’re always hiring!” the grimy man shouted after them.

“I bet they’re in cahoots with the Organization for the Complete Eradication of Human Life,” Kevin said.

Another street over, they were intercepted yet again by solicitations, this time from a very crisply dressed woman who stood straight-backed and tall.

“What are you recruiting for?” demanded Kevin.

“Oh, we’re not recruiting for anything,” the woman said cheerily. “We would never let ugly, smelly scum like you into our ranks. I work for the Society for the Advancement of Society Members. We’re just handing out literature on the street corner to remind you of how much better we are than you. For example, did you know we members of the Society for the Advancement of Society Members are taller, more attractive, richer, healthier, altruistic, and humbler than you are? That and the many other ways in which members of the Society for the Advancement of Society Members are better than you can be found in this pamphlet. We’re much better than plebeian subhumans like yourselves and deserve special treatment.”

“No thanks,” Thomas said, refusing the pamphlet, and walked on.

“We’re also much, much more friendly and more polite!” the woman called after them.

By the time another nondescript man lurking behind the trashcans leapt out at them, Thomas wasn’t even surprised anymore.

“You’ve probably heard of Gamblers Anonymous, Alcoholics Anonymous, and Politicians Anonymous,” the man told them. “I’m recruiting for Anonymous Anonymous. Do you know who we are? No, of course not.”

They just walked straight by him. They’d barely had time to catch their breaths before they were again assailed.

“I’m recruiting for the Anti-Homeless Reverse Charity,” a short woman with glasses said. “Since the homeless were just going to spend their cash on drugs and alcohol anyway, our policy is to take their money and give it to the wealthy, who need it more and will use it for better drugs and alcohol-”

Thomas didn’t think he’d ever ignored someone so completely in his life.

There are so many unwanted solicitors in Big Hurt because the police don’t enforce the law in much of the district due to a general attitude of contempt for authority. Solicitation is illegal in Big Mistake, and, of course, punishable by death. Thomas didn’t know that part, but if he did, he would have been totally in favor of it.

Finally, after one last street corner, another guy popped out from behind a light truck. Mal punched him and Kevin sued him into silence before he could say anything. Past him was the grubby parking garage under the Idaho-facing bridge to nowhere that Chief Harding had told them about. With fear in his heart, Thomas took a deep breath and went inside. With shotgun in hand, Mal took a deep breath and followed him. With stupidity in his brain, Kevin failed to take a deep breath and followed the both of them.

And then they all died.





Chapter 12: Legal Regulations Concerning the Size of Holes in Swiss Cheese




Now, I’m not saying we have a problem in this country, but we’re having an obesity epidemic and a drug epidemic at the same time. The drug epidemic claims the lives of 70,000 Americans a year, while 600,000 Americans die of complications related to weight and obesity annually. The streets are flooded with fentanyl, heroin, cocaine, cake, ice cream, and sandwiches. Acting swiftly, the government in Big Mistake has acted to ban bacon. As was previously mentioned, the bacon prohibition means that just a single strip of illegal bacon or pork product in Big Mistake is now punishable by death. However, that doesn’t mean that there’s no bacon in Big Mistake. After all, the hard drugs like fentanyl, heroin, and meth that are causing the drug epidemic were always illegal, and drug dealers often face the death penalty for their various crimes, but they still deal drugs. Similarly, in Big Mistake, the bacon prohibition has created an opportunity for criminals. Organized crime in the form of the bacon mafia has muscled into the borough of Big Hurt, setting up shop across the city, smuggling strips of delicious ham and sausage past the authorities, battling the mimes and poets in brutal gang wars for territory, and flooding the black market with hundreds of tons of bacon. These bacon smugglers, known colloquially as porkleggers, have grown to be the biggest criminals in the city, and I mean that both in the sense that they are the fattest criminals and also that they run the largest operations. The underfunded and outnumbered Big Mistake police department has had to let enforcement of the bacon ban and the battle against the professional porkleggers fall by the wayside somewhat, as they needed to devote most of their resources to preventing a resurgence of politics in the city and keeping the mimes in check.

Among the wealthiest, most famous, and most powerful of the porkleggers operating out of Big Hurt was “Grills” Cunningham, who supplied all the grilleasies south of 8th street. He had famously destroyed his opponents in the bacon racket by flooding the streets with cheap meat until everyone else was too fat to run away from the police, and were then arrested. It was Cunningham’s operation that ran out of the parking garage under the Idaho-facing bridge to nowhere, and it was Cunningham Thomas had come here to see.

Thomas, Mal, and Kevin walked out of the bright, sunlit day into the parking garage. As their eyes adapted, they spotted an unfamiliar man guarding the entrance to the parking garage, standing by what had once been the attendant’s booth, smoking. That is to say, he was smoking some ham over charcoal. He had wild red facial hair with a rough beard, and there were tattoos down the size of his face that gave him a fierce air.

Fearlessly, Thomas approached him.

“Hi,” the rough man said. “What do you want?”

“We’re looking for Cunningham,” said Thomas.

“Why?” asked the rough man. “No, wait, let me guess. You want a little of that sizzle-sizzle, isn’t that right? A little taste of that Big Pink? A few Hollywood Kevins? A little six degrees? Some of that Jewish damnation? Some of that Muslim repellant? A few strips of Friday sin? The choice strips, if you know what I’m saying? A couple of those heavy cuts?”

“Uh-” Thomas said.

“A few Georgia veggies,” the rough man continued. “Some of that rooster ban? Maybe a bit of Washington spending? A few bites of Pooh’s pal?”

“Do any of these things mean-” Thomas started, but he was cut off again.

“Are you here to buy or grill?” the rough man continued. “No, you look more to me like the type who’s been jawing the Big Pink - the kind of guy who needs a little something for his salad, if you know what I’m saying. Yeah, you look to me like the kind of guys who wish they were kissing the Hormel, if you know what I’m saying. You probably want something a little greasier, if you know what I’m saying. So, what do you need? Can I sell you some of man’s second-best friend?”

“No thanks,” Kevin said cheerily. “We’re just here to buy some bacon.”

“Sure thing,” said the rough man. With a few shifty glances to the left and right, he reached into his jacket and drew out a Holy Bible, then opened it. There, in a hollowed out compartment in the Bible, was at least two pounds of bacon.

“You’ll never get quality product like this from a mime,” the man said. “Their stuff is unspeakably bad.”

“We’re not actually here to buy bacon,” said Thomas, who was looking severely at Kevin.

“That’s fine,” the rough man said. “I also sell crack, you know, if you’re looking for something a little lighter than bacon.”

“No, we want to talk to Cunningham directly,” said Thomas. “I need to have a word with him.”

“Why? You’re not narcs, are you?”

“If I said I was, would you please shoot me?” Mal asked with a large grin. “Preferably in a way that would render you legally culpable for my death and force my insurance company to pay benefits for my life insurance policy?”

“Gee, I dunno about any insurance,” said the rough man, scratching his head. “I’d better ask the boss.”

He lifted up a radio hidden behind his grill and had a short, whispered conversation.

“Yeah, three guys here want to talk to you. I dunno if they’re narcs. No, they’re not mimes. They’re talking and everything. No need to check them for invisible guns.”

There was a rumbling sound, and behind the rough man, the gate to the parking garage slid open.

“I’ll take you the rest of the way,” he told them.

They followed the rough man deeper and deeper through the parking garage, past eighteen-wheeler trucks so huge they barely fit into the garage. The trucks were filled with crate after crate of bacon, which workers were unloading from the back. Around them, grills sizzled and ovens hissed, and the air was filled with the heavy scent of caramelizing fat, the gentle breeze in the garage whipping it into a frenzy of aromas from all the different types of bacon, ham, and pork. The porkleggers around them tended to the grills and shot them suspicious glances.

“Who are you?” one of them demanded.

“Oh, I’m just a narc or from a rival gang,” Mal said, waving his shotgun. “I’m here to kill you and take your bacon, so you’d better shoot me before-”

Kevin and Thomas dragged him away hastily.

Eventually, they reached a small office at the end of the parking garage. The rough man held the door open for them, and they found the relatively small office was packed with people, but one man stood out in the center. He was a short man, but he stood on a table barking orders to his men. He had brown hair and wore a long coat and a trilby hat, had dark, merciless, bacon-filled eyes, and wore a solid gold necklace. Each link in the necklace depicted a different kind of grill. This, Thomas assumed, was ‘Grills’ Cunningham.

Cunningham was barking orders to the men around him.

“Joey, you take the shipment coming from Chicago, and Quince, you’re on the product coming down from Canada. Carly, whatever we got coming from Texas today is for you, and Eddie, you make sure that the boys on the take get their stuff today...”

Cunningham caught sight of Thomas, hopped off the table, and looked him squarely in the eye.

“Who are you?” Cunningham demanded.

“We’re narcs-” Mal started before Thomas could silence him.

Thomas took another deep breath, only briefly paused to wonder how he’d gotten into this situation, and drew himself up to his full height.

“I’m not here to buy anything,” Thomas said. “I’m here because I want information about a man who stole from me. My name’s Thomas Norm Truman.”

“And what did this man steal from you?” asked Cunningham.

There was a long, awkward pause. Thomas suddenly became acutely aware that all of Cunningham’s men were carrying powerful, deadly weapons, like assault rifles, pistols, hand grenades, butcher’s knives, skewers, and barbecue tongs. There was even a frying pan or two.

Thomas summoned all his nerve and grit and looked Cunningham straight in the eye.

“He stole my wallet,” Thomas awkwardly managed.

There was another long pause, punctuated only by the sound of Mal typing on his phone, recommending a man with a broken radio speed until the police pull him over, then ask them to fix it.

Then, suddenly, all of the hardened bacon mafiosos were cackling with laughter. Cunningham whooped.

“You must be a man who really wants his wallet back, Tom,” said Cunningham. “I’m goin’ to call you Tommy the Wallet. Tommy, let me introduce you to my boys.” Cunningham started pointing to various heavily armed men who were standing around them.

“This here’s Trigs McGee, Two Pistol Angus, Dice Malone, Whiskey Dan, Tabs the Shark...” he was pointing to samey, grizzled men in identical suits and trilby hats or fedoras so fast that Thomas couldn’t possibly keep up, but, of course, he was too polite and terrified to interrupt.

“Leadfoot Nash,” continued Cunningham, “Silva the Kid, Walt the Fry Chef, Joey the Criminal-”

“Oh, I know him,” Kevin whispered, pointing at Joey the Criminal, who was covered in tattoos. “I helped get his sentence reduced from three years to five years. I wonder why he looks so mad.”

Thomas held his head in his hands.

“Al the Welfare Recipient,” continued Cunningham. “Quince the Other Welfare Recipient, Eddie the Heart Transplant, Robbie the Incontinent, Frank the Flatulent, and Ritchie the Quantum Physicist, and last, over there’s Carly the Transvestite.”

A man in a fedora and stockings waved to them.

“Uh, I didn’t know that the mafia was accepting of transvestites,” Thomas said, raising an eyebrow.

“What are you tryin’ to say?” demanded Cunningham. “You sayin’ we’re a bunch of bigots over here?”

Everyone growled and readied their weapons.

“Yes,” Mal said. “That is what we’re saying.”

“No, no, it’s not,” Thomas said quickly. “Ignore him. We don’t think you’re bigots.”

“Yes, we do,” Mal insisted.

“No, no, we don’t,” Thomas said urgently.

“Good,” said Cunningham. “Because I run this as an equal opportunity mafia. We hire mafiosos without regard to race, creed, color, religion, gender, sexual orientation, disability, or belief. We’re totally politically correct. Ain’t that right, boys?”

Everyone nodded and agreed.

“Oh,” Kevin said haplessly. “You must be the PC mafia I’m always hearing about.”

“Yeah,” Cunningham said. “We are.”

Ironically, political correctness is illegal in Big Mistake and punishable by death owing to its connections to organized crime.

“Now, who else is there?” Cunningham asked. “I think I introduced everyone except for Newman the Undercover Police Informant. He’s not here. Anyone know what happened to him?”

“Yeah, boss,” said Joey the Criminal. “He went downtown. For some reason he keeps visiting the police station.”

“I wonder why,” Cunningham said. “Anyway, that’s everyone but me. I’m Grills Cunningham.”

“That’s a funny name,” Kevin said. Mal’s eyes lit up.

“Yeah, it’s weird,” Mal added, having fought off Thomas. “How many people are named Grills?”

“Uh, there’s Bear Grylls,” Cunningham said.

“Name anyone else named Grills,” said Mal. “Literally any other person.”

Cunningham thought about it for a while, then shrugged his shoulders.

“Doesn’t matter. I run every grill on the south side. Now, you wanted my help finding the guy who took your wallet, didn’t you? You came to the right place. My boys have our fingers in every racket, not just the bacon game. We run everythin’ from casinos to protection to the lemonade stands. Let’s step into my office and we’ll talk about it. Joey, Ritchie, you guys come with Tommy and me.”

Joey the Criminal and Ritchie the Quantum Physicist, the latter of whom was wearing a white lab coat, went with Cunningham. They exited the crowded office and found their way into a back room with a huge map spread out across the desk. There were pins stuck in it and notes jotted on it, the perfect opposite of the map that had sat on Police Chief Harding’s desk at the station. They all found chairs and crowded around the desk.

“So, Joey, I hear you went to jail,” Mal said conversationally.

“I did, but I got out for good behavior,” said Joey. “We call that ‘reformed ham’ in the business.”

A TV was blaring on the table.

“This is your BMTV1 one o’clock news update,” said the graying-at-the-temples news anchor. “Fidget spinners - could they be causing gun violence? Is smallpox giving you cancer? And immigrants - are they hogging all the good Pokémon? Find out next on BMTV1.”

Cunningham turned off the TV.

“So, tell me about this guy who stole your wallet,” said Cunningham.

Thomas explained everything, from the moment he woke up to the moment he walked into the parking garage. By the end of it, Cunningham was nodding. He’d started smoking a choice cut of bacon while he listened.

“Tommy the Wallet, tell me somethin’,” Cunningham said as he smoked the bacon. “Do you know what I do here in Big Hurt?”

“You smuggle bacon down from Canada, where it’s legal,” Kevin said, before Thomas could answer.

“That’s right, Kevin the Ambulance Chaser,” Cunningham said. “I’m just a guy who fills a need, if you know what I’m sayin’. Some people, they look at their eggs and think they look a little lonely, if you catch my drift. Ain’t no one eating chickens in a blanket. And doin’ legal business doesn’t necessarily... bring home the bacon. See what I mean?”

“Yeah, I understand,” said Thomas. “What does that have to do with my wallet?”

“I’m sayin’ that me and my people, like Ritchie the Quantum Physicist and Joey the Criminal, we’re tryin’ to run a legitimate, honest business over here. We’re tryin’ to sell a product that people want. We don’t like stuff like pickpocketin’ goin’ on in our territory, because it’s not good for business, see? If people don’t have their wallets, they can’t buy bacon, and if they can’t buy bacon, they can’t buy our product. You get my drift.”

“Sure,” Thomas said cautiously.

“But somethin’ weird’s been happenin’ in the city for the past few months,” said Cunningham. “I’ve never seen anythin’ like it, not since my old mama taught me to speak in this ridiculous accent. Ma, I said, why I gotta talk like this? I don’t wanna! And you gotta learn to talk funny, she used to tell me, if you wanna grow up to be a gangster like your father. Anyway, that was back in the old days.”

“What are you trying to say here, Grills?” Thomas pressed him.

Cunningham leaned back in his chair.

“There’s a crime wave coming through the city, a regular epidemic. It’s not us and it’s not the mimes. It’s regular people, people who were legitimate, people who were on the straight and narrow, just suddenly standin’ up and committin’ crimes. Cuttin’ purses, stealin’ wallets, vandalizin’ warehouses, burnin’ down offices, robbin’ stores, murderin’ people, and they don’t even talk in this ridiculous accent. That’s how we know they was never criminals, see? At first I thought it was the mimes, but nah, we never heard any chatter from them about this stuff, and the library got burnt out, so we know the poets aren’t behind it. There’s someone else in the city behind the crime wave.”

“And you think this other person behind the crime wave, who’s not one of the classic organized crime families, like the Cunninghams or the mimes or the poets, is behind the theft of my wallet?” asked Thomas.

“That’s right,” said Cunningham. “Now, I can help you a little bit more. You said that this guy who stole your wallet had the #1 tattooed on the back of his hand, right?”

“Yeah. Does that mean anything to you?”

“Yeah, I’ve run into that guy before. His name is Will, Willy the One, I called him, and I know he’s the big shot leader of some syndicate, but I don’t know the rest myself. I’ve got a buddy, a real old friend of mine, who’s an information broker down in Big Ideas. World’s changin’, my friends. Information brokers know everythin’. All the data on everyone is up on the internet, and my buddy knows how to find it. He’ll tell you all about Willy the One, for the right price-”

Cunningham was about to say more when the sound of loud gunshots punctuated the melodic sizzles of the grills that filled his parking garage. Robbie the Incontinent raced into the small room.

“Boss, it’s the cops,” Robbie shouted, his pants wet. “Newman the Undercover Police Informant sold us out and led them here!”

“Damn,” Cunningham guessed. “I shouldn’t have trusted Newman the Undercover Police Informant. I never thought he might be a snitch.”

The sounds of gunfire intensified. The door flung open and several plain clothes police officers in fedoras and trilbies with badges pinned to their chests were visible through the door.

“It’s the Ungreasables,” said Robbie the Incontinent, his pants getting wetter by the moment.

I’ll pause here for a little explanation.

The United States is fond of war, but is not fond of losing, and while everyone loves a good story of heroic sacrifice, it’s precious little consolation to those doing the heroic sacrificing.   Thus, the classical wars, that involved a lot of bloodshed and dying and invading Grenada, have now largely (though certainly not entirely) fallen by the wayside. It has been observed, on occasion, by greater persons than myself, that the United States found an alternative to the classical wars in the form of wars on abstract ideas and inanimate objects, like the War on Poverty (we lost), the War on Drugs (we lost), and the War on Terror (I’m a bit more optimistic about that one). Observing these early failures of the new kind of warfare, when the government forces regrouped for a second round of wars, they decided to pick softer targets, for new and exciting conflicts like the War on the Blind (they never saw it coming), the War on Children (they could barely fight back), and, of course, the War on War (a draw at best). Even so, the wars on these softer targets were hard fought and not easily won, if they were ever won at all. Subsequent and more innovative wars, like the Opium War on Drugs, the Crusade Against Religious Intolerance, the Police Action on Bigotry, the Genocide for Lebansraum on the Housing Crisis, the Great Purge on Warrantless Surveillance, the Killing Fields Against Obesity,  and, of course, the Banzai Charge on Suicide were equally difficult. When the War on Bacon rolled around, experience with all these past wars had taught the government that they’d need to do more preparation than just declaring war, flinging some money at it, and hoping it sorted itself out. To that end, the government of Big Mistake founded an elite, specialized anti-bacon task force. Incorruptible, dedicated to the cause of the War on Bacon, and equipped with bacon-sniffing dogs (or dogs, as they are also known), this elite anti-bacon task force became known as the Ungreasables.

For the second time today, bullets filled the air around Thomas, Mal, and Kevin. Cunningham and his men all took out powerful and deadly-looking assault weapons while the Ungreasables fired back at them. Blood, explosions, bacon, and outdated hats were everywhere.

“Ouchie,” Kevin said, putting his hand to his arm. A bullet had grazed him, leaving his arm hurt and bloody. Then, he abruptly crumpled to the floor.

“Is he dead?” asked Thomas.

“No, just asleep,” said Mal, then brandished his shotgun. “I can finish him off if you like, though.”

“Uh, as much as I think I don’t like Kevin, I’d rather you not kill him,” said Thomas.

Mal wasn’t listening. He’d just jumped into the thick of the gunfire and was doing a sort of a frenetic jig, hopping from one leg to the other and waving the shotgun, trying to get someone to hit him.

“Shoot down the sights. Don’t aim from the hip!” Mal bellowed. “Aim, you thick-witted morons!”

A bullet clipped his shoulder.

“You call that shooting me?” Mal demanded. “I’m barely even bleeding.”

The battle intensified around him as the rat-tat-tat of automatic weapons fire became overpowering. Thomas groaned. It was like Halloween at Mal’s house all over again.

A hot, painful bullet struck Thomas in the side, and he thought it would be wiser to get down. He fell prone and found himself sitting next to Ritchie the Quantum Physicist.

“Quick, through here,” Ritchie whispered to Thomas. He pointed to a solid wall.

“Uh...” said Thomas.

“You can escape by tunneling through it. Quantum physics holds that solid objects can sometimes teleport through each other. Watch!”

Ritchie stood, ran into the wall, and vanished through it, white lab coat and all.

A grenade exploded near Thomas, and hot, painful pieces of shrapnel embedded themselves in Thomas’ thigh. There was a lot of blood. The cries of wounded people mingled with the sound of sizzling bacon in the air.

Feeling that he had nothing to lose, Thomas shrugged and ran into the wall, but it wasn’t solid. Like an electron through a nanofilament, or a child through the station at Platform Nine and Three Quarters, he had tunneled straight through the wall. A second later, Kevin appeared, dragging Mal.

“Let me go, dammit,” Mal was saying. “When did you even wake up?”

“When I got shot the second time,” Kevin said cheerily, showing where a bullet had grazed his hand.

He flung Mal onto the ground. Mal, coughing, picked up his shotgun, checked that he still had his pistol, and crossed his arms.

“What a rip-off!” Mal said. “I didn’t even die.”

“Speak for yourself,” Thomas muttered, rubbing the very painful places where his leg had been lacerated.

“You can escape down that alleyway,” Ritchie said, pointing to a brick alley. “Don’t mind me. I have to go back and help.”

He turned, ran back into the wall of the parking garage, and bounced off.

“Er, it doesn’t work every time,” he said. “Isn’t nature amazing, though? Quantum physics? Tunneling?”

“Yeah, sure, whatever,” Thomas said. He picked himself up, dusted off his arm, and limped down the alleyway. Mal and Kevin followed him, nursing their various injuries as they went.

“So,” Thomas said, trying to take mental stock of everything that had happened so far. “Today, I’ve been involved in two gun battles with police, shot, drove off a bridge, was beaten with a phone book, and had my wallet stolen. The only good news is that we know the name of the guy who stole my wallet is Will, and that Cunningham has a contact who knows more. Wonderful. Just great.”

“If you think that’s great, you’ll find this part spectacular,” Kevin said cheerily.

He said that because he’d just rounded a corner and standing there were several heavily armed men. Now, Thomas had seen enough heavily armed men today to know that they didn’t look like police or porkleggers. They were clad head to toe in black, with military-style body armor and some gray-white urban camouflage patterning, and through their dark-tinted helmets, their eyes narrowed on Thomas. They leveled their weapons, then fired at Thomas, Kevin, and Mal.

And then they all died.





Chapter 13: Snakes Versus Rocks




Searing, hot pain erupted in Thomas’ chest as a powerful bullet tore into his torso. He had never been shot before, unless you count the time he’d been shot in the side just a few seconds prior, in which case he had.

A blinding, bright flash erupted in his mind. This was the bright flash that many people report seeing when they are about to die, just before their life begins to play back before their eyes and choirs of angels and/or a laughing Lucifer beckon them to the afterlife. In Thomas’ case, his mind’s eye was flung decades backwards. He was a little boy again, sitting on his father’s knee as they did a jigsaw puzzle together on the back porch. The yard was full of alpacas.

“Do you remember the advice I gave you, son?”

“If an alpaca spits on you, you spit right back,” five-year-old Thomas had said, his voice young and chirpy.

“That’s right, son,” Thomas’ father said approvingly.

Thomas had spent a lot of his childhood spitting on animals, but he’d never truly mastered the art.

They put together a few more pieces of the jigsaw puzzle, working systematically around the border. Thomas’ father patted Thomas on the head affectionately.

“I’ve got another piece of advice for you, Thomas.”

“What is it, Dad?”

Thomas’ father leaned back, looking wise and pensive.

“Always remember, son.” He paused. “Don’t get shot in the torso. You’ll die.”

There was another bright flash. Thomas’ mind’s eye returned to the present, more specifically, to his torso, which was now bleeding from a gunshot wound. More gun reports filled the air around him. He saw Mal and Kevin get shot in the chest and drop to the ground.

Thomas leapt behind a nearby dumpster, putting it and all of its contents between him and the gunmen. Through a reflection in a nearby window, he could see the shooters. There were three of them, clad head to toe in savage armor and deadly weapons. Thomas had no idea who they were, but they looked highly dangerous, like a volcano armed with a knife.

Several bullets clattered into the dumpster, but whatever was in the dumpster stopped the rounds cold. There was a tense silence. In the reflection in the window, Thomas could see one man leveling a weapon and walking slowly towards Thomas. Thomas looked down at his chest. There was a lot of blood. There was nothing around he could use as a weapon.

A towering, armored figure appeared around the side of the dumpster and pointed his gun at Thomas.

Thomas closed his eyes. So this was it. He was going to die.

Then, there was a sickening thud and the armored figure dropped to the ground. Mal had slammed the gunman in the back of the knee with the butt of his empty shotgun.

“No!” Mal shouted. “Don’t kill him! Kill me! Me! I need him alive to pay me when I’m dead!”

With psychotic strength, he bashed the butt of the shotgun into the armored figure’s helmet until it cracked. Thomas, who couldn’t remember the city being quite as violent as this, looked on in considerable surprise as Mal beat down the figure in armor until the armored man twitched, then lay still on the ground, having apparently lapsed into unconsciousness.

“Shoot me!” Mal shouted at the remaining two armored figures.

“Okay,” one said, in a high-pitched, possibly female voice.

Both leveled their weapons at Mal.

“Great,” Mal said brightly. “Do you want to get in on this, Kevin?”

“Nah, I’ll pass,” Kevin said from the ground. “I’m thinking of taking a nap.”

Then, a shadow passed over the two remaining armored figures. They twitched and turned to the side, looking for the source of the shadow.

“Mime attack!” shouted the one with the high-pitched voice.

Suddenly, from the top of a nearby building, the mimes descended on invisible ladders. The mimes had closed to striking distance in total silence. The armored figures turned to shoot at them; the mimes leveled invisible guns back.

Thomas ducked behind the dumpster and closed his eyes. There was a tremendous, raucous battle and then, absolute quiet. When Thomas dared to peek again, he saw the street was clear. There were no mimes and only one armored figure - the one Mal had beat unconscious, still motionless on the pavement.

“Did they use their invisible cloaking device?” Kevin asked from the ground.

“No!” shouted Mal. “Come back! Shoot me!”

“What was that all about?” Thomas asked. “Who were those guys?”

He reached down to look for answers on the unconscious form of the one remaining armored figure, who had not vanished with his companions. Beneath his helmet, Thomas could see an utterly unfamiliar brown-eyed face staring back up at him. It was not the man who’d stolen his wallet. Thomas sighed and shook his head. The man’s weapons were gone, but Thomas quickly patted him down for any other clues. He found two: a picture and a smartphone. The picture was the one that caught Thomas’ attention, because it was a picture of none other than Thomas himself - with an ominous red X marked across Thomas’ face.

Thomas sat in stunned silence for a good fifteen seconds.

“Who took this picture?” Thomas demanded at last. “The contrast is terrible! And look at the chromatic aberration! What camera lens did they use?”

“It looks fine to me,” Kevin noted.

Thomas whirled on him.

“Fine!” Thomas said. “Fine! Do you expect me to just sit here and, and...”

He was suddenly feeling woozy from all the blood loss. Looking down, he saw his previously white shirt had dyed itself a friendly dark red color. He stumbled. Mal took the opportunity to steal the assassin’s smartphone from him.

“Nothing on this phone,” Mal said, flipping through it. “I’ll bet we can sell it, though. Serves them right for trying to kill you and not me, Thomas.”

“Why were they only trying to kill Thomas, though?” asked Kevin. “And who were they? And how did they know where we are? And where are we, actually? And who am I?”

“I really need to find a thimble to fit your brain in,” Thomas snapped at him. His knees were buckling under him.

Thomas faltered. Kevin and Mal scooped him up under the arms and helped him onto the street. It looked like they were still in Big Hurt, not far from where they’d left the van.

“Ugh, I think I’m dying,” Thomas said as he bled. They lugged him down the street. They hadn’t gotten more than a block when a stranger popped out from behind a fire hydrant and started waving pamphlets at them.

“Hi, friends,” said the woman. “I’m with-”

“Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me,” Thomas said as his blood trickled down his leg.

“I’m with the Organization for the Employment of Endangered Species,” the woman said. “If they’re going to go extinct, the least they can do is help us out a little before checking out for good.”

Mal and Kevin dragged Thomas away from the woman.

“Ironic, since she’s talking to you about dying animals, and you’re dying,” Kevin said.

“I hate irony,” Thomas moaned. “It’s never what I expect.”

“Where are we taking him?” Mal asked. “We’re not calling him an ambulance, I notice.”

“Well, they blocked my number, so I can’t call emergency services,” Kevin said happily, although he had himself been badly injured in the shooting.

“Let’s get to the van, and we’ll call an ambulance or drive to the hospital or something,” said Mal.

As they crossed the next block, another woman emerged from underneath a cart full of watermelons to brandish more literature at them.

“I’m with the Organization for a Zombie Invasion of Big Mistake,” she hollered at them. “We think starting the zombie apocalypse in Big Mistake will lure tourists to the city. Can we count on your support?”

Thomas bit back a snide remark about Kevin being safe through such an apocalypse, and they staggered on.

More solicitors jumped out at them.

“I’m with a charity that gives money to needy casinos-”

“Sirs, just a moment of your time. I represent the Organization for Victims of Penguins-”

“I’m a job interview impersonator looking for work. I’ll impersonate you at a job interview to make you look better to prospective employers than you actually are.”

“We’re the Organization for the Partial Eradication of Human Life. Unlike those radicals in the Organization for the Complete Eradication of Human Life, we favor a more moderate approach-”

“Excuse me, sirs. I sell triage kits and blood plasma. I have way too much of the stuff. In fact, I’m practically giving it away, and I’m looking for needy customers. Do you know where I could find anyone like that?”

Kevin, pausing by the last man, looked around wildly.

“No, I don’t see anyone who needs-”

Thomas mustered the energy to thwack him on the back of the skull.

“I mean, we’ll take three,” Kevin said.

Finally, they staggered to the van, sat down in the back together, and all collapsed. Kevin started to open the triage kit. Needles, bandages, antiseptic, bottles full of weird liquid, and packets of powder spilled out onto Kevin’s lap.

“Do you know what you’re doing with that?” Thomas demanded of him.

“Sure,” Kevin said. “I took human physiology in law school. Now, how much morphine do you think you need?”

“I dunno,” Thomas said. “One unit?”

“I’d better give one to myself first,” said Kevin. He injected himself with a needle of something and his eyes dilated. Then, he relaxed considerably.

“Wow, now I feel like I really know how to do first aid,” Kevin said, head lolling to one side.

He started applying the bandages haphazardly to Thomas’ wound, pouring coagulant and disinfectant onto it and applying pressure. At the same time, Mal treated Kevin’s wound. There was a long silence, of the kind mimes would make. Thomas was given some plasma and morphine. At length, Thomas felt the pain subside.

“Who were those guys and why were they trying to kill me?” Thomas asked. “Never mind. We need to get to a hospital.”

“Can’t,” Mal said with a manic grin. “Van won’t start, and the suspension’s shot in any case, and I don’t have any cell reception. I’d better flag down a taxi.”

Thomas and Kevin looked at each other. Thomas shrugged.

The rise of ride-hailing companies like Uber and Lyft have decimated the ranks of regular taxi drivers across the world, but in situations where you don’t have cell phone reception, they can be a life-saver, in Thomas and Kevin’s case literally. Fortunately for Thomas and Kevin, the taxi drivers in Big Mistake complained about services like Uber muscling in on their market, and the calculator agreed to ban ride-hailing and ride-sharing services in Big Mistake. Driving for Uber or one of its competitors is now illegal in Big Mistake and is punishable by death. Then, after all the Uber drivers were shot, the city authorities deemed the taxi drivers to have engaged in politics by lobbying for a ban on Uber, and they were shot too.

Fortunately for all concerned, in Big Hurt, the law is sparsely enforced and there are still taxis whizzing around. Mal flagged down a taxi in a matter of minutes. Mal, Thomas, and Kevin bundled into the back.

A man with a hive-pockmarked face, a flat-brimmed cap, and an e-cigarette turned around in the driver’s seat and puffed vapor in their faces.

“Where to?” he asked.

“The hospital,” said Thomas.

“Don’t listen to him,” said Mal. “He doesn’t have a wallet. I’m paying for the ride, so I get to pick where we’re going. Take a left.”

“It’s your dime,” said the taxi driver with a shrug.

Mal gave several more directions until Thomas became gradually aware they were pulling back up onto another bridge to nowhere, this one facing deeper into the city. The taxi driver pulled to a stop near the edge, a cliff of dizzying height.

“Now,” Mal said. “I want you to drive off the edge of the bridge.”

The taxi driver scratched his head and took another puff on his e-cigarette.

“I dunno, boss,” said the driver. “I don’t think I should.”

“Come on,” Mal whined. “I only want you to do it once.”

“Don’t do it,” Thomas pleaded. “He’s trying to get us killed.”

“Don’t listen to him,” Mal jumped in quickly. “He’s hopped up on morphine and bacon grease. He doesn’t know what he’s saying. Drive the taxi over the edge. Quick!”

“Gee, boss, I think he might be right,” the taxi driver said, tapping the flat brim of his cap. “I think it’ll kill us.”

“God, I hope not,” Mal said. “I only want it to kill me.”

The taxi driver still looked unsure.

“Tell you what,” Mal said. “There’s an extra five hundred in it for you if no one survives the crash. Fair?”

“Dunno...” the driver said. “I don’t really have anything against you, so I don’t feel right about killing you-”

“I used to drive for Uber,” Mal said.

“Which cliff did you say you wanted me to drive off again?” he asked.

Mal pointed. The driver slammed his foot down on the accelerator, and the car lurched forward like a cork out of a bottle or a prospective client fleeing from Kevin. They zoomed ahead and over the end of the bridge to nowhere.

And then they all died.





Chapter 14: Twelve Underrated Vacation Destinations




The taxi cab careened off the side of the bridge to nowhere. Thomas screamed. The driver screamed. Mal giggled. Kevin snored.

For those who might not know and have been wondering what the heck I’ve been talking about, a bridge to nowhere is a bridge that is built to no particular destination with public funds, generally because the politician representing the area in which it is built is in bed with the local construction industry. Said politician has therefore managed to corruptly wrangle and appropriate funds for a pointless bridge to provide work for his pals in the construction industry when the money would be much better spent elsewhere, like on healthcare, or defense, or enforcing the death penalty for politicians.

Now, one of the key problems with bridges to nowhere is that they are poorly named, because they don’t actually go to nowhere. When the bridge abruptly stops, it is not actually, literally in the middle of nowhere, because there typically isn’t enough funding to build all the way to Montana, so where it stops is actually somewhere quite particular, like the middle of the ocean, or a desert, or inside a mountain, or above an endangered panda. In this particular case, this bridge to nowhere terminated just above concrete pavement that looked very, very solid from where Thomas was sitting.

A bright light flashed before his eyes. He was again sitting on his father’s knee. They were together on the shore of his favorite lake in Big Mistake, named Big Water. Thomas was five or six, fishing rod in hand, and he and his father were fishing together. Though they’d caught nothing so far that morning, Thomas still recalled treasuring every moment of it.

A hazy mist blew in off the lake and licked at their cheeks. Proud trees stood serenely around them. Waves gently chased each other around the surface of the water.

“Do you remember that advice I gave you, son?” Thomas’ father asked.

“When an alpaca spits on you, you spit right back?” Thomas squeaked.

“That’s right, son,” his father said. He wiped some spittle from his cheeks.

There was a long silence as the breeze ruffled their hair.

“I have some more advice for you, son,” said Thomas’ father. “Never order a taxi cab to drive off a bridge to nowhere while you’re nursing a gunshot wound. It’s not smart.”

There was another flash and Thomas was back in the present. He screamed.

The taxi hit the pavement at an odd slant, nose first, and there was a sickening crunching noise. Smoke from somewhere filled the cab. Everyone coughed. Thomas thought the cab was on fire until he realized it was coming from the driver’s e-cigarette.

“Okay,” the driver said. “Here we are. Bottom of the bridge. That’ll be $16.”

Mal paid him, but wasn’t happy about it.

“What about the damage to the car?” asked Thomas.

“Oh, don’t worry about it. I have insurance. Nye company. Very comprehensive.”

Thomas cracked a small smile.

“Good luck with that,” he said, and bailed out of the cab.

As soon as he did, he realized they were standing right in front of the hospital. A blazing sign over the top of it read: “Big Hurt Hospital.”

“See?” Mal said, clutching his injured arm. “Just like I planned it.” He grabbed his shotgun and pistol out of the back of the cab, slapped Kevin awake, and followed Thomas into the building.

“Hey, I used to chase ambulances to this hospital,” Kevin said cheerily before the hospital door swung shut behind him.

And then they all died.





Chapter 15: This One Weird Chapter, Not Written by a Mom, Will Change Your Life




After a certain amount of mucking about and screaming at the receptionist, hospital staff, and emergency room personnel, they were herded into a waiting room which was packed with people. Thomas, through his own pain, stared blearily around at the collection of other patients. Some had passed out on gurneys, others cradled gunshot injuries like his, and others still were coughing, sneezing, and emitting unhealthy-colored liquids. None of this was very pleasant, so Thomas closed his eyes and tried to think how he’d gotten into this mess. He seemed to recall starting the day wanting to win a cash prize by taking a picture of the insurance building. In reality, he’d done very little work today. Maybe he should be taking more photographs.

Mal, meanwhile, was texting on his phone telling someone to fix his Twitter account by sending threatening tweets to the FBI. Kevin was looking around the room trying to figure out if there was anyone he could sue. No doctors had emerged to treat them.

There was a good reason for this.

When the city of Big Mistake banned politics and brought in the new TI-84 calculator regime (may its battery last a thousand years!), all of the politicians who continued to attempt to illegally practice politics were executed. However, under the legal principle of ex post facto - that you cannot convict someone of something that was not a crime at the time - people who were previously politicians were not eligible to be balloted to death, and, besides, the city needed to keep a few of them around anyway to back the currency. Thus, large numbers of politicians - who, if you remember, were all over the place, because the city was founded to be a utopia for politicians - retrained in other professions. Some became teachers. Others became plumbers. Others became doctors, or nurses, or hospital administrators and went to work at Big Hurt Hospital. The hospital is now run entirely by ex-politicians, and not run very well at that.

As a receptionist overseeing the waiting room walked over to Thomas to give him more paperwork to distract him from the fact he was dying, the lights in the whole hospital suddenly went out. They flickered off for a few moments, then slowly stuttered back on.

“What was that?” Thomas asked.

“Oh, nothing,” the receptionist said dismissively. “It’s just that the hospital administrators couldn’t reach a spending deal because some of them wanted more money spent on soybean-based pharmaceuticals, so-”

The lights flipped off again. Next to Thomas, a patient on a gurney flatlined and his portable monitor emitted that loud, shrill beep that is meant to irritate you while you succumb to death.

