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Stories by Melanie Brown

Restless Spirit

"Don't be such a pussy, Ron," Gary Kleinman said from the entrance of my spacious cubicle.

Frowning I said, "Gary, look... I'm just not much of a party person, okay?" I put down the sports section of the newspaper I was looking at, realizing it would be a minute or two before I could get back to it.

I’ll admit it. I’ve always been something of a social outcast. I’m an introvert and very uncomfortable in social situations. I think I’ve been on two dates in my whole life.

Joanne McClarity popped her head over the top of my wall, where my Dallas Cowboys Cheerleaders calendar was hanging. Playing with the paperclip I used to hang the calendar, she said, "You're not going to the Halloween party? Everybody goes to that! It's always a lot of fun!"

Joanne, Gary and I, along with about eight other employees, all lived at the same apartment complex. In fact, right after I hired on with the company and moved to this town, Joanne suggested I get an apartment there. I think they were looking for a new carpool buddy, but I enjoyed riding my motorcycle too much. Maybe after the cold weather settled in….

Gary asked, "You weren't here last year, were you?"

"No," I said. "I was hired in May, remember?"

Gary laughed. "You missed it man. It was funnier than hell."

Joanne scowled and said, "Don't tell that story, Gary. Joseph almost got fired, and it really isn't funny." Joseph Youngman is our CIO. As near as I can figure, he's CIO only because he's an old college chum of our CEO, Michael Stone. I don't think he even knows how to change the wallpaper on his computer's desktop.

Gary laughed again and said, "No, wait. It's great. Youngman was so drunk he somehow managed to trip and fall right in front of where Stone's wife was sitting. And then he somehow managed to get his head up inside her skirt and right on her privates. Joe says...." Gary started laughing again. "...Joe says, 'Hey, I'm suddenly hungry for tuna!'" Gary laughed so hard at the memory his eyes teared up.

I glanced at Joanne, who was frowning, and then at Gary, who was still chuckling and wiping his eyes. I said flatly, "That's a real knee-slapper, Gary." And then, with a little more sarcasm in my voice, "And to think I missed all that hilarity."

Jerry Rushing, whose main goal in life is to convert everyone to his religion — Linux — stopped by my cubicle and said to Gary, “Are you telling that story about Youngman again? That’s a hoot, huh? God was he drunk.” He looked around a second and asked, “Are you guys having a meeting?”

Joanne said, “Actually, we were trying to talk our network guru here into coming to the Halloween party next week.”

Jerry inexplicably glanced at his watch and asked, “Oh. Is that next week?”

Gary said, “That it is. You comin’?”

Jerry nodded and said, “Probably. Hey, did any of you guys tape Survivor last night? I was tweaking my system and rebuilt my kernel and I forgot all about it.”

After a chorus of “No, sorry….” Jerry looked sad for a moment, and then said to me, “Oh, Daniels. You should definitely go to the party. Those chicks from Accounting really get wild.”

“Seriously, Ron,” said Joanne. “You should go. It’d give you a chance to socialize with the rest of us.”

I really didn’t want to go. I’d lost interest in Halloween somewhere around the age of twelve. Dressing up as a pirate, or a ghost, or a Frankenstein monster definitely didn’t appeal to me now that I was twenty-four.

My age was a joke too. I’m still somewhat baby-faced. Just last week, while wandering through the cube farm on the fourth floor trying to find a particular office to trouble-shoot a network problem, a woman came up to me and asked if I was looking for one of my parents. When I first interviewed for the job, our department manager told me he wasn’t interested in hiring any high school interns.

I said, “Well, guys… you know... like I said, I’m not much of a party person.” I didn’t want to sound too anti-social, so I added, “Besides, I wouldn’t have a clue what kind of costume, except for maybe an early twenty-first century Earth human?”

Joanne just shook her head and said, “Philip in H.R. did that last year. He took some flak for that.”

Gary chuckled and walked across my office and tapped my calendar. He said, “How about that? We haven’t had a guy show up as a cheerleader in a few years. With your physique, you could probably be pretty convincing.”

Joanne’s face brightened. She said, “Hey yeah! You’re young and thin enough that you’d make a cute cheerleader. A few years ago Ralph from the mailroom dressed like a cheerleader. He looked like a linebacker in a cheerleader uniform. It was hilarious. Before that was… uh… who was that… about five years ago. Oh, it was Larry. He was a cute cheerleader too. His name is Laura now and he’s… she… married some guy and is living in California somewhere.”

I glanced back and forth between Joanne and Gary and said, “Well, that definitely sounds like a really bad idea then. Come on guys, I got work to do.” I started to pick up the sports page again.

Joanne said, “Oh, come on, Ron! It’ll be a hoot! Me and some of the girls would just love to help you with your makeup. I think you’d look really cute! You might even win the annual costume contest.”

Gary laughed a moment. His face then turned serious as he said, “You know, Ron. You really should go to this party. I mean, it’s being noticed that you don’t socialize with any of us. You don’t go to lunch with anybody, or out for Friday after-work beers--”

Frowning, I interrupted and said, “Gary, I’ve told you before, I don’t drink alcohol. And I’m a very private person. It’s still a free country, isn’t it?”

Joanne said, “Please consider it, okay?”

“Okay, okay. I’ll give it some thought,” I said.

Gary said, “You really should. And trust me on this, Ron. If you go with the cheerleader outfit, the chicks will be all over you, wanting to help you with your makeup and instruct you how to sit and all that.”

“Speaking from personal experience?” I asked.

“No!” howled Gary. To Joanne he asked, “Am I wrong? Or am I wrong?”

Joanne giggled as Gary’s face flushed red. Looking back down at me she said, “The girls will probably fuss over you. If you look as good as I think you will, you might have some of the guys fussing over you as well. Especially Gary. He’s got a thing for cheerleaders.”

From two cubicles down and slightly muffled, I heard Jerry call, “Everybody’s got a thing for cheerleaders.”

Joanne said, “Well, I need to get back to work too. Think about it. See ya, guys.”

As Joanne’s head disappeared behind the cubicle wall, Gary grabbed my newspaper out of my hand and stared at the front page of the sports section. He said, “Oh, speaking of cheerleaders, get a load of her. Man, she’s really hot.” There was a picture of a middle school cheerleader just about to start a routine at a local middle school football game.

I looked at Gary sideways and said, “She’s fourteen, Gary. That’s a little sick, isn’t it?”

Gary handed the paper back to me and said, “Like I’ve always said, ‘If there’s grass on the field, play ball!’”

#

The phone rang. It was my boss, Bob Sikes. He said, “Hey Ron. I need you to go to the tenth floor and check out the network switch up there. Tony called this morning and says he can’t get on the network.”

“What does he need a network connection up there for? That floor’s being gutted.”

Bob sighed and said, “He doesn’t really. But he takes his notebook up to keep up with his email while overseeing the renovations up there.”

“Are you convinced now we need to go wireless?”

“Ron, I think I gave you something to do. Why don’t you go do it?” Bob hung up the phone. I gathered up my tool bag and headed to the elevators.

There was already a guy standing in front of the elevator as I approached it. I’d seen him around, but didn’t know his name. He’d already pressed the “Up” button and I resisted the silly temptation to press it again, as if that would make the elevator return faster.

“Elevators slow today?” I asked. I really wasn’t interested, but I thought that maybe I should start being more ‘social.’

The guy, burdened with a briefcase and a pen, said, “We’re down to one.” He looked intently back up at the floor indicator as if mentally trying to change the number to a “1”.

I set the tool pouch I was carrying on the floor and said, “Oh really? Is the other one broken?”

The guy gave me that ‘what tree did you fall out of’ look and said, “Yeah. You could say that, I guess. You didn’t hear?” He continued after I shook my head. “Last night the cable snapped. Can you believe that? As thick as those things are? They inspected it just last month too. Anyway, one of the guys in sales and his assistant were going down after… cough!… working late.”

Wide-eyed, I asked, “Are you kidding? I didn’t hear about that. Were they hurt?” I guess I am out of the gossip loop. I’m sure the buzz had been around the office several times, but I never heard about it.

“Nah. The emergency brakes kicked in. A couple of guys from facilities helped them out.”

About that time the elevator door opened, and about ten people got out. Feeling a little nervous, I stepped into the elevator with the other guy. I punched number ten, and he asked if I’d punch in his floor.

After my fellow passenger got off at his floor, I continued heading for the top floor. The company had bought the building just a little while before they hired me, and were renovating one floor at a time. Most of the building was in good shape, but with a little outdated décor. But the top floor — the floor where the executive offices were going to reside — that floor was a total disaster at the moment.

I stepped out of the elevator as soon as the doors parted. I was expecting a lighted foyer, but instead a dim, ambient light greeted me. It wasn’t total darkness or even spooky. The overhead lights were out, and construction workers were busy gutting the floor under lights mounted on tripods. Most of the ambient light flowed through the outside windows.

“Watch your step,” called a voice off to my right. I looked and Tony Milano, the head of the facilities department, came walking towards me. He silently pointed to his left. I looked, and saw that the doors to the other elevator were wide open and the shaft was a gaping black hole. Yellow caution tape made an “X” pattern across the opening.

Tony said, “Don’t fall down that shaft. We’re trying to get more light in here. When that cable snapped, it took out most of the electrical conduit.”

I carefully stepped over some cabling on the floor and said, “Let me take a look at that. That might be why the network is out up here.” I carefully poked my head through the open elevator doorway and glanced around.

Looking up I could see a couple of guys inspecting the elevator’s pulley system. Their light was lighting up this end of the shaft. I looked at some conduit running up past the doorway. Sure enough, the network cable had been sheared through. The conduit had even been pulled away from the wall a few inches.

“How does it look Ron?” Tony asked as I pulled my head back through.

“That cable did a lot of damage, Tony.” I said. “Until the power’s been restored, I don’t think we can do much. Maybe your guys can help me run some temporary cabling up here.”

“When some of them are not so tied up, I’ll give you a call.” Tony said as I stepped back into the working elevator. He held the door open a moment and said, “I heard you were going to the Halloween party as a cheerleader. What made you decide to do that?”

I just looked at him for a moment before answering. “I haven’t decided that I’m even going to the damn thing. Who told you that?”

Tony shrugged and said, “I dunno. It’s going around the building.”

I frowned. As the door started to close I said, “Why couldn’t the rumor about me say I’m dating a super model or something?”

#

I gave Joanne the third degree, but she maintained her innocence. She said, “Ask Gary. You know what an asshole he is. Maybe he said something.”

Joanne and I both walked over to Gary’s cubicle. Sternly, I said, “Gary, what’s the deal about telling everyone I’m going to the party as a cheerleader?”

Looking taken aback, Gary shrugged and said, “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I said nothing to nobody.”

Joanne said, “Come on, Gary. Fess up.”

Before Gary could reply, Jerry popped his head up over the walls. He said, “Oh, sorry. That was me. I just mentioned it to Sue in Accounting. She thought you’d look cute in a cheerleader uniform. Sorry, I thought it was a done deal.” His head disappeared again.

Scowling, Gary snarled, “If you don’t have your facts straight dickweed, don’t come barging in here again accusing me of something.” Without another word he turned his back on us and went back to his computer screen.