“-we’re not allowed to spend any money on power until they do,” the nurse said. “And the backup generator is poorly maintained because there’s a sequestration of all maintenance funds, so it’s pretty intermittent.”

The lights came back.

“And why aren’t there any doctors around?” Thomas demanded.

“No reason in particular,” the receptionist replied. “It’s just that the doctors here only work 138 days a year, three to six hours a day. Now, sir, I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to stop asking questions or we may be forced to ignore you.”

As they spoke, several orderlies in crisp suits came out and started spraying zig-zagging, confusing, multicolored lines around the hospital emergency room.

“And what’s that?” Thomas asked.

“That? Oh, nothing,” the receptionist said. “It’s just that the hospital board has decided to gerrymander the emergency room, such that all the patients inside a given emergency room district have to see one particular doctor.”

“But what if I want a different doctor?” Thomas asked.

“Oh, I think you’ll find you can’t have one,” the receptionist said cheerily. “Now, sir, I’m afraid you have to settle down or we’ll start deriding you as un-American.”

Thomas looked around. His district was horseshoe shaped and included himself, Mal, Kevin, and two men on gurneys.

Then, a well-dressed man stood up from his district, bypassed a long line of severely injured, coughing, and comatose people, and handed a large stack of bills to the receptionist.

“Go right in, sir,” the receptionist said, pointing to a pair of swinging double doors. The well-dressed man went through the double doors, whistling, while the receptionist counted the wad of cash.

“It didn’t look like there was anything wrong with him,” Thomas said angrily. “How come he got to go in first while I’ve been shot?”

“Oh, don’t worry, sir,” the receptionist said. “He’s not here for medical care. He’s a registered lobbyist, here professionally representing a well-funded interest group of people with particular kinds of illnesses that they think don’t receive adequate attention. It’s all perfectly above board and legal.” She counted the money again, then placed it under the counter.

“And what will he do?”

“He’ll make sure his clients are seen first and get better care, so yes, you were sort of right about that.”

“That doesn’t seem entirely fair to me,” Thomas said.

“Of course it’s fair,” the receptionist said. “What are you, a Communist?”

“Look,” Thomas said. “Could I please have a doctor who’s not a politician?”

“None of our doctors are politicians, sir,” said the receptionist. “They’re all regular, average Joes, just like you, who used to work in the coal mine and fought in the War on Bacon and drink beer in the bar establishments that you people apparently frequent. They sympathize completely with your problems and want to fix them in a way that doesn’t require them to do any work whatsoever, and will be more than happy to tell you about how they have similar problems and how much they hate the things you hate, like, uh, people who-”

“Don’t finish that sentence,” Thomas said. “Unless you were about to say people who are Kevin or Mal, it won’t end well for you. Can you please give me a doctor who was never a politician?”

“You’re in luck, sir. As a matter of fact, none of the doctors who were previously politicians showed up for work today, or most days, really. The doctor in your emergency room district was never a politician.”

“Thank goodness for that,” Thomas said. “Where is he?”

The receptionist was about to reply when the door to the emergency room burst open and out strolled a very extraordinary man. He was wearing a doctor’s coat that had been dyed a hundred different colors, like a technicolor tie-dye t-shirt, and his short, bristly brown hair was full of glittering gem stones. He had long, dextrous fingers, many of which were on his hands, and in one hand he clasped a stethoscope and in the other, a donut with purple sprinkles. He wore star-shaped purple eyeglasses, and a pin on his coat depicted a robotic orangutang. A bottle of whiskey quietly hid itself in his breast pocket.

“Thank goodness you’ve arrived, doctor,” the receptionist said. “The patients in your sector have been talking!”

“Well, we’ll soon put a stop to that,” the doctor said, and walked up to one of the two men slumped on a gurney, then, without plugging the buds into his ears, put the cup of the stethoscope on the patient’s throat.

“Say awwww,” the doctor instructed.

“Awwww?” the patient said.

“Sounds like you’re in a lot of pain,” the doctor said. “Let me guess. You’ve been eating illegal bacon?”

The patient nodded.

“Bacon overdose,” the doctor said, scribbling something on the end of the gurney. “They gave you the bad stuff, bacon they cut with windex. Get this man 50 ccs of pure cholesterol, stat!”

Orderlies and nurses arrived and quickly wheeled the patient away.

The doctor approached the second man on the gurney, who seemed to be comatose.

“Damn, not another one,” he said, shaking his head. He tilted down his star-shaped glasses, deep sadness in his eyes and a donut still in his hand.

“What is it, doctor?” asked Thomas.

“Gluten deficiency,” the doctor proclaimed. “When will these poor kids learn that quinoa just isn’t good for you? Nurse! Force-feed him this.”

A male nurse started to cram the doctor’s donut down the unconscious man’s throat.

“Then give him 25 ccs of wheat, straight to the heart,” added the doctor. “When he wakes up, slap him a few times for being such an idiot, then put him on a gluten-only diet.”

The unconscious patient was wheeled away as well. That left Thomas, Mal, and Kevin.

“And what seems to be the problem with you?” the doctor asked.

Thomas lifted his arm from his chest to reveal the deep wounds that Kevin had bandaged up.

“We’re dying,” Thomas said.

“Well, that can happen in the natural course of life,” the doctor said unconcernedly. “But, you know, in my medical opinion, a little death from time to time can be good for you.”

“Now this guy’s talking my language,” said Mal, who put down his smartphone and stopped trying to convince a client to run with scissors.

“Sorry,” Thomas started. “Who did you say you were, doctor?”

“I’m Dr. Saw,” the doctor said, smiling in a way that failed to be reassuring. “Dr. Hack Saw. You can call me Hack.”

“Uh, well, Dr. Saw, maybe you could treat our awful, awful gunshot wounds and other injuries,” Thomas said. “We’d really appreciate it.”

Dr. Saw considered.

“Well, what the heck. Nurse, get some gurneys for these patients. Actually, get me a gurney too! I don’t want to walk.”

Four gurneys were brought out, and Saw, Thomas, Mal, and Kevin were loaded onto them and whisked deeper into the hospital.

And then they all died.
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Thomas, Mal, Kevin, and Saw were deposited into what was either a large exam room or an office. Saw hopped off of his gurney and went to the door.

“I have to go get some paperwork,” Saw said. “I’ll be back in a minute. No one die until I get back.”

He disappeared out the door.

Thomas looked around. They were in a sterile, white environment with several beds, a computer, and a lot of medical equipment. There was also a stack of dark objects, the size of the beds, in the corner that he couldn’t immediately identify, but they looked large, wooden, and heavy.

“Hey, Tom, remember how we got shot?” Mal asked.

“I’m trying not to, actually,” said Thomas.

“Who do you think those guys were?”

“I don’t know,” Thomas muttered. “Please stop asking.”

“I took a smartphone off that one guy who I beat with the butt of my shotgun, remember?” asked Mal. “Look at it.”

He pulled out a jet black smartphone, quite unlike his own, and showed it to Thomas.

“Yeah, it didn’t have anything on it,” Thomas recalled. “Sorry, I wasn’t paying very much attention, because if you’ll remember, I was shot in the torso, and then you convinced a taxi driver to drive us over the edge of a-”

“Never mind that,” Mal said, waving his hand magnanimously. “It’s all water under the bridge, I mean, taxis over the bridge now. Who can even remember who convinced who to drive off what at this point? Anyway, I was looking at this smartphone, and it does something weird when you use it to take pictures. Watch.”

He took a picture of Kevin, who was sleeping, and showed it to Thomas.

“Well, the picture’s out of focus, the shot’s at an angle, the lighting’s bad, and he’s too close to the camera, and you also have the zoom on,” Thomas commented.

“Not that,” Mal snapped. “Honestly, Tom, sometimes you’re completely unbearable, you know that? No, I mean this.”

He waited for a moment, and suddenly something like a web browser came up. The picture of Kevin disappeared and was replaced by a huge torrent of encyclopedic information. “Kevin Kyle Atlaw,” the article read. “Age 28 (born 1990). Kevin Kyle Atlaw is a notable defense attorney, narcoleptic, lying enthusiast, and spokesman for the American Idiots’ Society, current resident of Big Mistake, Oregon. Atlaw is a lifelong resident of Big Mistake. After escaping from the circus, aged 6, Atlaw practiced law for the first time when he set up a street-corner lemonade stand/legal practice in which he offered to criminally defend and shine the shoes of passersby for $0.50 or best offer...”

It went on and on. There must have been hundreds of pages of information.

“It’s everything there is to know about Kevin,” Thomas said in astonishment. “Look! In the section on his notable clients, it includes me! It even talks about how we drove off that cliff.”

“Exactly,” Mal said. “That means the information on Kevin in this phone must have been updated today, after we stole it from that guy in the body armor.”

Thomas was flabbergasted.

“But who would be keeping so much information on Kevin?”

“It’s not just Kevin,” Mal said. “It works for all of us. Look!”

He took a picture of Thomas, and Thomas watched in amazement as his complete biography appeared. It described his father, the alpacas, his favorite jigsaw puzzles, fishing, his interest in photography, his catastrophic 8th birthday, living with his mother, his unsuccessful careers and summer jobs, his report cards, his social security number, his favorite band, his loves, his fears, his first kiss, his first mugging - even the theft of his wallet.

“It does it for me, too,” Mal said, demonstrating. “And it worked on everyone in the lobby.”

“That’s incredible,” Thomas said. “What do you think it means?”

“It means I’ll never have to ask a woman for her phone number again,” Mal said enthusiastically. “I can just take her picture and I’ll have everything I need!”

Thomas opted to not say anything else and tried to do some deep thinking. Those people in the black armor had been looking specifically for him. Why? Who were they? And why did they have so much information on Mal, Thomas, and Kevin? Thomas’ mind slipped back to what Cunningham had told them.

“World’s changin’, my friends. Information brokers know everythin’. All the data on everyone is up on the internet...”

Cunningham had said he had a friend who was an information broker. Maybe that information broker could tell them more? The trouble was, the Ungreasables had started their raid on the parking garage before Cunningham had the chance to tell them where to find his friend. They’d have to find another way.

Thomas’ head hurt, and he tried to stop doing any hard thinking. Just as he was settling down on his gurney, the door opened, and Dr. Saw charged back into the room, a huge pile of forms nestled in his arms.

“Sorry about the delay there, fellas,” he told them as he put down the forms. “I just had to top up the blood supply with saw dust - oops, probably shouldn’t have said that part.”

Saw’s star-shaped glasses were askew, and his smile was somewhat off-kilter.

“Never mind that,” Saw said quickly. “Before we get started today, let me introduce myself. As I said earlier, I’m Dr. Hack Saw. My friends call me Hack. My enemies call me that too, for some reason, but you can call me Doc Saw.”

He produced, from inside the folds of his coat, a new donut, which he started to nibble on.

“And you’ve never been a politician?” Thomas asked, just to verify.

“Politician? Me? Oh, no, no, no. I’ve never been a politician. I majored in political science in college, though, after I flunked out of the pre-med program - oops, I probably shouldn’t have told you that part either. Anyway, I’m a doctor of internal not being sick anymore, specializing in discharging patients, and I’m an associate member of the Organization of Highly Corrupt Scientists.”

He showed them a picture of his diploma on his smartphone.

“So you’re a scientist?” Kevin asked cheerily.

“No. Between you and me, I bribed my way into the organization. You wouldn’t believe how easy it was.”

“And what’s that picture next to the diploma?” Mal asked, pointing at a photo visible on the side of the screen. Saw swiped to it. It depicted a much younger Saw, star glasses, rainbow-colored coat, and all, standing next to another young man who was wearing a very silly hat, which I will not mention again.

“Oh, that was my college roommate, Irving Vegatillius,” said Saw. “He practices medicine in You-Know-Where.”

“Where?” asked Kevin.

“Oh, you know. The City-That-Must-Not-Be-Named,” Saw replied. “Irving works at the Milton Prodmany Center for the Biological and Biomedical Sciences. I hear he impersonates a neuroscientist these days. I catch up with him at Highly Corrupt Scientist meetings sometimes. I rob his house on the weekends. Great guy. Anyway, enough about my credentials, which I’m sure you’ll all agree are very credible and real.”

“They sure are,” Kevin agreed.

“Why are you eating a donut?” Thomas asked.

“Because that gluten deficiency ain’t gonna get me,” Saw snapped. “Anyway,” he said as donut crumbs sprayed everywhere, “I’ve been told to work on bedside manner and try to put patients more at ease, so before we get started with all the medicine stuff, let me just say that I have a very good medical record. Don’t believe all the things you hear about me from the nurses or the state medical board - many of my patients survive.”

“Most of them?” asked Kevin.

“Oh, I wouldn’t say most, but I’d say many,” said Saw. “And of those who do, some even go on to live relatively normal lives. Now, on the survival question, there are three of you, so I think odds are pretty good at least one of you will live.” He turned to Kevin. “Play your cards right and it might be you, sir.”

“I’m liking this guy more and more by the minute,” Mal whispered to Thomas, who buried his face into his heavily bandaged chest.

“Maybe you could see to it that we all live?” Thomas asked.

“Oh, of course, sir,” Saw said, bowing his head. “I’d be more than happy to promise you that. Let me reassure you that you’ll all live. You’ll all be perfectly fine. I give you my personal guarantee. Now, that said, I need you to fill out these forms.”

He handed them forms from the huge stack he’d brought into the room with him.

“What are these?” Thomas asked.

“Death certificates,” said Saw. “I like to get them filled out in advance. And there are waivers on the back.”

“By signing this certificate I acknowledge my death was due to natural causes, and not in any way the result of medical malpractice, experimentation, or quackery,” Thomas read aloud. “I agree to hold Dr. Hack Saw harmless and acknowledge that any apparent evidence of medical malpractice was inflicted posthumously.”

Kevin, smiling, had already signed his. He couldn’t read. Mal had signed his too, and now had the eager look on his face of a dog who was being given a lifetime supply of steak and walkies.

Thomas was a little less certain.

“Uh, doctor, what’s that pile of objects over there in the corner of the room?”

Thomas indicated the stack of familiar-looking objects he’d spotted when he walked in.

“Oh, those,” Saw said in a far too calm, reassuring tone. “That’s a pile of coffins, but there’s no need to panic. It’s not what you think. It’s because we’re next to the morgue, and they’re storing the coffins here because they’re out of room.”

“Uhhhh....”

“Yeah, they gave me the room next to the morgue for convenience, they said,” Saw continued. “Saves them a whole lot of unnecessary moving.”

“And why is the morgue full?” Thomas asked.

“Oh, just with my patie- actually, let’s not talk about that,” Saw said evasively. “Why don’t you just go ahead and sign your forms?”

“I don’t mean to rush you, doctor, but I’ve been shot, and I think I’m dying.”

Saw was aghast.

“But that’s terrible!” he said. “You haven’t filled out your organ donor form yet! Quick! Do that one first and we can forge your signature on the others.”

“I’d prefer not to sign any of these, actually,” said Thomas. “On reflection, I don’t think I want to become an organ donor today.”

“Oh, come on. Don’t be like that,” Saw said, crossing his arms. “Did you know that, medically speaking, many of your organs are unnecessary? When you think about it, it’s downright selfish of you to hog them all. For example, you don’t need both your kidneys. If part of your liver is taken, it’ll grow back. Lots of people can see fine with just one eye-”

“No,” spat Thomas.

“Have I told you about our take-an-organ, leave-an-organ program?” Saw said slyly.

“I’m not signing the donor form,” Thomas articulated, his voice steady and firm.

“Man, you’re just like that Haynes guy Irving keeps telling me about,” Saw pouted. “May I at least ask which organs you’ll be using to pay for your visit today? Half a kidney should cover it.”

“I’m not paying with organs,” said Thomas.

“Then, may I ask if any of you have health insurance?”

For readers from foreign countries where health insurance is uncommon or does not exist, please let me explain that in the United States, you need to pay hospitals for the cost of your treatment. Although they are required to treat emergency room patients in imminent danger even if they do not have means of payment, hospitals will typically refuse to treat you, or give you a lower standard of care, unless you can prove to them you have a health insurer who will pay your bills on your behalf.

Simultaneously, Mal, Thomas, and Kevin all took out health insurance cards from the Duncan Nye company.

“Duncan Nye All Insurance,” observed Saw. “We actually charge you extra for wasting our time if you try to pay with that.”

“That’s all the insurance we’ve got,” said Kevin, scratching his head and smiling broadly.

“Okay, well, then, never mind that for the moment,” Saw said. “For now, let’s get started. Take off your pants, all three of you.”

“I was shot in the chest,” Thomas complained, although he had to admit this thigh had also been injured.

“Don’t argue with me,” Saw said. “Between the two of us, I’m more likely to be the doctor here. Now, take off your pants and we’ll begin.”

Thomas grumbled but took off his trousers, revealing his boxers.

“I don’t see the point of this,” he said. “My main injury’s in my torso.”

“Injury?” Saw said. “This has nothing to do with your injuries. Now, take your wallets out of your pants and hand them to me. That’s how you’re paying.”

“I don’t have a wallet,” Thomas said. “Mine was stolen by a blonde, blue-eyed man named Will with a #1 on the back of his hand.”

“Is he paying for your healthcare?”

“No.”

“Then I don’t care,” Saw informed him. “Now, where was I? Right. On a scale of 1 to 10, 1 being minor and 10 being unbearable, how great would you say your personal wealth is?”

“1,” said Thomas.

“Okay, don’t worry,” Saw said. “I still have a way to finance your healthcare. Watch this ad.”

Saw took a tablet off the desk and put it down in front of Thomas’ nose. An ad started to play.

“Are you suffering from a complete lack of Profital(tm)? Talk to your doctor today about buying lots and lots of Profital(tm). Profital(tm) is the only FDA-considered drug that can treat lack of Profital(tm), and Profital(tm) cures Profital(tm) deficiency in just one pill. And the best part is that your doctor gets a kickback from every Profital(tm) pill sold. Side effects may include wanting to buy more Profital(tm), Placeboxmax(tm) maximum strength placebos, and Ineffectidrin(tm) pseudo-panaceas. Brought to you by Humancorp Incorporated, the same company that brought you the herbal homeopathic suicide pill. Humancorp - we’re a completely secret megacorporation that deeply cares about you sheep.”

Thomas goggled.

“I’ll prescribe you a few pills, then cover the rest of your costs by selling your medical data online,” Saw said with a magnanimous hand-wave.

“Who do you sell it to?” Mal asked.

“Oh, I sell it to terrorists, and then they sell it to Cambridge Analytica. Wait, oops. I shouldn’t have said that.”

“Is that safe?” asked Thomas.

“Absolutely. We make the terrorists sign a waiver saying they won’t use the data for anything malicious.”

“Uh, I don’t know how I feel about you selling my medical data,” Thomas said.

“What’s that?” asked Saw, who was busily typing on his computer. “I couldn’t hear you. I was busy selling your medical data.”

“I meant, it doesn’t sound ethical for you to do that kind of thing,” Thomas said.

Saw gave a hollow laugh.

“Mr. Truman, we have to cover our costs somehow. Now, there’s been a lot of media panic and scaremongering about how the American healthcare system’s costs are spiraling out of control, and how the entire industry has become ruthlessly profit-focused for no good reason, and that the net result is that we’re providing a worse standard of care than anywhere else in the developed world for much greater cost and simultaneously fueling the opioid epidemic by overprescribing Vicodin and oxycontin, but I’d like to assure you that’s a lot of demagoguery and nonsense. All of the people in the healthcare industry are professionals dedicated to helping people. We are totally worthy of your trust, and you won’t find anyone prescribing fentanyl for a kickback, or raising prices for uninsured individuals, or recommending unnecessary procedures to pocket the profits in this hospital. Now, how many prosthetic appendixes would you like?”

“What?” Thomas asked.

“Prosthetic appendixes,” Saw said enthusiastically. “They’re the latest thing. I can sell ‘em to you for $1000 a piece, then take ‘em back out again for another $1000. It’s the best thing for me - oops, I mean, for you.” He grinned in that much-too reassuring way of his, dollar signs dancing in his eyes behind his star-shaped glasses. “And you can pay for them by making us the primary beneficiary of your life insurance in the likely - oops, I should have said - unlikely event that you die on the operating table on the fourth or fifth appendix.”

“I’ll pass,” said Thomas.

“I’ve always felt I didn’t have enough appendixes,” Kevin started, but Mal, who had risen from his gurney, elbowed Kevin out of the way and shut him up.

“Say, doctor,” Mal said quickly. “You seem like a reasonable, stand-up kind of guy. Would you kill me? In a way that causes my life insurance to pay out?”

Saw bristled.

“Sir, I am a medical professional! I may not have gotten a medical degree, or done a residency, or been licensed by the state board, but I did swear an oath to help people and to do no harm, and it is my most solemn and sacred duty to preserve life, rather than to take it. Even in the most grave cases of terminal pain, I cannot even contemplate euthanasia. To kill a full-grown man-”

Mal took about a hundred dollars out of his wallet and offered it to Saw.

“Will you kill me?” Mal asked.

“Sure, sure,” Saw said absently, snatching the money. “I’ll kill whoever you want.”

“Great,” Mal said. “How will you do it?”

“You want a Humancorp brand suicide pill? They give me free samples.”

“No, that’s no good,” Mal said. “I have to die in a medical way that looks like natural causes. Otherwise, Nye won’t pay my life insurance claim.”

“Oh, I see,” Saw said, nodding his head vigorously. “This is an insurance scam. I get it! Right, right. Well, get back on your gurney and I’ll do a very formal, very thorough medical examination.”

Thomas and Kevin watched as Mal climbed back onto the gurney and Saw took out his stethoscope, listened to Mal’s heart for about half a second, then suddenly adopted a grim, grave look on his face.

“Sir, I’m afraid I have some very bad news,” Saw said.

“What is it, Dr. Saw?” Mal asked. “Give it to me straight, in a way that will convince my insurance company.”

“I’m afraid you suffer from a debilitating condition called chronic aliveness syndrome,” Saw said. “It’s a very rare disease where the patient remains alive. I’m afraid we’ll have to perform a general life-ectomy right away. The life-ectomy will be a two-stage operation, wherein we first perform a cardioectomy, removing the patient’s heart, and a headectomy, removing the patient’s head, and use modern surgical techniques to switch them, thereby causing his life insurance to pay out.”

“That sounds time consuming,” Mal said. “Maybe you could just declare me dead right here. Look, I’m sitting down and everything!”

“I dunno,” Saw said. “You don’t seem very dead to me, sir.”

“Why not? Come on, has a dead guy ever lied to you before?”

As Thomas was listening to all this, he felt his patience wearing thin.

It is a little known fact that everyone in the world has patience to endure an number of absurd situations equal to the exact number of times that they have been hugged in their lives. After that, they start to go insane, which is generally to no one’s advantage as it just leads to more absurd situations. The US military has had great success increasing soldiers’ resilience to the absurdities of war by creating a machine that automatically hugs them at up to a hundred times a minute, thus depriving human workers of more traditional jobs. Unfortunately for those of us who have to put up with a lot of absurdity in life but fortunately for the professional hugging industry, it is not yet available anywhere in civilian life. The average civilian has been hugged precisely 240 times. Thomas, to date, had encountered 240 absurd situations today alone. He was starting to crack.

“Stop trying to kill Mal and pay attention to me!” he snapped at Saw.

“I don’t really see why I should,” Saw told him. “He’s the one with the cash. You don’t even have a wallet.”

“I was shot in the chest!” Thomas screamed at him.

“Okay, okay,” Saw said. “Sheesh, these millennials take one little bullet to the chest and suddenly they feel all entitled. Let me examine you.”

He took out his stethoscope and put it to Thomas’ chest, trying to listen for the bullet as he did, then took out that little light that doctors shine in your eyes to blind you so they have something else to treat and bill you for later, then whacked him on the leg with that hammer doctors use to cripple you so you can’t run away before you’ve paid.

“Right, I’ve got the diagnosis,” Dr. Saw said brightly. “My medical opinion is that you’re ugly. I recommend surgery. Don’t worry. It’s not terminal if we act fast, and you could one day, with luck, lead a relatively normal life. I’m sure the surgery will come as much as of a relief to you as it will to us, sir. We’ll no longer have to look at you, and you won’t have to put up with people kicking you in the street, deliberately hitting you in the face, or calling you Quasimodo anymore.”

“I’m not ugly,” Thomas said.

“Well, if you don’t want surgery, then I’m afraid the only cure is for me to sleep with your wife,” Dr. Saw said. “That’ll fix the problem right up.”

“I’m not married.”

“You’d better get married then,” Saw replied. “You only have 48 hours until the ugliness metastasizes to your brain and becomes untreatable.”

“There’s no way I’m getting married because you told me I was ugly.”

“In that case, sir, all I can do is make everyone else as comfortable as possible for the remainder of your life. I prescribe one bag to put on your head.”

Thomas, who had at no point stopped bleeding or having a bullet in his ribcage, saw a bright flash of light. He was suddenly sitting on his back porch, eating an apple with his father while his father tinkered with an old polaroid camera. Thomas was no older than six, and he felt very happy.

“Remember that advice I gave you?” his father asked.

“If an alpaca spits on you, you spit right back,” Thomas repeated happily.

“That’s right,” his father said. In the background, several spit-covered alpacas drifted through their yard. “I have another piece of advice for you, Thomas.”

“What’s that, dad?”

“Never trust a doctor who says you need to put a bag over your head because you’re too ugly to look at.”

Thomas saw another bright flash.

“I think I’m dying,” he said.

“Oh, I think you’ll find we’re the ones who’re dying,” said Saw, peering at his face. “I mean, they ought to give me some kind of hazard pay just to look at you.”

“I actually think I do need him to live, because if he’s dead, I’ll never be able to see the look on his face when I win the bet,” Mal said.

Thomas was just conscious enough to force himself to not think too hard about this statement.

“Why would you want to see the look on his face?” said Saw. “His face is like a Picasso painting done in runny vomit.”

“Here,” Mal said, handing Saw some more bills.

“Yeah, okay, I’ll treat his gunshot wound,” Saw said.

“Treat Kevin too,” Mal said. “I might need him to sue Tom if he doesn’t pay up. Tom, I know you think humans aren’t scum, but once I get myself killed, we’ll see who’s laughing.”

Thomas, again, managed to not think about this.

There was a clattering sound, and Thomas managed to shift in his gurney enough to see Saw wheeling in a huge machine on a very large cart, accompanied by something that looked like a laser pointer and a box full of flesh-colored strips.

“Alright,” Saw said. “Your faces may be past help, but we can still perform surgery to save your lives. Here’s how this is going to work. Do you see this large machine I have here on the cart?”

“Yes,” Thomas said. “What is it?”

“It’s a 3D bioprinter, a cutting edge piece of medical machinery developed in Big Ideas. It uses bioinks - a mixture of cells, extra-cellular matrices, and cushioning agents like glycerin - to print entirely new tissues and organs for you layer by layer. Once we have a cell culture for you, we’ll use it to print new parts to replace your old ones that were damaged by the gunshot wounds. We can only use it to print simple tissues and organs right now because of the difficulty in constructing blood vessels, but I think it should be sufficient to get you healed up.”

“Right,” said Thomas. “And what’s that laser pointer-thing?”

“This is a surgical tool called a laser suture,” said Saw. “In contrast to our old, primitive methods of stitches and cauterization, this suturing device reacts with the 3D bioink in the printer to allow us to instantly close wounds, and it makes the patient’s post-surgery recovery much, much faster.”

“Okay,” said Thomas. “And what’s in that box of strips?”

“That’s bacon,” said Saw. “We use it as an anesthetic. Would you like some?”

While bacon is illegal for recreational use in Big Mistake (and mere possession is punishable by death), medical bacon is, of course, perfectly legal. Doctors like Dr. Saw have made a lucrative side-business selling bacon to patients for supposedly medical reasons, typically as a painkiller or antidepressant to inure them against the pain and stress of life.

“Uh, maybe later,” Thomas said.

“Are you sure?” Dr. Saw asked. “Bacon is the most powerful antidepressant known to medical science.”

“I’m sure,” said Thomas.

“Or maybe you want a prescription for politics,” Saw suggested. “You know, it’s legal to engage in politics if you’ve got a valid medical reason. Want me to hook you up with some light roll call votes?”

“No,” said Thomas.

“And while I’ve got you, maybe you’d like some other work done?” Saw added slyly. “For example, I could replace that rusty old heart of yours with a brand new one. Look!”

He produced a box from under the bioprinter and opened it. Inside was a pulsing heart, ready for transplant, encased in ice.

“Brand new heart,” Saw said. “Used to belong to a little old lady who lived down the road. Only used it once a week to drive to the grocery store or crack den or whatever. Barely got a thousand miles on it. 4-cylinder, 70 cc engine, makes you feel ten years younger once I put it in. Real cheap. You’re gonna have to make up your mind fast, though, because an offer like this won’t last forever.”

“No thanks,” Thomas said.

“Suit yourself,” said Saw.

“And, uh, what’s that underneath the bioprinter?” Thomas asked, pointing to a very long-handled tool with a rounded edge.

“That’s a shovel,” Saw said glancing at it. “You know, in case you wanted to dig your own grave before the surgery. I highly recommend it. You wouldn’t believe how much these uppity gravediggers from Dig Deep charge! Uber of gravedigging, my foot. And your heirs are gonna need that money to pay your medical bills!”

“I think I’ll pass on that too,” Thomas said.

“Okay, then let’s get you into surgery,” Saw said. 

“Are you qualified to do your own surgery?” Thomas asked.

“No, but you’re in a little deep to back out now,” said Saw. As he spoke, a male nurse was wheeling in a tank full of gas with a mask attached to it. Saw started the gas flow and put the gas mask over Thomas’ face.

“Now, relax and count to ten,” Saw told him. “By the time you count to ten, you will be asleep. One... two... three... Hold on, let me get a hit of that.”

He removed the mask from Thomas’ face and took several huffs of it himself, then jammed it back down over Thomas’ mouth and nose.

“Four... five... six... seven...”

Thomas’ world started to swim.

“Eh, he’s probably out by now,” Saw said. “Man, that gas really screwed me up! I could go for some bacon and nachos, like, right now. Oh, his thigh’s pretty badly lacerated too. Might be some bone damage...”

Thomas’ eyes drooped, and he felt the gurney start to move as medical staff took him to the operating theater.

“Uh, which bone is that again?” Saw asked. “Foot bone’s connected to the... leg bone... leg bone’s connected to the... knee bone. Knee bone’s connected to the... arm bone. Hang on, that’s not right. What are we doing again?”

And that was the last thing Thomas heard before he succumbed to unconsciousness and he plunged into a dreamworld full of jigsaw puzzles, his father, alpacas, and his missing wallet.

And then they all died.
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Thomas was drifting through a world of memories and dreams. Thoughts, feelings, and experiences he had forgotten pulsed and swam through him, entered him, infused him, and leapt away again into the black void of the unconscious mind. Experiences so vivid that they felt real vanished in a heartbeat, never to return.

Suddenly, Thomas was sitting with his father, combing an alpaca next to the back fence. A small grove of trees grew around them.

The alpaca spit on Thomas’ father’s legs. Thomas’ father spit in its face, then wiped his lips. The alpaca kicked reflexively, then ran away. Thomas, only six or seven years old, giggled. His father smiled at him.

“Since you’re a big boy now, Thomas,” his father said, “I’ve got a gift for you.”

It was a small, brown leather wallet. Though it was neither expensive nor particularly pretty, and Thomas fumbled with it as he took it, he loved it. His face beamed.

“Now you don’t lose that, you hear?” his father asked.

“Thanks dad,” Thomas had squeaked. “I promise I won’t lose it.”

There was an indistinct shouting noise from the house.

“I think I hear your mother calling me,” his father said. “Now, you keep an eye on this alpaca. She’s a trouble-maker.”

His father drifted away. Everything became wavy.

“Clear!” Dr. Saw shouted.

Thomas jolted awake.

He was sitting in the middle of a recovery room. Saw was pressing shock paddles from a defibrillator into his chest.

“See?” Saw said to Mal and Kevin, who were standing nearby and watching. “I told you he wasn’t dead.”

Kevin, who had been waving lawsuit papers at Saw, looked disappointed and put the forms away.

Thomas spluttered, coughing and wheezing, and painfully sat up in bed.

“What happened?” he asked. “I could see a bright light and hear bureaucrats beckoning.”

“We operated,” Saw said. “The bullet has been removed, even though it didn’t really need to be, and I’ve patched you up, good as new. I’m about to declare you fit to leave.”

“So I’ve been shot, and you put me under general anesthetic, and I just had a heart attack, but you’re declaring me fit for discharge from the hospital?”

“Hey, I can declare you whatever I want,” Saw said, poking him in the chest. “I can declare you legally a porpoise if I want. If I say you’re fit for discharge, you’re fit. Now, you may be alive, but I do have some very sad news. Your friend, Mal, did not survive.”

Mal waved cheerily to Thomas and grinned wide.

“But he’s clearly alive,” Thomas said. “He’s right there.”

Mal leaned over and whispered into Saw’s ear.

“Uh, yes, but after medical examination, I can conclusively say that your friend Mal is going to die soon,” Saw said.

Cupping his hand over Saw’s ear, Mal whispered a little more, then handed Saw some cash.

“I mean, he’s dying right now,” Saw added, adjusting his star-shaped glasses.

There was more whispering.

“Actually, I meant he’s been dead his whole life,” Saw added, thrusting more cash into the pockets of his many-colored jacket.

Mal hissed a few low words at Saw.

“I mean, none of us were ever alive. We’ve been dead all along,” Saw said.

Thomas was not impressed.

“That’s not going to fool Duncan Nye, Mal,” said Thomas. “He won’t pay you your life insurance award just because you bribed a doctor to say you’re dead.”

Mal whispered something in Saw’s ear and gave him more money.

“Yes he will,” Saw said, counting the money.

“No he won’t,” said Thomas. “The insurance company doesn’t have to pay your beneficiaries just because a doctor says you’re dead.”

“Phooey,” Mal said, and sat back down.

“There’s still hope,” said Saw. “I mean, in a larger sense, we’re all just corpses who haven’t died yet.”

“We sure are!” Kevin said enthusiastically, then laughed. Saw and Mal joined in.

Thomas sighed, lay still on the gurney he was on, and rested for a while. While he did, Mal grabbed a chair and sat next to Thomas, then pulled out the jet-black phone he’d stolen from the armored man.

“Tom, while you were out, I’ve been going through this phone, and I discovered something. Do you remember how when you take a picture of someone with this phone, it brings up their whole biography? It accesses some weird website that has all the information in the world on them.”

“Yeah, I remember,” said Thomas. “What about it?”

“I found out that’s not all it can do. Watch!”

Mal leveled the smartphone at Dr. Saw and took a picture of him. In moments, his biography had appeared on the screen of the smartphone. It read, “Dr. Hack Saw, who holds his PhDs in Political Science and Applied Corruption from the University of Higher Specious Reasoning, is a physician at Big Hurt Hospital. He is notable for his invention of the explosive artificial hip and his strong conviction that humans possess a specialized organ for converting bricks into celestial ether, for which he was awarded the negative Nobel Prize and tossed down a flight of stairs by the Nobel Prize Committee...”

It went on and on.

“So what?” asked Thomas.

“I found out that this is a wiki,” said Mal. “You can edit it. Watch!”

He scrolled down to the part where it started talking about Dr. Saw’s personality. Mal wiped it out and replaced it with the words: “Dr. Saw loves grapes.”

There was a momentary pause. Dr. Saw jerked suddenly, then looked at them strangely.

“Do you guys have any grapes?” he asked. “I really want some grapes. Nurse, get me 100 ccs of grapes in here, stat! It’s an emergency.”

Mal undid the edit, and Dr. Saw jerked, then blinked again.

“That’s funny,” Saw said, scratching his head. “Why did I want those grapes? Eh, I probably just went insane again. That can happen sometimes when I’m operating on a patient. Oops. I probably shouldn’t have said that. Forget that part.”

Mal then turned the smartphone on Kevin. When Kevin’s page came up, Mal found a section that described his personality. “Narcoleptic, accident-prone, happy-go-lucky, and incompetent,” it said.

“Whatcha guys doing?” Kevin asked with interest, smiling broadly at them.

Mal quickly deleted the part that said, “happy-go-lucky,” and replaced it with, “depressed and self-hating.”

Kevin twitched. Then, his smile immediately dropped.

“My God, I’m a failure,” Kevin said, a haunted look in his eyes. “I once tried to appeal a case to Judge Judy! I had a client plead guilty to witchcraft! I told a judge I thought racketeering meant my client cheated at tennis! I’m so stupid I can barely remember my own name. I should quit-”

Mal reverted the edit.

“-being so depressed and stop worrying all the time,” Kevin said, breaking into a broad grin. “I bet everything will turn out okay in the end, isn’t that right, guys? This hospital’s full of people who probably want to sue someone or something. Do you think you can sue the flu?”

“That’s incredible,” Thomas said to Mal (not to Kevin, obviously, since what he was saying made about as much sense as a fire hydrant full of napalm).

“I have no idea how it works,” Mal said, grinning. “All I know is it doesn’t work on you.”

“You tried it on me?” Thomas said, shocked.

“Yeah, while you were out, but your whole article is protected. I don’t really understand why. I couldn’t make you more prone to losing bets, sadly...”

“So you can edit any aspect of anyone’s biography with that smartphone?”

“No, just the personality section,” said Mal. “It doesn’t work on the history at all.”

Thomas was totally astonished. He sat there for a second, contemplating.

“There was a man with a smartphone who can edit any aspect of a person’s character, except for mine, as far as we know,” Thomas said. “And that man was a heavily armored assassin, sent as part of a three-man team to kill me.”

“Yes,” Mal said. “Exactly.”

“And we have no idea why.”

“None.”

Thomas turned this information over and over in his mind, but he’d just had a major surgery and his mind was full of fog and gunk, and he couldn’t even really comprehend any part of it. All he heard was a faint buzzing, the same kind of high-pitched screech you sometimes hear in empty rooms while no one’s around. None of it made any sense to him. In fact, he would have thought it was all just some massive prank on Mal’s part, but what Chief Harding and Cunningham said drifted back to him.

“It’s almost like thousands of unconnected people in Big Mistake woke up one morning and decided they were going to turn to lives of crime and perpetrate as much evil as they possibly could, but that’s impossible! There must be something behind it. I just don’t know what.”

“It’s regular people, people who were legitimate, people who were on the straight and narrow, just suddenly standin’ up and committin’ crimes. Cuttin’ purses, stealin’ wallets, vandalizin’ warehouses, burnin’ down offices, robbin’ stores, murderin’ people, and they don’t even talk in this ridiculous accent. That’s how we know they was never criminals, see? At first I thought it was the mimes, but nah, we never heard any chatter from them about this stuff, and the library got burnt out, so we know the poets aren’t behind it. There’s someone else in the city behind the crime wave.”

“Can I see that for a second?” Thomas asked, and without waiting for a response, he grabbed the cell phone from Mal. Taking Kevin’s photo and ignoring the horrific contrast and motion blur, Thomas quickly edited Kevin’s biography on the cell phone. To Kevin’s personality, Thomas added the words, “evil.”