“Sorry, man.” I said. Gary just grunted.

Joanne walked with me back to my cubicle. As we walked, she said, “Well, in a way it’s a good thing.”

“Why is that?” I asked, already guessing the answer.

“Now you pretty much have to go.”

“What’s with this party? What’s so goddamn important about it? And why the hell does anyone care if I go or not?” I know I sounded too harsh, but I was getting fed up.

“Jeez, Ron. You don’t have to be such an asshole about it.” Joanne wrinkled up her brow. “Everyone has a lot fun at the party. I thought you might use a little fun yourself. I guess I was wrong.”

She spun on her heel and left my cubicle. Her cubicle is just adjacent to mine. She slid drawers out of her desk and slammed them back in, making the stuff on my walls rattle. The paperclip hook holding up my calendar slipped from the fabric of the cubicle wall, and the calendar fell behind my desk.

#

As I wearily climbed the stairs up to my apartment I just happened to look up. There was my next-door neighbor, leaning over the guardrail, drinking a beer. She looked down at me at the same time.

“Evenin',” she said as I stepped on the last landing. Her name was Margaret. I could never remember her last name. She was living at these apartments when I moved in back in May. I guessed she was about twenty years older than I was, and she lived alone as far as I knew.

At the laundry room, while just trying to make conversation, I had stupidly asked her once if she was married. She then told me about how her husband had died several years ago in a plane crash. Since then, other than exchanging pleasantries, we didn’t talk much. She kept to herself more than I did.

“Good evening,” I said back to her. I noticed she wasn’t wearing a jacket or a sweater and here it was, getting dark and late October. I said, “It’s a little on the chilly side, though.”

She smiled and said, “A little bit I guess. I really hadn’t noticed.” She took another swig from the can. She lifted the can up and asked, “Want one?” When I shook my head, she then returned her gaze to the sunset.

I was going to just go inside, since I was tired and feeling a little cold, but for some reason I stopped and leaned against the guardrail and looked out at the sunset myself. The buildings, trees and power lines obscured a portion of the sky, but the rest was quite beautiful.

All I do is go to the office in the morning. I almost never leave the office during the day, only to return to my apartment and either surf the web or watch TV. I never stop to look at the world around me.

I just stood there for a few moments, just watching the fading rays of the sun disappear behind the clouds stretching across the horizon. Not really saying it to anyone, I said, “You know, I never give myself the time to just stop and look at what’s going on around me. I’ve been here five months, and this is the first time I’ve stopped to watch the sunset.”

Margaret said, “The view is quite good here, actually. Never put off anything thinking you’ll have time to do it later. That chance might not ever come your way again.”

“That’s true, I guess.” I said. After a few moments of silence, I looked over at her. I could see some tears welling up in her eyes.

Thinking that I said something stupid to somebody once again, I asked, “Are you okay? Is something wrong?”

She tried to smile, and said, “No, nothing’s wrong. Not really, I guess.” She looked at the fading sunset again and said, “It’s my daughter Elisabeth’s birthday today. She would have been eighteen today.”

I caught the “would have been” and said, “I’m sorry. I had no idea.”

She cast me a questioning glance and said, “It’s okay. You weren’t living here then, so you wouldn’t really know.”

She paused again, obviously finding speaking difficult. “It was almost a year ago -- a week after she turned seventeen. She was coming home from a Halloween party. She called me just before she left to let me know she was on her way.” Margaret paused for a moment and stared, glassy eyed, at the darkening sky.

Continuing, she said, “She also said she was stopping to get some gas and buy a bottle of soda. She said she thought she’d be home in about thirty minutes. An hour went by. Then two. I called all her friends, and they all said she’d left the party right after she talked to me.

“That’s when I called the police. Thirty minutes later, they found her car in a ditch behind the convenience store where she bought gas. There was no sign of her. I also found out later from one of her friends that she’d talked to Elisabeth on her cell phone at the convenience store.” The apartment complex’s lights came on, throwing Margaret’s face in shadow.

I wished now I’d kept my big fat mouth shut. This was obviously a painful memory for her. I said, “I’m very sorry. Look, I shouldn’t have said anything. I should probably go.”

She shook her head. “No. No, it’s okay. I need to talk about it. Get it out of my system.”

I was curious, but not sure if I should ask. I thought a moment, and then asked, “Did you ever find her?”

She nodded. She took a deep breath and said, “They found her a few days later in the river. She’d been raped, but she was dead before she was put in the water. It looked like she’d been strangled. There was no water in her lungs….” Her voice trailed away.

“I’m very sorry. I never knew this.” I said, sincerely feeling bad for her. “A loss like that must be terrible. Did they ever catch who did it?”

She shook her head. “No. No one saw anything. They have DNA evidence, but there’re no suspects. The police don’t have a clue where to start. All the boys at the party had to submit DNA samples, as did some other boys at school. There were no matches.”

I clasped my hands together and leaned over the railing. Margaret’s story depressed me quite a bit.

She must have noticed my expression. She said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be such a downer.”

“Oh, don’t mind me.”I said. “I can’t imagine what you must be going through. It makes my problems from today look pretty trivial.”

She said, “Oh? What kind of problems did you have today? Anything you want to talk about?” She seemed anxious to change the subject, but still wanted to talk to someone.

I laughed and said, “My problems are really pretty small. I’m being forced into going to a Halloween party.”

Crap, I shouldn’t have said that! It must make me look a little petty compared to the emotions she’s going through. I should probably just go watch TV.

She didn’t react, though. Instead, she said, “What’s bad about that? I thought all you young folks like to go to parties.”

I smiled and said, “Well, I’m not much of a party person. But that’s not the worst of it. Now I have to try to find a cheerleader uniform that fits me. Dressing as a cheerleader was also kinda forced on me as well.”

Margaret laughed. It was easy to see how twenty or so years ago she would have been a beautiful woman. She said, “They want you to go to the party dressed as a cheerleader? That’s funny. Although, I’d bet you’d look pretty convincing.”

“Thanks. I think.”

“I meant that in a positive way,” she said. “Have… have you found a uniform yet?”

“Not yet. I need to check around at some local athletic stores.” I said. “I hope I find something quick, since the party is next week. I don’t have a lot of time.”

She looked me up and down. “I have a cheerleader uniform in the closet that might fit you.”

“You have a cheerleader uniform?”I asked. It’s probably been hanging in her closet for twenty-five years with that funky smell old clothes seem to get, I thought.

She looked away for a moment before saying, “Well, actually... it was my daughter’s. She was a cheerleader at her high school. She’d been cheering since about twelve.” She paused a moment and then said, “She was a tall girl. The uniform just might fit.”

“Oh, God, ma’am! I couldn’t use your daughter’s uniform! I mean, it’s your daughter’s. It has sentimental value. I mean… it’s like a link to her. I’d be afraid I might get something on it.”

She shook her head sadly. “It’s just a piece of cloth. Yes, it was my daughter’s... but she’s never going to wear it again. It’s just going to hang in the closet and collect dust, and not doing anyone any good. You might as well get some use out of it.”

“Are you sure? I appreciate the offer and all, but I just can’t imagine you would let someone else wear it.”

Ignoring me, she said, “Come on in. I really don’t mind if you borrow it.”

As we walked through her apartment I glanced around the room. Her daughter’s pictures were conspicuous by their absence. I couldn’t see one photo. I thought that was very strange.

She opened a door to a room, and I followed her inside. The room had a desk with a computer on it, and on one side of the room was a bed. Some stacks of paper were on the floor.

“This was her room,” Margaret said. "For a few months I kept it exactly like she left it, in some crazy hope that she’d come back home to me.”

She opened the closet and started rummaging through a rack of girl’s clothes. “I finally decided that was nuts and was making me depressed, so I turned her room into a home office and boxed up all her pictures. Every time I saw her picture I wanted to cry. Ah, here it is.”

She handed me the uniform. It was wrapped in plastic, and was blue, with white trim. The colors of the local high school.

I said, “Thanks. I appreciate it. Are you sure this is okay?”

She said, “I’m sure. Just bring it back when you’re done with it.”

#

I felt incredibly silly sliding the cheerleader uniform over my head. I felt like I was being stared at, and glanced again at the blinds in my bedroom to verify they were shut securely, as if I could be seen up on the second floor anyway. After a few moments of fumbling, I managed to zip up the back.

To my utter amazement, the uniform fit... for the most part.

I stood there for a few minutes, turning this way and that, posing in front of the mirror. It actually didn’t look too bad, if you discounted my hairy legs and the armpit hair hanging out of the uniform’s armholes.

Damn. I’m going to have to shave my legs and armpits. This was a really stupid idea. I felt ridiculous standing in my bedroom wearing the short dress.

While posing in front of the mirror, I brought my hands to my hips and put my feet together and said, “Ready? Okay!” I laughed and then I shouted, “Gimme an ‘S’!” I proceeded to spell out the word “schumck”.

I stepped closer to the mirror and studied my face and upper torso. What kind of wig do I need to get? I was originally thinking of getting a cheap blonde wig, since most cheerleaders I’ve ever noticed were your typical dumb blondes.

After studying my reflection a few minutes, I started imagining myself with long, dark brown hair, flowing past my shoulders. The more I thought about it, the more convinced I became that that would be the best look. The next day was Saturday, so I guessed my first order of business would be to go downtown and buy myself a realistic wig.

I leaned forward and studied my face. I was going to need makeup. I grimaced at the thought. I decided to look for makeup while out driving around looking for the wig.

I stood back from the mirror and wiggled my rear. I thought Joanne was going to be right. I would make a cute cheerleader.

#

I had never really paid much attention to it before, but now I was overwhelmed.

I just stood there a moment, looking at this one, very long wall, lined from floor to ceiling with cosmetics.

I'd gone to my usual grocery store to buy the makeup, but I didn’t even know where to start.

I guess I should have brought Joanne with me. I was very self-conscious about being there, and a couple of teen girls kept giving me funny looks. Apparently a lot of people do their grocery shopping on Saturday mornings. I just hoped nobody I knew saw me shopping in this section.

I had a sudden inspiration to head over to the magazine section of the store. I picked up a glamour magazine and started to peruse it, making special note of the advertisements. After thumbing through the magazine for a few minutes, I felt that I was about as ready as I would ever be to make my first, and most likely last, makeup purchases.

I went back and forth along the cosmetics wall, and up and down the short aisles in front, with my mental checklist of foundation, mascara, eye liner, eye shadow, blush, and of course, lipstick. On a whim, I also bought nail polish in the same color as the lipstick I’d chosen.

I was about to make my way to the checkout when a small kit of makeup brushes caught my attention. I thought I might need that, so I put it in the basket with all the other goop. I wound up tossing in a pair of pantyhose before I was done.

That was the first time I was truly glad that the grocery store uses the automated checkouts so I wouldn’t have to face the checkout girl.

Next I visited some of the shoe stores in the mall. I didn’t have any bright white sneakers that I thought would go with the uniform. However, I wound up buying a pair of white, high heel pumps with three-inch heels. I saw them, and something just shouted in my head how sexy they’d look.

I thought the wig would be the easiest part -- just grab something close to what I wanted that would fit and leave. I spent almost an hour trying on various wigs until I found one that I could afford that looked really great. I finally chose one that was a dark brown, long and flowing, that cascaded down my back.

I must be going nuts, I thought as I got into my car and started heading back to my apartment. I couldn’t believe how much money I’d spent, for a costume I didn’t want to wear to a party I didn’t want to attend.

Margaret was unlocking the door of her car as I approached, but she stopped and waited for me. I guessed that she was curious about what all I’d bought for my costume. I parked and got out of my car carrying a bag of stuff I never dreamed I would have ever purchased for my own use.

Margaret waved and called out, “Hey! If it isn’t the reluctant cheerleader! Did you get all your stuff?”

I waved back and said as I walked towards her, “I sure hope I got everything. I don’t want to go through that again. Buying girl’s stuff is frustrating and embarrassing.”

Margaret smiled and said, “Not if you’re a girl. Can I see what you got?”

I said, “Sure. Maybe you can tell me if I got the right things.”

As she went through the bag of cosmetics, her smile slowly began to fade. She picked up the bottle of nail polish and just stared at it.

Confused, I asked, “Did I buy the wrong thing?”

She snapped out of her reverie and said, “No. In fact, this is exactly right.” She gave me an odd look and said, “It’s an odd coincidence though, that you’d pick Elisabeth’s favorite polish. She wore this color a lot.”

I shrugged and said, “How weird. I just picked a color that I thought a young girl would like. I mean, what do I know about nail polish?”

“Weird is the right word,” Margaret said with a frown. “What else did you get? What’s in the box?”

I set the other items on the pavement so I could open the box. I said, “Oh, that’s my wig. I tried on a bunch until I found this one. When I tried it on, it just looked so perfect.” I pulled the long, dark brown wig from the box.

Margaret took a step back with a slight gasp and said, “Now… tha… that’s just too damn freaky.”

Again I was puzzled and asked, “Why? What’s wrong with it?”

She gingerly touched the wig and said, “This is her exact hair color. And… and this style is very close to the way she … to the way she wore it.”

I furrowed my brow and said, “You gotta be kidding me, right? I mean, that kind of coincidence just isn’t believable.”

“No, I swear.” Margaret opened her purse and started fumbling around in it. “I never took her picture out of my purse. It’s in here somewhere. Ah, here it is.” She handed me a slightly crinkled photo.

There in the picture was a beautiful teen girl, with long, dark brown hair cascading around her shoulders. The wig looked almost exactly like this picture when I had it on.

“Crap. I just got Goosebumps. That’s just crazy.” I handed the picture back to Margaret.

“Maybe you saw a picture when you were in my apartment?”

I shook my head. “No, in fact I tried to spot one. You said you had removed all of them.”

Margaret smiled weakly. “Well, I guess it’s just one of those things. You can’t explain it. It just happens.” She looked at her watch. “Well, I need to be going. Let me know how your costume goes or if you need any help with the makeup.”

“Will do,” I said as she climbed into her car.

I stood there a moment while she drove away. My legs felt weak and there was a cold, clammy sweat down my back. I looked at the wig and said aloud, “This is just too damn freaky for me too.”

#

I stood back from the mirror and looked at myself. I couldn’t believe what I saw. I looked incredible.

From the moment I’d stepped back into my apartment, trying out the makeup had become an almost overwhelming desire. I also put the uniform back on, and tried out the wig.

I was a knockout.

I’d never worn makeup before, but It was like I’d been using it for years. I looked just like your typical teenage girl.

Another impulse, and a few minutes later I was wearing the pantyhose and slipping my feet into the pumps.

After a few initial wobbly steps I was soon walking confidently in the high heels. The bathroom mirror wouldn’t let me view below my waist, so I ran into the living room and stood in front of the television. I could see my legs and feet in the reflection of the screen. I was blown away by how sexy my legs looked.

I strutted around the apartment, feeling wonderfully sexy and feminine. I walked back into the bedroom and looked at myself in the mirror again. Something was definitely missing. Then it dawned on me. My chest was flat. I decided I needed a bra to complete the costume. I started heading for the door, when I stopped and slapped my forehead.

“What are you doing, Ron?” I said aloud. I couldn’t go out wearing make-up and a cheerleader uniform! Had I lost my mind? This was nuts!

I hurried back into the bedroom and stripped down to my birthday suit. I hoped a quick shower would get rid of the makeup, and maybe get me feeling back to normal again.

While in the shower I had a sudden impulse to shave my underarms and legs. I reached out of the shower and fumbled blindly through the drawer. A moment later I found my safety razor, and after a few more minutes my legs and underarms were nice and smooth.

#

I dumped my new purchases on my bed and stared dumbfounded at them.

I didn’t remember buying most of the items. I went to a clothing store in the mall to buy a bra, and that’s all I'd went there to get. The bra was there, of course, but joining it on the bed were a package of panties, a cute top, and a ruffled denim miniskirt. There was also a satin camisole, and what looked like baggy shorts. It was some kind of sleepwear. I had also bought some skin care products.

My God, I thought. I’m actually losing my mind! I don’t remember buying any of this stuff except the bra. How could I lose track of this?

I sat on the bed and shook a moment. Maybe I need to see a doctor? And maybe a change of diet?

#

“Hey, now that’s a great costume!” Jeremy said with an ear-to-ear grin.

“Thank you!” I said.

I was getting a lot of attention at the party with my costume. It was simple, and I’d made it myself: just a black leotard with a tail attached, black stockings, black three inch pumps, and cat ears protruding through the top of my hair. None of the guys seemed to think it was bad luck when this black cat crossed their paths! Meow….

The party was quite loud. The place was packed. Jeremy leaned in closer so he wouldn’t have to yell. “Elisabeth. I’ve been wanting to ah… ask you… are you, like, free tomorrow night?”

I tried to be coy. “I could be. Why do you want to know?”

I guess I shouldn’t have tried to be coy. His confidence was already starting to waver. He was a babe and a half, but terribly shy. “I was ah… I was hoping you might be interested in maybe going to a movie? Maybe get some pizza first? I mean, if you’d like to….”

I moved my lips close to his ear and said, “I’d love to! What time?”

Jeremy flashed his ear-to-ear grin again and said, “The movie starts at seven thirty. How about I pick you up at six?”

One of Jeremy’s friends popped up behind him and grabbed his arm and shouted, “Hey bro! We need you over here for a minute. Come on!”

I shouted to Jeremy as he was tugged away, “Sounds great! I’ll be ready!”

I turned and saw Linda, dressed in her anime Dirty Pair costume, pushing her way through the crowd towards me. I’d been trying to talk to her all evening. She had a questioning/expectant expression. When she finally caught up to me, she asked, “Did I just see you talking to Jeremy? Did he finally ask you out?”

Laughing, I said, “Finally! I mean, God! He’s the cutest guy in school, but he’s just so shy.”

“Yeah. You’ve been trying to get him to notice you for a long time.” Linda commented.

“He’s noticed for a while now. It’s getting him to talk! That’s the problem!” I laughed.

“So. When are you two going out?” asked Linda.

“Tomorrow. Pizza and a movie. I can’t wait!” I was almost giddy.

Linda said, “You two are made for each other. You look really cute together!”

#

I should have brought a coat or something. Jeez it’s cold out here. Does it always take this long to fill up this car?

The car’s gas tank was finally full, and I backed the car into a parking spot in front of the convenience store. I had some change coming from the deposit I had left with the clerk and I wanted to get a soda.

Just as I walked out of the store, my cell rang. I looked at the screen and it was Denise calling. I answered it. She asked about my upcoming date with Jeremy. I paced up and down the walkway in front of the store as I talked. I wasn’t far from the apartment -- it’s a good neighborhood, and the area is well lit. I felt fairly safe there, but it was late and there was very little traffic.

We only talked a couple of minutes. I had walked to the far end of the walkway with my back to the car. I closed the phone and stuck it back in my purse. I turned around, and there was this big guy standing in the shadows. I couldn’t’ see his face. I sucked in my breath in surprise.

“Excuse me, Miss!” He said as he moved a little out of the way. The darkness hid his face. “I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

I gave him a nervous smile and said, “It’s okay. Good night.” I started to walk past him.

#

My head throbbed. I was lying in a darkened room.

I saw a figure move in the shadow. I had no idea where I was. My hair was pulled violently and painfully back. In my ear, a voice snarled, “Don’t struggle, Sweetness. This won’t take long. God, you’re gorgeous.”

Darkness.

Unbearable pain.

Nothing….

#

I woke up sweating and gasping for air.

I unconsciously reached up and felt my throat as my eyes darted fearfully around the room. The blinds were catching the early morning sun. It was my room. I just sat there for a few minutes, catching my breath. What an incredibly weird nightmare!

I looked down at myself and saw I was wearing the satin camisole. I didn’t remember putting it on when I went to bed.

A cold chill went down my spine when I remembered the dream. Someone called me ‘Elisabeth’. What the hell?

I looked at the cheerleader uniform draped across the back of the chair, just stared at it. I began to feel cold. I knew it was just my imagination, but I got up and hung the uniform in my closet and shut the door. I’ve got to find something else to think about today. I’ve got to get out of this apartment. Maybe go to the mall. Victoria’s Secret was having a sale today.

Okay, the mall was out. Maybe I’ll see two or three movies this afternoon.

An idea popped into my head. Tomorrow after work, it might be a good idea to go over to the public library and sift through the newspaper archives. I wanted to know more about the tragedy from a year ago.

#

“Uh, Ron. Where do you think you’re going?” asked Joanne.

I gave her an ‘are you nuts?’ expression and said, “What do you think? I’m going to the bathroom. Is that against the law?”

She gave me an odd look and said, “Probably.” She pointed in the direction behind me and said, “Maybe you should try that one instead.”

I looked up and the door was clearly marked as “Women”.

I said, “Sorry. My bad. I must be overworked lately or something.”

Joanne smiled and said, “Or something.” She started to walk away.

“Joanne, wait.” I said. “I know this sounds like a stupid question, but do you believe in ghosts?”

She shrugged and said, “I’d like to believe there’s a spirit world. I’ve never seen a ghost and I don’t know anyone who has, though. Why would you ask that?”

“I borrowed my neighbor’s cheerleader uniform Friday--”

Joanne interrupted and said, “Oh, good! You’re going after all!”

“The uniform. I think it’s haunted.”

Joanne looked puzzled and asked, “That’s an odd thing to think. Why?”

I swallowed audibly and said, “It was my neighbor’s daughter’s. She’s dead. She was murdered a year ago. I’ve had odd feelings and nightmares ever since I brought the stupid thing into my apartment.”

Joanne rolled her eyes and said, “I think you’re just obsessing over the girl. Was she pretty? Yeah, see? You’re obsessing. And you’re letting yourself get spooked because you have clothes that belong to a dead person. I think you’re getting too caught up in Halloween. Don’t be silly, okay?”

Before I could say anything else, Joanne walked away.

I turned and entered the proper restroom. I went into a stall and sat down. As I was doing my business, I asked myself, why am I sitting down? I just came in here to take a piss. And I’m sitting down. I looked down and saw that I was wearing one of the pairs of panties I’d bought.

#

“Can I help you sir?”