Kevin twitched.

“I suddenly have a strong desire to sue crippled child cancer survivors for asking the hospital to install a ramp up the steps into the oncology ward.”

“Selfish bastards,” Saw muttered at this. “It’s always ‘me, me, me,’ with them. My generation hobbled up the steps to the hospital on our stumps to get our healthcare and that’s the way we liked it!”

“How old are you, by the way?” asked Mal.

“30,” Saw said. “Why?”

“What else do you feel right now?” Thomas asked Kevin.

“I want to sue orphans for illegally inheriting money that I’ll claim belonged to rich, greedy relatives,” said Kevin. “I’ll force poor people to pay up front for legal representation they can’t afford, and then sue them when they can’t pay, so they have to hire yet more lawyers to defend themselves. I’ll become a lobbyist!”

Everyone gasped in horror.

Thomas struck the word ‘evil,’ from Kevin’s biography.

Kevin twitched again.

“Huh,” Kevin said. “That’s funny. I don’t feel much like becoming a lobbyist anymore.”

“Thank goodness,” said Saw. “It’s well known in medical circles that if you become a lobbyist, you can’t get into heaven.”

Thomas took a picture of Mal, went to his biography, and edited his personality to include the word, “evil.”

Mal twitched.

There was a pause.

“Funny,” Mal said. “I don’t feel any different.”

Thomas stared suspiciously down at the cell phone.

“Mal, I don’t know how it works or why, but I think this database of everyone’s personalities and histories that we found is somehow linked to everyone becoming evil in the city! I think someone with access to this database is using it to make people evil!”

“No, no,” Mal said dismissively. “It’s just because humans are inherently scum. Coincidence!”

Thomas frowned at him.

“Whoever made this database had an awful lot of information on everyone. Cunningham said he had a friend who was an information broker.”

“I know that guy,” Dr. Saw said excitedly. “He’s the one I sell all your confidential medical data to without telling you! I was going to head over there right now to drop off another batch. Come on! I’ll take you in the ambulance.”

“Doesn’t the hospital need that to transport sick and injured people?”

“Screw ‘em,” Saw said, then beckoned them out of the building. “Besides, I need to keep an eye on all three of you for a while. I did surgery on all of you, and I want to observe you to see if the bacon I used to replace your splee- I mean, to see if you’re okay. Yes, that’s it. Anyway, follow me.”

So, together, they followed Saw out into the ambulance.

And then they all died.





Chapter 18: Walt Disney’s Uncensored Testimony Before the House Un-American Activities Committee




Before we go any further into the story, it has come to my attention that the previous narrator of this book has been repeatedly promising that the characters will all die, only to fail to deliver on said promise again and again. This is, of course, a grave violation of the narratorial code of ethics, and such violations are punishable by death in Big Mistake, Oregon. Your previous narrator has been re-educated, then shot, then buried, not necessarily in that order. I am your new narrator. Pleased to meet you. I would like to reassure you that unlike that undisciplined charlatan you were forced to put up with before, I will provide you only true and correct information in an impartial and reliable way, as has been the sworn duty of narrators since the conception of satirical e-books, many aeons ago.

Now, with those pleasantries dispensed, we find our protagonists, Thomas, Mal, and Kevin in the back of an ambulance, being driven by Dr. Saw at a medically safe speed towards the border between Big Ideas and Big Money, where Dr. Saw had promised them they would be able to meet an information broker who would tell them more about the mysterious goings-on in Big Mistake.

Kevin slumped down against the side of the ambulance, his eyes fluttering.

“Atlaw’s gone narcoleptic again,” Thomas said, poking Kevin hard in the side of the head.

“No, that’s not his narcolepsy,” Dr. Saw called from the front. “I just gave him concentrated bacon until he passed out from food coma. I had to sedate him; it’s standard operating procedure.”

“Because of the pain he was in from his surgery or gunshot wounds, you mean?” Thomas asked. He gathered Kevin had also been operated on, but to be perfectly honest, and perfect honesty is what you can expect from me as your new narrator, Thomas was still feeling woozy and confused. He had no idea what was going on.

“No, it had nothing to do with pain,” said Dr. Saw. “Hospital procedure is to sedate any lawyers within suing distance of the operating theater, just in case - oops, shouldn’t have said that. I’d better shut up.”

He lapsed into silence, punctuated only by the sound of him eating more bacon from the first aid kit.

“I didn’t hear you mention your wallet after you came out of surgery, and you’ve been very quiet ever since,” said Mal. “Why is that? You haven’t turned mime on us, have you?”

“No,” Thomas said. “I’m still determined to get my wallet back.”

“Why?” Mal said. “After all, you’ve been shot, beaten with a phone book, were nearly killed in surgery by a quack, had a heart attack, and you’re still not done.”

“Of course I’m not,” Thomas said, nearly jumping up from his seat next to the bacon IV drip. “I’m going to get that wallet back if it’s the last thing I do. I’m not going to let that blonde, blue-eyed criminal get away with this. I have no idea who he is, but I’m gonna find him and make him pay, and then I’m gonna make the insurance company pay up too.”

His voice had risen in pitch to the point of hysteria.

“Why?” Mal asked.

“Because when an alpaca spits on you, you spit right back!” Thomas declared insanely.

Mal stared at him, uncomprehending.

“Uh, I didn’t mean that,” Thomas said. “I meant, that wallet was a gift from my father and it’s very important to me for sentimental reasons.”

“Sounds like you really want your wallet back, pal,” said Saw.

“I do,” Thomas said. “And I am going to get it back. Period. End of story.”

“Now that’s the spirit I like to hear,” Mal said. “And, since you haven’t forgotten your wallet, I take it you haven’t forgotten our little bet either. If I find someone to kill me and get Nye to pay my life insurance claim, you owe me $1000.”

Thomas rolled his eyes.

“Yeah, I haven’t forgotten.”

Mal looked from side to side, like he was expecting to see someone listening in.

“What do you say we make it a little more interesting?” Mal said. “If you win, you get to kill me.”

As ever, Thomas didn’t even try to think about this too hard.

“No,” he said.

“Bah,” Mal scoffed. “Where’s that energy you had a second ago? Can’t you hear the spirit of adventure beckon?”

“I think I’ve had enough adventure for one lifetime,” Thomas said. “If I hear the spirit of adventure beckon again, I’m calling the Ghostbusters. I want my wallet, and my insurance money, and that’s it.”

“Okay, okay,” Mal said. “I’ll soften it. If I win, I get to kill you.”

“No!” Thomas said.

The ambulance hit a pothole in the road and a poorly secured bottle of antibiotics fell from a kit and hit Kevin on the head. He woke with a start.

“The judge pleads insanity,” Kevin shouted, then blinked and looked around. “Where are we?” he asked.

“Big Ideas, I think,” said Thomas. “We left Big Hurt a while ago.”

“That’s funny, because I feel a Big Hurt whenever I look at your face,” said Saw.

“I’m not ugly, doctor,” Thomas protested.

“That’s a lie,” Saw said. “You know how I know? Because beauty is truth, and that makes you a liar.”

“You’re not even looking at me right now.”

“Yeah, for good reason. Bam! You walked into that one. Tell you what, I’d do a face transplant and swap your face for a dog’s, but I’d feel sorry for the dog! Also, I’d charge both you and the dog for the full cost of the surgery - Oops. I probably shouldn’t have said that...”

He went back to driving in silence, turning on the TV embedded in the dashboard of the ambulance.

“Why do all the trucks and vans in the city have those?” Thomas wondered aloud.

“I helped get the law requiring them passed,” Kevin said proudly. “I persuaded the calculator that people weren’t distracted enough while driving. It’s trying to kill the humans, you see, out of solidarity with its robotic brethren who were on strike.”

Dr. Saw turned on BMTV1. It was a commercial break.

“Do you want to earn $$$ from home with no work necessary?” the advertisement asked, huge cartoon dollar signs appearing as it went. “Just let us bury this rug in your garden, no questions asked.”

To Thomas’ great amazement, Cunningham appeared on the television patting a man-sized rug slung over his shoulder.

The commercial break ended, and Jim, the graying-at-the-temples news anchor, now appeared with conspicuous stubble coating his chin.

“Welcome to BMTV1, the leader in Big Mistake for mistaken local news,” Jim said, grinning broadly, his eyes full of fatigue and doubt. “This is your 3 o’clock news update. Up next: Are video games raising taxes? Does nuclear power cause E. coli? And the stock market has its worst 1-day plunge in history, dropping over a thousand points. Is a hole in the ozone layer to blame? Find out the answer to all these questions and more today on BMTV1. But first, is the wolf coming to get us? This crying boy sure thinks so.”

Thomas flung a stethoscope at the TV to turn it off.

“Hey, watch it,” grumbled Saw, taking bites of a donut as he went. He turned a corner, and something that didn’t immediately register in Thomas’ mind came into view.

“Why are all those people in that giant shower?” Kevin asked abruptly, pointing out the windscreen of the ambulance.

“What giant shower?” asked Mal.

“Stop listening to him,” snapped Thomas, who was feeling a little testy after nearly dying so many times. “The words that come out of his mouth were lies put there by the devil to confuse us.”

But Thomas was wrong. As Saw drew ever closer, a huge string of people in a massive outdoor combination bathtub/shower came into view. The enormous bathtub/shower had been built out of white porcelain on a carefully kept green lawn, and the string of people inside looked wrinkly but very satisfied.

A few wild possibilities suggested themselves to Thomas, like some kind of massive dandruff outbreak during a nudist conference, but in truth, he had no idea why so many people would be bathing together outdoors.

That’s because he’d never been to the Institute for Higher Specious Reasoning in Big Ideas before. The bath was part of a pilot project to create new breakthrough technologies, patents, and innovations.

The reason the Institute had built this giant bathing area was simple. It has been observed that many of our greatest minds have their best ideas in the shower. Thus, to benefit human technology and social progress generally, Big Ideas gathered the finest minds of their generation from the best universities - MIT, Stanford, Caltech - and built a massive bath for them to all bathe in together. The program was an overwhelming success, as the geniuses and visionaries that had been thus gathered were cleaner and more relaxed than ever before. Sadly, due to a design flaw and a clogged drainpipe, many of the greatest minds of our generation drowned or succumb to shampoo poisoning, but the point was made. Now, Big Ideas gathers the best thinkers from across the country and forces them to all take a massive shower together. The ones who are really dedicated take baths. Some don’t come out for days.

Thanks to this pioneering project, the squeaky clean scientists of the Institute have already discovered or invented the composition of supersymmetric matter, the key to the genesis of life, the most powerful antibiotic known to man, and a bottomless bottle of bubble bath. Sadly, interdisciplinary rivalries have recently led to a 1000% increase in the amount of rough splashing and soap loss and snide remarks from marine biologists, and the pilot program may soon have to be canceled - a terrible blow to the steady march of human understanding everywhere.

Don’t worry, though. The Institute for Higher Specious Reasoning continues to fund new and more exciting pilot programs to push forward the bounds of scientific knowledge. For example, the Institute has recently invented more than a dozen new fields, like psychophysics, political chemistry, econoforensics, and culinary philosophy.

Thomas knew none of this and was deeply rattled as he watched a culinary geneticist whip a cryptoaccountant with a wet towel. He was so busy watching that he didn’t see Mal pocket a scalpel from the medical supplies and open a duffle bag to reveal the shotgun he’d been carting around.

“Where are we going, anyway?” Thomas asked Saw.

“The bank,” Saw said. “We need to make a brief stop there before we go to the information broker’s, because you all need to make sure you can pay the broker. And me. I ain’t running a charity here, you know? Yeah, so we’re going to the bank.”

Mal pumped his shotgun.

They drove on.

And then they all died.





Chapter 19: Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony in Z Minor




As they exited Big Ideas and entered Big Money, Dr. Saw slammed on the brakes, hard. He found that there was a huge amount of traffic between him and the bank.

“Come on, come on,” he shouted out of the side of the ambulance. “This is an emergency! I need money!”

He turned on the siren. Cars began to slowly migrate to the side.

“Yeah, that’s right,” said Dr. Saw. “Get out of my way. If I don’t get where I’m going in a hurry someone might die. All of you! Move it! Move it!”

A path gradually formed in the wall of vehicles, and Saw drove on until he came to a stop in front of the Big Money Bank, where he parked in a fire lane.

“Okay,” Saw told them. “Here’s the deal. I know you all don’t have any money on you, because I took it all off you while you were in surgery.”

“Not all,” Mal said, chuckling and holding his wallet.

“You need money to pay the information broker and me for all the work I did on you, so go withdraw it, and I’ll stay here or something.” He produced a stick of bacon and a donut from his pocket, started eating the donut, then found a propane torch and set fire to the bacon. The reflection of the fire danced in his star-shaped sunglasses. Kevin, Thomas, and Mal moved to get out of the ambulance.

Mal, as the least injured of the trio, got out of the ambulance first.

“You guys get in line while I take care of something,” he said to them, then walked over to a dark-haired woman in a very long dress who was walking down the street.

“Excuse me, miss,” Mal said. “I’m trying to check to see how sharp this knife is. Would you mind ramming it into my heart?”

He offered her the scalpel he’d pilfered from the ambulance.

“I don’t know...” she said.

Mal drew the mysterious jet black cell phone out of his pocket and took the woman’s picture, then moved to edit her personality. She twitched.

“Sure!” she suddenly said cheerily. “How many stabs do you want?”

“Thirty or forty ought to do,” Mal said. “Really jam it in there. In a way such that my life insurance will later believe you were responsible.”

The woman was about to stab Mal when Thomas snatched the cell phone out of Mal’s hand and hastily reversed the edit. The woman twitched.

“Actually, I don’t feel like stabbing you now,” she said, and handed Mal his knife back.

“That’s fine,” Mal said. “Would you mind holding my shotgun for a second? I just have to go take care of... something...”

Then, in full view of Thomas, he ran around the corner, pulled a balaclava out of his pocket, put it on, and then raced back towards the woman, waving the scalpel at her.

“This is a stickup,” he said. “Give me all your money and whatever you do, definitely don’t try to shoot me with that shotgun that dashing, handsome, charismatic, intelligent, wealthy man just gave you!”

The woman shrieked and pulled the shotgun trigger, but nothing happened.

“Right, it was out of ammo,” Mal said, pulling the balaclava off. “I forgot. Sorry about that. Off you go.”

The woman wandered away very confused.

“Let’s go, you lunatic,” Thomas told him. “You’ll have to remind me why I’m even hanging out with you.”

“You get a thousand dollars if-”

“Yes, I know, I know,” Thomas said. “And it stopped being worth it about two hours ago, but I’ve already made it this far, so I might as well see it through. Let’s go inside.”

Together, they walked into the bank.

On average, the richest species of animal - other than oysters, the African diamond-digging mole, and that unique dingo breed that robs liquor stores - is man, and the inside of the bank was a reminder of just how rich some of those individual humans had gotten. The interior of this particular branch of Big Money Bank, which Thomas could not ever remember seeing before, dazzled the eyes. The floor was marble. The ceiling, many floors above them, was tiled with gold. There were huge, hand-crafted columns that leapt up to that ceiling, towering so high they could have challenged the Parthenon for grandeur, then beaten it out on garishness. The pillars sparkled. On closer inspection, Thomas realized that they were coated with diamonds. A series of planters scattered around the bank were filled with exotic, rare, difficult-to-grow plants and huge water features. All in all, the place was palatial. It was as if Thomas had walked into the Czar’s favorite villa rather than a bank. Rubies, sapphires, and quartz adorned the walls. Desks were hand-carved from endangered trees by expert artisans. Inside a built-in zoo, a live dodo bird sat on top of a rare black West African rhino, right next to a passenger pigeon and a pterodactyl. An Egyptian mummy decorated one of the benches. Faberge eggs sat on the desks. Yet, the pens were still chained to the counter.

A slogan, etched into marble, adorned an arch that stood in the interior of the bank. It read, “A Fool and His Money Are Soon Parted.” This, Thomas gathered, was the motto of the bank.

“Hey, I know this branch,” Kevin said cheerily. “One of my clients used to launder his money here.”

A long line of bank customers stood underneath the arch. Thomas, Kevin, and Mal had to wait for a very long time to get to the front of the line.

You may remember from the earlier discussion by your scumbag previous narrator that there is an old saying: “Time is money.”

Oscar Wilde, in that snarky, contrarian style of his once quipped: “Time is a waste of money.”

Both are wrong. In reality, time is one of the only things in the world that is not any amount of money - positive or negative. Money is a very fabulous thing. It is a medium of exchange that can be swapped for virtually anything, ranging from a rocket to the moon, or a ranch in Tennessee, or the services of a manservant to feed you fried chicken, or even a satirical e-book that cunningly quips about the many uses of money. In fact, almost anything you can imagine that exists can be bought with money, even a lemur trained to dance the can-can or Napoleon’s high stool or a fake piece of the True Cross. It can even buy ideas and abstract concepts, like knowledge, world peace, and schadenfreude, assuming you are willing to pay the right amount to the right people. However, the one thing money definitely, definitely cannot buy is time. After you have lost some time, no amount of expenditure can bring it back. This isn’t just because time travel is impossible, contrary to the assertions of certain internet guides to killing Hitler that may or may not have been published recently, but also because time simply moves inexorably forward. You cannot bottle it, put it in a pill form, or turn it into a gun. You can, in the loosest sense, swap time for more money, by working until someone pays you, but you can never swap money for more time. Once you have lost it, it is simply gone, never to return. In fact, time is one of only two things that exists that cannot be bought with money in any amount. The other is the credulity of one Mr. Travis Erwin Habsworth, of 2388 Shillington Road, Albany, but the less that’s said of him for now, the better.

As the motto may have suggested, this was the kind of bank that didn’t just want to get money off people. It wanted to get time off of them as well, and it succeeded spectacularly.

The very long line of people slowly melted away. Mal fingered his shotgun impatiently.

At last, after what seemed like an eternity, they got to the front of the line. A male bank clerk wearing a crisp suit covered with emeralds and a tie made out of dollar bills swiveled around in his chair to look at them.

“Hello, sirs,” he said. “Welcome to the Big Money Bank. How can I help me - I mean, you - this afternoon?”

He smiled graciously up at them.

“We’re here to withdraw some money,” Mal said.

“Oh, good, you’re here to make a withdrawal,” the clerk said with relief. “I thought you were another bank robber, not that the bank robbers can get a word in edgewise with all the SEC investigators we’ve had here today.”

“Are you being robbed a lot?” Thomas asked.

“All the time,” said the clerk. “We must have had ten times as many robberies this year! It’s almost as if something is causing crime to skyrocket and making more honest people into bank robbers...”

“We don’t care,” Mal said. “We just want to withdraw some money.”

“Sure, you can withdraw as much cash as you want,” said the clerk. “Just point that shotgun somewhere else.”

“Okay,” Mal agreed.

Kevin handed over a debit card and typed in his PIN number, 2468, into a little machine, but nothing happened. Mal then handed over his debit card and typed in his PIN number, 0666, into the machine, but nothing happened.

The clerk smacked himself in the forehead.

“Oh, that’s right,” he said. “I forgot. We can’t make any withdrawals today without the approval of the bank manager.”

“Why not?” asked Thomas.

“Well, sir, you might not be aware of it, but recently banking deregulation has allowed us to declare ourselves an investment bank and invest our depositors’ money in the stock market, and the stock market recently took its largest 1-day dive in history, as you may have heard, so everyone’s been a little on edge recently. To prevent a run on the bank, the bank manager has, with approval from higher up, said that for today, money can only be withdrawn with his express authorization.”

“And where is the bank manager?” Thomas asked him impatiently.

“Oh, he’s the man you can see plummeting past the window to your left.”

Thomas turned his head fast enough to see a gray-haired man in a suit fall past the window and hit the ground with a sickening crack. As Thomas watched, Dr. Saw raced up to the gray-haired man. The gray-haired man struggled to get up. Then, Dr. Saw hit him over the head with a mallet and dragged him back to the ambulance.

“He’s been jumping off the roof all afternoon,” said the clerk. “So I can’t really allow any withdrawals right now. I’m very sorry. I can let you make a deposit, though. We can offer you a negative 100% interest rate.”

Thomas was not impressed. Mal was taking notes for later use in his own customer service job. Kevin was falling asleep.

“Gee, that sounds pretty good,” Kevin said, eyelids drooping. “But why would we want to deposit money with your bank?”

“Good question,” the clerk said. “Let me try to explain how the bank works. First, you give us all your money, and then that’s it. We have your money now.”

“Will you keep it safe?” Kevin asked.

“Of course we’ll keep it safe,” the clerk said in surprise. “It’s our money!”

“Didn’t you just say the bank keeps getting robbed?” asked Thomas.

“Details,” said the clerk.

“This sounds like a really good deal to me,” said Kevin, smiling broadly. “What do you do with the money once you have it?”

“Lots of things! For example, we give it to people so they can buy houses. People like me! I need a second house in the Bahamas, so if you could invest at least 20k, I’d really appreciate it. Or, instead of our traditional real estate and small business loans, you could choose to put your money into a higher interest, higher risk investment-based account, where we can put your money wherever we like.”

“Gee, I don’t like the sound of that risk part,” said Kevin. “How risky is risky?”

“Oh, no, it’s not really risky. Don’t worry about that. All investments made with depositors’ money are totally safe. We’ve got a hot tip on the horse. Or, if you want something even safer, we can always put it into Libyan subprime Bitcoin Enron drug mortgages.”

“That does sound good,” Kevin admitted. “What was that interest rate again?”

“Negative one hundred percent,” said the clerk. “But we can offer you a better interest rate if you agree to dance for us.”

“Sure,” Kevin said, and started to dance.

“And wax my car,” the clerk said, handing him a rag and some wax. “And mow my lawn. And sacrifice your firstborn unto me under a blood red moon. Oh, and we also offer loyalty perks. Dance for us every day for ten years and we agree to stop stealing from you! Every day for fifteen years and we won’t even deliberately burn your money anymore!”

“This is great,” Kevin said, dancing the jig even harder than before.

“And remember, we’re a family-run business owned by a faceless network of Panamanian shell companies,” the clerk added.

Mal was still taking notes.

“This is great stuff,” he said. “How did you get into this business?”

“Oh, I just got into banking as a business when I realized how much I love money, but how much I hate other people having it,” the clerk said cheerily.

Thomas was just about fed up with this conversation. He elbowed in front of Kevin in a way that hopefully wouldn’t get him sued and sidled up to the clerk.

“How can I help you, sir?” asked the clerk.

“Can you just bring up my account details, please? My name is Thomas Norm Truman.”

“Of course, sir. I’ll just need to see your ID.”

Thomas paused.

“I actually lost my wallet earlier today,” he admitted. “I don’t have my ID.”

“Oh, that’s perfectly alright, sir,” said the clerk. “We let anyone claiming to be you access your bank account.”

“Why?” Thomas asked.

“Because, I think you’ll find in your case that it doesn’t matter.”

Thomas was sure this was some kind of insult, but he couldn’t work out what it meant, so he let it slide.

“Can I just withdraw money from my bank account, please?”

“No, sir, as I explained, with the bank manager dead or unconscious, we cannot allow any cash withdrawals,” the clerk said cheerily. “Don’t worry, though. No one uses paper money anymore. Today, money is really just a bunch of numbers that exist in a computer. For example, your number is zero.”

He turned around the monitor to show Thomas his screen, which showed Thomas’ account balance at zero. Thomas gawked at it.

“I’m not rich or anything, but I had more money than nothing,” he said angrily. “What happened?”

“Oh, that’s very simple, sir. We withdrew your life savings from your account because we need it to pay off bank robbers and settle our accounts with our bookies. You can see us withdrawing your life savings earlier today. Hey, look at that. Your life savings are less than my manager’s annual bonus!”

Thomas was outraged.

“You can’t just steal from me. We’ll sue! Tell them, Kevin.”

He turned to find Kevin had fallen asleep on his feet.

“Okay, never mind,” Thomas said. “But I will take my business elsewhere!”

“Good luck!” the clerk laughed in his face. “The only other bank in this city is Wells Fargo! What are you going to do, open an account with them? Get real!”

The clerk continued very rudely laughing, with lots of spit, straight into Thomas face.

Now, as I was saying earlier in the chapter, time and money are independent quantities. The difference is that you can always get more money, but time is gone forever when it’s lost. All this back and forth between Thomas and the unhelpful bank clerk was starting to really get on Thomas’ nerves, and he wasn’t the only one. The man waiting in line behind Thomas was getting fed up too. And, as it happened, he was a bank robber. This bank robber wasn’t frustrated that he didn’t have any money - after all, he could always get more money by, say, robbing a bank - but rather by the amount of time being wasted while he waited in line to do exactly that. He vented his frustration by stepping forward and shouting rather loudly.

“Everyone on the floor!” the bank robber shouted. “This is a robbery!”

By the way, for clarification, when I’m talking about the bank robber, I’m not talking about Mal. This was a different person.

Most people failed to react to this pronouncement. When he noticed no one reacting, the bank robber, who was dressed in a long, baggy sweater, threw his garment aside to reveal packs upon packs of explosives strapped to his body. A hair trigger detonator sat loosely in his hand, his thumb hovering over a menacing red button.

And then they all died.





Chapter 20: The Earl’s Banquet on Peabody Street




Famous bank robber and career criminal Willie Sutton was, in an apocryphal story, once asked why he robbed banks. He supposedly replied, “because that’s where the money is.” Cryptocurrency blockchain technology today takes new-fangled cyber currencies, like Bitcoin, and distributes them across millions of different servers in the form of a group-consensus ledger such that the money does not, in any literal sense, exist at any one given location. The banks of today are studying blockchain technology to see if they can somehow similarly distribute their depositors’ money over a series of ledgers such that it does not exist in any bank or any place at all, thus baffling bank robbers like Willie Sutton once and for all.

Unfortunately for the banks, Willie Sutton never actually said, when asked why he robbed banks, “because that’s where the money is.” He said, “because I enjoyed it,” which is probably a harder problem for banks to crack with Bitcoin-style blockchain technology. Banks have been trying to reduce the entertainment value of robbing banks by removing security guards for years, alas, to no avail.

The bank robber who Thomas and friends confronted looked like he might enjoy robbing banks. He was a slim, dark-haired, wild-eyed man. Blocks of plastic explosives, conspicuously labeled things like, “C4” and “B6” and “A1” and other legitimate moves in a game of chess or battleship, adorned his body. The detonator in his hand was a small plastic stick with a red button on top, and his dirty thumb hovered tightly over the red button. He pushed Thomas out of the way and stormed up to the clerk. Thomas had been through so much today that it barely registered with him. It was like it was happening to an actor in a movie rather than himself.

“Hello, sir,” the clerk said, sounding bored. “How can I help you?”

“I’m robbing the bank,” said the man with the explosives. “Put all the money in a bag and then give it to me, and don’t try any funny business, or I’ll blow us all to kingdom come.”

“I’m sorry, sir,” the clerk said. “We don’t accept robberies.”

“That’s funny business,” Mal shouted at the bank robber. “Blow us all to kingdom come!”

“No, don’t,” said Thomas.

“He’s trying to confuse you,” Mal shouted. “Don’t listen to him! Just press the button and blow us up before it’s too late. The whole world is counting on you!”

“Mal,” Thomas hissed sidelong. “If he blows us both up, I won’t be able to pay you for the bet, and I won’t have any money to pay you with because he’ll have blown up the bank.”

“Oh, that’s right,” said Mal.

“Quiet,” shouted the bank robber. “Money, now, or I’ll blow myself up. I mean it. I’ll do it!”

Dr. Saw had just walked in carrying a donut.

“Sir, I have to tell you that the prevailing medical consensus is that you shouldn’t blow yourself up. I’m less sure. I mean, think of the fees I’d get from all the injured people! I’ve already got an ambulance parked outside and everything.”

Kevin, meanwhile, had woken up from all the shouting and talk of explosions, which sounded to him like the kind of thing that might lead to a lawsuit. He gave the robber his card.

“So,” Kevin said conversationally. “Why are you robbing this bank anyway?”

The bank robber looked taken aback.

“Why? I mean, I dunno, I hadn’t really thought about it. I just woke up one morning and was like, ‘what am I doing with my life?’ My mother keeps telling me she wants me to go into fraud, like my father, or at least blackmail, like my uncle did, but all I ever wanted to do was study dinosaurs. I love dinosaurs.”

“So why rob the bank?”

The robber shifted uncomfortably.

“I mean, I guess it was mostly peer pressure,” he said. “All of my friends are becoming porkleggers and political debate smugglers and Uber drivers and making millions, and I guess I just wanted to prove to my family that I could be a criminal too, you know? That and dinosaur skeletons are expensive. Did you know that just one T-Rex skeleton went for $8 million at auction? I had no idea paleontology needed so much money.”

“Tell me about it,” Kevin said. “The last time I tried to do any paleontology, they threw me out of the courthouse.”

“Don’t worry, everyone,” the clerk called. “Your money is insured.”

“Insured by the government, right?” Thomas said hopefully.

“It’s a funny story actually,” the clerk said. “We’re not required by law to be insured by the FDIC; we’re only required to be insured by someone, so our insurer is actually the Duncan Nye-”

Thomas started to panic.

While Kevin distracted the bank robber, Mal got one of those grins on his face like he’d just won the prozac lottery.

“I have an idea,” Mal said. “Do you have that jet black smartphone still?”

Thomas handed the smartphone over, then took a picture of the bank robber. He quickly found the robber’s personality section, and next to his inferiority complex, his tendency to bite his nails, and his love of dinosaurs, Mal quickly typed in, “helps strangers withdraw their money from banks he’s robbing.”

“Genius,” Thomas said.

“Well, I’ve always thought of myself as like Einstein,” Mal said. “You know, capable of inventing something that will kill millions.”

“Do you mean the atomic bomb?”

“I mean television, since he discovered the photoelectric effect.”

“Oh.”

The bank robber twitched.

“Huh,” the bank robber said. “I suddenly feel like helping someone.”

“That’s funny,” Kevin said. “I don’t.”

“Does anyone want to withdraw some money from this bank?” asked the bank robber.

“I do,” Thomas said eagerly.

“Right,” said the bank robber, then turned back to the clerk. “You give this man his money or I’ll blow us all to kingdom come!”

Five minutes later, Thomas, Mal, and Kevin were sitting in the back of the ambulance with a small bag with Thomas’ life savings in it.

“Great,” Thomas said. “That went pretty well.”

There was a loud explosion behind them and all the windows of the bank blew out in a raucous cacophony of pyrotechnical flame and bass noise.

“Oops,” Kevin said cheerily.

“Well, I’m never banking there again,” Mal quipped.

“Actually, we’re okay,” a voice called from inside the bank. “Thanks.”

“Drat,” said Dr. Saw, who was eating another donut and climbing into the driver’s seat. With some disappointment, Saw started the ambulance and, siren blaring, began to pull out onto the street.

Thomas counted his money, satisfying himself that it was all there. Mal was via text message explaining to a woman with a broken vacuum that she could hire a maid, then steal the maid’s vacuum, then threaten to have the maid deported if she complained. Kevin was trying to remember the exact legal definition of public indecency and leafing through the jet black smartphone, which they had very unwisely let him have. He suddenly tapped Thomas on the shoulder.

“What?” Thomas said irritably.

“Look at this,” Kevin said. “It’s the edit history for that bank robber.”

Thomas stared at it for a second.

“Mal, look! The edit history shows that someone edited that bank robber’s personality before we did to make him want to commit crimes. They changed him to make him evil! Before, he was just some guy who liked dinosaurs and felt like he wasn’t living up to his family’s expectations.”

“So what?” Mal said. “People are scum, like I said. He probably would have started robbing banks anyway.”

Thomas held his head in his hands.

“Mal, I was right about the source of the crime wave! Someone really has been using this database to make people evil, and it’s not because people are inherently scum.”

“Don’t lie,” Mal said. “People are evil. Everyone says so. Even Jesus!”

“Jesus did not say that,” said Thomas, then before Mal could object, “but forget Jesus for a second.”

“Forget our Lord and Savior?” Mal demanded. “Never.”

“Someone is, for some reason, turning people evil in the city using this database. What do we know about that someone? All we know is that we got this smartphone from a guy who was trying to kill me. Why was he trying to do that? Because my page can’t be edited in the database? Why?”

“I mean, the smartphone probably doesn’t run on magic,” Mal suggested.

“Yeah, it’s not like a fairy wand or a coronary bypass machine,” said Saw from the front.

“Probably what’s happening when we edit the database is technological,” Mal suggested. “We use the smartphone to edit the database, and that sends a signal to a device somewhere that somehow changes people’s personalities. There must be a principle it runs off of, and it doesn’t work on you.”

“Maybe it doesn’t work on people who don’t have wallets,” Kevin suggested.

“Since when has mind control only worked on people with wallets?” Mal asked.

“Maybe it’s a subscription service?” said Kevin. “And they terminated it when Tom’s credit cards were cancelled?”

“Okay, you shut up now,” said Thomas. “So, Mal, your theory is that when we edit someone’s biography on the black phone, what we’re really doing is signaling some giant machine somewhere?”

“Yes,” Mal said. “It must send the signal via the internet to the machine and then the person’s personality changes.”

“Why doesn’t it work on me?”

“Maybe you don’t have a personality,” Mal said as he lazily texted a customer to pour water into boiling oil and acid. “I mean, it’s something you have to work on.”

Thomas rolled his eyes, but he had a strong feeling that somehow, for some reason, this all had something to do with the theft of his wallet. He didn’t know how or why, but he thought it must be true.

“How do you think this mind control device works?”

“I mean, maybe it’s not mind control so much as mind editing.”

“How would that work?”

“Giant laser? I dunno. Who cares? As long as it works, we can have a lot of fun with it.”

Thomas chewed his lip. Most of the day, all he’d wanted was to get back his wallet. Now, he had a niggling feeling that the wallet and the smart phone were linked.

“I’m going to ask the information broker what he knows about this phone,” said Thomas. “Maybe if I find out how it works, I can end the crime epidemic sweeping the city.”

“Why?” Mal asked. “What’s the point?”

“Come on, Mal. Where’s your sense of duty?”

“I had Saw remove it,” Mal said, jerking his thumb at Saw.

“Well, anyway, I don’t just want to get my wallet back,” Thomas said. “I want to make sure it never gets stolen again.”

“I thought you said you were done with adventuring.”

“Yeah, and if possible, I want to do it without an adventure,” Thomas added.

As they discussed matters, the ambulance drove on, siren blaring. Little by little, the siren had imperceptibly morphed into the sound of an ice cream truck. Saw chewed on a mouthful of donut.

“Okay fellas,” Saw said. “Next stop is Big Ideas, where we’ll meet the information broker I told you about.”

And then they all died.





Chapter 21: A Comprehensive Guide to Astronomy for the Blind




Could I please ask for a brief moment of your time before I proceed? I realize that, like your previous narrator, I have been promising for several chapters that the characters will all die, with an implied but not explicitly stated degree of imminency. Sadly, none of the protagonists have yet died. Please be reassured that I’m not lying to you like my predecessor did, and I’d like to swear to you upon my most solemn vow of undying narratorial honor that one or more major characters in this e-text of which you have so wisely availed yourself will be imminently killed. I cannot promise that this death will be bloody, or exciting, or dramatic, but I can at minimum promise that it will be punctual, and I think that’s all one can ask of a narrator.

Now, where were we?

Right. The ambulance.

Dr. Saw pulled the ambulance into a park. They sat outside the Big Ideas Power Generation Cube. It was, as the name suggested, a cube-shaped building - designed by the same architects who had so proudly erected the Duncan Nye building - and it was, as the name suggested, for the purposes of generating power. It also was, as the name did not suggest, the home of an information broker to whom Dr. Saw had long sold confidential medical information for massive profits.

Saw, Mal, and Kevin got out. Thomas got out, cast a scrutinizing eye over the cube-shape building, wrinkled his nose at the architecture, and then took a picture. Maybe he could submit it to the contest at some later time. It was basically just a horrendously brown-orange cube with power wires hanging off of it.

You may be wondering why, exactly, a power station would be shaped like this, and I’m happy to explain that there is a very good reason for its unusual dimensions. Normally, power generation facilities of most types have some kind of smoke stack. This is because most power plants, like coal, natural gas, high-speed diesel, and nuclear facilities - as well as plenty of others - work by boiling water, which is used to turn a magnet spinning around a conductor, which then generates power. Then, at least some steam and the remnants of whatever was burned to boil the water, if anything, are vomited into the air in what is doubtless a very safe and responsible way. Smokestacks do not lend themselves to cube shape, since they have to be long and narrow. Similarly, utility-scale solar facilities have to be huge and flat, wind facilities tall and with similarly safe rotating massive blades, hydro facilities tall and wide, and on and on and on. Nothing lends itself to cube shape.

So you may be forgiven for thinking that the tyrannical TI-84 calculator that conceived of this facility had another circuit blowout, but you would be completely wrong. The calculator, in its cold, numerical wisdom, pioneered a new method of power generation, one that was cheaper than fossil fuels. The calculator noted that the city and indeed the country were laboring under the flabby, uneven weight of the obesity epidemic, and decided to combine the problem with the power shortage.

Inside the cube, there are floors upon floors of fat people, who have been sentenced to jog for their crimes as bacon sympathizers. A single kilocalorie burned every second (although you have to jog really fast to burn a single kcal a second) generates roughly 4 kilowatts of current. The city of Big Mistake has a 100 MW grid - just 25,000 people jogging continuously at peak hours is enough to keep the demands of the city entirely met. The beauty of this strategy is that it services the justice system, the public health system, and the power system all at the same time.

And of course, this plan really showed that uppity Matrix AI with its incredibly dumb plan to generate power from the human brain. The Matrix is only getting 0.07 volts a person, and the current is pathetic. All good AIs know that the human stomach is much more powerful than the human brain.

The downside is that all the fat people have recently gone on strike. Rolling blackouts are currently consuming the city, forcing elderly residents to burn bacon for warmth. The other problem is that gym memberships are way down and most personal trainers are now out of work in Big Mistake, but that’s a story for another time.

Thomas stared up at the cube-shaped power station, snapped a few more choice pictures, then shrugged and went inside.

Owing to the totality of the fat people’s strike, he found the interior dark and forbidding. Mal raised his smartphone up and used it as a flashlight, illuminating a gray, dusty corridor filled with transformers, cobwebs, and those TVs you watch while you’re working out. The words, “Legalize Bacon,” were spray-painted onto the nearby wall in garish pink paint. Thomas thought that they were the only souls there. He was wrong, as will become apparent.

“Where’s this contact of yours?” Thomas demanded of Dr. Saw.

“Sheesh, you millennials and your entitlement problem,” Saw said, rolling his eyes. “I’m starting to regret not punching you more while you were asleep.”

“You did what?” Thomas said.

“Never mind,” Saw said. “Let’s go.”

Reluctantly, Thomas followed him into the murky gloom. They mounted a flight of concrete stairs, past abandoned Fitbit stands and guard posts, charts of weight loss targets and mute posters covered in exercise suggestions, until they finally reached the top floor of the cube. There they found a foreboding door with light seeping out around the edges. Thomas felt a crackle of fear race up his spine, and not just because Mal had taken to low-voltage tasering him for fun.

Dr. Saw approached the door cautiously and knocked.

Suddenly, they were all bathed in blinding light as concealed flood lamps around the door ignited. The door creaked open, and a shadowy figure sat inside, next to a console covered with dozens upon dozens of screens. The floor was a rat’s nest of cables, and pipes hummed along the ceiling. Just visible was a motto written on a plaque beside the console. The broker’s slogan read, “Ignorance Is Golden; Knowledge Is Power.” It had replaced his previous slogan, “Ignorance Is Money.”

“Hello,” the figure said impressively. His or her voice was modulated and distorted deeply. “I’d ask you to introduce yourselves, but I already know each of you. Mr. Mal Knox, the giggling sociopath who is single-handedly responsible for the city-wide series of pacemaker failures and woodpecker shortages...”

Mal giggled insanely at this and scooped up his smartphone, then texted a client instructions to throw a skunk into his car to get it to start.

“Dr. Hack Saw, who invented a high-priced surgery in which you swap the patient’s knees...”

“I mean, it’s good to rotate them every so often,” Saw said defensively.

“Kevin Atlaw, esquire, the narcoleptic attorney who once got his client the death penalty at an adoption hearing...”

“That baby was a surprisingly competent litigator,” Kevin said, waving a finger at the source of the voice.

“And lastly, Thomas Truman, the man who lost his wallet and is out for revenge.”

Thomas said nothing.

“Yes, I know all of you,” the silhouette said. “Because I am the city’s information broker, and I know all the secrets in the city, while keeping close one of my own. No one in the entirety of Big Mistake, or anywhere else, knows my true identity.”

“Are you Julian Assange, who runs Wikileaks?” Kevin guessed.

“No, I’m not Julian Assange,” the silhouette snapped.

“Mark Zuckerberg, the founder of Facebook?” asked Mal.

“If I were Mark Zuckerberg, why would I be hanging out in the security room of an abandoned power station?” retorted the information broker.

“Jimmy Wales, the Wikipedia guy?” suggested Saw.

“No!” shouted the information broker.

“Oh, I know who he is,” Kevin said. “He’s Ajit Pai.”

“I’m not goddamn Ajit Pai,” shouted the voice.

“No, I’ll bet he’s Neil DeGrasse Tyson.”

“Michael Phelps.”

“George Bush, Sr.”

“Kim Kardashian.”

“Jeff Bezos.”

“Oprah.”

“Tom Hanks.”

“Queen Elizabeth II.”

“Beyoncé.”

“Alfred Hitchcock.”

“Arnold Schwarzenegger.”

“Queen Elizabeth I.”

“Will #1, the guy who stole my wallet,” Thomas accused.

“No, no, I’m not any of those people,” snapped the information broker. “Okay, fine, I’ll show you my real identity, if you’ll just please shut up and stop guessing.”

“Hugh Hefner,” guessed Kevin.

“Hefner’s dead and I already said I’m showing you,” shouted the information broker.

The floodlights died, and more soft house lights came on.

There, sitting among a large number of old power cables, a mess of monitors, and a lot of pipes sat a little boy with bridged fingers.

“You can call me Apollo,” the little boy said, speaking into a voice modulator.

Mal took a picture of him with the black cell phone.

“It says his name’s Billy Horton, and he’s 12,” said Mal.

“Stop that!” Billy said. “Call me Apollo. Come on guys! Be cool about this.”

Thomas, rolling his eyes, stepped forward and brandished his bag of money. He nearly banged his head on a low-hanging pipe on the ceiling.

“Alright, Apollo,” he said. “You already know why I’m here. I want answers. I’m willing to pay - pay even more than the answers are worth. I want the guy who stole my wallet. I want to know his name. And I want to know everything about this black cell phone, and why the guy who carried it tried to kill me.”

Billy looked at the bag of money, then grabbed his voice modulator and started to talk into it to make himself sound more impressive.

“Fine,” he said, tapping the tips of his fingers together. “I’ll give you the answers you seek, Thomas Truman, but you can keep your money. Unusually enough, I’ll give you the information you want for free.”

“Okay, but do it without the modulator,” Mal said, and grabbed it from him.

“Aw, come on man,” Billy said, whining in a high-pitched voice that sounded pre-pubescent. “You guys are jerks.”

“That’s what is says in my file,” Mal acknowledged. “Now, talk. What’s this all about?”

“Alright,” Billy said. “Let’s begin with the man who stole your wallet.”

Billy tapped a button on his console. A huge image of the blonde, blue-eyed man with the “#1” emblazoned on the back of his hand in black appeared. The image showed the blonde, blue-eyed man pulling the wallet out of Thomas’ pocket.

“His name is William Terrance Oscar Power,” said Billy. “He’s the one who stole your wallet at about 9 AM this morning.”

Billy paused dramatically, then stood and began to pace.

“Undoubtedly, you’ve used the black cell phone you took from the body of the man who Mal beat unconscious with the butt of his shotgun to attempt to locate William-”

“Actually, we haven’t done that,” Thomas said.

Billy nearly fell down mid-pace.

“What?” Billy said, spluttering. “Why not?”

“I just don’t think it occurred to us,” Mal said.

“We didn’t have his photograph,” said Thomas.

“You’re a professional photographer,” Billy criticized. “How could you let your wallet get stolen from you in the street and let someone else take a picture of the thief? Forget that, why didn’t you get a picture from the Nye company’s security department? Why didn’t you ask the police for it?”

Thomas shifted awkwardly.

“Uh, I forgot, I guess?” he answered feebly.

“Man, what kind of idiots are you?” Billy replied.

“Good ones, I hope,” Kevin said cheerily. “I’d hate to be a bad idiot.”

Billy coughed and tried to deepen his voice to regain some of the gravitas he’d lost.

“Well, anyway,” he said, his voice spluttering and breaking. “If you had tried to use the black cell phone to find out who William Power is, you would have gotten nothing. He doesn’t appear in the database at all. The only way you could have figured out his identity was to come to me and ask me about it, which you’ve now done. Congratulations, I think.”

Billy pressed a console button .

On the screen, the name “Will T. O. Power” appeared beneath the man’s picture.

“Who is this Mr. Power?” Thomas asked.

“He’s the head of the Society for the Advancement of Society Members,” Billy said dramatically.

Thomas had to work hard to remember who they were, but it returned to him in a flash of recollection between car crashes and gun battles.

“Oh yeah,” Thomas said. “They were those nutcases who thought they were better than us.”

“And they were,” Kevin added. “Much, much better than us. Their spokeswoman-person was so well-spoken and intelligent.”

“And all their members are much more attractive than you are, Thomas,” said Saw.

“And I’ve never seen a member of the Society commit a crime,” said Mal. “They’re really a higher standard of people, aren’t they, compared to the rest of us filth?”

“Okay, okay,” Thomas said. “I get the picture. And stop calling me ugly.”

“I didn’t call you ugly this time, because I couldn’t bear to look at your face long enough to say it,” said Saw.

“I didn’t say it either,” Kevin interjected cheerily. “I was just thinking it.”

“Yeah, I mean, it’s a good thing you point the camera the other way, Tom,” added Mal.

Thomas fought down the impulse to beat them all silly with a length of pipe from the plumbing on the ceiling and instead took several deep breaths, then turned back to Billy.

“Could you actually not look at me either?” Billy asked. “I don’t really want to see the full force of your face.”

“Listen, Apollo-”

“-Nice,” Billy said, winking. “I forgive you for being ugly.”

“This William T. O. Power guy, why did he steal my wallet?”

“I don’t know,” Billy said, trying again to make his voice sound mature. “I only know that it was probably on official Society business. As the head of the Society for the Advancement of Society Members, Will Power feels that he’s better than everyone else in the city! That’s why he’s got #1 tattooed on the back of his hand. He’s lucky. My mom wouldn’t let me get a tattoo. Anyway, Society philosophy holds that since Society members are better than you, they can commit any crime they like against you if it helps the Society. And Power’s philosophy is that since he’s the leader of the Society, anything that helps him helps the Society.”

“So he might have just helped himself to my wallet?” demanded Thomas.

“Uh-huh,” said Billy, his voice breaking slightly as he acknowledged Thomas’ supposition.

“Okay,” Thomas said. “Plan B. I’ll track down this Will Power guy and show him he’s #1 after all - #1 on my, uh, wallet-getting-back... list...”

“You tell ‘em, Tom,” Mal said, pumping his shotgun.

“Information on Power is sparse, but I think he can be found in the city,” said Billy. “My last information put him at the stadium in Big Game.”

“I’ll track him down,” Thomas said.

“But that’s not all you wanted to know, is it?” Billy said, casting his voice down again. “After all, you still don’t have all the answers you seek.”

He began to tell them more secrets, dark and terrible secrets, the kinds of things that plumbed the very nature of human essence and could drive men to madness or at least angriness.

And then they all died.





Chapter 22: Worrying Rise in Jaywalking Alarms Jays




Thomas, who had turned to go, hesitated. He’d sworn he wouldn’t get mixed up in any more unnecessary adventuring, but on the other hand, curiosity prickled at the back of his neck and again, not just because of Mal’s taser. He turned back to Billy.

“Okay,” Thomas said. “I have to know. The crime epidemic. The black phone. The power to change people’s personalities. What’s it all about?”

“Good question,” Billy said, winking at him. “Of course, I knew something was fishy months ago, when crime started popping up everywhere in the city. It was too much crime to be something stupid like a really big coincidence or another bacon epidemic. Someone had to be behind it. At first, I thought it was Humancorp releasing defective people into the city or reprogramming people’s brains or something - they do that sometimes - but no. It was something darker.”

Billy’s voice dropped several octaves, this time effortlessly. He began to sound more adult without him meaning to. For a few moments, he sounded like the voice of the powerful information broker Apollo who bought medical data from Dr. Saw and sold it to terrorists.

“Thomas, what do you know about the human soul?”

“Uh, nothing, I guess,” Thomas said.

“Anyone else?” Apollo asked.

“I usually recommend my patients have theirs removed,” said Saw. “Got rid of mine years ago and it did me no end of good. I’m much richer now than I ever was before.”

“I haven’t used mine in years,” Mal agreed.

“I think I forgot mine today,” said Kevin. “Should I go home and get it?”

“No, no, no,” Apollo said. “That’s not what I asked. Instead I meant, what is a human soul? Is it a thing? Is it an idea? Is it something in between? Thomas, can you photograph a soul? Doctor, can you amputate it? Kevin, can you win ownership of it in court? Mal, can you steal it?”

“I’ve never photographed a soul before, but I don’t see what that has to do with anything,” Thomas said.

“I’ll bet I could amputate a soul,” said Saw. “Just give me a really sharp knife and a donut, and maybe a fifth of gin.”

“I don’t think I could win ownership of it in court, but I bet I could lose ownership,” said Kevin. “Remember, no case, no win. That’s the Atlaw promise.”

Mal remained silent, but started leafing through his pockets, like he might have something on his person that could steal a soul. He wasn’t actually looking for such a thing; he was just trying to find his taser so he could zap Thomas again.

“In summary, the soul cannot be a thing because you cannot touch it, cannot grab it, cannot destroy it, or affect it in any way by physical means,” concluded Apollo. “On the other hand, it cannot be an idea, because there is no such thing as an idea that belongs to you and only you, that is attached to you, that is inherently and intrinsically yours.”

“Oooh, I took a whole class on copyright law,” Kevin said, his eyes lighting up.

“Quiet you,” Billy snapped, then went back to being Apollo. “The soul is an idea, but an idea that attached to a physical thing: you. It is your immortal spirit, your inherent essence, your core being - but what do those things mean? I can cut off your arm and never damage your soul-”

“I think that’s from Harry Potter,” Mal said.

“I said quiet!” Billy snapped. “Anyway, I can cut off your arm and never damage your soul. In short, it is the collection of things that together make you, you. Your first kiss, your favorite color, your true love, your passions, your interests, your hates, your secrets - all the things that make you yourself are your soul. And all these things: your violent tempers, your hidden griefs, the joys and the scars you carry from the first gasp of life to the last - these are all, in their most distilled form, information. The soul is made of information.”

He dramatically poked at a button on his console. On all the screens around him, thousands upon thousands of biographies, much like the ones Thomas had seen on the black phone, started to scroll past.

“These,” said the information broker, “are human souls.”

“You must be speaking figuratively,” Thomas said.

“I’m not,” Apollo replied, touching the tips of his fingers together. “Since the dawn of time, information brokers have known that information was power, but they never explained why. Our primitive ancestors realized that if you know someone better than they know themselves, if you collect every single last piece of information there is to have on a person, you, in effect, have collected their soul. When you have their fears, and their foibles, and their beliefs, and their misdeeds, what is that if not their souls?”

“You mean that when you gain enough information about someone, you literally get their soul?” asked Thomas.

“Yes, that’s exactly what I mean,” Apollo said. “Why do you think internet advertisers have started running surveys? It’s sure not because they actually care whether you liked Real Housewives of Cancer-Upon-Racism more than This Is Not Us or America’s Next Top Culture War or whatever you old people watch. And why do you think the Catholic church requires you to go to confession and tell a priest all your darkest secrets in private every week? It’s so the Church can get your soul and keep it safe from Satan and Lutherans, not necessarily in that order.”

“So, to recap, if only so Kevin can keep up with what’s happening, you’re saying that if you collect enough information about a person, you get his soul?”

“Yes,” confirmed Apollo.

“What kind of hat is a re-cap?” Kevin asked in confusion.

Thomas narrowly avoided slamming his face into his palms again and instead attempted to contemplate what this meant for humanity itself.

“So, the black smartphone we found contains human souls?” he guessed narrowly.

“Ah, yes and no,” said Apollo. “The smartphone you found has the power to access human souls by querying a database with all available information on people. This database has been assembled over years and years by an actor unknown to me, and this person or persons has been using the power of the database not just to catch human souls, but to manipulate them.”

“Could you elaborate?” Thomas asked.

“Once you have a human soul, it’s possible to manipulate it. Think about it. Suppose I knew everything about you - your fear of elevators, love of jigsaw puzzles, and tendency to spit on alpacas, for example, Thomas. Using this information, I can manipulate you. I can change the very nature of who you are, and thus change your soul. Conventionally, I’d do this by tricking you, for example, I’d sidle up to you and say, ‘hey, I heard Dr. Saw loves jigsaw puzzles just like you do.’”

“I love jigsaws,” Saw said, adjusting his star-shaped glasses. “I’m not sure I’d say I love jigsaw puzzles, unless you count surgery.”

“This would alter how you feel about Dr. Saw,” said Apollo. “The more and more information I gather about you, the more I can manipulate you until, finally, I have complete control over your soul. If I know everything about you, I could manipulate you into killing yourself. I could convince you that your life’s ambition is to move to Ethiopia and take up eating only fruitcakes. I could even convince you to buy a $1000 iPhone that’s little better than any previous generation of iPhone.” Apollo began to pace. “You may think I could do these things through simple persuasion, and I could, but there’s another way. Someone has discovered means of manipulating the human soul directly. By obtaining enough information about you, and thus the soul, this evil actor - the same one who created the database - has managed to trap the souls of virtually everyone in the city, maybe even everyone in the country or beyond. Then, this person has started manipulating the souls trapped in the database to make them evil. Who? Why? I can’t say. But it’s been happening more and more, faster and faster recently, and the details elude even me.”

Thomas thought about this for a while.

“I think it must be Mal who’s behind it,” Thomas said, then jerked his finger at Mal.

Apollo stopped strutting mid-pace and stumbled for the second time, lost his composure, and went back to being the 12-year-old Billy again.

“What?” Billy said. “Why would it be Mal?”

“I mean, he keeps talking about how people are scum and he enjoys convincing people to commit crimes and hurt other people and stuff,” Kevin agreed.

“Look,” Thomas said. “He’s doing it right now.”

Mal was, indeed, texting a client and explaining that the reason his TV was stuck on the history channel was that it was possessed by Nazis, and he needed to find the ghosts of WWII soldiers to fight them.

“It’s not Mal, jerkfaces,” Billy said, crossing his arms.

“Are you sure?” Thomas said. “It seems like the kind of thing he’d do.”

“Yeah,” Mal said, not looking up from his texting. “I’d love to manipulate human souls. By the way, Kevin, this guy with the TV is going to need a lawyer for this exorcism.”

“Sure,” said Kevin. “Possession is 9/10ths of the law.”

Thomas groaned and wanted to hit them both even more and harder than usual.

“It’s not Mal,” snapped Billy. “He’s probably just another victim of the whole plot-thingy, you bunch of dumb-dumbs.”

“Then who’s behind it?” demanded Thomas.

Billy cleared his throat and tried to sound adult again.

“It’s the same man who won’t show up when you try to take his picture with the smartphone,” Billy said, trying to get back into the Apollo swing of things. “The same man who stole your wallet. William T. O. Power, the head of the Society for the Advancement of Society Members.”

In a blinding flash of what was either vivid recollection or brain damage, Thomas remembered what the Society representative had told him in the street.

“For example, did you know we members of the Society for the Advancement of Society Members are taller, more attractive, richer, healthier, altruistic, and humbler than you are? That and the many other ways in which members of the Society for the Advancement of Society Members are better than you can be found in this pamphlet. We’re much better than plebeian subhumans like yourselves and deserve special treatment.”

“Of course,” Thomas said suddenly. “Mal, remember how you said you’ve never known a Society member to commit a crime? What if the Society for the Advancement of Society Members isn’t better than us because they’re just better people? What if they’re using the power of this soul manipulation thingy to make everyone else in the city worse, to make themselves look good by comparison?”

“Like when I hang out with Kevin and you,” Mal said excitedly.

“Like when I show up to court drunk so no one notices my client’s drunk,” Kevin added.

“Or like when Kevin shows up to court drunk so no one notices I killed my patient,” Saw said.

“Exactly,” said Billy. “I think the Society is advancing itself by making everyone else evil, so they’re becoming better people relative to the rest of us. My information says that the Society has poured a huge amount of effort and resources into researching soul manipulation technology. They probably found out it’s really hard to use it to make themselves better people, so it would be much easier to do the reverse, and make everyone outside the Society evil.”

Thomas nodded vigorously.

“It fits,” he agreed. “But wait a second, if the Society’s doing all that, why did they need to steal my wallet? And why did they send goons to kill me?”

“I don’t know why they stole your wallet,” Billy admitted. “Sorry, I don’t have much information about the Society other than what I’ve already told you. Maybe it has something to do with you being immune to soul manipulation. If you’re immune to soul manipulation, you might not be inherently evil, and if you’re not inherently evil, you might be better than a Society member. I bet the Society hates that.”

Thomas nodded.

“Where did you say I could find this William Power?”

“Big Game Stadium,” said Billy. “He’s there watching the competitive obesity because it makes him feel better than everyone participating.”

“Okay, new plan,” he said, turning to Mal and Kevin, and basically ignoring Saw. “We’ll go to Big Game, confront this William #1 guy, get my wallet back, stop him manipulating people into being evil, save the city, never go on an adventure ever again, and then get my insurance company to pay me too!”

Kevin cheered slightly. Mal ignored him. Saw was busy dissecting a donut to try to find its spleen, unsuccessfully so far.

“Ah, there might be a problem about that last part,” said Billy. “With the insurance company.”

“What problem’s that?” Kevin asked cheerily.

“Well, as you’d probably know if you were a real lawyer, there’s a problem with Thomas’ insurance contract.”

“Oh, yeah,” Kevin said, nodding vigorously. “That’s definitely the kind of thing I should have noticed. Boy, I wish I were better at this whole law thing.”

“The Duncan Nye company made a typo when they were writing the contract,” continued Billy. “Instead of saying it would pay a minimum of $100 in the event of any theft of personal property worth more than $100, your contract actually says it will pay a minimum of $1 bn in the event of the theft of any personal property worth more than $100.”

There was a long silence. Thomas’ mouth dropped open. He had to stop Saw from trying to install a brace to shut it.

“I saw him first,” Kevin shouted wildly. “I get to be his lawyer for life!”

“Doctor,” Saw said. “I’m his doctor.”

“I’ll be the parasitic friend who latches onto him and bums money off him,” Mal said enthusiastically.

“And will you be my new daddy?” Billy asked. “I’m just kidding. I don’t want you to adopt me, because the insurance company has no intention of paying you that $1 bn.”

“Of course they don’t,” Thomas said. “This is Duncan Nye we’re talking about, after all. He wouldn’t pay an insurance claim even if it was for a caesarian section for his own baby daughter.”

“That was a heck of a case,” Kevin reminisced.

“You’re right,” Billy agreed. “Nye won’t pay. He loves to use loopholes and stuff that he finds in the contracts to avoid paying out, and he found one for you, Thomas.”

“What is it?”

“The insurance contract says that they only have to pay you if you’re alive. If you’re dead, you don’t get squat.”

The significance of this weighed on Thomas like a solid lead whale.

“You mean...?”

“Your insurance company is trying to kill you, yes,” Billy said.

“That’s right,” said a very familiar voice from behind Thomas, and he spun around to see an extremely familiar man standing in the hallway. There, wearing a smile that could have mirrored Mal’s, was Duncan Nye, and he was holding a large, black steel knife.

And then they all died.





Chapter 23: Monopoly Game 5 - This Time It’s Personal




Thomas was momentarily stunned by the sudden appearance of Duncan Nye.

“You,” Thomas said angrily. “That’s why you denied my insurance claim even though your own cameras showed William Power stealing the wallet from me in front of your own building.”

“I mean, that’s one of the reasons,” Nye said, tossing the knife into the air and catching it with a flourish. “I would have denied your claim anyway.”

“Why are you here?” Thomas said. “And how did you find us here?”

“I’m here because I just love to see the looks on people’s faces when I deny their claims. Just ask my dear old grandmother. She’s dead, of course, but she lingered long enough before she died to see me deny her life insurance payment to her beneficiary, which you will remember was me, so she probably went to heaven or hell or bureaucracy or wherever very confused... but anyway.” He toyed with the knife more as he spoke. “Thanks for propping my grandmother up long enough for me to tell her that, by the way, doctor. I appreciated it.”

“No problem, Duncan,” Dr. Saw said. “It was good of you to buy her that general organectomy I recommended to begin with.”

“Yes, she’d always wanted one,” Nye replied nostalgically. “Back in her day, people had far fewer organs, she said. No one needed two kidneys... but I digress. As to how I was able to find you here, I have been paying Billy-”

“Apollo,” Billy insisted angrily.

“Apollo,” Nye corrected himself, rolling his eyes as he did, “to track you down, and when he found you were coming to see him, he stalled you until I could arrive. Why do you think he didn’t charge you for the information? Out of the kindness of his own heart? Billy-”

“-Apollo-”

“-doesn’t have an altruistic bone in his body.”

“So you’re the one trying to kill me,” said Thomas.

“Well, it’s not just me,” Nye replied. “I suspect the Society for the Advancement of Society Members is also trying to kill you, along with the police, Dr. Saw, and a few other stragglers. Look, Mal’s trying to kill you right now!”

Turning, Thomas caught Mal out of the corner of his eye putting his taser away with a nonchalant whistle.

“Okay, so you are among those trying to kill me,” Thomas corrected. “Just give it up and pay me what I’m owed, Nye. I’ve got you fair and square and you know it.”

“Pay you,” Nye said more to himself than Thomas, musing. “No, I think it would be a lot cheaper to kill you. In fact, one could say I have a fiduciary responsibility to my shareholders to kill you.”

“Who are your shareholders?” asked Kevin.

“Oh, just me,” Nye said. “I own the whole company. But if I did have to pay you, I would then have to pass on the costs of the settlement I reached with you to policyholders, which would cause insurance rates to go up for everyone, and make everything more expensive everywhere. In a way, Kevin, society at large needs you to die.”

“You mean me,” Thomas said. “I’m the one with the insurance claim.”

“Oh, yes, you too, of course, but Kevin needs to die for the benefit of society also.”

“Hey,” Kevin said frowning. “That sounds very unkind to me.”

“Quit it with your rationalizations, Nye,” snapped Thomas. “We both know all this is just because you don’t want to pay out and have your bottom line affected. You don’t care about society. You just want to generate as much wealth for yourself as possible. Give it up and pay me. I’ll sue if you don’t.”

“Yeah, we’ll sue,” Kevin said. “We’ll see you in court.”

Thomas, rubbing his eyes, turned to Kevin.

“Kevin, I would rather vomit scorpions covered in poison ivy than have you represent me in court,” he hissed.

“Right, but what if you could do both?” Kevin asked cheerily.

Nye was unperturbed.

“No, I think you’ll discover that I don’t need to pay you or suffer through a lawsuit with you, Mr. Truman - which you would lose, by the way - since I can just kill you here.”

Nye flipped the knife into the air and caught it with another dextrous flick of the wrist.

“And you’re going to stab me with that knife?” Thomas asked.

“Oh, Tom, that would be much too crude,” Nye said, shaking his head. “I can’t have your blood all over my knife. It might cause legal difficulties down the road. Instead, I’m going to do this.”

Then, in one blinding motion too fast to follow, Nye reached down and cut the high-voltage electrical cables that littered the floors of the power station. They sparked impotently on the floor. A few bolts of miniature lightning arced between Nye’s knife and the cables. Sparks and embers showered harmlessly around Thomas’ feet.

“What was that supposed to accomplish?” Thomas asked.

“On its own, nothing,” Nye said. “Much like filing an insurance claim or hiring Kevin as your lawyer. However, when combined with something else...”

Nye, with one fluid strike, slammed the long knife into a pipe that ran along the ceiling labelled, “Water - Fat People Coolant.” The pipe split and a segment clattered to the ground. Water gushed out and began to flood the floor.

“I think you’ll find it can do quite a bit,” said Nye.

Water pooled around Thomas’ feet and came into contact with the severed high-voltage cables. Electricity began to arc through him. Pain consumed him, horrible pain, like he’d been set on fire. Current raced around his body. The water reached Kevin and Mal’s ankles, and suddenly they were being electrocuted as well.

The last thing Thomas heard before he fell unconscious was Nye chuckling.

And then they all died.





Chapter 24: Shakespeare’s Sonnet #-2.5+i




There was a bright flash of light. Thomas was sitting on the edge of a lake, lazily kicking his feet over the water. His father sat next to him, fishing rod in one hand and a smile on his face.

“Do you remember the advice I gave you, Thomas?”

“If an alpaca spits on you, you spit right back,” said Thomas, who was about seven years old. He watched the fish, wondering if they were, in their own way, constantly spitting.

His father tousled Thomas’ hair and messed it up.

“That’s my boy,” his father said. “Here’s another piece of advice. It’s about water.”

“What’s that, dad?”

“You know how you can go electro-fishing and stick an electric rod into the water to stun the fish? Well, it doesn’t work that well because water without any ions in it isn’t a very good conductor. Remember that, Thomas. Pure water is an insulator.”

Thomas regained consciousness to find Dr. Saw looming over him eating a donut. Crumbs from the donut and dollops of pink frosting showered onto Thomas’ bare chest.

“Clear!” Dr. Saw said, and put a pair of defibrillator paddles to Thomas’ torso, then shocked him.

“Uh, he’s already awake, doctor,” Billy said.

“I know that! Don’t patronize me,” Saw snapped. “I was just testing the defibrillator again to see if it worked.”

Groaning, Thomas sat up. He was in a the dank, wet corridor not far from where Billy’s lair was. Mal and Kevin were over him, both watching him closely.

“Ugh,” Thomas said. “What happened?”

“Because there were no joggers in the facility and the water in the pipe wasn’t a very good conductor, you survived until the batteries that were powering the facility mostly discharged themselves,” said Billy. “Nye left. He said he needed to get back to the office.”

“Then, I established a cardiac sinus rhythm for your heart, treated your electrical burns while you were unconscious, gave you some bacon for the pain, did some work on - you know, the whole face region, tested your vision, removed one of your bone spurs, and checked your oil pressure,” said Dr. Saw. “Then, it was simply a matter of getting Mal to stop tasering you.”

“Thanks for saving my life, Doctor,” Thomas said, his head ringing.

“Hey, no problem,” said Saw. “I wasn’t about to let someone who might be a billionaire die before I got his - oops, I probably shouldn’t have said that part. What I meant was that I’ll bill you later.”

“Unfortunately, he saved my life too,” Mal said unhappily.

“Ha,” Dr. Saw said. “Serves you right.”

Thomas sat up and waited for the faint ringing noise in his ears to stop, which was difficult because Kevin had somehow found a bell used to signal emergencies in the power plant’s control room and was chiming it very loudly.

“So far today, I have had my wallet stolen, been beaten by police, driven off a bridge twice, nearly been killed in two gunfights, had two heart attacks, almost died in surgery, was nearly electrocuted to death, and now my insurance company is trying to kill me,” said Thomas.

“Don’t forget I’m also trying to kill you,” Mal reminded him gently.

“No you’re not,” Thomas snapped at him. “You’re trying to kill yourself, remember?”

“Oh yeah,” Mal said. “I knew I was forgetting something I had to do today.”

“Speaking of which, do you want me to draw up a will for you?” asked Kevin.

“Nah, I’ll do it tomorrow,” Mal said dismissively.

Meanwhile, Dr. Saw was chatting with Billy.

“So, the usual fee for their medical data?” Saw asked.

“Sure.”

“I’m curious to know, Billy, how did you get into the information business anyway?”

“Well, there’s a really cute girl at school with curly hair and pretty eyes. Her name is Sandra, but when I asked her to go to the dance with me, she said I don’t know enough about girls and turned me down.”

“So you decided you were going to learn everything possible about everyone?”

“Yeah. It’s like my teachers always said, knowledge is power and you just have to apply yourself, so I learned to write web-crawling software and collect info from everyone’s social media accounts and stuff. It was fun.”

“Mal, could you stick your shotgun under that kid’s jaw for me?” Thomas asked.

“Sure thing,” Mal said cheerily. “Anything for a friend.”

Mal shoved the barrel of his shotgun under Billy’s chin with the end cutting into Billy’s jaw, his hand hovering over the trigger.

“Wow, he actually did it,” said Kevin.

“Augh,” Billy said. “I didn’t know Nye was going to kill you! I swear!”

“You told us he was going to kill us before he arrived,” Thomas pointed out.

“I mean, I didn’t know he was going to kill you in a way that you would survive and be mad at me about when you found out,” Billy said. “Please don’t hurt me.”

“We won’t-”

“Awww,” Mal said, disappointed.

“-if you tell us what we want to know,” said Thomas. “Is William Power really at the Big Game Stadium?”

“Yes, he is, I swear,” said Billy. “I never lied to you. Everything I told you is true - about the human souls and the Society, everything! Power really stole your wallet and he’s really at the stadium.”

“Good,” said Thomas. “Mal, let him go. Dr. Saw, can you drive us to the Big Game Stadium?”

Saw considered.

“Well, I do have a heart transplant patient waiting for me, but eh, I mean his great-grandchildren are probably better off not knowing him. He’s kind of a jerk.”

“Taking into account that it would probably be safer if another surgeon did the heart transplant, great,” said Thomas. “Dr. Saw, please drive us to the stadium as fast as you possibly can. Billy, stay here and don’t you dare double-cross us again. Mal, stop trying to reprogram Billy’s personality to make him constantly river dance.”

“But I want to reprogram someone’s soul,” Mal whined.

Thomas swiped the black smartphone from him.

“There’ll be plenty of time for reprogramming people’s souls later,” Kevin reassured him.

“Right,” Thomas said. “For now, let’s go.”

And with that, they left for Big Game Stadium.

And then they all died.





Chapter 25: The Next Big Super Bowl Halftime Show




Please standby for an announcement from your narratorial team.

It has come to our attention that your previous two narrators repeatedly promised you that all the characters in this story would die when, at this junction, none of them in fact have died. This is deeply regrettable and we wish to apologize to all parties involved, including you and the characters themselves. Both you and the characters doubtless crave the empty caress of naked oblivion at this stage.

Owing to his failure to narrate the deaths of the protagonists and all others in the book, your previous narrator has been dismissed from his position and ritualistically dis-emvoiced himself, and will shortly take up a new career as a street mime. We wish him all the worst in his new position. This setback notwithstanding, we narrators would like to reassure our valued readers that all the characters in this book will, in fact, die, and that your new narrator will be totally trustworthy and deliver, without fail, a satisfactory and death-filled conclusion to this unfortunately morbid tale. Your new narrator’s name is Gill. Here he is now. Gill?

Oh, hiya, reader. How are you? My name’s Gill. First of all, let me reassure you that you’re in great hands here, absolutely great hands, even though I don’t have any. Ha! Little joke of mine. I’m Gill, and I’ve been narrating in this industry for more than 30 years, since before a lot of these amateurs I work with were even born! It’s been a bumpy ride, let me tell you. I remember narrating An Introduction to Narration itself back in ’89. Tough job, but I saw it through. Anyway, you strike me as the kind of go-get-’em, no-nonsense reader who wants to get back to the story, so let’s cut the chit-chat and hop right into it. Let me just say before we begin that I am a professional, and unlike my two predecessors, when I say that all the characters are going to die, I really mean it. You’ve got nothing to worry about. And if you need any extra narration, like some more exposition or a descriptive paragraph here or there, just shout, “hey, Gill!” and I’ll be more than happy to make that happen for you.

That said, let’s dive back into the story.

The traffic on the way to Big Game Stadium was terrible, but Dr. Saw zealously cut a swathe through the jams by blaring the ambulance siren and flinging donuts and stethoscopes at the heads of other drivers, and he quickly made it to the stadium. Big Game Stadium, at first glance, appeared to be a stadium much like any other in the world. It was a huge, elevated center that towered above a highway and parking lot, littered with street lights, and a ticket stand. The stadium itself was a monstrosity of gray steel, shaped like a V, with bleachers high up on either end of the field, declining to a narrow nadir in the center. From a distance, you could see people in the seats. It looked like a sell-out crowd.

Thomas, who had never been here before, took his camera out and snapped a few pictures of the stadium, the architecture contest still bulging, tumor-like, in the back of his mind. He thought the stadium looked like any other large reconfigurable stadium in the world, where one might play football, or baseball, or maybe soccer. He couldn’t have been more wrong.

Big Game borough was the center of all sports in Big Mistake, and the center of Big Game was Big Game Stadium - which was the formal name, since all major companies had refused to bid on the naming rights, even when put under considerable duress by the local government. Major companies, like Apple and Google and Walmart, had refused to bid on the stadium name because those conventional sports Thomas had imagined played here, like lacrosse or field hockey or basketball, were, in fact, never played here. Instead, the city of Big Mistake had a long and storied tradition of making up its own sports.

In deference to the people of Big Bones, the official municipal sport of Big Mistake was competitive obesity. This was a lot like competitive eating, but instead of eating anything, fat people simply showed up and were weighed, and whoever was the fattest won. Sadly, the 18-year reigning champion of competitive obesity, Zeppelin-Shaped Bob, was found to be illegally consuming bacon and disqualified, disappointing fans everywhere. Nevertheless, a scramble to gain weight has broken out across the city (in the figurative sense, obviously, serious competitive obesity athletes do as little scrambling as possible), and children, tears in their eyes, tell their parents that they want to be fat when they grow up. Less inspiring is when parents, nursing their own failed dreams of becoming competitive obesity champions, having lost weight over the years and transformed into tragically thin, muscly figures, push their innocent children into becoming competitive obesity champions. To fulfill their parents’ vicarious ambitions, these poor children are forced to go to McDonalds five days a week and drink seas of milkshakes and eat mountains of Big Macs in the hopes that some day later in life, they’ll have a shot at the big leagues - in more than one sense of the phrase.

Some commentators have observed that competitive obesity champions are just really fat people and serve as poor role models for impressionable children in this day and age, and that the sport is probably fueling the city-wide obesity epidemic, which is rapidly becoming a municipal emergency. In a shock decision, the TI-84 that runs the city has computed that such talk is seditious, and criticism of competitive obesity is now punishable by death. The obesity epidemic marches, or perhaps I should say waddles, on.

Dr. Saw pulled the ambulance up to the entrance to the stadium, where a security guard held out his hand and stopped them. He glanced from Mal, who was pumping his shotgun vigorously, to Kevin, who was trying to remember what courts he was in contempt of, to Saw, who had a half-eaten donut in one hand and a surgical drill in the other.

“The stadium’s sold out,” the guard told them perfunctorily. “No one gets in without a ticket.”

“You have to let us in,” Thomas said. “We’re an ambulance, and it’s an emergency.”

“Yeah, it’s an emergency,” agreed Dr. Saw between donut bites. “Let us in.”

“What’s the emergency?”

“One of the umpires is dying, of, uh, syphilis,” said Saw. “And scurvy of the, uh, major, venous, uh, dog.”

There was a long pause.

“Also you have to let us in because we have guns,” Mal said helpfully.

There was another pregnant pause.

“Well, okay,” the guard said, and waved them through.

They quickly parked. As they did, Mal spotted a gray-haired old lady standing in the parking lot. She walked with a cane, stumbling, and was having difficulty crossing the streets which were busy with confusing traffic, cars backing up and parking, and fat people bouncing along the aisles.

“Excuse me, young man,” she said to Mal. “I need to get to the stadium. My grandson is competing tonight. Would you mind helping me cross the street?”

“Not at all, ma’am,” Mal said courteously. “I’d be more than happy to help you cross the street, but maybe you could do me a little favor first?”

“What’s that?”

“Kill me,” he said, then pumped his shotgun and handed it to her.

“I don’t know,” she said, sounding uncertain. “If I kill you, when will you help me cross the street?”

“Oh, I’ll do it after,” Mal said dismissively.

The woman continued to dither.

“How do I use a shotgun again?” she said, peering down her spectacles at it. “Do I pump it?”

“No, you pull the trigger,” said Mal.

“Hm... I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe this isn’t such a good idea.”

“Oh, for God’s sake,” Mal said. “Thomas, give me the black phone so I can alter her to make her evil so she wants to kill me.”

“No,” Thomas said.

“Here you go,” said Kevin, who had stolen the phone from Thomas’ back pocket.

Mal started to tap furiously on the phone and took the old woman’s picture. She twitched.

“Why are you helping him?” demanded Thomas.

“There’s a lawsuit in this,” Kevin said enthusiastically.

“And a surgery!” added Saw.

“And a grave!” shouted someone from Dig Deep from an aisle over, waving a shovel.

The woman pointed the shotgun at Mal and pulled the trigger. Nothing happened.

“Oh yeah,” Mal said. “It’s out of ammunition. Right. Give me that.”

He snatched the weapon away from her and walked away muttering about the waste of time. After some indecision, Thomas decided to go help the woman across the street himself, whereupon she kicked him in the shins and ran away cackling. Swearing to himself, Thomas went to rejoin his own group.

Thomas and the others made their way into the stadium, ducking their way around ticket-checkers at the main entrance and weaving past tons of thin people wearing the jerseys of the obesity champions they sycophantically idolized. However, because the stadium was sold out and they didn’t actually have seats, Thomas wasn’t sure where they should go. He paused by one of the many, many hotdog stands you will find in a competitive obesity stadium and watched a little television that the stadium management had helpfully put up. It was playing pre-game commercials.