I walked up to the librarian behind the counter and said, “Yes. Can you tell me where I can find the archives of the local newspapers?”

She smiled and said, “Certainly. Second floor. Just ask the librarian on duty what dates you’re looking for.”

I thanked her and headed to the elevator to the second floor. The librarian there handed me a CD-ROM loaded with PDF files from the newspaper from last year, and I located as secluded a computer as I could find in the public computer bullpen.

I scanned the folders until I came to the page for last Halloween. I scanned through the whole paper and was disappointed to find nothing about Elisabeth. Then I thought, you moron! She won’t be mentioned in the paper on the day of the murder. I scanned ahead to November first.

There it was on the front page. The headline read, “Local Girl Missing.” The article mentioned the last place she was seen was by the clerk at the convenience store.

“A friend of hers claimed to have talked to her on her cell phone right after she left the store. The mother, Margaret Manning, said that her last conversation with her was just before her daughter left a Halloween party attended by other students from her school. Her daughter said she was going to stop for gasoline for her car on the way home. The car was later found abandoned in a shallow ditch only fifty yards from the convenience store. Tall grass obscured the location of the car.

"At this point the police have few leads. There has been no demand for a ransom. In a statement this morning, Ms. Manning said, ‘Please. Whoever took my Elisabeth, please don’t harm her. She’s my baby. She’s all that I have left. Please let her come home. And if anyone knows where she is, please, please let me or the police know. I just want my daughter back.’”

#

Now I knew I had officially lost my mind.

Waiting at the red light, I looked across the street at the convenience store where Elisabeth was last seen. It was almost midnight, and it was getting a little cold outside. I wasn’t really dressed for it. I was wearing a sleeveless top, the ruffled denim miniskirt, the wig, pantyhose, high heels, and fully made up.

The light changed, and I pulled the car into the store’s parking lot. I parked it in the same spot I… Elisabeth… parked in the dream.

I looked at myself in the mirror, and was amazed about my appearance. I climbed out of the car and entered the convenience store where, I bought a bottle of soda. The clerk kept a close eye on me, but I doubt that it was because he thought I was going to steal something.

I came out of the store and sat down on the concrete walkway. The concrete was cold and my skirt was so short that I was sitting on my panties, not the skirt, but I didn’t really care. I opened the soda and took a drink.

#

A hand went across my mouth and nose. My left arm was pulled tightly behind me. I tried to scream, but only muffled sounds came out. A man’s voice growled into my ear, “Shut up, bitch! And don’t struggle. You’re only making this harder.”

My arm was in terrible pain as he wrenched it around. A rag was shoved into my mouth. It had an odd smell and taste. My arms were pulled roughly behind me, and I hit my head as I was pushed into the backseat of a car.

I was so scared. And I was angry that I was seemingly completely helpless.

Fading.

Darkness….

#

I was sitting there, crying, when I heard footsteps.

I looked up with a start. A large man had walked up to me, his face in darkness, silhouetted by a light fixture over the parking lot.

“I’m sorry, Miss.” He said. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

I stood up quickly and took a step backwards from him.

“Are you okay?” he asked. I nodded, but my eyes never strayed from him. He started to walk towards the store. He said, “You probably should go home, Miss. It’s pretty late, and this isn’t the best neighborhood at night.”

I just nodded and started to walk towards my car, never taking my eyes off him as he entered the store.

#

“Shut up, bitch! And don’t struggle. You’re only making this harder….”

#

I awoke sweating and gasping.

I looked at the uniform draped across the back of the chair. I’m taking that fucking uniform back to Margaret, I thought. Fuck the uniform, and fuck the Halloween party.

I stepped out of my apartment on my way to work. I had the uniform folded across one arm. I rang Margaret’s doorbell. She usually left for work about an hour after I did, so I thought she should be home. I knocked. No answer. I pounded. No answer. Just great.

I knew that Margaret chatted a lot with the old lady downstairs — a Ms. Opal. Maybe she knew why Margaret wasn’t answering her door. She did. Turns out Margaret’s job had sent her out of town for a few days. She’d be back sometime Saturday night — Halloween.

I tossed the uniform back into my closet and left for work.

#

“Doing a little light reading, Ron?” asked Gary. I didn’t know he had entered my cube, and I jumped slightly. I looked around, and he was picking up a magazine from my desk. It was a copy of Elle Girl.

I shrugged and said, “Hey, it’s got a lot of pictures of cute girls in it.”

Gary laughed as he thumbed through the magazine. He said, “A man after my own heart!” He put the magazine down and continued, “Since you’re trying to be more social, I thought I’d let you know that bunch of us are going to Hooters for lunch if you want to join us.”

Maybe I did need to do something different. My brain was completely out of whack. I said, “Sure. Just grab me on the way out.”

“Cool.” Gary looked at me thoughtfully. He then sat down in one of my guest chairs and pulled it close. He idly lifted the pages of Elle Girl as he said, “People have been saying a lot of weird shit about you lately, Ron. Like you’ve been acting kind of feminine lately, and then shit like this magazine. What’s going on?”

I shrugged and said, “I’m just trying to get into character for my costume this Saturday.”

Gary just stared at me a moment before saying, “It’s just a costume, Ron. And it’s just a Halloween party. There’s been some guys that came dressed as women before. It’s always for laughs because they always look ridiculous, even if they tried to look convincing. This isn’t a play. Nobody expects you to actually become a girl! Joanne and I both think you’re getting way too carried away with this.”

“Thanks for your concern.” I said.

#

We sat down at one of the tables with the stools. Like everyone else I watched the “Hooter Girls” as they took orders and brought out food. Slowly an odd nervousness fell over me. I felt… uncomfortable.

I looked around and noticed that, except for the waitresses, there were no women here. The place was full of men. I know there was no rational reason for it, but being surrounded by all these men was making me feel uneasy.

I turned to Gary and asked, “Hey, do you know where the head is?”

Gary pointed and then laughed at some comment Jerry made. I got off my stool and headed that way. I double-checked the door to make sure I wasn’t going in the wrong door this time. I didn’t need to go. I just needed some space by myself.

I washed my hands and looked in the mirror.

#

“Oh God! Please don’t! Let me go, please? I promise not to tell anyone.” I almost screamed. The man, wearing a ski mask, pushed his fingers up inside me, hard. It hurt. I was lying naked on a bed, my arms tied behind me. My legs seemed to be tied together.

“Not yet, babe. Not yet. Not until I’m done with you.” He squeezed my breasts. “Beautiful tits, girl. Some of the best I’ve seen.” He got closer. In the darkness I could see that except for the ski mask he was naked.

He climbed up on top of me and put his thing between my breasts and pushed my breasts against it. I tried to get my hands free. Oh God, I’m scared! God, please help me!

#

“Get the fuck out of my head!” I growled while squeezing my skull with both hands.

“Dude, this ain’t your head,” said a tall black guy standing behind me in the restroom. “I can’t be completely sure, but I think it belongs to Hooters.”

I splashed some water on my face, and hurried out the door. As the door closed, I heard the guy in the restroom say, “Asshole….”

I walked back to the table. Our “Hooter Girl” was just starting to take our orders. I hadn’t had time to look at a menu, but who needs one? I just ordered a burger.

As the waitress walked away, one of guys looked out the window. “Aw shit, man. It’s starting to rain. I just washed my car last night!”

Jerry shrugged and said, “What are you gonna do? Rain is like rape. You can’t do anything about it so you might as well just sit back and enjoy it.” There was a round of laughter at the table.

I looked at Jerry stone faced and said, “Maybe if you’d ever been raped, you wouldn’t find that very funny.”

Jerry looked at me as he spread his arms in a questioning gesture and said, “What?!”

Another guy I didn’t really know looked around the table and asked, “Who invited Gloria Steinem here?”

Gary said, “Hey, lighten up a little Ron.”

I frowned and said, “You’re right. What was I thinking?”

#

“You’re coming tomorrow night, right?” Joanne asked as she stood peering over my cubicle wall. It was almost five o’clock, and I was so ready for the week to end.

“I’m planning on it.” I said, feeling weary.

Joanne said, “Don’t forget it starts at seven, right down the hall in the auditorium.”

I nodded and said, “Yes, I know. I did read the email Joanne.”

“Have you been down there and seen the decorations?” asked Joanne. “It’s really cute.”

I shook my head and said, “No. I wanted to be surprised tomorrow.” Actually I couldn’t care less, but I wasn’t going to open a can of worms by saying so.

“Okay, well I guess I need to get,” said Joanne. “We all can’t wait to see you in your cheerleader costume. Do you need any help with your makeup?”

I locked my computer and stood up, straightening up some loose papers on my desk. I said, “No thanks. I think I have it down.”

Joanne waved and turned to hurry out the door.

Gary pounded with a loud clang on the top of one of my cabinets hanging on the cubicle wall. He was heading out and said, “Hey guy. Don’t hang around much longer or people will think you’re dedicated or something!”

I started to exit the cubicle while saying, “We can’t have anyone thinking that, can we?”

I walked with Gary out to the parking lot. I was lost in thought. If I could just hold out one more day, I could get this stupid party out the way and return that damned haunted uniform. I hoped the nightmares would stop after that.

#

“Hello?”

“Hey girlfriend!” said Denise over my cell phone. There was a lot of background noise.

“Missed you at the party!” I said.

“I know. Stewart and I got here like five minutes after you left. Anyway, I heard that Jeremy asked you out for tomorrow!”

I started pacing up and down the walkway in front of a convenience store. I said, “Oh yeah. I’m so looking forward to it.”

“That’s so cool. I’m jealous!” laughed Denise.

“You should be!”

“Well, I can’t complain I guess. Stewart’s pretty cute too.”

I laughed and said, “And he has a rich daddy. That always helps, too. Hey girl, I gotta jet. I’m freezing my ass off out here.”

“Talk to you tomorrow. Love ya.” Denise hung up.

I put my phone back into my purse and turned around, and there was a man standing there in the shadows.

Run…!

“Excuse me, Miss,” he said. “I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

Run!

I started to walk past him. “It’s okay. Good night.”

Run, dammit!

Oh my God no!!

#

One year ago tonight… One year ago tonight… One year ago tonight….

I sat there on the edge of my bed, wearing my miniskirt and blouse, panties, bra, heels, wig and makeup, with that one thought spinning in my mind. I was shaking. I cried.

One year ago tonight….

#

“Oh my Gawwwwd! Look at you!” cried Joanne. “Jerry, look at Ron! He just arrived.”

It was embarrassing. Several people turned and stared. I found myself completely at ease wearing the clothes though. I should, I guess: I’d been dressing as a girl practically the whole week after work.

Jerry’s grin stretched across his face. “Wow! You look incredible, Ron! All you’re missing is a football team following you around. That might happen anyway.”

Someone from behind Jerry called out, “Yeah, I’d do her!” Laughter.

I felt a chill in the room. To Joanne, I said, “Does it seem cold to you?”

“No. It must be that skimpy outfit you’re wearing. I was going to ask if they could turn the heat off.”

“Talk about babe-alicious!” a voice called from behind me.

I turned around, and it was Gary, already a little drunk and grinning like an idiot. “Holy cats! Ron, you are one sexy cheerleader! In fact, you look like you’re right out of….” his expression changed slightly. “…Out of high school.” He looked me up and down and said, “The high heels are a nice touch. I originally thought you were going to look dorky, but man! You are hot!” He continued to just stare at me.

Joanne took my hand. She said, “Come on. Let’s take you around to meet everyone. The other girls at the office are just dying to see you!”

I started to enjoy the attention, what with everyone looking at me and smiling. I felt… sexy. And oddly, I felt… feminine. I loved the feel of the short skirt sliding across the top of my legs. I loved the feeling of the pantyhose sliding as I walked. The heels kept me from making my normal long strides.

I really got into it. I blew kisses, and put my arms around different guys so someone could take a picture. Several guys even asked me to dance, which I did. I danced with some girls too. They didn’t know whether to lead or follow. Gary seemed to never be very far away.

I finally started feeling tired, and excused myself for a bit. I wandered over to the punch bowl. Thankfully it wasn’t spiked with anything, as there was a wet bar across the room. I got a glass of punch and sat down.

Gary sat down in the chair across from me.

He swished the alcohol around in his glass as he asked, “So, are you glad you came after all?” His fixed stare was starting to bother me.

“Yes. You and Joanne were right.” I said. “It’s been a real hoot.”

Gary leaned forward and said, “Where did you get that uniform? It fits you perfect. Don’t take this the wrong way Ron, but damn you have some mighty fine legs!”

I smiled and said, “Now Gary, how could I possibly take that the wrong way?”

Gary reddened slightly. He said, “You know what I mean. They look just like a woman’s… a girl’s legs. You know, there’s just something about the way you look. I can’t put my finger on it.”

“Trust me Gary. You’re not going to be putting your finger on anything!” I laughed.

With an odd expression, Gary asked in all seriousness, “Would you honor me with a dance?”

I felt annoyed and, quite frankly, worried. I said, “Gary, I’m not a girl. I tried very hard to look like one, but I’m not.”

“Indulge me.”

I shrugged. “Okay. One dance.” I thought maybe if I let him have a dance, he’d go find someone else to pester.

Naturally it had to be a slow song.

I had my arm around Gary’s shoulder, and his around my waist. His face was close to mine. He smiled and said, “You smell nice too. If I didn’t know you weren’t, I’d swear you were the Real McCoy.”

“Don’t get fresh with me, Gary.” I said, maybe a little too sternly. “This is just for fun, remember?”

He laughed and said, “Don’t worry. I’m curious though. What would be a good female name for you? It just seems odd to call someone who looks like you ‘Ron’.”

I only paused a moment before saying simply, “Elisabeth.”

Gary stumbled for an instant but recovered quickly. “Elisabeth, eh? Very pretty name. It’s always been a favorite of mine.”

The song ended, and I disengaged myself from Gary. I said, “Feel free to call me that if you wish. Right now I think I need to go to the little girls’ room.”

Gary smiled and nodded. As I walked away, I felt his eyes boring into the back of my head. Actually, I felt it more in my butt. He was really starting to annoy me -- a lot.

I made my way through the revelers in their dizzying array of costumes to where the restroom doors where. I really didn’t need to go, I just needed some place to get some air.

I didn’t want to use the men’s room, and I was afraid I’d get arrested if I tried to use the women’s. I exited the auditorium and made my way down the hall to the foyer. I suddenly had a very real need to be alone. I punched the button by the elevator door.

The door slid open. The other elevator was still broken. I pushed the button for the tenth floor. I figured no one would go up there; it’d be dark since the lights didn’t work, and I could feel alone for a few minutes.

I stepped out of the elevator. The exit sign over the elevator bathed the small foyer in dull reddish light, and the floor was littered with junk and debris from the demolition taking place. I carefully maneuvered through the junk to get to the outside windows.

It was cold outside, but a clear night. The stars were so bright. Standing by the glass, I felt cold. I folded my arms to try to get a little more warmth. I felt a wave of nausea, my vision blurred slightly, and I broke out into a sudden sweat despite the cold. I hoped I wasn’t getting sick.

A calmness came over me.

#

“Oh, jeez! I’m sorry!” Jeremy said as he knelt down to help me pick my books off the floor.

I shook my head and said, “No problem. I got it.” I picked up a couple of books.

“Hey, I’m the one that ran into you. I should get the privilege of helping you pick them up!” grinned Jeremy.

I laughed and said, “Thanks. I appreciate the help. By the way, my name is Elisabeth.”

Jeremy extended his hand and said, “Nice to meet you Elisabeth. My name is Jeremy.”

We stood up together as he handed me my last book. I smiled at him as I said, “Nice to meet you too. Maybe I’ll see you around?”

Jeremy gave me a big smile. He just stood there smiling. The hallway slowly started to darken. Jeremy’s face slowly started to blend into what appeared to be a ski mask.

#

“Oh God!”

“Excuse me, Miss,” said Gary’s voice from beside me in the shadows. “I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

I spun to face him. “What are you doing here?” My voice sounded odd… strained. It must be because of the intense fear I was experiencing.

“I finally figured out what it was that was bothering me,” Gary said, almost in a whisper. “You look just like her. That’s her uniform isn’t it? God! How many games did I sit through just so I could see her? I used to watch her leave for school in the mornings. She was so damned hot.”

He took a step closer, and I started to back away. Gary continued, “And you look just like her. The hair, the ass, the legs. I don’t know how, but you’re every bit as gorgeous as she was. Every bit as sexy. Every bit as desirable….”

I was scared to death as I backed slowly away. I yelled, “Gary! Are you out of your fucking mind!? Don’t come any closer!” He kept coming.

I was backing up along the windows. An overhanging light from outside cast a bluish shaft of light through the pane of glass I was next to, and suddenly I was bathed in light. The glare made it hard to see Gary for a moment.

#

He was inside me, pushing himself deeper. He was squeezing my breasts — squeezing them to where they were in great pain.

“Oh dear God! Please help me!” I cried.

“Shut up bitch!” he grunted. “You want it. You know you want it. All you little whores want it — with your short little skirts, and long hair and cute little asses.”

I tried to turn on my side. I tried to free my hands. I twisted back and forth. One hand was coming free….

“Oh yeah, bitch! Oh God yeah! Ohh yea!, Keep doing that. I knew you wanted it!”

I pulled one hand free and in the same motion, raked my fingernails across his eyes. My finger caught one of the eyeholes and the ski mask went sailing across the room.

The guy held his eyes for a moment and screamed out in pain, “You fucking, worthless bitch!” He slapped me hard across the face. I looked up and saw his face.

He grabbed my arms and held them down. He growled, “You dumb, stupid bitch. That mask was for your protection. You don’t see me, you can’t point the police to me. Now you’ve seen me. What a waste. You really are very beautiful and a great fuck.”

He made one last painful thrust into me and then his hands were on my throat. Oh God! I couldn’t breathe! I tried to scratch his eyes, but his arms were longer than mine. My lungs were on fire. I looked deep into his eyes as everything started to grow dark….

Mommy... help me….

#

As I stepped into the light, Gary’s eyes widened and his mouth parted in surprise. “Elisabeth!” he hissed. “Oh my God! It can’t be. It’s you! How can you be here? You’re dead!”

The face I saw in my last moments was this face. Gary’s face.

I was backed into the corner of the building, with windows to my left and behind me. There was some debris preventing an easy route to my right. Gary was coming closer.

“You’re just as beautiful as before.” Gary said. “Are you a ghost?”

He was getting too close. I raised my hand as if to strike him in the face. He focused his attention on my hand, and moved to block just as I caught him with all the strength I could muster in my leg, right in his crotch with my heel.

He cried out in pain, and doubled over. I kicked him as hard as I could against the side of his head. The heel of my shoe sliced his forehead open. He fell to the floor, surprised by the viciousness of my attack.

“Does that feel like a ghost to you, asshole?” I screamed at him. I circled him so that I could have a clear run back to the elevator.

He stood up, dazed, and shouted, “You little whore! I’m going to fuck you, and then I’m going to kill you again! And this time you’re going to stay dead!”

He lunged at me. I started to run backwards to get away from him. I tripped over a paint bucket and fell to the floor. Gary jumped on top of me, and his fist came down hard on my breast. God, that hurt with the strangest pain.

I pushed him to one side and swung my leg in an arc to try to whack his head again with my shoe. He dodged, and I jumped to my feet. The flooring was uneven, and I lost my footing.

Gary swung his foot up in a kick. The top of his shoe caught me right between the legs. It hurt, but nothing like I expected, and I managed to get a few steps away from him.

He stood there, breathing hard. I was trying to catch my breath, too. I knew I should run, but where? What if the elevator car was no longer on this floor? He’d be on top of me before the elevator got there. Even if it was there, I don’t think the door could close in time.

I looked Gary straight in the eye and shouted, “Why? Why did you have to kill me?”

Ignoring the contradictory logic of the question, Gary said between breaths, “I told you why. You saw my face. I couldn’t risk letting you go after that.”

“I was only seventeen!” I screamed. I started to cry. “I had a new boyfriend! I had my whole life in front of me! I wanted to go to college… to get married… to live! You stole that from me, you fucking bastard!” I picked up a board lying nearby and threw it at him. He ducked.

Gary laughed. He said, “You know, I used to lie in bed, looking at the pictures I’d taken of you at football games, as you came and went from your apartment, as you walked around the school campus…. I’d lie there and imagine what you were like. I’d picture you nude in my mind’s eye. Turns out you were much better than anything I could have imagined. Honest, I didn’t want to kill you. I didn’t want that to be my last time with you.”

I shivered with revulsion. To think this slimy animal touched me. I wanted to throw up.

On sudden impulse I picked up the paint bucket I’d tripped over and hurled it towards Gary. It whacked him right on the side of his head. I turned and started running. Maybe I could reach the elevator before him. I felt the longer I waited to try to escape, the greater the chances he’d find some way to catch me.

I was halfway to the elevator when the same paint bucket sailed over my head, narrowly missing me by probably no more than an inch. The arc of the throw caused the bucket to smash into the exit sign, instantly throwing the room into more darkness.

As I ran, I bumped into a table cluttered with items I couldn’t identify in the darkness. I worried about how much time the table cost me as I ran around it. I hoped I was heading in the right direction, as the elevator area was in near total darkness save for the glowing “down” button.

Behind me I heard Gary bump into the same table. He was coming straight for me. I realized he could see the white of my uniform even in this darkness.

I was running with my hand in front of me so that I wouldn’t smack a wall or some other object. My hand suddenly pushed against a thin film that gave way to my push. It was the safety tape.

I stopped suddenly and frantically felt around. I was standing right on the edge of the open elevator shaft.

I heard Gary’s footsteps right behind me. Panicking, I searched around the inside of the shaft for the mangled conduit. I found it, wrapped a leg around the low end, and grabbed the part that had ripped free from the wall, swunging myself inside the shaft. Gary was right on my heels.

“I got you now, you little biiiii–Aaahhhhh~!” Gary screamed in terror as he fell into the long black shaft. His scream stopped when his head whacked something protruding from the shaft wall, then he smashed with a sickening crunch onto the top of the elevator car down on the basement level.