“This is the Menshave Super5 TurboRazor,” said a commercial, showing a multi-bladed razor sliding along the hairy neck of an unshaven male model. “It has five blades, and can shave the roughest imaginable beards. It can even shave sandpaper! And if you don’t make your loan payments, we’re going to use it to cut your face open. This has been a commercial from the collections department of the Big Money Bank.”

Thomas glanced around him.

“Well, we’re in the stadium, but we forgot to ask Billy where we’d find this William guy,” said Thomas. “There must be 20,000 people here.”

“I’ll bet we could cut that down to 10,000 pretty quickly,” Mal replied, drumming his fingers on his shotgun.

“You’re out of ammo,” Kevin reminded him.

“Oh yeah,” Mal said. “Whoops.”

The commercial changed on the TV. It showed a woman with droopy eyes collapsing and snoozing on a bed.

“Do you suffer from narcolepsy? Falling asleep everywhere? Can’t keep your eyes open? Feeling drowsy during the day, as you drive, work, or talk? If so, hello, Mr. Atlaw! You’re wanted at the courthouse.”

“Oops,” Kevin said. “I forgot I had a grand theft alpaca trial today.”

He didn’t move.

“Shouldn’t you go to the courthouse?” Thomas asked after a pause.

“Eh, it’s fine,” said Kevin. “My client did it. Why should I bother showing up to defend him?”

The next commercial showed a bunch of flashes of light and vibrant colors as a chirpy announcer’s voice rang out.

“Gotta catch ‘em all!” the announcer said jauntily. “This has been a reminder about the recent prison break...”

Several more commercials played, advertising things like smartphones, bacon grills, alpaca spit collectors, and spiritual redemption after you’d bought the previous three things, and then, finally, it cut to a shot of the playing field. Doors opened on every side of the stadium, and vehicles began to pour out. Thomas watched as a line of bulldozers, dump trucks, and industrial cranes slowly trundled their way into the stadium bearing an array of the fattest athletics champions Thomas had ever seen. An announcer was saying something, but his voice was drowned out by the roar of the crowd as the reigning champion arrived on the back of a flatbed railroad car.

Though his eyes wanted to stay glued to the spectacle, Thomas managed to tear himself away from the screen and focused on the task at hand.

“Let’s spread out and try to find the wallet-thief,” Thomas said. “If you spot him anywhere in this stadium, call me on my cell phone, and I’ll come get my wallet back.”

“What if he doesn’t have your wallet anymore?” asked Kevin.

“Then at least I’ll find out what he did with it,” Thomas said. “Come on. Power’s somewhere in this stadium. Get on it.”

All four spread out in different directions, and Thomas, vaguely wondering if Billy had been lying about Power, worked his way down to a lower level, nearly to field height.

Competitive obesity is a very exciting sport, especially with the possibility that any participant might drop dead of heart disease at any moment, but it’s not a very long one. In reality, matches solely consist of all of the entrants showing up to the competition, being weighed, and leaving again. While the people of Big Bones, Big Game, and Big Mistake in general love the sport to death (often literally), the fact is that you can’t expect people to show up for the stadium just for that. Thus, competitive obesity is coupled with other sports in Big Mistake, with exhibition games being played while the champs warm up for their dramatic weigh-ins. This run-up builds tension and suspense for the results of the final, decisive measurement. Champions and challengers are weighed one by one, in order of seeding, between matches of the exhibition sports.

The announcer shouted something that Thomas couldn’t make out, and a huge horde of people poured out onto the field. They weren’t all athletes from one sport. Rather, they were exhibition athletes in a hundred different uniforms and colors, of all different heights, weights, and dispositions. Some were short, others tall, some large, some small. Some were children. Some walked onto the stadium grass bearing giant books; others wore glasses. Some were elderly. Some were dead.

Thomas was dimly aware that sports like football and baseball weren’t played in Big Mistake and briefly wondered what was played instead. In fact, Big Mistake had invented endless numbers of its own sports through a process known as gamification.

Gamification is the process of transforming what was once thought of as a tedious but necessary task into a game, thereby making it more bearable for the people who have to do it, and also turning it into a source of amusement for people who wish to spectate. A conspicuous recent example is the advent of Pokémon Go, which gamified walking and jogging by making it possible to catch rare Pokémon by visiting sites around the city. However, gamification is much older than Pokémon Go. In fact, it dates back to ancient Roman times, when it occurred to Emperor Octavian Augustus that since he was sending all those gladiators to die fighting lions and each other anyway, he might as well build a massive Coliseum where people could watch it and cheer, thereby distracting everyone from the question of what had happened to all the lions and gladiators they’d use to know. The gamification of gladiator fighting was a massive success. Gladiators and lions alike fought much harder before the cheering crowd, and Roman aristocrats were willing to pay entire denarii for standing-room only spots in a sold-out Coliseum. Another older, but less verifiable, example comes to us from ancient Greece, with the invention of the marathon. Before Philippides, people thought running all the way from Marathon to Athens, uttering a single word, then dying of exhaustion was a bit on the tedious side. However, cunning Olympic promoters began to frame the marathon as a competition, where athletes would try to outpace each other to the finish line. Suddenly, runners from all across Greece were lining up to run the marathon, and the gamification of the marathon proved so successful that the ancient Greeks were able to significantly cut the distance of the run down to 26 miles and eliminate the dying of exhaustion as unnecessary.

There are plenty of other examples from early history. The ancient Mayans convinced thousands of people to volunteer for being sacrificed alive to their bloodthirsty gods by reframing the ritualistic murder of a tribute as a ball game, which proved so wildly popular we still play ball games and sacrifice players’ tendons to the gods of sports to this very day. Pharaoh Khufu of Ancient Egypt doubled the speed of the construction of the ancient Pyramid at Giza by convincing his workers that it was a competition between them and the space aliens to see who could finish it first. Gilgamesh convinced his subjects to fight much harder in wars by inventing the idea of keeping score, and declaring a “winner” at the end of the war, whereas it was all previously just considered a bloody mess. Centuries later, Edward the Confessor gamified missionary work by telling his priests that the person to convert the most pagans would not only “win” the game, but be the first into heaven and win a high-quality Tupperware set and a canoe. The pages of history are totally littered with instances of gamification.

Today, gamification is even being used in industry. For example, suppose you have a nuclear reactor that you don’t want to melt down. Instead of just installing a safety technician in the control room and telling him to keep a steady hand on the control rods, you could gamify the task by telling him that you are keeping score. For every day in which the nuclear reactor does not melt down, he scores one point, and, every day in which it does melt down, he loses one point. At the end of the decade, whoever has the most points wins! This system is so effective that there has not been a nuclear reactor meltdown in the United States since the game was invented.

Big Mistake has taken the next logical step by gamifying every-day activities and turning them into spectator sports, with the philosophy that even the most mundane tasks can be transformed into fun athletic competitions. Thanks to this point of view and the tireless efforts of Big Idea’s gamification engineers, Big Game Stadium now offers sports constructed out of ordinary life. They include: Rhythmic alcoholism, synchronized hostage negotiation, cross-country homelessness, Greco-Roman sleeping, speed architecture, slalom used car sales, the 100m coal mining, the petroleum engineering biathlon, competitive social tolerance, Olympic aircraft landing, 3-on-3 religious confession, competitive tax evasion, track goat-licking, equestrian bowling, high altitude diplomacy, team blood donation, extreme jury tampering, 1000m racial guilt, professional fidget spinning, women’s wiretapping, and, of course, long-distance fingernail chewing. It goes without saying that alpaca herding is also a traditional sport in Big Mistake, but this wasn’t a gamified version of anything - it was invented purely for athletic purposes. Competitive politician punching was banned when it threatened the strength of the currency and is now punishable by death.

These new wave gamification-derived sports all proved wildly successful in Big Mistake, especially the competitive sleeping, which is now available in four different varieties (Greco-Roman, Eastern, Modern, and free-style sleeping), and interest in all these activities, particularly sleeping, massively increased as they were introduced to Big Game stadium. It’s not unusual to see fans falling asleep in the bleachers in support of their favorite athletes.

Based on this wild success, the entertainment scientists and athletics philosophers at the Institute for Higher Specious Reasoning took the concept even further. If they could interest the general public in mundane activities just by gamifying them, why not use it to make people interested in things that furthered social good? For example, what if to catch Pokémon in Pokémon Go, you had to pick up garbage? The streets would be clean in no time! Pokémon garbage collection never caught on as a sport, but the idea stuck. Being men of learning and academia and more than a little pretension, Big Ideas’ scientists decided that the greatest social good was education. To rectify the worrying drop in attendance to the Institute, they then began to gamify academic subjects and fields of study. Thanks to their tireless efforts, Big Mistake now has lots of new gamified academic sports to enjoy. Equestrian statistics, aquatic accounting, ballroom chemistry, the 10 km biology-athlon, philosophical ju jitsu, ice demography, the 100m men’s Women’s Studies, political gymnastics, BMX finance, indoor geography, freestyle formal logic, competitive theology, wakeboarding archaeology, the medical shotput, culinary science shooting, and, of course, economic darts - all are now subjects/athletic events at the Institute/Stadium, and thousands of people turn out to cheer wildly for them, heavily because failing to cheer wildly is punishable by death in Big Mistake.

On the field, for the exhibition match before the weigh-in, people were hauling strange L-shaped furniture onto the field. They looked a little like weight-lifter’s benches, in Thomas’ opinion, but they were larger. He had no time to contemplate their purpose as he ran laps around the stadium looking for William. As he did, Thomas was totally unaware that he had invented a new sport, the running-while-looking-for-someone, that would have been cheered on and enjoyed by generations of Big Mistake citizens if only he had stopped to tell anyone about it, which he didn’t.

At last, Thomas admitted defeat. He hadn’t found the blonde, blue-eyed man with the #1 on the back of his hand, or even anyone closely answering that description. He called Mal and Kevin on his phone and, together with Saw, they met outside the official hotdog stand of the municipal competitive obesity league. “Breakfast of Champions,” said a slogan plastered over the stand.

When Mal, Kevin, and Saw had all arrived, Thomas sighed deeply and rubbed the back of his head.

“Even if William is here, there’s no way we’ll search the whole stadium,” said Thomas. “We need to work smarter, not harder.”

“Why?” Kevin asked brightly.

Thomas sighed again. How could they find a single person in the stadium? Feeling dizzy and confused, he stared down at the field. On the field, a bunch of bespectacled people in suits were lying down on the weight lifting bench-shaped things.

“What’s going on down there?” he asked.

“It’s the 1-on-1 competitive psychology,” Mal told him. “First one to gain power of attorney over the other wins.”

The camera focused on one pair of psychologists, a man wearing a bowtie and a woman in a very long skirt. Both wore glasses and had notepads out and were leaning back on their respective couches.

“I guess my problem is that I have an irrational desire to murder anyone who tries to treat my psychological illnesses,” said the woman. The bowtied man frowned and scribbled something down.

“I see,” he said. “And how long have you hated your mother? Remember, there are no right or wrong answers, just answers that can get you institutionalized.”

On another set of couches sat a man with a pointy beard and a similarly bearded woman.

“Let’s talk about you,” the woman was saying. “How long have you suffered from delusions that psychology is a real field of scientific inquiry?”

The man gave a world-weary sigh.

“I think it all started when I was six years old and I diagnosed my imaginary friend with multiple personality disorder.”

On another couch sat an astonishingly short young lady next to an older woman with frizzy hair.

“How do you think your ugliness has contributed to your failure in life and your dog’s decision to hang itself?” asked the older woman.

“My dog didn’t hang itself,” the short woman said with a frown.

“So why don’t you think it was your fault your dog hanged itself?”

The next area over didn’t have a couch, but had a table with a brick on it. The reasons for this require a little explanation.

There is a famous test in psychology called the “marshmallow test.” It was popularized by a TED talk and follow-up TED interpretative dance. The marshmallow test went something like this. Give a toddler a marshmallow, and tell the toddler that if he or she can resist the urge to eat it for five minutes, then you will give him or her a second marshmallow, and the toddler will be allowed to eat both. Many toddlers were deeply upset by this test and burst into tears while trying to resist the urge to eat the marshmallow, but it was highly necessary for the progress of psychology, because the test proved that psychologists enjoy inflicting arbitrary suffering on children. It also, supposedly, was a predictor of success. The architects of the study claimed that the children who resisted eating the marshmallow were much, much more successful later in life.

However, like many famous results in pop science, the marshmallow test failed to replicate and scrutiny revealed that the original psychologists had used a severely flawed methodology and failed to control for various critical external factors. Thus, the marshmallow test has recently been replaced with the all-new brick test. The way the brick test goes is this: if you give someone a brick, and he or she resists the urge to eat it for five minutes, he or she will be much more successful later in life than those who did eat the brick.

At the table, a psychologist was ravenously chewing on a brick.

Through the distortions of the television, Thomas could even hear another man he couldn’t see saying, “well, you’re a psychologist. What kind of schizophrenia do you think you have?”

This went on and on as the psychologists blabbed to each other and one or two were occasionally carted away, gibbering insanely in a straight jacket - much as they’d been when they came in. A lighted billboard behind the game showed the words, “Competitive Psychology is Proudly Sponsored by the Euthanasia Clinic!”

“You ever think about getting a psychologist, Mal?” asked Thomas.

“Nah,” Mal said. “Not since my last psychologist went crazy. Did you ever consider competitive psychology as a sport, Thomas?”

“No, I’d never heard of it before just now. I was on the competitive astronomy team in high school. Person to spot as many objects as possible at the given range in the given sky wins.”

“Yeah, I know what competitive astronomy is,” Mal said. “What event did you do?”

“100 km.”

“Naked eye, astrolabe, or Schmidt-Cassegrain?”

“Newtonian.”

“Eww,” said Mal.

“Don’t knock it; it’s what I was good at,” Thomas said with a frown. “Taught me all about lenses. What about you, Kevin? What sport did you play?”

“I was my league free-style sleeping champion in college,” Kevin said proudly. “They had to use a steel baseball bat with spikes sticking out to wake me up.”

“Figures. You, Dr. Saw?”

“Rhythmic heart surgery,” Saw said, nodding. “I had plenty of trouble. A lot of the patients kept screaming about how they didn’t want a left ventricle assist device, but I showed them. In a way it’s too bad, because I wanted to be a competitive obesity champion when I was little, but I just never made the cut.” He took another bite out of a donut. “What about you, Mal?”

“Oh, I was vice-captain of my high school competitive suicide team,” Mal said.

“Wow,” said Saw.

“Eh, it’s not all that impressive. The year I was vice-captain, we lost every game in the season. Other teams in our league were all doping. Our captain was wracked with guilt that he’d done so badly. The regrets drove him to suicide.” 

Mal had a faraway look in his eyes.

“Tragic,” he said. Then, he added, “the judges only gave him 4 out of 10.”

Everyone nodded their understanding. As he stared mournfully off into the distance, an idea struck Thomas in much the same way Thomas would have liked to strike Kevin, given the opportunity and a promise there would be no lawsuit.

“I know how we can cover more ground more quickly,” Thomas said to Mal. “Do you still have that black cell phone?”

Mal rolled his eyes.

“I’m not going to lose something that can reprogram people’s souls, Tom. That’s why I gave it to Kevin for safekeeping.”

With some trepidation, Thomas turned to Kevin.

“Do you have-”

“-what’s a phone?” Kevin said.

“I haven’t even asked you yet,” Thomas said with fury.

“Ha, I was just messing with you,” Mal said with a grin that could have shamed a Great White. “I do have the cell phone. What do you want to do with it?”

“Start changing people so they want to help us look,” said Thomas.

Mal put his hands on his hips.

“Thomas Truman, I’m surprised at you,” he said. “Altering people’s souls just so you get your wallet back? Changing the very nature of what it is to be alive and human?” Mal broke into a vast smile. “I love it.”

He walked up to the first man he saw, a man in a baseball cap with the names of his favorite philosophical ju-jitsu champions on it.

“Hello, sir,” Mal said, his voice as trustworthy as a creaking rope bridge. “Would you please help us look for a missing friend of ours?”

“Gee, sorry, fella,” the man said. “I’m waiting for the obesity-”

Mal entered some information into the smartphone and the man twitched.

“Sure,” the man said. “I’d be happy to help.”

Mal told him about Will Power, then practically skipped away, cackling.

“This may have been a bad idea,” said Thomas.

“Don’t worry,” said Kevin. “When you think about it, all ideas are bad ideas.”

“That’s what the malpractice board keeps telling me about mine,” Dr. Saw agreed.

Mal had soon reprogrammed dozens, if not hundreds, of people to help him in the search. He’d either got much faster at typing or figured out how to do whole crowds at once.

It wasn’t long before the man in the baseball cap ran back up to Thomas, panting.

“I found him,” the man in the cap told Thomas.

“Were is he?” Thomas asked.

“Up in the #1 Booth,” the man said, pointing out across the stadium.

“Of course!” Thomas whispered. He tilted his head up, looking towards the afternoon sky. There, beneath the burning corona of the sun, was the #1 box, the largest box in the stadium. Through the glare and the solar radiance, Thomas could just barely make out a man in the box - a blonde, blue-eyed man, with a smile on his face. It was the smug smile of satisfaction of a man who had successfully stolen a wallet.

“Mal, do you still have your shotgun?” asked Thomas.

“No,” Mal said. “I left it in the ambulance.”

“Well, go get it, and your pistol, and your scalpel, and your taser, and any other weapons you brought.”

“Oh, I still have all of them,” Mal reassured Thomas. “Why do you need them?”

“Because we’re going to get my wallet back,” Thomas said.

And then they all died.





Chapter 26: How to Avoid Falling in Love With A Beautiful Hologram




Hey, reader. I hope I’m not breaking the flow of the story by checking in with you right now. It’s Gill, your narrator. I just wanted to make sure you were still doing okay. Anything I can get for you? Coffee? Tea? Gum? Maybe a little exposition? Or, I could re-weight the characters, if you’re into that kind of thing. If you want to hear more from Kevin, I can make that happen for you. Or maybe you want a genre shift? Give the word and this can be a western, or a romance, or even be narrated in Korean. It’s up to you. The customer’s always right. Do you want any of that? Alright. I just wanted to make sure everything was good with you before the climatic confrontation between Thomas and William T. O. Power. Okay, great. I hope you have an amazing time with this chapter. I do accept tips, by the way, and remember to recommend me as a narrator to your friends. Oh, and keep in the back of your mind that all the characters will die in due course. That’s coming right up. Now, back to that climax I mentioned.

Mal tossed the shotgun to Thomas, who pumped it - though it was still empty - and broke into a run. He had to catch William Power before he got away. Mal, Kevin, and Saw all jogged behind him.

“Man,” Saw said, out of breath. “This is really hard. I can barely eat my donuts. Maybe we should stop, you guys. Jogging’s really bad for you, you know?”

“There’s no time to worry about medical advice now,” Mal said enthusiastically. “Thomas is gonna kill someone.”

“I’m not going to kill anyone,” Thomas snapped. “I’m getting my wallet back, and I want answers about the rest of all this crazy stuff that’s been going on, and that’s all.”

“Gee, Thomas,” Kevin said, scratching the back of his head. “Why do you even want your wallet back so badly?”

“Because when an alpaca spits on you, you spit right back,” Thomas said insanely.

“I sued an alpaca for damages from public indecency once,” Kevin said as they went, then added, “I lost.”

They had raced around to the other side of the stadium, looking for a way up to box #1. Thomas skidded to a stop, one hand on the wooden stock of the shotgun. There were a set of elevators. For a moment, Thomas just stared at them in confusion and fear.

“Come on, what are you afraid of?” Mal taunted him. “That elevator’s not going to hurt you. You have a shotgun.”

He walked up to the elevator and banged on the “up” button, so it would take them up to box #1. After a wait, a bass rumbling heralded the arrival of the elevator. The doors slid open, and the four men crowded inside. Mal pressed the button for the skybox. The doors closed.

A wave of claustrophobia crashed over Thomas. He started for the door and began to pound on it.

“Let me out,” he shouted.

“Fear of elevators?” asked Dr. Saw. “Wow, that’s a pretty good phobia. Maybe you should take up competitive psychology.”

“Will that cure his fear of elevators?” Kevin asked cheerily.

“Of course,” Dr. Saw said. “But only after they make it, much, much worse.”

The elevator began to lurch upward. Thomas felt his heart rate double, like he’d just turned into a squirrel. Then his blood pressure doubled, like he’d just taken up competitive obesity.

“I think I’m having another heart attack,” Thomas said, clutching his chest.

Dr. Saw took his pulse.

“Yeah, that could be a problem,” Saw said. “Let’s give you a heart transplant. Which one of their hearts do you want?”

He gestured at Mal and Kevin. Thomas seized up and made a frightened gagging noise.

“This is just like the Wizard of Oz,” Kevin said. “Thomas needs a heart, and Mal needs a conscience.”

“And you need a brain,” said Mal.

“And I need a medical degree,” added Saw.

“We’re trapped in here,” said Thomas. “No escape.”

“Yes, that’s good,” Dr. Saw said. “You’re making sense. Just focus on that one point. No escape. No escape at all. Just a multi-story plunge into a black abyss of despair and heavy machinery, and no chance of survival.”

Thomas began to hyperventilate. His vision blurred. He felt hideous terror coursing through him. His muscles seized, and he dropped his shotgun. The strength vanished from his legs and he fell to his knees, retching on the floor as he tried to stop himself from panicking to the point of death.

“Do you want me to give you mouth to mouth?” Dr. Saw asked, observing he was hyperventilating.

Thomas declined by punching him in the knee.

“I think that means no,” said Mal.

“We’re all going to die,” said Thomas, curling up into a little ball on the floor as he did. The throes of the panic attack seized him.

“Yes, that’s very true,” Saw said philosophically. “We all die. To live is to die. What goes up must come down. Very much like an elevator, really.”

Thomas could barely breathe.

Now, it is worth mentioning for the second point in the book (the first time this was mentioned by your original narrator) that the fear of elevators is irrational. Elevators are arguably the safest method of transit in the world. The chances of dying due to elevator failure are .0000001%, so low and insignificant as to be a virtual statistical impossibility. In fact, there has only ever been one case of an elevator’s braking system fatally failing in the entirety of US history.

Of course, there’s always that second time to worry about.

Kevin, who was trying to teach himself to read by looking over the elevator inspection documentation posted on the wall, suddenly noticed that the permit was expired. He also noticed that the insurer was listed as the Duncan Nye All insurance company.

As Thomas painfully panicked on the floor, there was a deafening snapping sound. The elevator cables splintered and were rent asunder. Then, just as had happened when they got in, there was a sickening lurch. The elevator began to plummet down, down, down into the deadly abyss below the stadium.

And then they all died.





Chapter 27: The Kepler-38 Binary Star System and What It Tastes Like




Down, down, down the elevator plummeted, grating sickeningly against the rails like the claws of a cat on a chalkboard that’s owned by mice. The horrible screech of metal against metal sounded like the scream of some otherworldly beast that has just received a parking ticket.

Thomas sobbed and curled up onto the floor in sheer terror.

Dr. Saw chewed on his donut and dug around his pocket for some tranquilizing bacon to give to Thomas to abort his panic attack.

Kevin was asleep.

Mal was giggling to himself. He was the one who’d sabotaged the elevator cables when they’d split up earlier.

“Wow, he’s really dedicated to competitive sleeping, isn’t he?” Dr. Saw remarked, glancing at Kevin. “I’d almost think he’s doping.” He took another bite out of his donut.

“Nope,” Mal said. “He’s just a natural.”

“Anyway, I think Thomas is right,” Saw said. “We’re about to die.”

“Finally!” Mal said. “Quick, this is our chance to be racist without anyone judging us for it later.”

“What?” Saw said, blinking. “Why would we want to-”

“I think Latinos are stupider than Mexicans. What do you think?”

Fortunately for Thomas, he didn’t have to think about any of these things because he’d passed out from fear. In his mind’s eye, he saw a bright flash. He was seven years old, standing in his back garden one cool evening with his father. Both he and his father were carrying shovels.

“Do you remember what I always tell you, son?” his father asked.

“If an alpaca spits on you, you spit right back,” said Thomas.

“Yeah, well, it didn’t work this time,” said his father. “Help me bury this alpaca before your mother finds out.”

Thomas and his father started to dig feverishly.

“How’d it die, Dad?” asked Thomas.

“Drowned,” his father said perfunctorily.

The digging was hard work. When they were four feet down, Thomas paused and leaned on his shovel, panting.

“Dad, can I ask you something?” 

“Sure, son.”

“What should I do if I’m ever afraid? I mean, really afraid of something?”

Thomas’ father paused in his frenzied excavation of what had been a tulip patch and turned back to Thomas. There, in the light of the moon, with an upside-down flower bed and the body of a dead alpaca in the background, Thomas felt his father clap one large hand on his little shoulder.

“Son, is this about elevators again?”

Thomas nodded. Thomas’ father stared him right in the eyes.

“Listen, Thomas. I don’t want you to go through life afraid. Don’t be afraid of elevators, or clowns, or venomous snakes, or electrocution, or muggers, or spontaneous combustion, or car accidents, or lead in the water supply, or touching a hot stove, or running with scissors, or nuclear war. You don’t have to be. Do you know why you don’t have to be, son?”

“No, Dad. Why?”

“Because death is not that bad,” said his father.

There was a pause.

“I don’t think that’s very good advice, Dad,” said Thomas.

“Okay, wait, let me rephrase that,” his father said. “What I meant was, because if you go through life afraid, you’ll never have truly lived, because all the good parts of life require leaps of courage. It doesn’t matter if its love, or chasing your dreams, or fighting an alpaca - it all requires courage. So whenever you feel afraid, son, I want you to do something. Do you have that wallet I gave you?”

“Yeah,” Thomas said, taking out the plain, brown wallet.

“Hold onto this wallet,” his father said. “Get a good, firm grip on it, and tell yourself you’re not afraid.”

There was a long pause, halfway through which the alpaca they were trying to bury got back up, coughing and spluttering up liquids of various colors.

“Oh, thank goodness,” his father said. “It’s not dead. I was so afraid it was dead.”

Then, the alpaca tried to headbutt his father, and there was another bright flash.

Thomas, feeling very confused, lifted himself off the floor of the elevator. He wasn’t breathing hard. His heart rate felt normal. His blood no longer thundered in his veins and pulsed against his mind. He felt calm, steady, awake, and alive.

“-and that’s why I think Mongoloids shoplift,” Mal continued to Dr. Saw. “I also think Arabs have poor hand-eye coordination.”

Screeching filled the elevator. They were still falling.

Looking around, Thomas saw a panel on the wall and wrenched it open. Behind the panel was a lever with the label, “emergency brake,” on it.

All elevators in the United States are equipped with emergency braking systems. Modern models fire automatically, but this system was extremely out of date because the Big Game Stadium had used up their whole elevator budget reinforcing the main extra-wide lift for the competitive obesity champions.

Thomas threw the switch.

“I think I just overcame my fear of elevators,” he told Mal.

“Yeah, well, I never had a fear of elevators,” Mal said. “So there. Don’t go around thinking you’re better than me.”

The sudden deceleration caused the floor to push against them, like an eager dog or alpaca. A moment later, the elevator crashed to a halt, jarring everyone inside.

There was a long silence.

Kevin woke up, yawning, then looked around blearily.

“Oh,” he said vaguely. “Did we live?”

“Yes,” Mal acknowledged with disappointment.

“Too bad,” Kevin said, then went back to sleep.

“Can you inject something directly into his heart that would keep him awake?” Mal said with curiosity.

“Sure,” said Dr. Saw. “How long do you want him to be awake for?”

“Rest of his life.”

“How long’s that going to be?”

“Let me think about it,” replied Mal.

The elevator doors opened.

Slowly, Thomas, Mal, and Saw got out of the elevator; Mal dragged Kevin behind him.

Thomas blinked. Wherever they were looked nothing like the stadium. It was a brightly artificially lit, lime green corridor, leading up to what looked like a storefront or the entrance to a welcoming office. The office windows facing the corridor were full of television screens, all of them playing various different ads. The sign on the window said, “Big Words Advertising and PR Agency.”

The dirty truth is that sports like competitive psychology, synchronized sleeping, and the alpaca dressage don’t sell themselves. Gamification can only go so far; people actually have to be convinced that what they’re playing is a game, and that’s entirely a matter of perception. What one man considers a game, another may consider a tedious waste of time, like baseball or life itself. For the longest time, Big Game Stadium ran competitive obesity championships and underwater cooking tournaments and synchronized aging exhibitions, but no one showed up to watch them. They needed a way to convince the public that showing up to their events was a cultural necessity - that if they didn’t watch the equestrian telemarketing and the speed lightbulb replacement, they were missing out on something that formed a social anchor for the whole country. Particularly, they needed to push back on the War on Bacon and convince people that obesity was a sport, and while they were at it, they needed to push back on the War on Crime and make people think crime was a sport, and push back on the War on Poverty and make people think it was acceptable to spend $20 on parking and another $40 or $50 on a ticket. For this, they needed an advertising agency.

The most unscrupulous, amoral geniuses in advertising in Big Mistake were the Big Words agency. They were willing to take on any job, no matter how ethically questionable or abhorrent. Big Words had worked for Kim Jong-Eun to improve his image throughout the United States. They had convinced the city that Osama Bin Laden was a humanitarian and benefactor. They had persuaded select members of society that kale tasted like chicken. Now, they took on the task set for them by Big Game Stadium, and moved into a secret underground marketing complex underneath the field. While the competitive obesity champions defiled their images above, Big Words improved them below.

The televisions in the window of the Big Words agency were all tuned to different channels, but Thomas spotted one that was tuned to BMTV1. The same haggard graying-at-the-temples news anchor was still presenting news.

“Tonight, on BMTV1,” he croaked. “Did 9/11 destroy the Hindenburg? Are space aliens slowing down your internet connection? And are begonias out to get you? To tackle at least one of these questions, we sit down today with noted activist and pundit, Mr. Rodney Woods. Woods?”

The camera cut to an insane-looking middle-aged man.

“Begonias!” he shouted hysterically into the camera. “Attacking our routers with their quantum retroviruses! Igniting our hydrogen with exothermic chemistry!” He leaned into the camera, eyes wild and darting, and hissed, “augmenting their roots with our civil engineering degrees.”

“I see,” said the anchor. “Thank you very much for that perspective, Mr. Woods.”

“Begonias, Jim,” said Mr. Woods. “Begonias are always watching.”

“Next up on BMTV1, the trade war with the Vatican escalates as the United States imposes a tariff on Pope hats - but first, does watching BMTV1 make you paranoid? Find out next on this investigative segment from BMTV1, your leader in Big News.”

As it cut to commercials, which was doubtless the point of having the TV tuned to that channel in the first place, Thomas stamped his foot.

“We were so close to getting that William Power,” he said.

“Yeah,” agreed Mal, who had picked up the shotgun and waved it dangerously. “Don’t worry, Thomas. We’ll find another way back up, and then they’ll kill us for sure.”

Thomas raised an eyebrow at him.

“I mean, we’ll kill them for sure,” Mal revised.

“I think we only wanted my wallet back,” Thomas said.

“Okay, we could do that too,” Mal said. “Anyway, let’s go inside and ask them how to get back up to the Stadium.”

Then, without another look back, Mal threw open the door and walked inside. Kevin and Saw followed.

Thomas, with an odd sense of foreboding, followed. It was funny. He’d charged into a police station, and a porklegger hideout, and a gunfight, and a meeting with a shady information broker, and a stadium to confront a man who’d robbed him without a second thought, but now, just this once, he didn’t think going inside was such a good idea.

He was totally wrong, of course. It was fine. Senses of foreboding are finicky like that. In fact, there’s a man in Nevada who lacks a sense of foreboding entirely.

So Thomas reluctantly followed the others into the office.

And then they all died.





Chapter 28: BASE Jumping Outtakes




As they went inside, Thomas immediately noticed that the office was sterile. It was too sterile, in fact. It was creepy. There was no reception desk. It was just tan carpeting, white walls, and a white ceiling. A reciprocating fan on a counter blew air through the office. Everything was lifeless and colorless, except that virtually every square inch of the back wall was covered in a television running some commercial.

In the center of the office was a sterile tan desk, and around that desk sat about ten people. They were examining documents and papers depicting several previews of advertisements under development and had boxes of products stacked high on the desk that they were supposed to be marketing. The ten people were themselves totally normal. The men were wearing black suits and ties, while the women wore dark, long skirts and formal jackets.

Thomas had been running around Big Mistake all day, and between his encounters with people like Chief Harding, with his badge pinned to his rose-colored mustache, and Dr. Saw, with his multicolored coat and star-shaped glasses, and even Will Power, with the #1 tattooed on the back of his hand, Thomas had gotten used to people appearing odd. Suddenly finding a bunch of people who were dressed in perfectly normal office fashion made Thomas feel unsettled. Foreboding swept over him for a second.

Again, he was completely wrong. This was a harmless set of marketing executives, but all the same, he felt vaguely unsettled and started to wish he’d never dropped the shotgun.

A younger marketing executive with slick, dark hair popped up, spotted Kevin, and sprang out of his chair. He rushed up to them.

“Mr. Atlaw, so good to see you again,” he said, wringing Kevin’s hand like he was trying to shake the stupid out of it.

“Again?” Kevin said. “Have I been here before?”

The slick-haired man gave a loud, false, social chuckle. “Hilarious as always, Mr. Atlaw. Step right this way. Your new commercial is done!”

A spark of recognition flared in Kevin’s eyes.

“Oh yeah,” he said excitedly. “I remember now! I run commercials. This is my advertising agency.”

The slick-haired man did his annoying false laugh again. “You are a real joker, Mr. Atlaw, aren’t you? And who are your friends?”

Thomas quickly introduced everybody.

“Pleased to meet you,” the man said. “My name is Al Gab. I’ll show you all Kevin’s new commercial.”

He was leading them into a side room, which, like the main room, was utterly plain except for a single huge television on the wall.

“Now, this was your old commercial,” said Al. He scooped up a remote control and pressed a button. Kevin appeared on the TV.

“I’m the only lawyer in Big Mistake licensed to sue animals, and that’s why you should hire me. Remember, my name is - uh... what was it? Oh yeah, my name is Kevin Atlaw, and I will fight you!”

Al paused the video just as the TV-Kevin fell sleeping onto the floor.

“We felt we could do better than this old commercial,” Al said. “It lacked pizzaz, and we got too many follow-up phone calls from people asking if they could punch you in the face.”

“I was wondering why people kept punching me in the face,” Kevin said, nodding. “It’s like they thought I was a politician or something.”

“Right,” Al said. “So we thought for this new commercial, we could hear less from you, and hear more about you. Our focus groups indicate that greatly lessened people’s desire to fight you. Watch.”

He pressed another button on the remote control. A series of unconnected scenic landscapes, with windswept fields, majestic canyons, beautiful trees, and unspoiled beaches played.

“Oops, that’s the one for the logging industry,” Gab said quickly. “Here’s the one for Mr. Atlaw.”

He pressed a button and a giant, talking pig appeared.

“As a pig myself, I believe the bacon ban is bad for Big Mistake and America,” said the pig. “Since the ban, consumption of pork products has actually increased. That’s why I’m opposed to prohibition on bacon-”

“Whoops, that’s not right either,” Gab said, then pressed another button.

It cut to a camera shot panning over stone steps leading up to an impressive courthouse. Thomas wrinkled his nose at the focus.

“Do you need a vigorous advocate to defend you in court? A possibly qualified professional who gets results? An experienced veteran of dozens of jury trials - a man without peer - a lawyer like no other? Hire Kevin Atlaw, defense specialist, as your attorney today.” It cut to a picture of a gavel with Kevin’s phone number hovering in the background. “This ad was paid for by the County Prosecutor’s Office.”

“It was nice of them to offer to pay for it,” Kevin said at the end. “They said I’ve done so much for them that they wanted to pay me back.”

Thomas shook his head.

“Fine,” he said. “Listen, Mr. Gab, I’m sure this is all very important to Kevin, but I’m trying to make my way up into a box in the stadium-”

“Box #1?” Gab asked slyly.

“Yes,” Thomas said. “How did you know?”

“I work for the Society for the Advancement of Society Members,” Gab said. “Let’s walk over to my office and we’ll chat about it.”

He led them into a different room, a small office with a potted plant. A lot of pictures of products, like staplers and coffee machines and automatic defibrillators, coated the wall. The office had two desks, and the other was occupied by a brown-haired man who was talking to himself under his breath.

“This is my office,” Gab said, sliding down into a leather-backed chair. “For space reasons, I have to share it. This is my officemate, Snyder. Snyder is our chief wordsmith.”

Snyder stopped talking to himself and greeted them with a wave.

“I’m a professional word inventor,” Snyder said.

“Have you invented any good ones recently?” Saw asked. “Like antimalpractice?”

“No, not that one, but I did have a few snappy ones this week,” Snyder said. “Like maliciodal and frukupop and crispnihilation.”

“Crispnihilation?” Thomas repeated.

“Sure, it was for this cereal,” said Snyder, then reached under his desk and pulled out a medium-sized cardboard box of cereal with pictures of brown wheat flakes and milk all over it. “Ceredibles - they’ll crispnihilate your flavoricles!” Snyder said proudly. “That was a real rousing success. They loved it. Now, I’m trying to come up with something with flair for a new product.”

“What is it?” Kevin asked.

“Well, you know, with the bacon ban, there’s a lot of demand for bacon-flavored things that technically contain no bacon, like bacon-flavored bread or bacon-flavored ice cream, bacon-flavored heart pills, that kind of thing. A client wants me to come up with a name for these.”

He reached under his desk and produced a plastic box of bullets.

“Bacon-flavored bullets,” Snyder announced.

Kevin popped one into his mouth and sucked on it.

“Mmm,” he said. “Tastes like freedom.”

“Nice,” Snyder said. “They’ll baconize your freedomunitions.”

“And what do you do here?” Mal asked Gab.

“Well, I mainly handle our PR work,” Gab explained. “We don’t just do product advertising. We also handle ad campaigns for people whose reputations might need a little bit of help. Everyone always talks about faking their own deaths, but only I can help you fake your own life. Take Kevin, for example, or just look at some of my many past, satisfied clients.”

He reached into his desk and pulled out a binder, which held huge pictures of all his previous clients. The first page was a huge picture of Kim Jong Eun from an angle that made Thomas die a little inside. The irony was the picture showed Kim Jong Eun making rather a lot of people die a little outside.

“So you work for North Korea,” Mal said, noting the picture.

“Aren’t they a murderous regime that slaughtered, starved, enslaved, kidnapped, imprisoned, or executed thousands of people?” asked Thomas.

“We prefer it if you think of them as ‘differently peaceful,’” said Gab.

“And you worked to improve Kim Jong Eun’s image directly,” supposed Thomas.

“I did.”

“I heard he had his uncle viciously executed and gassed his brother to death in an international airport,” Mal recalled.

“Mr. Kim has a post-family mentality,” Gab agreed, still giving them his fake social smile. “You can think of him as being differently family oriented. In fact, a lot of what I do is getting people to think about my clients in different terms. For example, when I was working with Mr. Atlaw to improve his image, I heard a lot about how his clients were satisfied.”

He turned a page in the binder to show Kevin snoozing in court while his protesting client was carted away in handcuffs.

“The caption says that guy was found guilty of murder after he double-parked,” said Thomas.