I hung there for a moment, just breathing — afraid to move. My hands were sweating, and I was losing my grip on the conduit. I swung myself back onto the edge of the shaft and, after I was sure of the footing, let go of the conduit.

I took a few steps away from the shaft and sat down on the floor.

I just sat there a while and breathed heavy. I felt an unexplainable difference. But, most important, I no longer felt that weird, haunted feeling. I was alone in my head.

I stared at the elevator shaft. I stared into its darkness. And I felt no regret for what happened to Gary. In fact, I felt… nothing.

#

“Where have you been?” asked Joanne. “I was afraid you were going to miss the voting for the best costume.”

“I couldn’t miss that!” I giggled. “Sorry, but it was too crowded for me. I took a walk outside for a bit.”

Joanne looked at me. She said, “You know, if I didn’t know better, I’d bet a million dollars you’re just a teenage girl. I mean, you look more like a girl now than when you came in.”

She glanced around the packed auditorium and asked, “Have you seen Gary? He disappeared too. I thought he might be with you.”

I just shrugged. Gary probably wouldn’t be found until the repair crews came back to work on Monday morning.

#

Kneeling beside Elisabeth Manning’s headstone gave me an odd feeling.

I still felt there was a connection between us. Maybe there always will be. She had been in my mind in the days leading up to the Halloween party and, in one explosive moment during which she sought her revenge, I was her.

The experience left me changed forever. I’m still me… but better.

I called in sick that Monday after the party. The police came to visit me anyway, and asked questions. They asked everybody who was at the party questions. They didn’t suspect me at all. In fact, Gary’s untimely demise was listed officially as an accident — they figured he was someplace he shouldn’t have been, and stupidly fell down the shaft in the dark.

“Come on, let’s go….”

I looked up and said, “Okay. I’m done.” I stood up, leaving the flowers lying on Elisabeth’s grave.

I never went back to work. After several days of calling in sick, I finally told them I wasn’t coming back to work, not even to get my stuff.

I gave the uniform back to Margaret that night of the party. She looked at me funny, and said she thought I could use a good long sleep. I agreed.

That night the nightmares didn’t return. I haven’t had them since. But some of Elisabeth is still with me. And... she left me an unexpected gift.

I moved out of my apartment and found a cheaper one. I got a job at the mall. That’s where I met Jeremy.

As we climbed into his car, Jeremy said, “You know, I still think it’s pretty strange that you two both have the same name and kinda resemble each other, but you say you aren’t related.”

I brushed a strand of long, dark brown hair from my eyes as I turned to look at him. I said, “I only knew her for a very short time, but she touched my very soul. She changed my life forever, and I’m grateful to her.”

Jeremy smiled and said, “You know, I probably shouldn’t say this, but it was because you resembled her is what made me notice you in the first place.”

I touched his hand and smiled. “I don’t mind. I’m glad she helped me find you.” That’s how I knew there was still some of her left in my head. She didn’t control anything, but I could tell when she was happy. And she was happy now. And so was I.

I opened my purse, took out a compact, and checked my makeup in the mirror. I looked exactly as she had left me — a pretty teenage girl. The energy she expended, borne of intense anger, dispelled almost immediately after she had exacted her revenge, preventing me from changing back. My mind was me, my face was a mix, and my body was all hers.

Someday I’ll have to figure out a way to thank Joanne for making me come to the Halloween party….

-The End-

###


Stevie's Night Out

“What are you doing, Stevie?” asked my sister Melissa as she looked into my room.  “You’re just staring into space.”

“What?” I blinked a few times before turning my head towards the door. “Oh. I’m just thinking.”

“That’s dangerous to do without prior clearance,” smiled Melissa.  “What are you thinking about that uses so much energy?”

I turned in my chair to face my sister.  I said, “I’m trying to decide what my Halloween costume should be.”

Leaning against the door jam, Melissa smirked, “Aren’t you a little old for Trick or Treating?”

I put my hands behind my head and leaned back.  “Well, technically no. I’m still sixteen until January, and I don’t think there’s an age limit.”  I leaned back forward and said, “I got invited to Terri’s Halloween party.  Yes, that Terri.”

Terri was a very popular girl at school, and any party she would throw was an exclusive event. I retrieved her homework from her laptop after she thought it was deleted, and my reward was an invitation.

Melissa grinned and said, “Ooh! Touch you!”

“I might not ever get invited again to one of her parties, so I want something good.” I went back to staring at the ceiling.

Still standing in my doorway, my sister asked, “Are you going to make something or buy something? When is her party?”

“I don’t know if I have time to buy anything cool,” I said. “By now, anything in adult sizes would just be cheesy looking.”

Melissa laughed and said, “Oh?  You’re wearing adult sizes now?  Since when, short stuff?”

Frowning, I said, “It’s not my fault I’m short.” I stuck my tongue out at her.

Melissa looked thoughtful for a moment and then said, “Why don’t you go dressed as a girl? Great opportunity for you. You even already have your ears pierced.”

I gave my sister a wry grin and said, “Yeah. But I don’t want a coming out party. I just want to attend a party, but not cause a scene.”

Melissa stepped into my room and said, “Unless you step up on the table and shout, ‘Hey everybody, I’m a tranny!’ nobody is going to jump to that conclusion.”

I shrugged and said, “Yeah, true.  And don’t say tranny. And don’t say it so loudly!”

She looked over her shoulder and said, “Why? Mom’s… um… sorta cool with you dressing up.”

Frowning, I said, “It’s not Mom.  It’s Dad. He’s totally not cool with it.”

With a smirk my sister said, “Bowling night, remember? Anyway, we’re about the same size. You can wear one of my dresses.  Not my prom dress though. Special memories with that dress.”

I laughed and said, “Yeah. No doubt. After the prom you were late with your period and you panicked.”

Melissa frowned, rushed to my bed, plucked the pillow off it and threw it at me. Through gritted teeth, she snarled, “I did not have sex with Dustin! So stuff it! And how did you know about my period anyway?”

Grinning, I said, “I overheard you talking to Mom about it.”

“Stop spying on me!  Sheesh,” Melissa hissed.

“Okay, okay! I’m sorry. I’ll never spy on you again,” I lied.

“Anyway, how about my cheerleader uniform?” Melissa asked.  I think you’d look cute in it.

I rolled my eyes and said, “Isn’t that a little cliché? A T-girl going to a Halloween party dressed as a cheerleader? Maybe meet some gorgeous hunk and run off together into the sunset?  I read those stories online all the time.”

Melissa shrugged and said, “So it’s cliché.  Big deal.  This would be real, and it would be you.  Maybe you would meet some gorgeous hunk there.”

I made a face and said, “Sheesh, Melissa. I’m not into guys. Just because I don’t want to be a guy, doesn’t automatically mean I like guys.”

Melissa sat on my bed and grinned broadly. “Bullshit.  Ever since I found you in my underwear and got Mom and Dad upset, you’ve sat with me going through my magazines. You giggle and point at guys you think are cute. You can’t deny it.”

Frowning, I said, “That’s different. That’s just fantasy.”

“Is David going to be at the party?” Melissa asked, out of the blue.

Shrugging I said, “Probably. He’s very popular. He’ll be captain of the team next year.”

Grinning, Melissa said, “You have a crush on him, don’t you? Admit it, Stevie. I’ve seen how you look at him when he’s not looking when he comes over for you to help him with his math homework.” She poked my shoulder and said, “You’ve got a cruh-ush!”

I felt my face redden. In a quiet voice, I said, “Okay. I admit it. I have a crush on David. Every time he’s sitting next to me, I wish so hard that he’d turn around and kiss me.”

Melissa said, “Well then, kiss him!  He might like it.”

My eyes widened in shock. I said, “Are you insane?  I don’t want him to hate me! He likes girls.  That’s pretty solid. He has a girlfriend.”

Grinning again, Melissa said, “Well.  He’s on the football team. You dress as a cute cheerleader, you get his attention and… huh! Huh?! Yeah?”

“You’ve gone off the deep end, sis,” I said, shaking my head.

“I’ll even take you to my stylist!” exclaimed Melissa. “She might be able to do something with that mop on your head.”

“Serious?” I asked, surprised she’d want to help.

“Yeah! We’ll go for the manicure and pedicure. You’ll want your nails to look nice. You’ll love it! It’s great.”  Melissa crossed her legs and took on a wistful expression.

“I always wanted to go to a salon,” I said. “Are you sure your stylist would do a guy’s hair?”

Melissa laughed and said, “I’m sure Sheila would find it hilarious.  If you’re nervous, just go as a girl.”

I smirked and said, “Oh yeah. Nothing to get nervous about being dressed up in public.”

Melissa just smiled.  I think she was enjoying this idea all too much.  She said, “It’ll be great! Just wear a pair of my jeans and one of my tops and maybe a bit of makeup. You’ll be cute.  I’ll have to tell Sheila, but no one else would know.”

“That’d be cool,” I grinned.  I pointed at my chest and said, “But uh… I’m a little skimpy up here.”

Melissa gave me a dismissive wave and said, “Meh.  You’re not the only flat-chested girl out there. But we can try adding some padding there if you want. We can figure something out.”

“Thanks, Melissa,” I said sincerely. “I’m surprised that you’d want to help.”

Shrugging, Melissa said, “Just seemed like a fun thing to do.  Hey, I need to make a phone call.”

“See ya,” I said as she gave me a small wave and left my room.

#

“Ready?” Melissa asked as she stuck her head in my room.

I took a deep breath and said, “I guess.”

“Come to my room and pick out what you want to wear.”  She started walking down the hall to her room.  At her door, she turned to face me and asked, “Do you want help with your makeup or can you handle it?  I know you get into my stuff.”

I gave a guilty smile and said, “I could probably use the help.  I was hoping you could help me with my makeup tonight for the party.”

Melissa grinned and said, “Sure. What are sisters for if not to help their brothers with their makeup?”

I took off my shirt and sat down at her vanity in just my jeans.  Before she caught me in her underwear, I used to sneak in when the house was empty and play with her makeup.

“We’re just going with minimum makeup. Just enough to ensure you pass,” Melissa said as she sat down next to me and picked up a bottle of foundation.  “For the party tonight, we’ll go full tilt teen girl with you.”

As she started to smooth the foundation on my face, I said, “This is fun. I feel like we’re sisters now.”

My sister smiled and said, “Yeah.  It is. I like having a sister. Maybe now you’ll stop putting fake spiders and shit in my bed.”

After the makeup, I picked a bright pink small-cupped bra from Melissa’s dresser. It was my favorite bra of hers, and was the one I was caught wearing.  We rolled up a couple of pairs of pantyhose to fill out the cups.

Plucking bright pink panties from her dresser, Melissa said, “Here. Might as well take the matching panties too.”  She grinned and said, “Go ahead and keep them.”

“Serious?” I said as I took the panties from her.

“Sure,” she said as she opened her closet door.  “I can’t wear the bra any more anyway.”  She reached into the closet and pulled out a pair of her jeans.  “Here.  Go in the bathroom and change into your panties and these jeans.”

In the bathroom, I excitedly started pulling the pretty, bikini-style, satiny and lacy pink panties up my legs.  After I pulled them up, I felt the growing erection. Oh God, stop! I said to myself.  In the excitement of the moment, I’d completely forgotten about the cheap gaffe I’d made. It was in my room, down the hall. 

It was Saturday afternoon and Dad would be glued to the TV watching some game.  Mom was probably in the dining room, reading another of her Gothic romance stories.  If I was quick, no one should notice me running down the hall dressed only in a bra and panties.

I closed the door as I zipped into my room, then opened my dresser and searched for the gaffe I kept hidden there.  I removed my panties, put the gaffe in place, and secured it with some tape, then pulled the panties back on. I looked down, once again annoyed seeing the gaffe and tape, but at least it would keep my stupid penis from giving me away.

Opening my door, I started to run back down the hall to the bathroom and almost knocked over my mom carrying clean towels.

Before turning to look at me, Mom said, “Hey. Remember the rule about no running in the… Stevie! What do you think you’re doing in your sister’s underwear again? Do we need another talk?”

I lifted my finger to my lips and whispered, “Shh! Not so loud, Mom! You know how Dad feels about this stuff. These are mine now anyway. Melissa and I are going out with me dressed.  Isn’t that exciting?”

Mom frowned and said, “I keep hoping you’ll grow out of this phase. And now your sister is encouraging you?”

Feeling very exposed standing in the hall wearing only a bra and panties, I said, “It’s Halloween, Mom!  You’re supposed to dress up.”

Mom started walking to the bathroom to put up the towels and said, “It’s Saturday.  Halloween is next week.”

I stood outside the bathroom doorway waiting for Mom to finish as I said, “It’s October. The whole month is Halloween!”

“Whatever,” Mom said as she started back down the hall.

#

“Nervous?” asked Melissa as we got out of her car in front of the salon.

“Yeah,” I said. “I feel like everyone is looking at me and laughing.”

Melissa laughed ironically. “No one is laughing. You look great. To be honest, you look kinda like me a couple of years ago. Look, I think you’re more girly than I am, so I know you’ll love going to the salon.”

“I hope so,” I said hesitantly.  “This is like a whole new world.”

As we entered a woman behind a counter looked up and said, “Hey, Melissa.  Right on time. I guess this is your… um… sister, right?”

“Hey, Sheila!” said my sister with a big grin. “Yes.  This is Stevie.”

Sheila stood up and smiled at me. “Hello, Stevie.  Welcome to my salon. You’re as beautiful as your sister. Come on back and let’s see what I can do to… I mean, for you.”

We walked through a beaded doorway to a back room with six rows of chairs lined up in front of a mirrored wall, with deep sinks built in. Four of the chairs were occupied.

Pointing to the first chair, Sheila said, “Sit here, sugar. Let take a look at that hair.”  Sheila hmm’d and oh my’d a few times before she said, “This is your first time in a salon, honey?”

I said, “Well, yeah.”

Shaking her head, Sheila said, “Sugar, you need to start coming here on a regular basis.”  She held a handful of hair strands and said, “Look at this lifeless hair!  And split ends! You have pretty much the same hair as Melissa, and look how bouncy and full her hair is. “

Actually looking concerned, Melissa said, “Can you fix it? Stevie has a party to go to at around six thirty tonight.”

Nodding and still probing my hair, Sheila said, “No worries, hon.  That party’s not too far away. For a bit more and at discount for you, I can do her makeup too.”

Smiling, my sister said, “That’d be great.  That way we don’t have to rush anything.”

Sheila started placing a plastic cover over my clothes and leaned the chair back as she said, “What kind of party is it?”  She then gathered my hair into the sink and turned on the water.

I said, “It’s a Halloween party.”

Sheila looked at me curiously and said, “What are you going as?”

I grinned and said, “As a cheerleader for my school.”

Melissa said, “Yeah, so not like an evening out. And not a prostitute. More of your typical teen girl look.”

As she started washing my hair, even though I’d washed it that morning, Sheila said, “You’re making it too easy for me! I’ll still go a little heavy on the eyeliner and mascara. Her eyes need to look bigger.  A little drama around the eyes won’t hurt.  Maybe a pastel rose-pink for the lip gloss.

"You have your sister’s bone structure.  I guarantee that when we’re done with you, when you enter that party tonight, every guy there is going to forget the girl he’s with and look at you!”

I swallowed and gave Melissa a worried look. I simply said, “Terrific.”

#

“Do I need to wear the pantyhose?” I asked as Melissa laid out her cheerleader uniform on her bed. Not that I minded wearing anything girly. I was afraid of looking like I went overboard to look like a girl.

I looked at myself in Melissa’s mirror and saw a girl with pretty, shoulder length hair, perfect makeup, and her fingernails matching her lip color.  I guess I lost that argument a long time ago.

She shrugged and said, “It’s optional, but it’s part of the uniform. It’s already getting a bit chilly outside. Go ahead and wear it.”

I just nodded and said, “You really think I should wear your black pumps instead of tennis shoes? Cheerleaders don’t wear heels.”

Melissa stood there holding the dress while I carefully pulled the pantyhose up. She said, “You’re going as a sexy cheerleader.  You don’t want to be a plain vanilla cheerleader, do you? You want David’s attention, don’t you?”

I took the cheerleader dress and said, “Will you stop, please? Yes, I have a crush on David. But he has a girlfriend. End of story.”

“Whatever,” said my sister. “Will you just put the uniform on? You don’t want to be too late.”

No sooner did I have the uniform on, trying to smooth the skirt, than there was a knock on the door.

I froze with terror. If it was Dad at the door, I was going to be so dead.

Muffled by the door, Mom’s voice said, “I’m coming in.”

Melissa handed me a pair of huge hoop earrings as Mom opened the door.  She put her hand to her mouth and gasped. “Oh my lord!  Stevie, you’re beautiful. Every bit as lovely as your sister! I just can’t believe it.”

I grinned wide and said, “Thanks, Mom. You like?”

Frowning a little, Mom said, “If you were a girl, yes.  I hope this is for the party Melissa told me about on the phone, when she called to get me and your father out of the house?”

Melissa said, “Yep. I took Stevie to the salon to get his hair and makeup done, and I didn’t want Dad to blow up when we came back home to get dressed. I think he looks great!”

Mom nodded and said, “Yes. Stevie could be your twin sister if he was a bit taller. When are you leaving for the Halloween party?”

Melissa said, “We’re almost ready.  We’ll probably leave in about fifteen minutes.  He’s already fashionably late.”

Mom nodded again and said, “Okay. I’ll get your father to take me to the grocery store so he’ll be out of the house when you leave.” Mom hugged me and said, “Have a good time, honey. I want you home by eleven.”

“Eleven!” I exclaimed.  “The party goes to midnight at least.”

Mom smiled and said, “Eleven was Melissa’s curfew. You go to a party in girls clothes, you’ll get a girl’s curfew.”

“I’m not a girl, Mom,” I said in all seriousness.

Mom just looked at me.

Melissa said, “Mom, how about eleven-thirty. Dad’s always asleep in front of the TV by then.”

Mom shook her head, but said, “Okay. Eleven-thirty. But don’t let a boy talk you into anything.”

“I’m not a girl, Mom,” I said in all seriousness.

Mom looked at me again for a second, shook her head and started to turn back to the door. She said, “I’ll go get your father out of the house. Be back on time.”

After the door closed, Melissa giggled. “It’s a good thing we didn’t have much time. I really think Mom would have given you her lecture on the evils of boys.”

I sighed and said, “Is it that easy to forget I’m a boy?  Sheesh.”

Melissa said, “Look in the mirror, sis, and ask that question again.”

I was just putting in the second earring when I looked again in the mirror.

That’s when it finally hit me hard.  There were no boys in the mirror. Nothing even remotely resembling a guy. All I saw were two very pretty girls – my sister and me. I’d seen myself before in the mirror as I pranced around dressed in my sister’s clothes, but the combination of my styled hair with the large ribbon, makeup, nails, and the cheerleader dress hit me like a bucket of ice water.

I took a step towards the mirror, touching my hair. I said in a hushed tone, “I’m beautiful.”

Melissa stepped next to me and gave me a sisterly hug and said, “That you are, Stevie.  That you are.”

#

My sister waved as she drove off, leaving me alone on the sidewalk in the chill evening air.

I looked up the walkway to Terri’s house.  So many times I’d daydreamed of doing something like this. So many stories I’d read online about something like this.  And, now, here I was, really doing it. My stomach started doing flip-flops, and a chill that wasn’t caused by the night air slid down my spine.

All the lights in the house were on, and as I approached the door I could hear music blaring.  There were cars lining up both sides of the street.  I stopped short of the door and stood there for a few minutes as my knees shook. I opened my purse and touched my cell phone inside. Maybe I should just call Melissa and have her come back and get me now?

I closed my eyes and took some deep breaths.  I straightened myself, opened my eyes, and closed my purse. No. Who knew when I was going to have such a great opportunity again? I was going to do this, dammit.

I marched right up to the porch and pressed the doorbell, then fought the sudden urge to turn around and run.

The door opened and a pretty blonde girl with pink bunny ears, pink lipstick on her nose, and black whiskers drawn on her face peek through the crack.  “Hello?” Terri said.

I smiled and said with a nervous break in my voice, “Hi. I’m Stevie. I’m here for the party?”

Terri wrinkled up her nose in thought and said, “Stevie? Do I know you?”

Feeling crestfallen, I said, “Stevie McMahon?  Remember, I got your files from your notebook computer last week?”

Terri’s face lit up slightly remembering the event, though she didn’t recognize me. “Oh, yes! Hi Stevie. Come on in and join the party!” As I crossed the doorway into the house, I saw Terri was dressed in pink footie jammies with a large furry ball attached to her butt.  She looked at me funny and said, “Why are you dressed as a cheerleader?”

“This is a Halloween party, isn’t it?” I asked, quickly losing confidence despite the way Terri was dressed.

Terri just grinned and said, “Well, I didn’t know you were a girl.”

I looked at her curiously and said, “I’m not.  At least not yet.”

Terri just gave me a vacuous smile and said, “Well, welcome to my party! We have finger food in the dining room.”

Smiling, I said, “Thanks", and hurried past her. Snacks sounded pretty good, as I didn’t have time to eat anything.

Several people, mostly guys, took a look in my direction. I looked around and discovered I knew most of the party goers. I was surprised to see a few teachers as well. I guess the teachers acted as chaperones.

“Oh my God! Stevie?” said a female voice to my left. I turned, and it was Zoe from my English class. Zoe was a real cheerleader and all ‘round hottie.

“Hi Zoe,” I said. “Cute costume you’re wearing!” Amazing would be more like it.  A black leotard, fishnet stockings, black heels, and cat ears protruding from her cascading, dark brown hair, with a long tail attached to her butt.

Zoe flashed me a smile and said, “Thanks. But you, Stevie. You look awesome! If I hadn’t known you since the third grade, I wouldn’t believe you’re a guy! You really look good in that uniform.  Where did you get it?”

“Thanks,” I said. “It’s my sister’s. She was a cheerleader.”

“Cool,” said Zoe. Even though she laughed, she said, “Now, I’m not kidding. Maybe you should come to the Spring try-outs for the squad next year.  Seriously!”  She started to turn back to her group of friends and said, “Talk to you later.”