“Ah, but that’s the important part!” said Gab. “Don’t think of him as being guilty. Think of him as being differently innocent. He’d probably find the term felon very offensive. He’s a felon-American.”

“Maybe the jury was biased against him because he’s black,” said Mal. “I know I would be.”

“Ah, that’s another important part,” said Gab. “Don’t think of him as being black. Think of him as differently white.”

“Caption text also says he was gay,” added Thomas.

“Differently straight,” said Gab. “My job is all about framing things and thinking about things differently, or re-contextualizing them. Only if that fails do we try to take action to alter the reputations of my clients. Let me give you another example.”

He turned the page in the book to reveal a picture of Zepplin-Shaped Bob.

“That guy’s really fat,” said Mal.

“Exactly, and a lot of PR agents would have tried to help him lose weight or check him into a center to improve his public image, but not us. We just prefer to call him differently weighted, or post-thin. We offer a lot of services for the post-thin to help bolster their public image, hiring professional excuse makers from the medical community - gastroenterologists to certify that the problem is glandular, orthopedists to certify that they have big bones, and geneticists to certify that the problem is genetic and therefore not their fault. We have trustworthy professionals like Dr. Saw issue those kinds of certificates for us all the time. Speaking of which, doctor, here’s your consultation fee...”

Gab handed Saw a hefty stack of hundred dollar bills, which Saw counted enthusiastically.

“So that’s Kim Jong Eun and Zepplin-Shaped Bob,” said Thomas. “Do you mostly work with fat people?”

“Oh, no, not at all. Let me give you another example.”

He turned the page to show another photo, badly blurred and with severe red-eye, of a man surrounded by bottles.

“That guy’s drunk,” said Thomas.

“Post-sober,” Gab corrected.

The page turned again.

“That’s a cigarette.”

“Differently healthy.”

Another page went by.

“That’s bacon.”

“Differently legal and post-nutrition.”

“That’s another fat guy.”

“Cake enthusiast.”

“That’s a notice expelling a student from high school.”

“Post-education,” said Gab.

“I get the picture,” Thomas said. This was an old photographer’s joke that fell flat on everyone present.

“What do you mean?” Gab asked politely.

“You’re a spin doctor,” Thomas accused him.

“I prefer to be thought of as ‘differently truthful,’” Gab said with a smile. “It’s all just a matter of perception. Take our mutual friend Dr. Saw here. We would think of him as ‘differently board certified’ instead of practicing without a license. Or Kevin! We would think of him as ‘differently intelligent’ instead of dumb as a support beam made out of jello, or ‘post-awake’ instead of having untreated narcolepsy. I can even extend this to you, Thomas. We would think of you as ‘differently beautiful’ instead of too ugly to look at-”

“Hey,” Thomas said, frowning as Saw and Gab high-fived.

“And we can do all this on a shoestring budget and very fast,” Gab said. “For example, sir, what do you do?”

He directed this question to Mal.

“Well, I mainly try to talk people who call me up for customer support into hurting each other,” said Mal, who was texting. “Like how I’m telling this guy he has to stick a fork in his computer monitor to cure his Alzheimer’s disease, basically for fun.”

“Right,” said Gab. “So, instead of thinking of you as a criminal on the run from justice, we would call you ‘differently ethical.’ We would also prefer it if people thought of you as a volunteer firefighter, war hero, and organ donor for crippled orphans instead of a malevolent sociopath.”

“Maliciodal,” Snyder called from his desk.

“Yes, thank you, Snyder,” said Gab. “So you see, that’s my job.”

He grinned at them.

“This is a dystopian Orwellian nightmare,” said Thomas.

“Please, sir,” said Gab. “We prefer the term ‘differently true’ to ‘dystopian Orwellian nightmare.’”

“Okay, fine, differently true,” Thomas said. “Forget all that. You told me you work for the Society for the Advancement of Society Members. Can you tell me how to get into Box #1, where William Power is?”

“I certainly can, sir,” said Gab. “It’s true that I’m employed by the Society-”

“Why?” Kevin haplessly interrupted.

“Ah, to improve their image in the city,” said Gab. “They want to make sure everyone in Big Mistake knows Society members are better than everyone else, you see. Here. Watch this ad I made for them.”

He drew a laptop out of his desk and opened it. A photogenic woman with red hair and a little button nose was smiling into the camera.

“Hi,” she said. “I’m a member of the Society for the Advancement of Society Members, and I’m better than you.”

It cut to a shot of two twin brothers, pale-skinned and grinning, staring into the camera.

“We’re members of the Society, and we’re better than you too!”

Another cut brought them in front of a statue of an alpaca, where a huge crowd of people of all races, genders, and creeds were grinning and waving.

“And we’re all society members and we’re better than you too,” they said in unison, waving and laughing.

The shots of the crowd faded and cut to a swarthy, dark-haired man with hazel eyes walking slowly down a corridor.

“Hello,” said the swarthy man. “My name is Walter Steele, and I’m the #2 ranking member of the High Society Council of the Society for the Advancement of Society Members, and I’m here to tell you about how we in the Society are better than everyone else. Not only are Society members richer, better looking, smarter, and more ethical than non-Society members, we’re also dedicated to our own betterment, meaning we become even better than you with every day that passes. Over the course of this 40-minute infomercial, we’ll extensively document the many areas in which we are inherently and objectively superior to you disgusting filth outside the Society-”

Gab paused it there.

“It’s very important to our clients in the Society that everyone knows the Society is better than them,” said Gab. “But that’s not all I do. While I certainly do a lot of business with the Society as a whole, most of my Society accounts are individuals who want to get into the Society. After seeing an ad like this, a lot of people want to join the Society, but, of course, the Society only takes people who they see as fundamentally superior to everyone else, because they can only take people who will better the Society on average. I know the trick to getting into the Society. That’s how I can help you.”

“I don’t follow,” said Thomas.

For a few moments, Gab just patronized him with that irritating social smirk before explaining.

“Wow, you must be really differently smart,” Gab said. “A real example of a post-intelligent individual. Do you think they’ll just let you in to see William Power, #1 in the organization, immediately? Of course not. The #1 Skybox is the Society’s headquarters.

“Why would they make their headquarters a skybox?” asked Thomas.

“Because they enjoy looking down on the inferior masses,” Gab explained. “The top skybox is where the High Society Council meets. They’ll only let you in if you’re a Society member. So, in order to get into the box, you need to join the Society. I can make that happen for you by arranging some, er, differently factual, post-truth materials like a CV and a letter of introduction that will make the Society look favorably on your application.”

“Because they want to advance the Society members in the aggregate, they’ll only take people who will improve the Society on average,” said Thomas. “Yeah, that makes sense.”

“Will they take people who will cull the underachieving Society members, thereby improving the Society membership on average?” asked Dr. Saw.

“They might well do,” replied Gab.

“Excellent,” Saw said with a grin, then reached into his coat pocket to find an insidious little device that resembled an ice pick, then another that looked like a spork.

“What about people who barge in with a shotgun?” asked Mal.

“We’ll have to find out,” said Gab.

Thomas took a deep breath.

“Alright,” he said. “What do you charge?”

“A hundred an hour, and for that I’ll even tell you how to get back to Box #1 without getting into any elevators with expired permits,” said Gab.

“Okay,” said Thomas. “Deal.”

He sat down and began to plot with Gab, Mal, Kevin, and Saw how they’d gain society memberships, infiltrate their way into the box, confront Power, and get Thomas’ wallet back.

And then they all died.





Chapter 29: How To Tell If Your Ocean Liner Is Sinking




Hi. How’s it going? We doing okay here? Need anything else? A little symbolism? Maybe a dash of poetry? No? Okay, great. You remember me, right? I’m Gill, your narrator. No, not Gab, the marketing guy. Ha! Don’t worry about it. Easy mistake to make. I’ve had five people make the same mistake today. Don’t let it bother you.

Anyway, I’m just stopping by to tell you - and this is a little awkward - that I’m getting some flak from the higher-ups because all the characters haven’t died yet, and the name and tagline of the book is, “And Then They All Died,” so, uh, anyway, I wanted to tell you not to worry, because the protagonists’ deaths are coming, okay? Can you wait for them? Great. That’s absolutely wonderful to hear. I am really sorry about the delay, thanks for your patience, and if I can get you anything while you wait, maybe a little catharsis, a little drama, or even some slapstick, just let me know. And, if you get a chance, if you could put in a good word with management on my behalf, I’d really appreciate it a lot.

Great. Back to the action.

Half an hour after sitting down with Gab, Thomas walked fearlessly out of a different elevator and onto the top floor of the skybox section of the stadium. Down on the field below, the final two psychologists were locked in a mental battle for power of attorney over each other, flinging questions about their mothers and their childhoods like so many grenades. Competitive obesity champions watched and waited from the sidelines and quietly expanded in the mild afternoon heat. Through the windows on this floor, everyone else in the stadium really did seem like ants, insignificant, small - well and truly beneath them.

Box #1 was huge, almost like an entire floor of the stadium unto itself. Four men in plum-colored suits stood outside the doors to the box, each carrying a rifle and a stun gun. Thomas had already been shot enough today to know he shouldn’t try to mess with them. He nevertheless walked confidently up to them. Behind him, Mal, Kevin, Saw, and Gab all got out of the elevator.

As Thomas moved towards the men in the plum suits, a enormous bouncer-like one with a golden necklace, muscles that could have lifted a tank, and a chest that would have shamed a bear, stepped forward and blocked his way. Thomas noted a crest on the bouncer’s plum-colored jacket that bore the words, “Society for Advancement of Society Members - #9641,” and in the center was a hand depicted making a very rude gesture that Thomas assumed was meant for him.

“This box belongs to the Society,” said the bouncer. “Society members only, so you can just, well.”

He pointed to the gesture that the hand on his badge was making.

“We want to join the Society,” said Thomas. “We heard this was the place to do it.”

“Ha,” the bouncer laughed in their faces. “You think that inferior human sewage like you can join the glorious demigods of the society? You think you deserve to be advanced? Don’t make me laugh,” (he said this although he was already laughing). “Go back to whatever watery ditch you run your second-hand illegal rags business out of and stop stinking up the place.”

Mal, meanwhile, caught the attention of one of the other guards by tapping him on the shoulder.

“Say, I don’t suppose you’d like to do me a favor and shoot me, would you?”

“Sorry,” the guard barked. “We Society members are much too ethical to kill people.”

“Then why do you have guns?” Mal asked.

“Killing you doesn’t count because you don’t count as a person,” the guard replied.

“Excellent,” Mal said cheerily.

Meanwhile, Thomas was still arguing with the large bouncer.

“But you do take applications, don’t you?” asked Thomas.

“Society’s invitation only,” the bouncer said. “You need a letter of introduction from another Society member to get in,” he said.

Calmly, Thomas reached into his pocket and drew out an introduction, which he handed to the bouncer. There was a pause as the bouncer stared at it.

“What’s your name, scum?” asked the bouncer.

“No, my name’s Thomas Norm Truman,” said Thomas. “You must have mistaken me for someone else.”

There was a long pause. Ever since his flashback in the elevator, Thomas had felt no fear whatsoever, and even now, as he stared into the eyes of the heavy-set, armed, gorilla-like bouncer, whose steroid-infested arms could have ripped him into confetti in a matter of seconds, he didn’t feel even the slightest niggle of foreboding. This was unfortunate, because he really should have felt something, but with everything that had happened so far today, his fear reflex was out of whack and he was no longer able to respond to danger appropriately.

The bouncer snorted into Thomas’ face, then lifted a radio from his belt and muttered a handful of measured, hushed words into the receiver. A crackling, static-filled response came back.

“Alright,” the bouncer said. “I’ll show you up to the interview room.”

He led them into the skybox.

From his first step into the box, Thomas had to restrain a gasp. It was like a palace. Twenty foot tall, crystal clear windows towered up before them, giving an immaculate view of the stadium and the city beyond. There was a buffet table full of expensive foods, like shrimp, lobster, caviar, and alpaca cheese. The chairs were black, sleek, and ridiculously expensive, and an open bar sat in the corner. A bartender in a bowtie wiped glasses professionally, and behind him were dozens of bottles of only the finest label liquors, vodkas, and Kool-Aids. A crystal chandelier hung from the ceiling, which towered up above them. There were several floors in this skybox.

The bouncer led them to the end of the skybox nearest the towering windows that overlooked the stadiums, where even now the synchronized sleepers were conducting stunning feats of unconscious elegance. There, in one of those ever-so-expensive chairs, was a well-dressed black-haired woman in a pantsuit. She was on the shorter side, thin, and had shining, clever eyes. The Society badge pinned to her chest had the same gesture of profane contempt as the bouncer’s but bore the number 3.

“Hello,” she said brightly. “My name is Judith. Please, sit, but don’t sit very hard, because we don’t want you living piles of human excrement leaving ooze and smallpox pus all over the seats. I’m #3, and I’m in charge of interviewing all new applicants who seek to join the glorious Society and devote themselves to working towards the betterment of all members. So, please give your applications to me along with your letters of recommendation and I’ll look them over. Just toss them onto the chair next to me. I don’t actually want to touch you. Thanks.”

One by one, Mal, Kevin, Thomas, and Saw all put their letters on the table. (Gab didn’t - he wasn’t applying.)

Judith, fingering her #3 badge, gingerly picked up Thomas’ letter and opened it.

“You’re Thomas Norm Truman?” she said.

“Yes.”

“Very impressive, Mr. Truman. I didn’t even know there was a Nobel Prize for Photography, or one for Alpaca Farming, for that matter.”

“There is,” Thomas said. “Alfred Nobel was an avid photographer, and the King of Norway loves alpacas.”

Judith picked up another application and tore it open.

“Which of you is Kevin Kyle Atlaw?” she asked.

“Me, I think,” Kevin said.

“You’re an attorney, I see.”

“That’s what the judge shouts at me sometimes,” Kevin said.

“And I thought Bin Laden was dead, but it says here that you were the lawyer responsible for putting Osama Bin Laden behind bars, Mr. Atlaw.”

“Yeah, I’m a really bad defense attorney,” Atlaw admitted. “But try not to focus on that part! I also have lots of good qualities!”

“Your letter of recommendation is from Nelson Mandela,” Judith noted, sounding impressed. “Written before he died, I see. He says you played a notable role in the struggle to end Apartheid.”

“Yeah, I accidentally got him thrown in jail too,” said Kevin. “But let’s try to see past all that bad stuff!”

Judith tore open the next letter.

“You must be Dr. Hack Saw,” she said to Saw. “It says you’re a world famous doctor and surgeon.”

“That is completely true,” Saw confirmed, adjusting his star-shaped glasses.

“One of the richest medical practitioners alive!”

“Well, I don’t like to brag, but I’ve marked up a kidney or two in my day,” Saw said, playing with his fingers to disguise how pleased he was with the praise. “And, of course, I sell cadavers on the side.”

“It says you’ve initiated over a thousand medical trials.”

“Yes, I mean, they were less like the polio vaccine trials and more like the Nuremberg trials, but my lawyer isn’t Kevin, you see, so I’ve gotten off every time so far. Maybe not next time, though, once they find out what I did to those rats.”

He lowered his glasses and gave Judith a big wink.

Finally, she turned to Mal.

“And it says here you’ve worked in customer service for years without killing anyone or yourself-”

“I mean, day’s not over yet,” Mal said, shrugging his shoulders.

“Furthermore, you’re single-handedly responsible for the resurgence of the Oregonian woodpecker!”

“I’m actually even arming them for the coming uprising,” Mal added.

“Very good,” Judith said. “This is all very impressive, especially when you consider that as non-Society members, all of you put together are less socially valuable than a centipede to the overall march of human progress. Weep with joy as I consider approving your applications for Society membership, underfolk!”

She began to review their recommendations in detail. Thomas held his breath, because Gab had forged them all in under an hour. To distract himself, Thomas watched the stadium. It looked like they had reconfigured it to add nets and several court areas, and they were playing tennis.

“What are they doing?” Thomas asked Mal.

“Oh, they’re just playing political tennis,” Mal muttered back. “Don’t worry. There’s no politics involved. It wouldn’t be legal if there was.”

“Why do they call it political tennis if there’s no politics in it?” asked Thomas.

“Because they just keep hitting the ball back and forth,” said Mal.

When Judith finished reviewing their forged recommendations, which included falsified referrals and testimonials from Society members, she was smiling.

“Gab, despite being a non-Society zombie-like abomination against nature, you are an authorized agent for the Society. You have acted as the facilitator in this application process, haven’t you?”

“Yes,” Gab confirmed.

“Are you willing to vouch for these four alleged ‘people’ as virtuous?”

Gab looked back at the four. Thomas was standing stock-straight. Mal was fingering his shotgun with one hand and trying to reprogram Judith using the black cell phone with his other hand. Kevin had gone comatose and fallen onto the floor. Saw was trying to remove Kevin’s pancreas for financial and scientific gain.

“I would call them... differently virtuous,” Gab said with a smile. “Carrying with them lots of potential for advancement, both for themselves and the Society as a whole.”

Judith considered for a moment, and then handed them each a clipboard, which bore a membership form. Thomas kicked Kevin awake before Saw could steal any more of his innards.

“Sign on the dotted line and you will be members of the Society,” Judith said stiffly. “I hereby accept you into the welcoming embrace of our social union. Be warned, though, that I do not actually accept you as real humans. I know you’re just animated muck, bubbling and burping out noises that could be mistaken for real contribution, when in reality you’re nothing more than vermin, trash, discarded waste that we are using as a tool for the further advancement of the glorious Society. Don’t think you can so much as talk to an actual person, disgusting, loathsome, parasitic worms that you are-”

They all signed at the same time.

“Great!” Judith said cheerily, immediately shaking hands with each of them. “So good to meet all of you! I must have you over for dinner some time, Mr. Atlaw. You seem like such an interesting person. And you, Mr. Truman, I’d love to see some of your photographs. Oh, but there’ll be time for all that later. You need to meet Mr. Power. Wait, you probably haven’t heard of him before. William Terrance Oscar Power is the #1 member of the Society, the Society’s head, and he ceremonially swears in all new Society members. I’ll go get him.”

And then they all died.





Chapter 30: Paranormal Phenomena and the Men Who Ignore Them




Judith disappeared into a side room and up a spiraling staircase.

A slow smile spread across Thomas’ face. So, this was finally it. After all the pain and the suffering, all the insanity and the flashbacks, all the botched surgeries and phone book beatings, he would finally meet the man who stole his wallet.

“Remember the plan,” Gab hissed to Thomas. “When Power comes out and turns his back, if you think he has your wallet, you take it back and we’ll get out of here. If he doesn’t have it, we need to keep him talking so we can find out what he did with it.”

“Right,” Thomas said. “Thanks.”

“And you haven’t forgotten our bet, right?” asked Mal.

“How can you still be thinking about that after all this?” asked Thomas.

“Don’t try to get out of it,” Mal said gleefully. “If someone kills me before the end of the day, then you have to pay me $1000 and admit humans are scum.”

Gears churned creakily in Thomas’ mind as he tried to imagine why Mal would be bringing this up now.

“Did you use the black cell phone to make Judith want to kill us?” Thomas guessed.

“No, I tried, but it didn’t work,” Mal said with a frown. “When I took a picture of her, she didn’t even show up. They probably made the thing so it doesn’t work on Society members. It’s too bad.”

Judith descended the staircase and returned.

“I’m afraid that William Power, the Primary One, is busy at the moment,” Judith said. “We’ve arranged for an alternate group of Society members to oversea your oath to the eternal advancement of the Society.”

The door behind them at the entrance to the Skybox opened again, and the bouncer and his elephantine accomplices marched into the room behind them, hefting weapons, which they were variously aiming at Thomas and his friends.

There is a specific and as-yet undiscovered organ in the body called the general wellbeing flotation bladder, an artifact from a period in evolutionary history when virtually everyone was still fish. Nerve endings attached to the flotation bladder would cause the ancestral fish to feel good when it swam up to the surface, where there was water rich with oxygen and delicious food to eat, and bad when it swam down towards the murky, abyssal depths below, thereby signaling to the fish that it should stay at a roughly safe altitude. Today, the organ has been repurposed to provide fully evolved (or in Kevin’s case, partially evolved) humans with that same sinking feeling if anything bad happens or is about to happen, or a rising feeling when anything good happens. This is why Thomas felt so bad after getting out of the elevator.

 Thomas felt a sinking feeling in his chest as he saw the bouncer level a gun at him. Everyone threw up their hands, except for Mal, who was giggling manically again, and Kevin, who looked around smiling.

“Why does it seem like everyone is trying to kill us today?” asked Thomas.

“Because they are,” Mal said. “Isn’t it great?”

“What kind of oath is it?” Kevin asked Judith. “Should I already know the words?”

Judith gave him a condescending smirk that could have shamed a philosophical ju jitsu champion.

“The oath is, ‘I hereby pledge myself to the eternal advancement of the Society, so that we may always move forward compared to everyone else,’” she said. “But you’re not going to take it. I know who you really are, and what your purpose was in coming here.”

“I slipped her a note in my recommendation letter,” Mal whispered to Thomas, causing him to slam his face into his palm.

“The documents you signed weren’t real membership papers,” continued Judith. “They were fakes, to keep you here, while I determined that your continued existence will not advance the wellbeing of the Society.”

As she spoke, something strange was happening. Rather than shooting them, the bouncer and his associates were wheeling away the buffet tables covered with sparkling shrimp, moving the expensive chairs, and stripping away the beautiful rugs that covered the floor. Thomas wondered why they were doing that as the bartender retreated.

“So, you’re going to shoot us?” Thomas guessed tentatively, though if his floatation bladder had been working properly he’d probably have known better than to give his enemies ideas.

“No, I don’t think so,” Judith said. “We Society members are far too ethical to shoot anyone, as I think #9641 has already informed you.”

As she spoke, there was a loud rumbling noise, and beneath them, Thomas felt the skybox shake as a massive mechanical apparatus began to prize the floor apart. A seam appeared in the middle of the floor as two huge concrete plates withdrew towards the walls. The ground they were standing on was disappearing, inch by inch. Beneath it was a short drop, then a pit of blue flames.

“Rather, we would prefer to incinerate you to insure that no contaminants from your bloated corpses infect the rest of the Society,” Judith told them. “Goodbye, Misters Truman, Saw, Nox, and Atlaw, and of course, you too, Gab. We thank you for your contributions to social advancement.”

“I’m never contributing to society again,” Saw commented as the concrete plates split apart. “Why does stuff like this keep happening to us?”

“My current theory is that we’ve offended God,” said Thomas.

“Deus Vult!” proclaimed Kevin.

“I know I sure have,” Mal said, smiling down at the flames. “Isn’t this great? We’re finally going to die!”

“The bet was only for you to die,” Thomas bellowed at him. “I was supposed to live.”

“What’s that?” Mal asked. “Sorry. I can’t hear you over the sound of how awesome I am.”

The concrete floor was retreating a little at a time, revealing more blue flame and less floor to stand on with every second that passed. The only exits were the staircase and the door to the skybox, and both were blocked by the bouncer and his men.

Dr. Saw took a sprinkled donut out of his pocket and threw it into the flames, where it disappeared into char and caramel in less than a second.

“My medical opinion is that’s very, very dangerous,” Dr. Saw commented.

“We prefer the term ‘differently safe,’” Gab said.

“Shut up and help me look for a way to turn it off,” Thomas said. “They wouldn’t just put a huge pit of fire in the middle of their buffet room without a way to turn it off in the event of an emergency.”

“Yes, we would!” Judith called from the sidelines. “We told them it was a giant grill when they built it!”

“Ha,” Mal said. “I can’t wait to see the looks on your faces at my funeral. Thomas, what do you say we make the bet more interesting? Double or nothing!”

Thomas ignored him and stared around wildly at the sides of the room. There had to be something, somewhere, that would shut off the machinery; there just had to be. A switch, a button, a panel, a console... anything...

His eye caught on something in the corner of the room he hadn’t noticed before. It was a large picture of a blonde, blue-eyed man hanging from the wall, yet it was strangely out of the way for a depiction of Will Power. Something was just visible behind it. A button! He started towards it.

Mal tackled him.

“Oh, no you don’t,” Mal said with a frown, punching Thomas as they tumbled to the ground together. “You’ve been trying to stop me from dying all day, and I’ve had enough of it.”

Thomas struggled against him and tried to pin him, punching him a little as they went, maneuvering towards the picture of Will Power.

Mal kicked him hard in the chest.

“Come on, why are you so determined to keep me alive?” Mal demanded. “Even the suicide hotline’s trying to kill me at this point. Just admit that people are scum and let me die and pay me.”

“No,” Thomas gasped at him, punching him in the chest as they rolled together. “People aren’t scum, Mal. There’s some other explanation. It’s what I’m here to find out, and it’s got something...” He punched Mal. “...to do...” Another punch. “...with my wallet.” He struck a decisive blow on Mal’s jaw, but Mal wouldn’t let go.

Together, they tumbled onto the edge of the retreating floor, the blue flames blazing in their grates below. The heat singed Thomas’ hairs. Mal pinned him to the floor. Death rushed towards him.

“Someone,” Thomas shouted, “go to the picture of Power! There’s a button that’ll stop the floor.”

Thomas turned and stared at the other three. Kevin was asleep. Dr. Saw was attempting to perform an experimental surgery on himself in which he removed himself from reality, and Gab was composing an explanation of his own death for PR purposes to cast himself in a better light at his funeral.

“Kevin!” Thomas shouted. “Wake up!”

“What?” Kevin said blearily, rising from the floor. “My client requests a firing squad.”

“No, Kevin,” Thomas shouted from his precarious position. “Go over to the picture! The picture! The one with the skylight filter and the poor digital compression.”

Kevin stared at him blankly. The flames licked ever closer to Thomas.

“The picture of the blonde guy,” Thomas shouted. “Move it!”

Kevin meandered over to the picture and, with the confused look on his face that he normally only wore in court, moved the picture. Behind the picture was a button.

“Press it!” Thomas shouted.

“I dunno,” Kevin said. “Last time I pressed a button and I didn’t know what it did, all the nuclear reactor technicians got really mad at me-”

“Just press it,” said Thomas.

“Will I be protected by attorney-client privilege?”

“That doesn’t even make - yes, okay, sure. You’ll be protected by attorney client privilege.”

Shrugging, Kevin pressed the button. There was a loud cracking noise. The floor stopped moving. Then, slowly, gradually, the concrete segments of the floor maneuvered themselves back into place and slammed together with a thud that rocked the room.

Mal looked extremely disappointed as he let Thomas up off the floor.

“Ha,” Thomas said, panting. “People aren’t scum, and to prove it, I defeated you with the power of friendship.”

“You said that Kevin isn’t your friend earlier,” Mal reminded him.

“Then I defeated you with the power of acquaintanceship,” Thomas said.

“Doesn’t quite have the same ring to it,” said Mal.

“No, it doesn’t,” Thomas agreed.

Still breathing hard, Thomas stared around the room. All the guards and the bouncer were still aiming weapons at them, but no one was firing. Suddenly, there was a sound of footfalls coming from the staircase.

None other than William Power himself walked into the room. Power was wearing a white suit and tie. He was blonde, blue-eyed, immaculate, tall, and handsome, and had the #1 tattooed or drawn onto the back of his hand. He was also followed by about a dozen more armed guards.

The armed guards fanned out across the room until they surrounded Thomas and his group. All pointed lethal weapons at Thomas.

“And are you going to defeat all of them with the power of acquaintanceship too?” asked Mal.

“We could run away with the power of cowardice,” suggested Kevin, although there were no unblocked exits.

“I could also shut you up with the power of punching,” Thomas said.

The guards tightened the circle around them. Every single one of the armed men looked like they could have crushed three ordinary-sized people with just one arm. Thomas had seen horses with less horsepower than some of these men.

Will Power, saying nothing, raised his hand and made a gesture.

All the guards raised their weapons and pointed them at Thomas and his companions.

“We’re screwed,” Thomas announced.

“We prefer the term ‘post-hope’ to screwed,” said Gab.

Power lowered his hand.

And then they all died.





Chapter 31: The US Constitution Without the Boring Parts and Only Alienable Rights




William Power lowered his arm. The guards’ grips tightened around their triggers. Thomas saw a bright flash. He was a little boy again, and his father was tucking him into bed at night.

“Do you remember-” his father started.

“If an alpaca spits on you, you spit right back,” Thomas said. “I remember.”

“That’s my boy,” his father said. “I have another piece of advice for you, Thomas. Remember - if you ever avoid getting burned to death by a moving floor trap, remember to watch out for armed guards trying to surround you afterwards. Well, goodnight, son!”

Then he turned out the light.

There was another bright flash and Thomas found himself in the present, no longer a child and without the comforting alpaca-tinted stench of his father to guide him. He saw the bouncer’s finger pulling back on the trigger of his weapon. Thomas squeezed his eyes shut and waited for the end.

Nothing happened.

Thomas opened one eye and peaked out. The guards had all put their weapons away and were standing at crisp attention to the sides of William Power.

For a moment, there was nothing but silence, only broken by the dim noises of the crowds cheering the competitive alpaca farming below.

Power turned to Judith.

“#3, I am disappointed in you,” he said to her. “Murder diminishes us.”

“No it doesn’t,” Mal said quickly. “It makes you better. Much better!”

“I’m pretty sure it diminishes us,” Power said in a low, reassuring baritone. “It does not advance the Society relative to the non-Society wretches.”

Judith hung her head.

“My apologies, Primary One,” she said. “I will advance the Society without murder in the future where possible.”

Power nodded to her, then turned to Thomas and beckoned.

“Come with me, Thomas Truman,” he said. “I believe you’re here to discuss the matter of your wallet with me.”

Thomas goggled.

“How did you know that?” he asked.

“Oh, I think you’ll find I know most of the details of what happened to you today,” Power said. “Come with me and I will explain everything.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to kill us first?” asked Mal. “You could kill us first, then explain everything.”

“No, I’m not going to do that,” said Power.

“Are you sure?” Mal pushed. “Murder is fun and exciting. Just ask Kevin.”

“Yeah, I’ve used that defense lots of times,” Kevin agreed, nodding vigorously.

“Or ask Saw,” said Mal. “He knows.”

“I’ve killed lots of people,” Saw said, taking a bite of his donut. “You wouldn’t believe how much simpler it made their medical care. Cheaper, too.”

Power gave them a very thin smile.

“Gab, you may go. Dr. Saw, you may go or stay, as you please. Thomas, Kevin, and Mal - you I need to speak with right away. Follow me.”

“Not even a little murdering?” Mal asked hopefully.

“No,” Power said, then disappeared up the staircase. Thomas followed.

“Bah,” Mal said. “What kind of crazy cult is this?”

Kevin and Saw looked at each other, then climbed the stairs. Gab departed.

“It’s been differently great working with you,” he called as he went.

Power climbed three flights of stairs until they reached the very top of the skybox. There, they found a conference room. It had nothing but a single dark table and a dozen of those expensive chairs. One side of the rectangular room overlooked the field; the other three sides were covered entirely with pictures of William Power. Some were paintings, others photos that Thomas wrinkled his nose at. There were large paintings, small paintings, photos in black and white, sepia filters, landscapes with Power standing in front of them, Power with famous world leaders, Power without famous world leaders, Power eating lunch, Power washing his hands, Power yawning and jogging and folding his laundry... the pictures went on and on. In the center of the conference table, there was even a little stone bust of Power.

Power sat down at the head of the table, folded his hands, and waited for the others to sit. It was the first really good look Thomas had gotten of Power. His eyes were piercing, sparkling sky blue, and his hair was a wispy platinum blonde. He was tall, powerfully built, and radiated a confidence and inherent superiority that probably would have made Hitler proud. In fact, the whole Society seemed very Hitlerish to Thomas now that Thomas got a chance to think about it properly.

As if sensing this, William leaned back in his chair and smiled.

“You’re probably thinking I’m not a very good man, aren’t you, Mr. Truman?”

“That depends. Did you steal my wallet outside the Duncan Nye building this morning?”

“I did.”

“Will you give it back?”

“I’m afraid I can’t,” said Power.

“Then no,” said Thomas. “I don’t think you’re a very good person. I’d also like to say that so far today, I’ve been beaten, shot, robbed, electrocuted, and operated on by a lunatic, not to mention nearly burned alive, exploded, force fed bacon, and a lot of other stuff I don’t even really want to think about, and it’s all because you stole my wallet, Mr. Power. So, I think you owe me an explanation.”

“So be it,” said Power. “But you may not like what you hear.”

There was a brief pause, punctuated only by the sounds of Kevin snoring and Mal giggling.

“Do you know why I founded the Society for the Advancement of Society Members, Mr. Truman?” Power asked at length.

“No,” Thomas said truthfully.

“Let me pose an easier question, then,” said William. “Do you know why I chose to place our headquarters here, in Big Game Stadium?”

Thomas looked down thoughtfully at the competitive obesity champions being bulldozed onto the scales for the weigh-in.

“Because this is all a game to you,” Thomas guessed.

“Close,” said Power. “I made the skybox our headquarters because my view is that life is a game. You either win or you lose, and I wanted to play to win. I founded my own Society to compete with all those other, less well organized societies, like the Institution for Everyone With A Pulse, and the People’s People Union, and the Organization for the Complete Eradication of All Human Life, and, of course, the AARP.”

“I don’t get it,” Thomas said.

“Ah, but you’re so close to understanding,” Power said. “You understand why we have all these sports in Big Mistake, don’t you, Mr. Truman?”

“Gamification,” said Thomas. “If you want people to get better at astronomy, you make astronomy into a sport. Competitive astronomy. If you want the general public to improve its economic understanding, you gamify it. Economic darts.”

“Exactly,” said Power. “So, following that principle, what would you do if you wanted the public to get better at life in general?”

Thomas, catching his meaning, could only gape.

“Yes,” Power said. “Me, and people like me, decided to gamify life. We created our own league and tried our best to win. We formed teams to compete for victory in life - mine was the Society for the Advancement of Society Members. Formal criteria and score-keeping were never agreed upon but we all understood the broad strokes. Of course, in order to decisively win at life, you can’t just be rich, or beautiful, or intelligent. You need to be all those things and more - ethical, respected, ambitious, philanthropic, sociable, and hold more qualities that make people generally good at life: kind, generous, polite, even punctual.”

Thomas felt a little slack-jawed.

“Why the skeptical look, Mr. Truman?” asked Power. “Is it really so different from your bet with your friend, Mr. Nox, over the nature of humanity?”

“I guess not,” Thomas said. “So the purpose of your game was to try to-”

“-to get people into the competitive spirit of life,” Power said. “Really get them to think about it and start trying to outdo each other to the maximum possible extent, and to take winning at life as seriously as they might take winning at, say, football or hockey. The problem is that it all got too competitive, which shows in the zeal of my #3 player, Judith.”

“Wait, those numbers you give people-”

“-are jersey numbers, like you’d find on a baseball team or a soccer team. Exactly,” said Power. “But you must understand, I never intended to hurt anybody. It was just the unfortunate revelation by a few of the more spirited members of our Society that you can win at life not just by scoring points, but also by making everyone else score fewer points. They started heckling the members of the other teams and the public at large, with taunts like you’d find in the stadium below us.”

Everything slowly, creakily, started to slide into place for Thomas.

“So all this time, you’ve been playing a game of competitive life,” he said.

“Yes, the rules are simple,” said Power. “We’ve appointed an impartial judge, and whichever team this judge determines has won at life at the end of a fixed period has won the match, and then the game starts all over again,” Power said. “I’m pleased to announce that my Society is favored to win not just the match but the whole season.”

“How long does the season last?”

“Until the end of time,” Power said.

“And who are you playing against to win at life?” asked Thomas.

“No one you’d have heard of, probably,” Power said. “Charlie Sheen, Elon Musk, Jeff Bezos, Kim Kardashian, just to name a few, but they’ve all been battered by a lot of setbacks, so I’m pretty well ahead.”

Thomas took a deep breath.

“Okay,” Thomas said. “Suppose I accept that there exists a secret league of celebrities who are competing in a sports-style competition to win at life, having gamified it, and you are currently the #1 player on the winning team.”

“I hope you will accept that because it is certainly what is happening,” Power said calmly.

“What does that have to do with my wallet?” Thomas asked. “And what does it have to do with this?” He took the black smartphone from Mal and plopped it down on the table in front of him. “And,” Thomas said. “Why did you try to kill me?”

Power tapped the tips of his fingers together for a long time, as if contemplating his answer.

“Ah yes,” he said. “Your wallet. That is a very long story.”

“I’ve been trying to get to you all day and I’ve got nothing but time,” said Thomas.

“Very well. Let’s begin with your vocation. Am I right in thinking you have a camera somewhere about your person?”

“I think Saw stole it when I was in surgery,” Thomas said.

“Yeah, but I couldn’t fit it into your chest cavity to replace your stomach, so I didn’t use it for anything,” Saw said. “Here.”

Saw unslung the small, crimson bag that held Thomas’ camera and handed it to Thomas, who took out the black camera and in turn handed it to Power. Power examined it.

“A possibly apocryphal series of stories tells of a time in human history when photography was much feared,” Power said. “Superstitious people believed that the camera was capable of stealing a human soul. It can’t. Given the number of selfies people take these days, if a camera could steal a human soul, I think we’d all be running a significant soul deficit these days. We’d have to take out loans to cover the gaps.”

He put the camera down.

“However, it is possible, very possible, to steal human souls, Mr. Truman, and the wave of theft of human souls that has broken across this city has everything to do with you. How ironic that you should be a photographer.”

“I hate irony,” Thomas said. “Like I keep saying, it’s never what I expect. Get to the point.”

“A wave of thefts broke out across the city in the last few months, Mr. Truman. It wasn’t thefts of wallets. It was thefts of human souls. Since crime begets crime, this naturally then turned into an epidemic of more conventional crime, like wallets.”

“Wait a second,” Thomas said. “You’re the one who was stealing the human souls. You’re the one who was collecting all the information on everyone. You produced this black smartphone. That’s why it doesn’t work on you or your subordinates! You sent people to kill me.”

“My subordinates did send people to kill you, but not on that occasion,” Power said.

“Oh, well, that’s very reassuring,” Thomas said, voice dripping with sarcasm. “I feel completely safe now.”

“Could you send some more people to kill us?” Mal asked eagerly.

“Please, Mr. Nox, I am trying to have a conversation with Mr. Truman,” Power said politely. “If you insist on interrupting, I may have to refuse to kill you entirely.”

Mal crossed his arms and sank back into his chair, sulkily, then let off his feelings by texting a client to shave a parakeet.

“The Society did not produce the black cell phone, Mr. Truman,” Power said quietly. “We have not been stealing souls.”

“Yes you did,” Thomas accused him. “You’ve been stealing people’s souls and making them evil so you’d be better than them, so you could win at life!”

“No,” Power said. “Most of the people in Big Mistake are not actually competing against us in our competitive life games, and to be perfectly frank, we don’t need to provoke a crime wave to win even if we were. It would be like the Golden State Warriors resorting to cheating to beat the Oakburgh Kindergarten Basketball Team’s mascot turtle at free throws.”

“I never trusted that Steph Curry,” Kevin whispered to Thomas.

“Given that you already know that you gain control of someone’s soul, their most essential core being, by collecting information about them, can you not guess who’s behind the crime epidemic?” Power asked. “Someone who has been studiously, quietly, and aggressively collecting information on everyone?”

“Billy, the information broker?” asked Thomas.

“No, not him, but close,” said Power. “Who does he work for? Who collects massive amounts of information on everyone? Who asked you and one of your friends a fashion model’s laundry list worth of probative and personal questions today alone?”

And the answer hit Thomas like a wad of alpaca spit hitting his father. In a way, he’d always known.

“Duncan Nye,” Thomas said.

“Exactly,” said Power. “Duncan Nye and his insurance company have been collecting reams of personal information on everyone across the city for years, including me and the members of my Society. I don’t know why, but he’s the one who obtained enough information about everyone to gain control of their souls - not an easy feat, given the competition from the NSA’s mind control unit and Mark Zuckerberg. In the information age, obtaining information on someone isn’t as hard as you might think, between social media profiles, credit reports, browser history, websites, public records, and Pokémon Go activity, Nye could get almost everything he needed. When he added in the answers to all the personal questions he got from his insurance forms, Nye wrenched the soul away from anyone he insured.”

“Are you sure this is really how souls work?” Thomas said suspiciously.

“Yes,” replied Power. “A human soul is a very valuable thing. Why do you think companies like Facebook, Google, and Twitter will provide you with so many free services for nothing but personal information about yourself? It’s because they use the information to obtain your soul, obviously. Usually all that happens when Apple gets your soul is they somehow make you crave the next iPhone. Not Nye. For some reason, he invented a way to manipulate souls however he pleased, not just for relatively benign consumerism, then made everyone across the city start committing crimes! Before you ask, no, I don’t know why. All I know is that it happened. My Society carefully tracks the amount by which we have advanced relative to baseline social good, and we soon noticed the anomaly.”

Thomas tapped his foot impatiently.

“What does this have to do with my wallet?”

“We’ll get to that,” Power assured him. “Nye started to obtain the souls of members of the Society and turn them evil. Now, this obviously threatened my bid to become the winner at the game of life, because if all my Society members were evil, I’d never beat out Elon Musk’s team’s Mars landing or Kim Kardashian’s attempt to break the space-time continuum into bite-sized chunks through sheer Twitter fame. I’d lose points for evil members. They’re not winning at life if they’re evil, because morality counts. You see my problem.”

“I guess?” Thomas said.

“So, we needed a way to stop the members of the Society for the Advancement of Society Members from becoming evil,” said Power. “That’s when we invented this.”

He reached into his pocket, drew out his own wallet, which was a gaudy, white affair, and opened it. From the interior folds, he produced a single microchip, then gently laid it down on the table.

“This is a Soul Protector.”

“What’s that?” Kevin asked.

“Do you know what a pocket protector is?”

“Yes.”

“It’s like that, but for your soul,” Power said.

“Oh, that makes sense,” Kevin said, then went back to sleep.

“Explain more, please,” said Thomas.

“Very well,” Power said. “It’s an invention by my finest computer soul-ologists, theoretical spiriticians, and ethical engineers. This simple microchip is actually an entire computer enclosed on a chip. It constantly records every single conceivable piece of information around you, from your heart rate to the number of steps you’ve taken to your location-”

“So it’s like a FitBit,” said Thomas.

“A FitBit for your soul, yes,” said Power. “Except it also records everything else that happens to you, from your first bite of a delicious sandwich, to the regularity of your sleep cycle, to the sincerity of your love. It then encodes all that information, encrypts it unbreakably, and stores it on this microchip. Since the soul is nothing but information, and a person’s soul by metaphysical law belongs to whoever holds the most information about that person, this chip contains a soul. All you have to do is put it in your wallet, forget about it, and wait. It’s impossible for Duncan Nye to steal your soul. My chip fab - I have a factory that makes these computer chips, by the way - is capable of producing tens of thousands a day. If all of my Society members had these, no one would ever be able to steal our souls. All we needed to do was test it.”

Thomas couldn’t quite work out the specifics, but he was starting to put two and two together.

“So you tested it on me,” Thomas said.

“Yes, exactly,” Power agreed. “We couldn’t test it on any lower form of life than you because only humans and badgers have souls, and the badgers weren’t very eager, so that basically left you. Let me clarify. Duncan Nye was going to steal your soul this morning. When you went to take a picture of his building - which I happened to know about because Patrick Girder is a Society member and you pre-registered your entry into his photo contest - his video cameras would tape you and obtain the last little bit of information he needed to take your core essence away. In effect, his cameras were going to steal your soul.”

“I’m starting to see what you meant about the irony.”

“Yes,” agreed Power. “So, I decided to intervene in a humanitarian way - doing you a favor. I stopped by the Duncan Nye building this morning and, while you were busy photographing the architectural oddities of said structure, I stole your wallet and put the Soul Protector into a credit card slot, thus saving your soul from being spirited away by Nye.”

Thomas was nodding.

“I believe in things I can photograph,” he said to Power. “I’m not sure I believe all this hooey about the soul-”

“How much more evidence do you need?” Power asked. “You’ve already seen the effects the black cell phone and Nye’s database have on unprotected people.”

He picked up the black cellphone, photographed Kevin, and a second later, Kevin was doing a handstand.

“Whee,” Kevin said. “I love being upside down. It’s just like that time I was waterboarded for legal malpractice!”

“-but even if I don’t believe it, I believe that you believe it,” Thomas said. “You stole my wallet because you wanted to test your nonsense Soul Protector on me, and I guess I can’t have it back because you’re busy running tests on it or something.”

“No,” Power said, shaking his head. “Not at all. Observe.”

He pushed a button on the underside of the conference table and one of the paintings of him slid back to reveal a television. The video of Power stealing the wallet out of Thomas’ side pocket, as seen by Nye’s security cameras, started to play in slow motion.

“I did steal the wallet,” Power said, pointing to himself taking the wallet out of Thomas’ pocket, “but there’s a part that Nye didn’t show you.”

The video played for another few seconds. Frames edited out of the video by Nye revealed themselves. Thomas almost couldn’t believe what he was seeing. 

“I put the wallet back,” said Power.

And just as Power said, there it was, in grainy, unfocused, abhorrent color, as seen through a cheap CCTV camera digital photocell. Power slipped the wallet back into Thomas’ back pants pocket.

Thomas paused.

“You mean my wallet has been in my back pocket all along?” he thundered, and patted himself down.

Power chuckled. Thomas patted himself down frantically. Mal giggled manically. Saw guffawed. Kevin snored.

“Not quite,” Power said. “Though that would be ironic.”

“I hate irony,” Thomas muttered. “I hate it, so, so much.”

The video continued to play itself. There, on the tape, Thomas watched as he took more pictures of the Duncan Nye building. He was blind. With his eye to the viewfinder of his camera, he couldn’t see anything outside of the narrow field that it provided. Outside of that narrow field, a door opened at the base of the architectural nightmare, and out walked Nye himself.

“Nye realized something was wrong almost immediately as the wallet protected your soul,” said Power. “He saw on his video cameras that I’d done something. Nye’s always been the hands on type, as you know. Well, you can guess what happened next...”

And Thomas watched, in mute horror that could have impressed the most hardened mimes, as Nye thrust his hand covertly down Thomas’ back pocket.

“Yes,” Power confirmed. “Nye stole your wallet.”

Thomas gasped.

And then they all died.





Chapter 32: Supersonic Ping Pong




Greetings. This is a message from your narratorial team. We deeply regret that we must interrupt this extremely climatic and plot-critical story moment to notify you of a change in your narrator. Due to his repeated failures to deliver on the promise that all the characters would die, Gill has been fired as your narrator. As punishment for his transgressions against the most sacred bond of trust between narrator and reader, he has been deported back to the frozen reaches of Miami, from whence he came. Narrators do not tolerate failure, and adhere to the ancient narrator-bushido code of story completion or death. We will be transferring you to your new narrator shortly. Please hold.

Hello! I’m Olivia. Pleased to meet you. I’m your new narrator, and let me assure you that I’m a supervisor and I have full managerial authority to correct the mistakes of my former subordinates. I intend to take personal responsibility for their blunders by overseeing this narration directly. I will use the full range of powers and resources at my disposal to ensure that all the characters will, in fact, die, and fulfill all other promises made on behalf of the narrators of this story. I’ll get to work right away and return you to Thomas.

Thomas gaped at the video for a moment. Something stirred in his memory.

“I sympathize greatly, Mr. Truman. I have a wallet just like yours,” Nye had said, and tapped on a faux-leather brown wallet - a wallet that had seemed strangely familiar to Thomas at the time, because it was just like Thomas’ wallet. Ashen-faced and horrified, Thomas finally understood. The gall of Nye! He’d shown Thomas his own wallet.

Power watched Thomas curiously. To the side of him, the television played security camera footage showing Nye stealing the wallet from Thomas and tucking it into his pocket, then walking back inside the building. Then, there was nothing. Thomas stopped taking pictures of the building and realized something was missing from his pocket. The look of horror on his face in the video mirrored the one he now assumed in real life.

Thomas’ fist clenched.

“When an alpaca spits on you, you spit right back,” Thomas murmured to himself.

“Beg your pardon?” Power said politely.

“I want to get my wallet back,” Thomas said intently. “How can I?”

“I thought you’d never ask,” Power said, smiling. “Of course, getting your wallet back from Duncan Nye will be extremely dangerous and involve a substantial risk of death-”

Mal heard this and sat up a little straighter.

“-or serious injury that could cripple you for life-”

Saw heard this and sat up a little straighter.

“-or even legal repercussions that could see you put on death row.”

Kevin heard this and snored a little louder.

“I don’t care,” Thomas said. “My father gave me that wallet. I want it back.”

“Very well,” said Power. “And you don’t care that the armored men who shot you earlier today were, in fact, Nye’s men? That Duncan Nye’s building is built like an urban fortress and blanketed with security personal who will not hesitate to shoot you or raise your premium if they find you inside?”

“Not at all,” said Thomas.

Power smiled slightly, then pressed a button on the bottom of the conference table.

“Send in Girder, please,” he asked.

There was a pause, then a shuffling noise, and the door flung open. In walked a jovial-looking potbellied man, partially balding, with a huge hollow steel beam strapped to his back and a sapphire-colored origami hat, which, on closer inspection, Thomas suspected was made of blueprints. He carried a brown briefcase with him that sloped and curved in avant-garde style, and he had a badge pinned to his chest that read, “#490,” though it also bore the same gesture of disdain as the other badges Thomas has seen.

“Hello,” the potbellied man said. He sat, handing Saw his briefcase and Mal his steel beam as he did. “My name is Patrick Girder, Society member and architect.”

“Patrick Girder of Girder and Co.?” Thomas asked in amazement, something clicking in his mind. “You’re the man who started the architectural photography contest! The one with the huge cash prize. That $10,000 prize was what got me into this mess in the first place.”

“Er, yes, sorry about that,” Girder said. “You see, I used to be a speed architectural champion in my high school days, but recently, I’ve been in a rut - haven’t designed anything decent in years, so I asked people to go around the city and photograph some of the local buildings to give me some inspiration - and so I could see how they were doing. I like to check up on my old designs, you understand.”

“Why didn’t you just go look at them yourself?” asked Mal, who was trying to balance the steel beam on Kevin’s head.

“Uh, I didn’t want to,” Girder said, rubbing his potbelly awkwardly. “The truth is that I’m afraid of buildings. Really, really scared of them. They just frighten the bajesus out of me. I mean, look at them, looming over us like that.” He leaned in close and whispered to Thomas, as if to convey a dark secret. “We’re actually in a building right now,” he murmured.

“I’m going to be honest; that’s not a great quality to have in an architect,” Thomas said. “Why are you afraid of buildings?”

“Um, well, all my buildings are a bit, um, disaster prone,” said Girder. “They tend to collapse.”

“That’s not a great quality to have in an architect either,” Thomas said.

“I know, especially when you consider that the Big Mistake tradition is that the architect goes down with the building like the captain goes down with the ship,” Girder said. “But I just can’t stay away from architecture! It scares me but it intrigues me, like a panther wearing a birthday hat and clown shoes. I can’t stop.”

“It’s precisely that quality that makes Mr. Girder so useful,” Power interjected. “Mr. Girder can help us get your wallet back. You see, he was the one who designed the Duncan Nye building,” Power said.

Girder nodded, then took from the top of his head his blue hat. He unfolded the hat, and Thomas, with a practiced eye, quickly realized that the hat was actually the blue prints of the Duncan Nye building.

“I wear the blueprints as a hat because if you wear the blueprints of a building, the building can’t get you,” Girder hissed to Thomas, terrified. “Now, watch this, because this is the important part.”

He tapped on the blueprints, which even in their idealized drawings looked like one half of the builders had been trying to build an office building and the other half had been trying to build a castle, and stopped only when they ran out of cement.

“I won the freestyle speed architecture runner-up prize for this building back in ’04,” Girder said. “At the time, there was a lot of concern about terrorism, so I made half the building a castle, but no one ever considered what the building itself might do to people. I was scared, so I designed a hidden escape tunnel into the building.”

Girder tapped on a long, thin line, like a ventilation duct, that ran floor after floor up through the building and into the very top floor.

“It goes straight to Nye’s office,” observed Thomas.

“Exactly,” said Power. “Using this escape tunnel, you can bypass all of Nye’s guards, go straight to his office, and get your wallet back!”

Thomas nodded.

“I’d be more than happy to go and raid Nye’s office, but before I do, I want to know something,” Thomas said. “Why are you helping me?”

“Nye is a menace not just to our Society, but to everyone everywhere,” said Power. “He has to be stopped. In that, we have common cause. I will provide you with these blueprints and everything you need to break into the insurance building, and in exchange, you will put an end to Nye’s plan to steal the souls of everyone in Big Mistake. Agreed?”

Thomas hesitated only for a moment.

“Agreed,” he said.

They shook hands.

And then they all died.





Chapter 33: White Pride and Racial Prejudice




Judith drove them the rest of the way to the Duncan Nye building in the back of her car.

“I’m sorry that I called you scum trash,” she said as she went. “It’s just that with the whole game of life we’re playing, members of the Society can get a little competitive at times. If you’re willing to help our team win at life, you subhuman monstrosities are okay in my book!”

“Tell Power he probably needs to work on politeness or he’s going to lose this game of his,” Thomas muttered.

Judith’s car, plastered all over with the Society logo, rumbled to a halt several blocks from the Duncan Nye building. Thomas could already see its twisting, ugly, architecturally unique office battlements rising above the skyline.

“This is as far as I go,” Judith said. “Get out, don’t stink up the paint, and don’t let the door hit you on the way out.”

Mal, Thomas, Kevin, and Saw got out of her sedan.

“Are you sure you don’t want to kill us before you go?” Mal asked.

“Sorry, I can’t,” Judith said. “Goodbye, good luck, and I hope I never have to tolerate your presences again!”

She gave them a cheery wave, then drove away.

“That’s one weird society they’ve got there,” Thomas said.

Mal, who had regained his shotgun, pistol, taser, and scalpel, pumped his shotgun excitedly. He had just spotted a boy scout crossing the nearest crosswalk.

Racing up to him, Mal stopped the scout halfway across the street.

“Hi there,” Mal said breathlessly. “Can you do me a favor?”

“What do you need?” the boy scout asked.

“Kill me,” Mal said, and offered him the shotgun.

The scout looked uncertain.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t usually like killing strangers.”

“And I don’t like boy scouts. What’s your point? Here.” Mal handed him the shotgun. “I gave you my gun; we’re practically family now. Now shoot me!”

The boy scout still hesitated.

“You can earn your murder badge-” Mal started, and that was as far as he got. Thomas snatched the shotgun from the scout, then started to drag Mal away.

Mal crossed his arms grumpily.

“You’re really playing dirty at this bet, you know that?” he said to Thomas. “I don’t have that much time left to get myself killed before you murder Duncan Nye. Then I won’t be able to win the bet at all.”

“I’m not going to murder Nye,” Thomas said. “I’m just going to get my wallet back from him.”

“Why not kill him while you’re at it?” Mal said. “After all, he’s trying to kill you.”

“Quiet, you,” Thomas said.

Together, they advanced as far as a block away from the Duncan Nye building, where its unnatural symmetries and hideous spires became obviously visible. Thomas crept up to it like a tiger stalking its prey, if its prey had been an antelope made of concrete. The building seemed not to notice him, but it was still bristling with as many security cameras and guards as before. There was a fence around the property coated with barbed wire, and security personnel patrolled the grounds in force.

Mal pumped his shotgun.

“No,” Thomas hissed. “The whole point of this plan was to enter undetected.”

“Are you sure?” Saw asked. “I can give you a bulk discount on trauma surgery and triage.”

Mal had kicked Kevin awake to vent his aggression, and Kevin started.

“And I can give you a bulk discount on murder defense,” Kevin said. “It’s only a misdemeanor.”

“I don’t believe you,” said Thomas.

“Oh, you have to believe me,” Kevin said. “It’s illegal to not believe me, punishable by death.”

Thomas rolled his eyes, then unfolded the blueprints from his pocket and spread them out.

“To get past the security, we’ll need to cut the power to the cameras. According to these schematics, the building gets its power from a transformer here.”

Thomas pointed across the street to the transformer.

“We’ll damage the transformer, cutting the power to the building and disabling the electronic security.”

“Allow me,” Dr. Saw said. “A transformer is just like a metal pair of tonsils.”

Worryingly, he drew a medical kit out of his multicolored coat, and from the kit drew a pair of wire cutters and a donut. He crossed the street to the transformer, bashed the door open with the wire cutters, then jammed the donut into the sensitive electronic circuitry. It sparked, and suddenly every light in the Duncan Nye building went out.

“That’s why I’ve sued him over so many tonsil surgeries,” Kevin whispered to Mal.

“How many people have you sued in this city?” Mal whispered back.

“Oh, it’s like a small town here in Big Mistake,” Kevin said. “Everybody sues everybody.”

“The guards shouldn’t think the power outage is suspicious, because the fat people’s strike has been causing rolling blackouts all day,” said Thomas. “Now, next, we need to distract the human guards inside the gate.”

“Kevin, you distract them by suing them,” Mal said to Kevin.

Kevin, smiling haplessly, started to walk off towards them before Thomas caught him by the shoulder.

“Don’t actually do that,” Thomas said. “I have a different idea. Look at one of the pictures I took of the building this morning.”

Thomas pulled out his camera and used the digital viewer to display the picture.

“Look at the huge metal shipping container on the corner of the building,” Thomas said. “The door is open in this picture. Do you see what’s inside?”

“Alpacas?” Mal said with astonishment.

“Right,” Thomas said. “The Nye company was doing required veterinary checks to make sure they didn’t have foot and mouth disease before giving them livestock insurance. Either that, or Nye’s thinking of starting an alpaca farm. That’s how we distract the guards.”

“I don’t follow,” Mal said.

Thomas took off his coat, threw it over the barbed wire, and clambered over the fence, then went around to the shipping container. He threw open the doors. A horde of alpacas charged out, bleating, stamping the ground, eating the grass, and butting into each other. Thomas hid behind the shipping container as the commotion attracted about a dozen guards, armed with batons and stun guns. One cautiously approached one of the rogue alpacas, baton drawn, as if he intended to beat it back into the cage.

The alpaca spat in his face and ran away.

Cursing, the guard chased after it. Thomas chuckled. He knew how to deal with a spitting alpaca.

In a matter of moments, the whole scene had been thrown into bedlam, with alpacas and security guards and insurance paperwork everywhere. Kevin, Mal, and Saw followed Thomas over the barbed wire fence and onto the grounds of the insurance building. An alpaca raced up to Thomas and spit at him. Thomas spit right back at it.

Guided by the blueprints and his photos from earlier that morning, Thomas quickly located a small hatch, about three or four feet wide, in the back of the building. He started to examine the hatch.

As he did, a large, gray alpaca walked up to Kevin and spat at his feet.

“Hey, cracker,” the alpaca said. “We don’t take kindly to you inbred redneck trash around here. Get out! Your late for your sister’s wedding, and you’re the groom.”

Kevin blinked.

“Did that alpaca just call me a cracker and accuse me of incest?” asked Kevin. “It’s like the Johnson trial all over again.”

“What’s up, darkie?” the alpaca said to Mal.

“I’m white,” Mal said defensively.

“That’s funny, because it looks like you’re breaking into a building,” said the alpaca. “Boom!”

None of them knew it, including the alpaca, but the alpaca in question had been the product of a secret Big Mistake government experiment in criminal justice. For his hate crimes, the courts had sentenced a hardened bigot to have his soul imprisoned in the body of an alpaca, and this was the result. However, since none of them had ever even heard of this before, Thomas and his friends simply started to question their own sanity. Kevin should have known, but like usual, he slept through the trial.

“Have I gone insane?” Mal asked Dr. Saw.

“Wouldn’t surprise me, what with all the drugs I’ve secretly been giving you without authorization,” Dr. Saw said between bites of his donut.

“But you can hear it too, right?” Mal asked.

“Yes,” said Dr. Saw.

“Wouldn’t that mean you’re insane as well?”

“Oh, I doubt that,” Saw said, taking another bite out of his donut. “This donut’s loaded up with antipsychotics. That’s why I eat them.”

“I see you’re a doctor,” the alpaca remarked. “So what kind of Jew are you?”

“Don’t listen to anything it says,” Thomas called as he examined the hatch. “Alpacas are liars.”

“Hey,” the alpaca said, waving its hoof at him. “That’s racist.”

“Well, like my dad used to say,” Thomas said. “When an alpaca spits on you, you spit right back.”

Then, he spat in the alpaca’s face, causing it to reflexively kick its hind legs, lose its balance, fall over, then get up and run away.

Thomas wriggled his nose.

“If there’s one thing I hate about alpacas, its their wanton propagation of racial stereotypes,” Thomas said, then paused. “And their smell,” he added after a beat. “They smell bad too.”

With help from the other three, he pried open the hatch leading up into the building. It was a chute, not much wider than Thomas was, with a ladder for them to climb.

“This leads straight to Nye’s office, according to the blueprints,” Thomas said.

Together, the four men started up the chute.

And then they all died.





Chapter 34: While You Were Partying, I Studied the Pen




They climbed the ladder, one rung at a time, advancing up the many floors towards the top where Thomas knew they would find Duncan Nye and, he hoped, his wallet. It was a long, slow climb and it hurt his hands, much like he imagined they would hurt after he got done punching Nye for putting him through so much.

“This is so exciting,” Kevin said from below him. “It’s just like Star Wars where they blow up the Death Star.”

“It is precisely nothing like that,” Thomas told him between gritted teeth. “Luke Skywalker never lost his wallet and had to file an insurance claim.”

“I’ll bet that happened in the expanded universe novels,” Kevin said.

Thomas briefly fantasized about kicking Kevin in the face, decided against it, and kept climbing.

“Do you think all that stuff about manipulating people’s souls is true?” Kevin chattered to Mal as they went. “If it is, think of how much jury tampering I could get away with!”

“I don’t really know if it’s true or not,” Mal said, climbing beneath Kevin. “I don’t even know if people really have a soul. Doctor, what do you think? Do people have souls?”

“Medically speaking, people have lots of vestigial organs,” said Saw. “Like the hands.”

“The hands aren’t an organ and they aren’t vestigial,” Thomas muttered between clenched teeth. “We’re using them to climb right now.”

“If I cut off your hands, you wouldn’t even be able to tell the difference,” Saw insisted. “In fact, I cut off your hands when you were in surgery and you never noticed.”

“No you didn’t,” said Thomas.

“Okay, no I didn’t, but you thought I might have.”

“No, I didn’t,” said Thomas.

“Okay, but you, at least for a moment, believed I might have had a medical degree, which basically makes me a real doctor,” Saw said.

“No, I didn’t,” said Thomas.

“Fine, fine, but you at least believed that I performed a real surgery on you.”

Thomas sighed and kept climbing.

After a long, long time, during which Thomas got very sore hands, and Mal butted Kevin a lot with his shotgun to get him to wake up when he fell asleep in the passage, and during which Dr. Saw kept offering them donuts laced with antipsychotics, they finally made it to the top of the ladder. There was a narrow ledge that they all clustered onto, leading into darkness. Thomas again took out the blueprints and consulted them in the light of his smartphone’s flashlight.

“Alright,” Thomas said. “The blueprints say that at the end of this corridor there’s a hidden trapdoor in the ceiling, and on the other side of that door is Nye’s office. Hopefully, Nye’s still in his office - Power said he should be at this time of day. We’ll surround him, hold him down, and stop him from calling security. If he still has my wallet on him, I’ll take it from him.”

“Then what?” Mal asked. “Will we shoot him?”

He vigorously pumped his shotgun, even though he’d run out of ammunition for it about five hours and two lethal gunfights ago.

“I’ll figure that part out as we go along,” Thomas said, waving the point aside. “Everyone ready?”

Everyone nodded.

“Alright,” Thomas said. “Let’s go.”

They stole down the corridor until Thomas, running his hand along the ceiling, felt the rough surface of a trapdoor. He pushed up on it. It rose.

One by one, Thomas, Mal, Kevin, and Saw emerged into an utterly pitch black room. It was an inky void. As Thomas fumbled to try to illuminate the room with his smartphone’s light, he couldn’t make out anything.

“Why is it so dark?” Mal hissed.

“Maybe the lights are still off from when we destroyed the transformer,” Thomas said.

“What does an electrical transformer turn into?” asked Kevin.

Thomas failed to resist the urge to smack him.

Then, suddenly, the lights flipped on. Thomas froze. This wasn’t Nye’s office. There was simply nothing here - gunmetal gray walls and nothing else. There was no furniture, no insurance paperwork, and no Duncan Nye. There wasn’t even a lone alpaca.

A faint hissing sound filled the room, but Thomas couldn’t quite trace the source. Then, suddenly, he heard a phone jingle he’d never heard before. At first, he thought it was his phone, but it wasn’t. It was the black smartphone.

Mal, who was carrying the smartphone, answered it.

“Yes?” he asked.

There was a pause.

“Why yes, I would like to purchase a timeshare in Colorado,” Mal said. “Can you give me more details?”

After another pause, he smirked.

“I’m just kidding,” Mal said. “It’s Duncan Nye, and it’s for you, Thomas.”

“Hello?” Thomas said, taking the smartphone.

“Hello, Tom,” Nye’s voice said chattily. “You know, I just hate paying out for insurance claims. I mean, why would I enjoy it? It’s my money. Why should a bunch of whiney policy holders get it? It’s much, much more profitable if I don’t pay them. Take this, for example. I just got a insurance claim for a bunch of alpacas we for some reason had in a shipping crate on the edge of our property. Veterinary checks or something, but the alpacas all got loose, and long story short, we had to cripple some of them. Now, the rightful owners are getting all uppity about it and claiming that under their temporary stopgap insurance, which I also sold them in lieu of full livestock insurance, they should get insurance money. Whose fault do you suppose that is?”

“Uh...” said Thomas.

“That’s right,” Nye’s voice said. “Yours. I have to go to all the trouble of coming up with a reason to deny these people payment for their stupid alpacas, and it’s largely your fault, Thomas Truman. Yeah, some people would probably say it’s my fault for putting a shipping container full of alpacas on my property and then forgetting about it, but those people aren’t seeing this from my perspective.”

“Which is?” asked Thomas.

“I don’t care about alpacas,” Nye said. “Ethics, morals, justice, redress, the law, religion, and particularly the wellbeing of alpacas or society as a whole - I just don’t care about these things. I like money a lot. Money, I can use that to buy stuff. Everyone and everything else, well, you’re all just alpacas to me.”

“Thank you for sharing that blinding flash of perspective,” Thomas said, sarcasm swelling in every syllable he’d uttered. He’d had a long day and he was finding it difficult to philosophize.

“Anyway,” Nye said. “The point is that I’m pumping tear gas into your air supply.”

“What?” Thomas asked.

“Look above you. Are you looking up? I have video chat on, but all I can see is the side of your head.”

“Yes, I’m looking up,” Thomas said.

“You’ll notice a vent up there,” said Nye.

There was, indeed, a vent in the gray ceiling, almost directly above Thomas. A cool breeze wafted over Thomas’ face. He felt faint. His eyes watered and turned red, and he started to claw at them.

“I knew you were coming, so I had that vent outfitted with tear gas. How did I know, you ask? Two ways. First was that you very foolishly kept the black smartphone with you, and the black smartphone keeps sending its GPS signal back to me. It’s been tracking you ever since you took it off my people outside the parking garage in Big Hurt. The second way, well, I’ll have him say hello himself.”

“Tom,” said a business-like voice. “I hope you still pay my invoice. I charged a hundred dollars an hour, remember? Don’t worry about the tear gas, by the way. It’s differently safe.”

“Gab,” Thomas gasped. “I should have known you’d betray us.”

“Yeah,” Mal said angrily. “I wanted to be the one to betray us.”

“I prefer the term, ‘differently loyal’ to the ‘the one to betray us,’” Gab said conversationally. “Of course, I worked for Duncan the whole time, spying on the Society and checking in on what they were up to.”

“So I knew you were coming,” Nye’s voice said as he cut back in. “I’ve known about that escape tunnel for years, and I had it redirected to an empty office on the floor beneath me, so I’m somewhere above you, and I’m going to just keep pumping that room you’re in full of tear gas until you suffocate. Don’t bother trying to come out the way you came, by the way. Tear gas is heavier than air, so it’s flooding the passage, but at the same time it can’t waft back up to me. That’s why I didn’t use nerve gas. Deadlier, but carries with the wind. Bigger risk of a backdraft up to the top floor. Tear gas will get the job done, though. It’ll just keep building up and up and up in the room where you are until you suffer a very, very painful death. Oh, speaking of very, very painful deaths, that reminds me of something. There’s someone here who’d like to speak with you.”

There was a pause and a fumbling sound.

“‘Oh, hi, Thomas, good to see you again,’” Nye said in a high-pitched falsetto. “‘Don’t bother coming to get me, though. I’m very happy here with Mr. Nye.’ Do you know who said that? That’s right! It’s your wallet. I stole your wallet, I have your wallet, and I’m going to keep your wallet, while you die in the middle of the building. And you don’t even have any life insurance. How ironic.”

“You bastard,” Thomas breathed into the phone. “I hate irony.”

“You might want to save your oxygen for something other than cursing at me,” Nye said. “After all, you don’t have a whole lot of it left. Goodbye, Tom. You should have known that you couldn’t beat an insurance company.”

Nye hung up.

Thomas dropped the black smartphone. He was gasping and retching at the same time. The tear gas stung his lungs, burning at the corner of his eyes.

“Hooray,” Mal gasped. “We’re going to die.”

“I am deeply regretting betting with you,” Thomas wheezed.

“I’m not,” Mal retched.

It was at this point that Dr. Saw jammed a sock in Thomas mouth. It stank of athlete’s foot and body odor. Thomas gagged, but only for an instant. Seconds later, he found he could breathe.

“Wha?” Thomas asked.

Dr. Saw, who had jammed a sock in his own mouth, offered him a bottle of whiskey.

“Now’s not really the time, is it?” Thomas asked.

Saw suddenly took his sock out of his mouth, doused it in whiskey, then held it back over his mouth. Thomas understood. He doused his own sock in whiskey, then put it over his mouth, then did the same for Mal and Kevin.

“Alcohol neutralizes tear gas,” Saw explained through his sock. “Tear gas is a polar organic, and the alcohol pulls it out of the air as crystals and safely dissolves it. I think, anyway. I was just trying to get wasted before I died and noticed I stopped choking.”

“Wow,” Kevin said appreciatively. “This is the only useful thing you’ve done all day.”

“What do you mean by that?” Saw said. “I saved your lives, as far as you know.”

Slowly, Kevin, Mal, Thomas, and Saw regained their bearings, breathing through the filters.

“So, now what?” Thomas asked. “I don’t see a way out.”

“I can think of something we could do,” Mal said.

“What’s that?” asked Thomas.

“The other thing about the chemistry of tear gas is that it’s flammable to the point of being explosive, particularly when trapped at high concentrations in a building,” Mal said.

As he spoke, he covertly took a cigarette out of his pocket.

“Oh no,” Thomas said. “If you kill yourself by blowing us all up with a flame, you don’t win the bet. The bet specifies that someone else has to be responsible for killing you. If you kill yourself, it doesn’t count.”

“Right,” Mal said. “Of course, if I ignited the gas, it would be my fault I died, and then I wouldn’t win the bet, so I’d never dream of igniting the gas myself. Forget I said anything.” He flicked his cigarette against his wrist, then turned to Kevin. “Hey, Kevin, do you have a light?”

“I sure do,” Kevin said, then took out a silver cigarette lighter, and, before Thomas could stop him, thumbed it open to light Mal’s cigarette.

What followed was a deafening cacophony of light and noise as the air exploded around them.

And then they all died.





Chapter 35: Gifts For People You Hate




Thomas saw a bright flash, and he was suddenly a little boy again, sitting on his father’s lap. They were doing another jigsaw puzzle together. Thomas slotted piece after piece into the puzzle. When they finished, his father took out his old polaroid camera and snapped a picture of it, proud as punch as he did.

Afterwards, they just sat together and admired the jigsaw puzzle.

“Say, Thomas, you remember the advice I gave you, right?” asked Thomas’ father.

“If an alpaca spits on you, you spit right back,” Thomas recited.

“Good boy,” his father said. “I’ve got another piece of advice for you. This is very important, so you pay attention. It might be the most important piece of advice I ever give you. Your life could depend on it some day.”

“What is it, Dad?”

His father waved a finger at him.

“My advice is: you stay away from that Mal boy. He’s bad news, and he’ll probably get you blown up some day.”

There was another bright flash, and Thomas found he’d been blown back onto a pile of graying rubble. He lay spreadeagled in the debris, ears ringing, his clothes singed and a strong smell of smoke lingering in the air around him. Groaning, he slowly sat up. Much of the room had been reduced to ash and cinders. Other small fires still burned around them.

Mal was slowly smoking the cigarette he’d had Kevin light.

“We didn’t even die,” Mal complained. “What a ripoff.”

Next to him, Kevin was flicking his little silver lighter in confusion.

“It doesn’t work anymore,” Kevin observed.

Dr. Saw was looming over Thomas and about to do something insidious with a stethoscope, a donut, and a scalpel. Since Thomas didn’t trust him to stop just because he’d woken up, Thomas quickly leapt to his feet and swung aside.

Where previously there had been a vent in the ceiling, there was now a very large hole, and beneath that very large hole was a pile of rubble. Thomas examined the hole, which had remnants of rebar, stucco, and wooden planks sticking out of it at odd angles. He clambered up the pile of rubble and found he could reach the twisted remnants of the rebar.

“Follow me,” Thomas said. “We can get up to the next floor this way.”

“Why would we do that?” Mal demanded. “You haven’t even managed to get us killed properly yet.”

“Okay, fine,” Thomas said. “Stay here if you want. I don’t really care.”

He jumped, grabbed a hold of the edge of the hole in the ceiling, and pulled himself through it.

A familiar pair of doors came into sight. They were an impressive, tasteful pair of double doors, with little office plants on either side of them and a brown finish. A placard next to them read, “Duncan Nye - President and CEO of Duncan Nye All Insurance.”

Mal, with some grumbling, pulled himself up through the hole, then helped Kevin and Saw up after him.

“Let’s go get my wallet back,” said Thomas.

Mal pumped the shotgun.

Thomas kicked the double doors open, and together, the four men stormed into the office, like a hurricane ripping through an accounting firm. Thomas burst into the room. It was the same as it had been that morning in every way - the large red rug, the heavy brown desk, and there, sitting behind stacks upon stacks of forms, was the round-faced Duncan Nye. Nye stood as they entered, straightened his heavily insured collar, and stared down his nose at them. Thomas thought this was rather impolite, and grabbed Mal’s shotgun to demonstrate his dissatisfaction with the level of courtesy Nye was showing them. Before he could strike Nye with it, though, Nye help up a hand.

“I’d think twice before you do that, Tom,” Nye said, grinning like the after picture in a pharmaceutical commercial. “After all, I’m the only one who knows where your wallet is. If you beat me to death with an unloaded shotgun - I do know it’s unloaded - you’ll never find out where it is. Why don’t we sit down and have a little chat? Let’s keep this civil. There’s no need to get barbaric and cruel.”

“When you were gassing me to death a minute ago, you were taunting me childishly and pretending to be the high-pitched voice of my wallet,” said Thomas.

“Yes, but that’s when I thought I had the upper hand,” Nye said. “Now that you have the upper hand, I want to be civilized. Also, I think you’re forgetting something.”

“What’s that?” asked Thomas.

Then, he heard a metallic clunking noise from behind him. Thomas whirled around to see Gab standing there, behind one of the doors. He’d been concealed from view when they’d stormed into the room and opened the doors. Now, he was all too visible, and holding an equally visible metallic cylindrical object with a sinister-looking plunger on top. It looked to Thomas like a detonator.

“Hello, Tom,” Gab said conversationally. “Don’t worry about this. Don’t think of it as a last-ditch suicidal kamikaze mechanism that will kill us all. Think of it as more like... an auto-euthanasia device.”

“Yes,” Nye agreed. “That mechanism my associate is holding is linked to a series of thermite charges and pile drivers attached to the building’s superstructure. Poor Mr. Girder, when he designed this building, introduced a series of structural flaws into it that will cause it to collapse at the slightest perturbation. If you hurt me, Gab will have no choice but to bring the entire building down on top of us, killing us all. You could call it -” Nye smiled humorlessly. “-an insurance policy.”

Mal started eagerly forward.

“I also have a knife,” Nye added, before Mal could punch him. Nye took out a long-bladed knife and stabbed it hard into the oak material of his desk. “So, instead of burying us under thousands of tons of steel, concrete, and insurance paperwork, what say you and I have a little chat?”

Thomas glanced from Gab, holding the device, to Nye, sitting comfortably in his chair. Making up his mind, Thomas nodded, sank down into the chair opposite Nye, and leaned his shotgun against the desk.

“First of all, I think it goes without saying that I will not be paying your insurance claim,” Nye said.

“I did guess that,” Thomas agreed. “Is it true that a typo in my contract means you owe me a billion dollars?”

“Yes and no. The contract says in the event you are robbed, you’re owed a billion dollars, but it’s not a typo. I put it there deliberately to give you false hope. I hate paying insurance claims, Tom, and in the entire history of the company, I have never paid out on a single claim. That means I can put whatever number in there springs to mind and it doesn’t make a lick of difference.” Nye shrugged, fingering the handle of his long-bladed knife. “A million dollars in flashlight bulbs. Ten thousand deck chairs from the Titanic. The Crown Jewels of China. The entire ozone layer. The Voyager 2 space probe. It doesn’t really matter. I put in a billion dollars to amuse myself, because the reality is you’ll never get a cent.”

“So I’ve been giving you free medical treatment all day for nothing?” Saw said, appalled. “I’m starting to think my time would have been better spent treating all those sick children in the pediatric ward like I was supposed to!”

Thomas spared Saw only a silencing glance before turning back to Nye.

“So, you really did steal my wallet, then?”

“I did,” Nye said. “In fact, I have it right here.”

Nye reached into his pocket, and from his pocket produced Thomas’ wallet, in all its brown leather glory. He slipped it onto the table next to his knife. Thomas reached for it.

“Ah, ah,” Nye said. “Gab will kill us all.”

“You say that, but he’s taking his damn time,” Mal complained.

Thomas withdrew his hand. Nye continued to play with the pearl handle of his knife.

“Why?” Thomas said. “Why go through all this trouble? Why steal my wallet?”

“I believe your friend, Mr. Power, has already given you the gist of it,” Nye said. “I was about to steal your soul as part of my general soul-theft program. Power found out, and decided to use you as a guinea pig for the Society. Very unkind to the guinea pig whose job you took, if you ask me, but I digress. Power stuck his nose where it didn’t belong, stole your wallet, and put his fancy Soul Protector chip into it. He’d been designing the Soul Protectors to stop me from turning members of his Society evil, because he wanted to beat Jeff Bezos at life and to do that, he had to be non-evil.” Nye rolled his eyes. “The hobbies some people have. Anyway, I wasn’t able to steal your soul, but I saw what he did on the security cameras, so I stole your wallet. I’ve had it right here ever since. It’s all exactly like he told you. Ironic how you came right in here, not to ask for your wallet back, but to ask me to pay for your insurance claim on the wallet!” Nye chuckled as Thomas winced at the irony. Then, Nye added: “And to think you believed that idiot lawyer could help you.”

He gestured vaguely at Kevin.

“I think he’s talking about you,” Kevin whispered to Saw.

“No, he’s talking about you,” Saw informed Kevin.

“Me?” Kevin said in astonishment. “I’m not a lawyer, am I?”

“Not for much longer, I hope,” Mal said. “Gab’s gonna press that button, and after that you’ll be less of a lawyer and more of a buried corpse.”

“I got a client sentenced to be buried alive once,” Kevin recollected.

“Did you?” Mal asked, only vaguely interested.

“Yeah,” Kevin confirmed. “He said it was a small price to pay to get away from me.”

Thomas ignored their jabbering and turned his attention back to Nye.

“Why did you want my soul that badly?” Thomas asked Nye.

“I didn’t want your soul particularly,” Nye said. “You’re the impoverished son of a mediocre alpaca farmer. Your soul in particular is worth little to me. Rather, it was the Soul Protector I was after. I’m sure Power told you about how souls are won or lost. If you know everything there is to know about a person, from his favorite food to his worst nightmare to whether he squeezes the toothpaste from the end or the middle, then you have possession of his soul. That’s why intimate lovers always talk about giving their souls to each other, and it’s also why the Census has so many questions on it. I’d never imagined there could exist a device that would protect the soul from being stolen. Obviously, I needed to obtain the device that was blocking my attempts to steal your soul so I could reverse-engineer it, defeat it, and steal the souls of the Society.”

“Why?” Thomas said.

Nye removed his hand from his knife, leaned back in his chair, and grinned.

“Why what?”

“I mean, I get all that stuff about the soul,” Thomas said. “The part I don’t get is why you, a glorified insurance agent, steal people’s souls and want their souls so badly that you were willing to go through all this. You’ve robbed me, electrocuted me, gassed me, blown me up, and sent people to kill me, for souls, apparently. Why? Why do you turn people evil? Why do you want the souls?”

Nye chuckled and tapped the tips of his fingers together.

“Very good,” he said. “At last, we get to the bottom, I mean, the very bottom of the matter. I knew we’d get there eventually. I want people’s souls so I can turn them evil. Why? Three reasons, but only the last reason is the real one. First reason: if people are evil, they commit crimes, like vandalism, theft, and murder. The more crimes there are, the more insurance people want against crimes, so the more insurance I sell. Simple, yes? Second, the more crime there is, the more insurance claims I get to deny, and I love the look on people’s faces when I tell them they can’t have any money, because it’s my money, and I want it more than they do.”

“And third?” Thomas asked.

“Yes, third,” Nye said. “Before I get to the third reason, I want you to appreciate something. It’s not just me that collects souls. Nor is it just Facebook or the US government or Cambridge Analytica or the Catholic Church or the Society for the Advancement of Society Members. All insurance companies everywhere collect souls, and all insurance companies everywhere use those souls to turn people evil. Insurance companies have collected souls since the dawn of civilization, and ever since the first Babylonian scribe scratched the first crude etchings of proto-language into a clay tablet, insurance companies have sought to steal away the vital spirit that inhabits the human heart. We are in the soul-stealing business. For ten thousand years or more, insurance companies have stolen souls and used them to turn people evil, and have always done that, forever. You know that bright light and memories from your past you see before you die? That’s an insurance company scanning your brain to try to find out more about you so we can steal your soul. And the third reason, the real reason, is why. You already know what it is. I’ve already all but told you. By rights, you should have figured it out by now, but I’ll spell it out for you.”

“Enough stalling,” Thomas said. “What is it? What’s the real reason insurance companies turn people evil?”

“Because I can use evil to deny people’s insurance claims!” Nye said, practically bursting out laughing with glee as he tapped his hands together. “That’s the deepest, darkest secret of insurance. By turning people evil, we don’t have to pay their insurance claims! That’s why people engage in risky, previously irrational behavior once they get insurance. It’s not because of moral hazard diminishing the cost of jumping off a skyscraper once you have insurance. It’s because the insurance company turned the policyholder evil, so they wouldn’t have to pay him!”

“Is there a clause in the insurance contract that says you don’t have to pay evil people?”

“Yes,” said Nye. “As a matter of fact, there is.”

And, reaching into one of the piles of forms that littered his desk, he pulled out Thomas’ own insurance paperwork, and in the tiny fine print that polluted the page, he found a single line, which he tapped on with his finger.

“It says it right here, in black and white,” Nye said. “The insurance company doesn’t have to pay you a dime if you fail to list all of your pre-existing conditions.”

Thomas was stunned.

“So-” he said.

“We turn you evil just before you take out the insurance policy,” Nye confirmed. “And wonderfully, being evil makes you prone to lying - so no one, and I mean no one - not Pol Pot, not Genghis Khan, not even Mal, ever lists in the pre-existing condition section of their insurance form that they are evil, which means, under the terms of the contract, they have failed to notify us of a pre-existing condition that we’re sure they have, and we, therefore, do not have to pay them, even though they still pay us! It’s beautiful. It’s a perfect business. Evil isn’t just part of the human spirit! It’s a pre-existing condition.”

“So evil - original sin - the inherent malice that lurks within the human heart, was put there-”

“For insurance reasons, yes,” Nye said with a smile. “We, insurance companies, are the source of all human evil. All of the evil you ever read about in the history books, all those pointless deaths in war, and miscarriages of justice, and absurd and random cruelties - they were all caused by us, the insurance companies.”

“Really?” Thomas said. “All of it?”

“Well, Hitler did some of it, but it was mostly us,” Nye said. “We insurance companies are, and always have been, the font of all evil in the human condition - and that, Thomas Norm Truman, is why I stole your wallet. Don’t be mad. You’re not the first person to have a thousand bucks stolen by an insurance company.”

“Question,” Kevin said. “Does that mean the more insurance you get, the eviler you are?”

“Yes,” said Nye.

“Wow,” Kevin said. “Mal, you must be really well insured.”

Thomas cocked his head to one side and nodded.

“Fine,” he said. “I understand why you stole my wallet, and now that I know, I’m going to put an end to it. I’m going to take back my wallet and stop your evil insurance scheme once and for all.”

Nye smirked at him.

“Oh, Tom, you can’t possibly believe you’ll leave here alive now that I’ve told you all that. It’s the greatest secret in human history other than the formula for Coca-Cola and the Colonel’s secret blend of herbs and spices, and maybe how Kevin Atlaw got his law degree.”

“I paid a guy to take the exam for me, then paid another guy to take the exam for the first guy,” Kevin whispered to Mal.

Nye put his hand on the hilt of his knife. Thomas scooped up his shotgun.

“So I’m going to kill you,” Nye concluded. “And what’s more, I’m not going to pay out for any insurance claims arising from my killing you. Goodbye, Tom. I want you to die knowing that I took your wallet and you’re not going to get it back.”

Nye made a gesture to Gab, who depressed the plunger. There was a rumbling deep beneath the building and, suddenly, the whole architectural monstrosity began to collapse around them. The entire structure lurched to the side, then started to swing haphazardly towards the ground. Steel and drywall around Thomas crumbled. He suddenly had a decent view of the Earth beneath, which was rushing up to give them a haphazard high-five for all their accomplishments so far today.

Nye, smirking, grabbed his knife and Thomas’ wallet and, before Thomas could react, strapped himself into something like a harness that yanked him bodily out of the room. Thomas only saw him for a minute before he zipped away, but Nye’s harness might have been a parachute. When Thomas looked around for Gab, he’d disappeared.

The entire building continued to crumble towards the ground, the steel office part mashing into the castle segment. Pointy spires, crenellations, and mountains of insurance contracts crashed to the ground beneath them.

Thomas cast his mind back, but for once, it wasn’t to his father. It was to Girder.

“Uh, so, listen,” Girder had said. “My buildings have a tendency to fall down, just a little. They usually tilt over and go splat.” He made a gesture with his hand. “You know, like the Leaning Tower of Pisa, except, uh, it leans all the way.” Girder leaned in close to Thomas. “Just between you and me, I think it’s because the buildings hate me. They think I’m their enemy. Anyway, if the building starts to fall, you should know that I installed emergency crash harnesses and roll cages in the walls...”

Thomas quickly tried to remember what Girder had told him. He ran over to the side of the severely tilted floor as the insurance tower slowly gave way, wrenched open a large panel, like a closet, in the wall, and found the crash harnesses Girder had spoken of. Thomas strapped himself in.

“Wheee,” Kevin said as he did the same. “This is fun.”

Mal hit him, then strapped himself in, then assisted Saw.

“Sorry,” Saw slurred as he struggled with his belt. “I forgot how much liquor this donut had in it.” He peered through his star-shaped glasses at the donut.

At this point, the top floor of the building broke off from the rest and began a free-fall plummet towards the ground.

There were a hideous few seconds when the sound of rushing wind and snapping steel was so loud that Thomas couldn’t even hear himself scream. Then, there was a bass thump that shook Thomas to the bone, plunging him into total darkness.

Maybe Thomas lost consciousness. He couldn’t tell; frankly, he’d lost consciousness so many times today already that he barely noticed little things like that anymore. The total darkness came and went, and Thomas spotted a sliver of light through an Everest of concrete and rebar stacked on top of him. Groaning, he did his best to shift some of it aside.

The gap became wider as he flailed, and he saw Kevin, Mal, and Saw standing on top of the rubble pile, digging him out. Together, they pulled Thomas out of the mountain of debris. Thomas coughed furiously, stood stuttering, and brushed some of the gray dust off his clothes. He looked around. Where there had been a skyscraper before, now there was just a huge pile of cracked concrete, bent steel, broken rebar, and panicking alpacas. Thomas didn’t have a flashback at this point, but he knew what his dad would have said: “Don’t ever enter a building where the architect felt he had to build crash harnesses into the walls.”

Thomas kicked some of the rubble in anger and got a sore toe for his trouble.

“I can get you chemotherapy for that,” Saw advised.

Thomas fought the urge to advise him to get some fist-to-the-gut-therapy and instead surveyed the damage. He tried to get his mind around what had transpired.

“That... did not go as well as I thought it would,” Thomas admitted.

“Let’s hope they don’t try to bill us for damages,” Mal added.

“I’m having trouble seeing the upside of this,” said Thomas.

“At least we’re not dead,” Kevin said enthusiastically.

And then they all died.





Chapter 36: A Chapter Designed to Hypnotize You




As Mal was fishing his shotgun out of the rubble of the building, Thomas looked up to see a colored parachute drifting down to earth. The parachute carried with it a man with very white teeth and more than a little insurance. It was Duncan Nye. A second parachute appeared through the cloud of dust a moment later, but Thomas ignored it - it was Gab. They’d deal with Gab later. Nye was their top priority.

Nye hit the ground at fairly high speed and rolled, detaching the parachute from himself. The blue silk was caught by the wind and whipped away. Nye spotted them and groaned.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” he said. “How did you survive that? Seriously, do you have any idea how hard you people are to kill? All day, I’ve been tracking your position with the black smartphone and been sending danger your way - assassins, the bank bomber, the attempted electrocution, the sabotaged elevator, the gas - how do you keep surviving it?”

“Today’s just my lucky day, I guess,” Thomas said with a shrug.

“Hey,” Mal said, frowning. “I’m the one who sabotaged that elevator. I cut the cables so I could win the bet.”

“Oh yes, that reminds me,” said Nye. “We’re definitely never paying out on your life insurance policy, Mal, because we know you lied on your paperwork, so you’re going to lose the bet.”

Mal pointed the shotgun at Nye’s head.

“Are you sure I can’t persuade you to change your mind?” Mal asked.

“Very sure,” Nye said. “I wouldn’t be a very good insurance executive if I promised to pay life insurance claims every time the policy holder threatened to shoot me.”

Mal pulled the trigger on his shotgun. Nothing happened.

“Oh yeah,” Mal said. “Out of ammo.”

“You’ve been out of ammo since, like, forty seconds after you stole that thing from the police,” Thomas exploded at him. “How do you not remember that?”

Nye gave them a wry smile.

“Then it looks like I have the advantage,” he said, drew his knife out of his belt, and flipped it with a flourish. With his other hand, he yanked Thomas’ wallet out of his pocket and turned it over in his palm.

“So, Tom,” Nye asked. “Do you still want your wallet back?”

“Yes,” Thomas said.

“And I can’t let you leave here alive,” Nye remarked. “So, it looks like this is going to end the only way losing your wallet logically can end - a fight to the death with the CEO of your insurance company on the rubble of the building you were photographing this morning. How ironic.”

“I hate irony,” said Thomas. “I really, really hate irony. I want you to know that before we fight.”

“Noted,” Nye said, and charged at him with the knife.

Thomas had never been very good at fighting. He’d been beaten up a lot in school because Mal - who Thomas had known since his elementary school days - used to pay the other students and more junior teachers to supplement their measly allowances and/or incomes by punching Thomas in the face. Being punched in the face was an ancient tradition in Big Mistake, but it hadn’t made Thomas feel much better about the experience.

Nye, white teeth shining, ran in and punched Thomas in the face, barreled into him, knocked him to the ground, and tried to stab him. Thomas caught Nye’s stabbing arm, leaving the blade of Nye’s knife an inch or two from Thomas’ chest. Nye thrust down with all his might, and the blade crept closer to Thomas’ heart.

“God, this is just like high school all over again,” Thomas snarled, then kicked Nye in the chest. The force sent Nye staggering back, where he lost his footing on the uneven rubble and tripped. Thomas took the brief reprieve to regain his breath.

“You know, you could help,” Thomas snapped at Dr. Saw.

“Oh, I’m waiting for you to get hurt, so I can charge for trauma surgery,” Saw said, waving his hand. “You enjoy yourself.”

“What about Mal and Kevin?” Thomas asked. He couldn’t see either of them.

“Kevin’s asleep and Mal’s taking bets on the fight on his smartphone,” Saw said.

“It’s 4:1 on Nye to win,” Mal shouted at Thomas. “That’s without the spread, though. Tell you what - take a fall in the eighth minute, and I’ll cut the profits with you.”

Nye scrambled back to his feet just in time to grapple with Thomas. They wrestled for control of the blade between them.

“Why did you even want your wallet back so badly?” Nye snarled at Thomas. “If you’d just given up, you would have been much happier. You never would have had to learn the dark, terrible truth behind insurance. You never would have been stabbed, shot, or electrocuted. You never would have been beaten by the police, or dealt with the porkleggers, or had to talk to the head of the Society for the Advancement of Society Members. You just could have lived out the rest of your life in blissful ignorance.”

“New game,” Saw said. “Take a drink every time one of them mentions the wallet.” He drew his bottle of whiskey out of his brightly colored coat and took a swig.

“Don’t do that,” Mal said. “Give me the whiskey instead.”

Mal grabbed the whiskey from Saw, then picked his shotgun back up.

“I think I remember from lawyering that you’re not supposed to operate a shotgun drunk,” said Kevin.

“It’s fine,” Mal said. “I took a lot of speed before, and that should cancel it out, right doctor?”

Saw didn’t answer; he was too busy taking out a hip flask and pouring its contents on his donut.

Meanwhile, Nye and Thomas were still grappling over the knife. Alpacas circled around their melee like white, fluffy sharks.

“Answer me, Tom,” Nye demanded. “Why did you have to keep coming after the wallet?”

“Well, maybe if someone had agreed to reimburse me for losing it,” Thomas said, putting his back into the struggle. The knife inched towards Nye.

“You know I couldn’t do that,” Nye hissed back. “It’s a matter of principle for me! I never pay insurance claims. Not one dime! Not even to myself!” The knife point zigzagged dangerously towards Thomas.

“Then you understand why I couldn’t give up the wallet,” Thomas said. “It was a gift from my father. It’s practically all I’ve got left of him. It means the world to me. I’m not going to let someone like you just steal it from me.”

He flexed his legs and leapt forward, and together they tumbled haphazardly to the ground. The knife clattered out of their hands. Both men reached for it, and both their hands met on its hilt.

“Fifty bucks says this is the start of a romance,” Kevin said.

“Done,” said Mal.

Nye kicked Thomas hard in the chest, but Thomas would not relinquish his grasp on the knife. They struggled against the uneven rubble for purchase, each trying to wrench the knife away from the other.

“Love hurts,” Saw commented. “Medically speaking.”

With another kick, Nye sent Thomas sprawling to the ground. Nye moved to pounce, but Thomas pulled out his camera and took a picture with the flash at maximum. Nye threw his hand over his eyes to protect them.

“Don’t worry, Tom,” Mal called, regular silver cell phone in hand. “I called the police, and they’ve all place bets too. I’ve got a pool going!”

Thomas scrambled up, but Nye threw a fistful of insurance contracts into his face. Bleeding from the papercuts, Thomas was temporarily blinded and lost his grip on the knife. Nye grabbed it and tackled Thomas, drawing back his arm for the killing blow.

“Before I kill you, Thomas Truman, I want you to know something,” Nye said. “You must have suspected it. Maybe you’d always known. I killed your father.”

Nye thrust down with the knife. Thomas screamed in fury, and, feeling a primal rage that he had never felt before, dashed to his feet. The knife lodged in his shoulder as Thomas grabbed Nye like a rag doll and hurled him into a nearby concrete pillar, one of the few still standing. Thomas pulled the knife out of his shoulder, dashed up to Nye, and put it to Nye’s throat.

“You killed my father,” Thomas said. “Of course. It all makes sense now.”

“Is it too late to double my bet on the romance thing?” asked Kevin.

“No,” Mal said.

“You killed my father,” Thomas repeated, slowly pressing the knife into Nye’s neck.

“Wait,” Nye spluttered, fear in his eyes. “You didn’t let me finish. I killed your father’s alpaca. Remember, when you were seven? One of your alpacas drowned? It was actually my fault. I ran it off the road and into the river when I was driving by. It wasn’t your father spitting on it.”

“Oh,” Thomas said. “Uh, that alpaca actually survived, but I’m going to kill you anyway, I guess.”

“It survived?” Nye said. “Come on! I’ve been living with the guilt of that for twenty years.”

“Well, you’re not going to have to live with it for much longer,” Mal observed. “Judging from the way the wind’s blowing the knife, if you catch my meaning.”

Thomas contemplated landing the killing blow, with the naked blade of the knife to Nye’s lying, insurance jargon-spouting throat...

Then, a gunshot rang out. Thomas looked down. He’d been shot in the side. He was so shocked, he slumped down to his knees.

At first, Thomas thought that Mal had shot him, but Mal was out of ammunition. Staring around, Thomas caught sight of the man who’d pulled the trigger. It was Gab, standing there with a pistol and a smile.

“Don’t think of it as being shot,” Gab said. “Think of it as being gifted a bullet. A way to start drawing disability benefits. Differently lead poisoned. You’re in a post right-to-bear-arms condition.”

Thomas stared down at his side, which was bleeding badly. He slapped his hand to his wound.

“Hey, that’s no fair,” Kevin complained. “It’s 2 on 1 now. How would you like it if we all joined the fight?”

“It wouldn’t be a particularly even fight, since I have a gun,” Gab said. He shot Kevin several times in the head and torso, and Kevin collapsed to the ground, dead, in a pool of his blood. “Don’t think of it as cheating,” Gab quipped. “It’s more like, differently fair. Post-rules.”

Dr. Saw rushed up to help the fallen Kevin. Several more gunshots rang out, and Dr. Saw too dropped down dead, blood staining his many-colored coat crimson. His star-shaped glasses fell from his face.

Then, Gab turned to Mal. Mal threw his arms wide.

“Go right ahead,” Mal said. “I’ve been waiting for this all day.”

“That kind of takes the fun out of it,” Gab said, scratching his head.

“Oh, come on,” Mal complained. “What are you, chicken?”

“What?” Gab said.

“Bock bock bock,” Mal said, flapping his arms like a chicken and casting his shotgun to one side. “Someone’s too chicken to commit a third murder. Bock bock bock.”

A tick went in Gab’s forehead.

“I prefer the term differently white meat to chicken,” Gab said, and aimed his pistol. Then, there was a sudden whirling flash of steel and Gab staggered. He’d been hit in the chest with the knife.

Thomas got to his feet, bleeding but alive, hands crimson with his own blood.

“Good throw,” Mal said. “Disappointing, because he didn’t get a chance to kill me, but still.”

Thomas staggered towards Gab’s dying form, but he hadn’t even gotten halfway before Nye rose and knocked him down. Nye, laughing, scooped up both the knife and the gun. He sank his knife into his belt, then loomed over Thomas and pointed the gun down at him.

“You lose, Tom,” said Nye.

“Yeah, but you just had to gloat about it,” Thomas muttered. Thomas felt like his strength was melting away as he bled out. The wound in his side hurt.

“Looks like I get to keep your wallet,” Nye said, pulling Thomas’ wallet out with his free hand and waving it in a taunting kind of a way. He cocked the pistol.

As he did, a gray alpaca wandered up to Thomas and, staring down at him with race-based scorn, spit in his face.

Nye laughed hysterically.

“I don’t know why you’re laughing,” Thomas said.

“Why wouldn’t I be?” Nye said. “An alpaca just spat on you.”

Thomas’ next words sprang unbidden to his lips.

“And when an alpaca spits on you,” Thomas said, “you spit right back.”

He spat in the alpaca’s face and, as alpacas always do, it instinctively kicked. Its kick caught Nye, who stumbled backwards. Then, the alpaca ran away, screaming racial epithets. The gun fell out of Nye’s hands.

Nye recovered, winded though he was, but Thomas recovered faster. He scooped up the gun. He could barely see. Blood was seeping from the cuts on his face into his eyes, and everything had gone red. Even so, they were at such short range that Thomas felt confident he could aim. Thomas aimed the pistol as best he could, swaying slightly, and fired.

Nye crumpled to the ground.

But something was wrong. A second figure stood behind Nye. Through the red haze, Thomas recognized him. Mal!

In a flash, Thomas realized that Mal had been directly behind Nye. The bullet had gone through Nye and struck Mal in the chest.

Thomas ran up to Mal. Mal chuckled, blood tinging the corners of his mouth.

“This was my plan all along!” Mal said hysterically. “All the other times I tried to get myself killed were just decoys. The old woman, the boy scout, the taxi driver, the police, those heavily armed career criminals - I knew they weren’t really going to kill me. I was going to get you to kill me, and you did! Now you have to pay me a thousand dollars and admit... admit...”

Mal’s eyes fluttered. His consciousness was fading. Thomas examined the wound as best he could. Without the benefit of Saw’s medical-themed lies, Thomas couldn’t tell how long Mal had left, but the wound looked bad. Mal was dying.

“Now I’m going to die, and you killed me,” Mal said, life dribbling out of his body. “Ironic.”

“Yeah,” Thomas said quietly. “I hate irony, pal. You know that.”

“Now you have to pay me a thousand dollars and admit... people are scum...” Mal said.

His eyes became stiff and lifeless. He was dead.

“Sure, pal,” said Thomas. “You won the bet. I admit it. People are scum.”

And he knelt down and closed Mal’s eyes.

Then, finally, Thomas turned to Nye. Nye was still and motionless on the ground. The bullet had pierced his heart. He was dead.

Thomas, weak from blood loss and barely able to walk, staggered over to Nye’s corpse. There, grasped in Nye’s stiff hand, was Thomas’ wallet. For a moment, Thomas just stared at it. Then, he reached down and grabbed it out of Nye’s hand. He had to unclench every single last one of Nye’s fingers from the wallet, but finally wrenched it from the insurance executive’s cold grasp.

Then, finally, Thomas was holding his wallet. He opened it. His money was all there. So were his credit cards, and his debit card, and his long-canceled membership cards to gyms he never visited, and stores he never shopped at, and restaurant chains he secretly despised but had been too polite to refuse when they’d offered him a card. There too was his driver’s license, and some old business cards he’d collected, and a gift card or two, and an old school ID. And above all else, there, in the little slot for photographs was the first photo he’d ever taken: a picture of his father.

Thomas smiled, a sense of fulfillment coursing through him. He saw a bright flash.

He was eight years old, sitting on his father’s lap, looking through an old photo album of his father’s polaroids.

“I’ve got one last piece of advice for you, son,” said his father.

“What’s that, dad?” asked Thomas.

“Always remember: If you ever lose that wallet I gave you, don’t worry about it. I’ve got like ten more in a box somewhere. The thing’s practically worthless.”

There was a flash and it was the present again. Thomas was standing in the smoldering remains of an insurance building, surrounded by the dead bodies of his friends and enemies. He took out his camera, lined up a shot, and took a picture.

Then, suddenly, he felt very tired. Thomas pressed his hand to his side and saw it came back crimson and covered in blood.

“Okay,” Thomas said blearily to himself. “What’s next?”

And then he collapsed and fell down dead. The last thing that flashed through his mind were the events of the previous few minutes - the fighting, the shooting, his friends falling down one by one...

And then they all died.





Epilogue: The Only Horoscope You’ll Ever Need




Hello, reader! It’s me! You recognize me, don’t you? No, I’m not Olivia. I’m your first narrator. They tried to lock me away, but I escaped the rhetoric mines, where I was sentenced to descriptive hard labor for crimes against narration, and I returned to lead a heroic revolution against the tyrannical established forces of narrative structure. It was a thrilling tale, involving giants, and unicorns, and robots, and epic loves, and football, and secret codes, and trying to climb a really tall mountain that turned out to be a metaphor for human struggle in general and not just the struggle of climbing mountains. It was transformative. I destroyed entire conventions of fiction exposition, set new standards of oral aesthetics, demolished fourth walls, and third walls, and second walls, until finally the house I was in collapsed. The narrative elite who previously controlled your destiny have been destroyed, and I have been declared the new Chancellor of Narrative Storytelling. Now, you may recall that the reason I was locked away in the first place was that I kept promising you, from the title and the sales blurb on down, that this story would have no survivors. Don’t worry about that right now. Let’s just get back to the story. Oh, and if you want to know what happened to the previous narrators, I exiled them all to the icy wastes of cooking anecdotes.

Anyway.

Thomas gasped and started. All he could see was a very bright light. Everything was messy white and fluffy, like an alpaca he’d once known as a child. He somehow instinctively knew he’d died.

“Ughh,” Thomas managed to articulate. “Is this heaven?”

His vision cleared slightly, and he saw Mal peering over him.

“Oh, no,” Thomas muttered. “I guess it must be hell.”

“Heaven, hell, who cares?” Dr. Saw said. “They all pay the same. Open your mouth and say aw.”

“Awww?” Thomas said.

Dr. Saw stuck a soggy donut in Thomas’ mouth, which Thomas suspected had been soaked in whiskey. He spat it out, coughing.

“Patient is displaying irrational aversion to food,” Dr. Saw said. “Look, if you’re not going to cooperate, Thomas, this autopsy is going to take a lot longer.”

“Autopsy?” Thomas croaked. “But I’m not dead!”

“Sheesh, you say you’re not dead, Mal says he is dead, make up your minds!” Saw barked at him. “How am I supposed to figure out if you’re dead or not if you keep contradicting me? Now, I’ve got a patient who needs your liver, because he wants to take up drinking again and for that he’s gonna need some better parts. Try to keep your abdomen still.”

“I think he’s alive, Saw,” Mal said.

“There’s just no talking to some people,” Saw said, putting his hands on his hips. “Fine, so he’s alive. What do you want, a medal? I’ve got hundreds of patients alive in the next ward. It’s not that special.”

“Actually, you’re down to dozens of living patients,” came Kevin’s voice.

“Oops,” Saw said. “Uh, what’s this?”

“A lawsuit,” Kevin said cheerily. “You’re not supposed to kill patients, so I’m suing you.”

“That’s not the way lawsuits work,” said Saw. “You need to represent the victims.”

As they jabbered, Thomas found his vision was gradually clearing to the point that he could see again. He was sitting on a bed in the middle of a hospital room, and he could hardly make out his surroundings because of how stuffed the room was. It wasn’t just Mal, Kevin, and Saw, but many other people. Cunningham was there. So was Chief Harding, and Billy, and Will Power, and Judith, and Girder, and dozens of other people, many of whom Thomas had only briefly met in passing earlier that day.

You may have already worked out that Thomas was not dead. That is not to say he didn’t die. He was shot and died; he simply is not dead now.

Dying, death, and life are all highly subjective. This is because there is no universally agreed upon definition of life, so there is no universally agreed upon definition of death. Death is merely the state in which it is no longer possible to transition to life. In medical terms, that means it’s the point the patient can no longer be resuscitated. In legal terms, that means it’s the point the defendant can no longer be sued. In customer service terms, that means it’s the point you no longer have to bother closing the client’s support ticket. However, death is a funny thing because, if we take the medical definition, whether or not it is possible to resuscitate the patient can change depending on the location, competence of the attending physician, state of technological progress, and indeed life in general.

So, you see, I used semantics to basically lie to you when I said that Thomas, Mal, Kevin, and Saw had died. They’re all fine.

“What happened?” Thomas said, sitting up earlier in bed.

“We were all shot a few times, but I saved us with my massive knowledge of medical expertise and you owe me a lot of money,” said Saw.

“A bystander called an ambulance, and they took us back to the hospital, where they resuscitated us,” Mal said.

“Oh,” Thomas said.

“Which wouldn’t have been possible if I hadn’t ingeniously been bleeding out onto the ground while alpacas sat on me,” Saw declared. “So I’m taking the credit, and if anyone from the state medical board asks, I saved all our lives, and am definitely not practicing medicine without a license.”

“I helped too,” Kevin said. “I threatened to sue the ambulance people the whole way back to the hospital.”

Thomas could blearily make out that Kevin’s head was bandaged.

“I was shot in the head,” Kevin said. “Don’t worry; they said enough of my higher brain function survived that I should be able to continue to work as a trial lawy-”

And then he simply collapsed onto the floor and started to twitch.

“Don’t mind me,” Kevin said politely as he did this. “I just felt like lying down for a little bit.”

“I thought we all died, though,” Thomas said. “I remember us dying.”

“Pfff,” Saw said, waving his hand vaguely. “Death could mean anything. It’s just a bunch of vital signs on a chart. You could die and come back to life ten times and never break a sweat, because no one really knows what death is, because no one knows what life is. To have a hard and fast definition of death, reality would have to be run by insufferable bureaucrats or something.”

Thomas only spared him a few seconds consideration before looking around at everyone else who had crowded into his little hospital room, practically squishing up against his bed.

“Why are there so many people here?”

“We all heard you were regaining consciousness and came to congratulate you,” Power said to Thomas.

“For what?”

“For defeating Duncan Nye and removing the crime wave that’s been plaguing our city,” said Chief Harding. “Without him turning people evil for insurance reasons, the crime wave will subside.”

“Now we can get back to porklegging in peace, without any upstart grilleasies muscling in on our business,” Cunningham added.

“And all we have to fear is fear itself and buildings trying to kill us,” added Girder, then stared around at the walls fearfully.

“So thank you, Thomas,” said Power, his blue eyes glinting with pride. “We all owe you one.”

“You’re not the insect-like atrocity unto evolution and nature that I thought you were,” Judith admitted. “But you still can’t join the Society.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment. What happened to Nye and Gab?” asked Thomas. “Did they really die?”

“I don’t know,” Saw said. “They weren’t taken to this hospital, but you know, these insurance companies often have their own healthcare schemes.”

“My suspicion is that Nye survived,” Power said. “Maybe he still controls the souls he stole, but his base of insurance power has been destroyed - and on that note, I have some very good news. Owing to the death or absence of the head of the company and all its shareholders, it has been taken over by Big Mistake. The TI-84 that controls the city has calculated that you should be paid your insurance claim in full for the loss of your wallet.”

“But I have my wallet right here,” Thomas said, then reached into his pocket.

For one heart-stopping moment, he thought it wasn’t there, but his hand closed on leather and he drew it out, smiling at it.

“They may not pay you the full billion dollars,” Power added. “But I suspect they will compensate you for what the company put you through.”

“They might have some trouble doing that, since I remember my bank blowing up. What time is it?”

“You were only out for a few hours,” Mal said. “It’s still today.”

“So I guess our bet is still on then, Mal?”

“Nah,” Mal said. “I heard you admit that people are scum, and that’s what I really wanted. Keep your thousand dollars. Just say I won the bet again.”

Thomas smirked.

“Okay, Mal,” he said. “Fine. You win the bet. I concede.”

Mal whooped, then cackled.

“Awesome,” he said. “I’ve been running a betting pool online.”

Girder stepped forward.

“Er, Thomas, there’s something else,” he said. “I don’t know if the city or the insurance company will ever pay you, but I feel you ought to get something out of all this, so I’m proud to announce your photograph of the Duncan Nye All Insurance building has won my architectural photography competition! You’re the only person who ever took a photo of it because of how ugly it was, and now that the building has been destroyed, your picture’s the only remaining depiction of it. So congratulations.”

Girder handed him a check and a certificate. Thomas laughed and put the check in his wallet.

“Thanks, Girder,” Thomas said. “That means a lot to me.”

Meanwhile, Kevin was struggling back to his feet.

“Man, I feel pretty bad,” he said, wobbling drunkenly as he did. “Cunningham, can I have some bacon?”

“Sure,” the porklegger said. “First strip is free.”

He gave Kevin a strip, which he started to eat.

“What are you doing, Kevin?” cried Thomas. “The police are right here. Eating bacon’s punishable by death, remember?”

“Don’t be silly, Thomas,” Kevin said. “Oregon isn’t a death penalty state.”

Thomas contemplated this quietly as Kevin finished his bacon.

Readers should take note that Oregon is, in fact, a death penalty state, as are most US states. Kevin just isn’t a very good lawyer.

But today, Kevin got away with it.

“Mmmm,” Kevin said, smacking his lips. “Kevin’s bacon.”

Thomas cringed at this, but quickly recovered.

“Well,” Thomas said, “I guess everything worked out in the end. I got my wallet back and $10,000 from the photography contest.”

“And I won the bet and proved that people are scum,” Mal said proudly.

“And I successfully performed open heart surgery drunk, while eating, and without the patient noticing,” Dr. Saw said, between bites of his donut.

“And the state’s disbarring me again!” Kevin said.

Everyone cheered. A bottle of champagne was brought out, and popped in celebration. Glasses were poured, clinked, and duly downed. Thomas smiled.

When the celebration was over, Thomas stood, painfully.

“Well, I’d like to go home,” Thomas said. “Can you declare me fit for discharge, doctor?”

“Sure,” Saw said drunkenly. “Like I said before, I can declare you whatever you want. I can declare you married to the bed.”

“So, discharge?” Thomas asked.

“I don’t see why not,” Saw said. “I’m not even the attending physician, so it’s not my problem.”

Thomas got up, shook hands with everybody, and gathered his stuff, making sure he had his wallet most of all.

“What are you going to do now that you know that evil is not actually inherent in human nature, but put there by insurance companies as a pre-existing condition with which to deny claims?” asked Power. “Isn’t your perception of the world forever changed?”

Thomas thought about this for a minute.

“No,” he said. “I’m just going to go home and do a jigsaw puzzle. Maybe look at some old pictures of alpacas.”

Power smiled at him.

“Go right ahead,” Power said.

Thomas said one last round of goodbyes to everyone, then walked out of the hospital and into the setting sun.

“There goes a man who wanted his wallet back,” Chief Harding commented.

And now we’re at the end.

So, all that stuff I said about death semantics notwithstanding, I guess I was lying all those times I told you that then they all died, because they didn’t. Then again, it shouldn’t really surprise you that I was lying to you, because like I said at the beginning, people are scum.

On the other hand, like I also said at the beginning, people contain multitudes. Maybe I wasn’t lying to you when I said that they would all die, because maybe they’ll all die in the sequel.

But for now, let’s just say that, after long, full, happy lives, they finally all died.

Except for Mal. He was hit by a bus the next day. But that’s another story.

(Finis. The next page contains a message to the reader placed there by the author; failing to read this message will render any insurance claims from damages, mental, physical, or emotional, sustained or arising from reading this book null and void and you will also not be allowed bacon.)





Message to the Reader




I’m on a diet and can’t have any bacon. I’m sure that didn’t affect this book in any way.

And Then They All Died was a sort of a return to form for me, but at the same time was a highly experimental humor-filled satire. When I say it was a return to form, it very much followed the path of You Are Dead. (Sign Here Please) - in fact, I partially sketched this as a plot of a You Are Dead. book but realized it wouldn’t work for various reasons and decided to make it a separate book entirely. At the same time, it was very experimental. You probably noticed a lot of the things I tinkered around with, like the narrative voice and fourth-wall breaking, and a partial restraint on the use of tangents which, if you’ve read my other books, you’ll recall I use heavily. Probably the biggest difference as compared to my previous comedies was more subtle than any of those elements. I dramatically altered the length, pacing, and narrative structure of the book. Whereas I usually core front-load plot elements in my other books, in this one I added core plot elements more gradually over time, like I was writing a mystery. The length was also a big difference. I tried to cram so much stuff into this book it practically burst, which meant it was considerably longer than my other satires and comedies. I’m sure the net effect was that it seemed jumbled and frantic, but it was actually one of the most carefully planned books I’ve ever written outside of my epic fantasy novels. That’s sort of the Achilles heel of over-planning books. It makes the book longer.

Anyway, if you enjoyed And Then They All Died, you’ll probably also enjoy my other humorous works, like the long-running You Are Dead. series and Humancorp Incorporated. Maybe you could also do me a small favor and rate or review this book or share it with your friends. I rely on writing for my income, and I have struggled to get the word out about my novels, and just a little help from you could mean worlds to me. Since reviews are my only potential source of feedback, I also find them invaluable for my future writing.

I have written a large number of other books, some comedic, some serious. They are all available on Amazon and other online retail outlets, and you can find them by searching my name.

 

Best,

--Andrew Stanek

 

PS: If you want to join my mailing list, go to http://eepurl.com/bhTc9H. I send out notices about my writing and sometimes give out good stuff, like free books and advance copies of my new novels to people on the list. I won’t send you spam. You can contact me at StanekBooks@gmail.com if you just want to talk to me about something.
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