I turned to continue my way to the snacks. I was stopped a few more times by kids from school telling me how great I looked. I have to admit that my soul was soaring. I was so glad I had come.

I finally made it to the finger food and started loading up my plate with various items. I was starved. I saw a few fellow nerds off by themselves and thought I’d go over to them to chat. We were always getting on over the internet to play games.

Before I could head in my friends' direction, a woman came up to me.  She was the girls' coach, Ms. Watkins. She was the cheerleaders' coach as well.

“Melissa?” said Coach Watkins. “Are you still going to Leary High?”

I laughed and said, “Melissa’s my sister. I’m Stevie.”

She smiled and said, “You look just like your sister, except maybe she was a bit taller. Have you ever done cheerleading?”

I grinned and said, “No. Well, I used to practice with Melissa so she’d have someone to practice with.”

Coach Watkins smiled and said, “Well, come by my office sometime Monday. I’d like to talk.”

Frowning slightly, I said, “Coach, I’m a guy.”

She gave me the strangest look and said, “Really?  I mean, you look….”

I nodded and said, “Yes, really.”

Looking  confused, Coach Watkins said, “Well, come by on Monday anyway. Bye.” She then walked away.

I have to admit, I found it to be a hoot for Coach Watkins to think I was Melissa. I couldn’t wait to tell my sister about that!

“Well, well, well,” said a guy from behind me. “Look who’s wearing a cheerleader dress.”

I turned, and there was Mick Henderson, the local bully. I can’t imagine why Terri would invite this future criminal to her party.

I smiled hesitantly and said, “Excellent powers of observation, Mick.”

He stepped up to me and sneered, “I always knew you were a fag. Nobody is going to go to this much trouble for a costume. Like this wig--” Mick reached up and jerked on my hair.

“Ow!” I yelled. “That’s my real hair, douche!”

Mick laughed heartily and said, “Well that’s worse, ain’t it?”

Suddenly, Terri ran up in her pink bunny costume and shouted, “Mick! Leave her alone! I didn’t invite you in the first place, so unless you want me to ask you to leave, please be nice to all my guests. Even the gay ones.”

“I’m not gay,” I said in an annoyed voice.

Terri glanced at me, laughed, and said, “Yeah, right.  Leave her alone, Mick. I mean it.”

Mick grinned at me and said, “I’ll see you Monday, little fairy.” He turned and walked away.

“You okay, Stevie?” asked a familiar voice as David walked up to me. He then let out a low whistle and said, “Shit. You’re really hot.” Typical.

David was wearing his football uniform. Granted, I was wearing our school’s cheerleader uniform, but I’m not really a cheerleader. David, on the other hand, will most likely be the team captain next year.

I smiled, possibly a bit too much, and said, “Hi David.  Thanks.  And yes, I’m okay.”

David shook his head and said, “One of these days Mick is going to give me a good reason to pound him into the ground.  Anyway, great costume. I don’t know how you did it, but I’d say you’re the prettiest girl here. If you don’t mind me saying that.”

I laughed and said, “Oh no. I don’t mind at all.  Thank you.  How are you?  I don’t see Linda.”

David frowned for a moment.  He said, “I’m doing good, actually. Linda’s over in the den with her little coven of friends. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to stay as it’s kinda awkward being here with her.”

“Oh?” was all I could say.

David smirked as he said, “Oh, I guess you haven’t heard yet. I dared to talk to another girl, and she flew into a royal snit about it. I was just asking her if I could borrow her notes for the history test.  Anyway, Linda and I are done. Crazy bitch. Oh. Sorry.”

I laughed and said, “You don’t have to say sorry to me. She probably is a crazy bitch.”

David was about to say something when Terri’s voice rose above the din. “What?  You forgot? Robert, you promised!”

David and I both looked over to see the newcomer, Robert, by the door.  He said, “Sorry!  I just forgot. The tranny is out on my car, so my Mom brought me, and I just forgot. Didn’t anyone else bring anything?”

Robert, who apparently was trying to dress as the devil, wore a red leotard and matching pantyhose, and a headband painted red with horns glued on.  It looked very tacky.

“Everyone who promised to bring something brought theirs,” scolded Terri.

I followed David over to the heated discussion. If I had to guess, I was standing a bit too close to him.

“Hey Rob. What’s up?” asked David.

Sighing, Robert said, “Hey, David. I forgot until we were on our way here that I’d said I’d bring a few cases of soda. And I didn’t want to go into the store dressed like this. Oh, and really creative costume there, David.”

Laughing, David said, “I don’t like to dress up.”  I could see Linda standing in the doorway leading to the den.  She was looking and David and me.  David must have seen her as well, as he draped his arm around my shoulder.

Terri said, “We’re going to run out. After the bill came in for my last party, my parents weren’t going to pay for my next one.”

David raised his hand and said, “Cool your jets, Terri. If it’s not an outrageous amount, I’ll go get the sodas. How many cases do you think you’ll need?”

Terri bit her lower lip in thought for a moment and then said, “Robert was supposed to bring two cases of Dr. Pepper, one of Sprite and one of root beer. Although, from the looks of things, we could probably use four more cases of Dr. Pepper.”

David smiled and said, “No problem. I’ll go right now.”

“Can I come along?” I asked.

David smiled again and said, “Sure. I could use the help.”  He looked over towards Linda and waved at her as he took my hand and led me out the door. The move took me completely by surprise.

As soon as we stepped outside, David let go of my hand.  He said, “Sorry about that. I really didn’t mean to touch you like that. But Linda doesn’t know you’re not a girl, and I couldn’t resist getting a dig into her.”

I grinned and looked at the sidewalk as we walked towards David’s truck. I said, “Oh, it’s okay. I didn’t mind. I figured that’s what you were doing.”

As we climbed into his truck, David said, “What’s someplace nearby that we can get these Cokes?”

I said, “Just go to the end of this street, turn left, and go about three blocks. There’s one of the big  Seven Elevens there. In fact, my house is just down the street from there.”

David slid the truck into gear and started to pull away from the curb as he said, “That’s right. I forgot. I’ve been there a few times to get a Coke before going to your house.”

We rode in silence for the next couple of minutes before turning into the convenience store’s parking lot.  There were only a few cars in the lot.  I looked into the store, but I couldn’t see Oscar, the store clerk. He usually worked on Saturday nights, and I wanted to show him my Halloween costume.

Walking to the store’s door, David said, “You get the Sprite and  root beer.  I’ll get the Dr. Peppers.”

“They’re going to get their car stolen,” I said, pointing to an empty car with the engine still running. David just nodded.

Oscar wasn’t at the counter, so I just hurried to the back where the refrigerated drinks were kept. Despite the cars outside, the store appeared empty. I turned past the end of a rack and saw Oscar laying still on the floor.

I gasped, then someone grabbed my hair from behind me and pulled hard.

“Come with me, girlie,” said a gruff voice in my ear. I felt something cold and metallic against my neck as I was pulled by my hair.

In the last aisle there were several people standing in shock. I saw David being shoved against the wall on the far side of the aisle. The cold disappeared from my neck, and I saw whoever was holding my hair thrust a semi-automatic pistol towards the four or five people in the back aisle.

The man holding my hair said, “The cash register was a little short, so I’m going to ask all of you to make a donation. Toss your wallets and purses towards me. Now!” 

An overweight woman near me clung to her purse, and the man waved his gun at her and shouted, “You too, fatso.”

A second man waving a pistol came up from behind everyone on the last aisle and forced them forward.  He shouted, “We don’t have much time, man! Any valuables toss to my partner, and make it quick.”

David looked around, and saw me being held by my hair and used as a shield. Instead of tossing his wallet, he shouted, “Stevie!” and started to rush towards me. The guy holding me stuck the gun against my ear.

I saw the second man raise his gun and I shouted, “David! Stop! Please!” I started to cry.

David slid to a stop a few feet from me. The man holding me said, “Listen to your girlfriend, David.” He pointed his gun at David’s head. “Now listen, boyfriend. Pull the bag out of that trash can, dump it, and put those valuables on the floor into the bag.” To me he said, “You too, sweet stuff. Toss your purse to your boyfriend.”

The second man snatched the bag from David’s grasp as I was dragged by my hair towards the door. I felt the gun pressed against my neck as the man said, “She’s a cutie, ain’t she David? I think I’ll take her with me. I haven’t had a good fuck in a while.” The other man was already out the door.

I tried to hit the man holding me, but the angle was wrong, and he had a very tight grip on my hair, close to my scalp. He’d probably kill me when he found out I wasn’t actually a girl. He’d probably still rape me, then kill me. The pain was intense as I tried to free my hair from his grasp.

David’s face twisted in rage, and he started to lunge towards me and the criminal. I shouted, “David!” and tried to twist my body around.

The robber took his gun from my neck and started to aim towards David. As he brought the weapon up while still running to the door I stuck my leg between his, causing him to trip just as he fired.

My mind raced, and everything seemed to move in slow motion. I saw David wince in pain, and blood sprayed as the bullet penetrated his shoulder. The hit knocked him off balance, and he started to fall.

The man let go of my hair as we both hit the floor. The pistol discharged again, the bullet taking out several bags of beef jerky. The gun fell from his grip and slid almost to arm's reach of me.

The man scrambled on the floor, trying to reach the gun. I managed to hit it with my fingers and sent it sliding a short distance across the hard tiles. David had only fallen to his knees, and dived for the gun and grabbed it. Seeing David reach the pistol, the robber regained his feet and hit the front door of the convenience store.

Sliding on the floor, David fired three shots wildly. Two entered the magazine rack, but the third ricocheted off the side of one of the racks and must have started tumbling as it made a loud thwack sound as it struck the robber’s leg, exploding out the other side of his leg and shattering the lower glass of the door, splattering it with blood. The man let out a yell, but managed to hobble to the waiting car and climb into the driver’s seat.

Tears streaming down my cheeks, I scrambled over to David, who was trying to bring himself to a sitting position. “David!” I cried. “Oh my God, David! You’ve been shot!” Blood was running down his arm and making a small puddle on the floor.

Attempting a stoic smile, David said, “’Tis but a flesh wound….”

Sounding stern, I said, “David, this is no joke. You need an ambulance.”  I tried to apply pressure to the wound, but his football uniform’s padding got in the way. From the damage to the padding, it took the direct hit and deflected the bullet so it missed the bone.  I looked up and saw several people calling 911 on their cells.  To David, I said, “Don’t move.” In the distance, I could hear approaching sirens.

David looked up and said, “Honestly, I really don’t feel anything right now.”

My cell phone was in my purse, which was now in the bag with the robbers. I knew there was a phone behind the counter and rushed to it. While I was dialing my house’s number, I saw someone looking to Oscar and saw him try to sit up.

“Hello?” said my Mom, answering the phone.

Tears gushing down my face, I said, “Oh my God, Mom! We were robbed! I had a gun to my head and David’s been shot!”

Silence for a few heartbeats, and then Mom said, “Oh my God, honey! Are you okay? And David’s shot?” There was muffled tone as I heard Mom talking to someone else. “You mean the Grimes boy?”

Still crying, looking at David sitting on the floor, I said, “Yes. Oh God, Mom. It was horrible.”

“I know honey. You’re okay now, right?” said Mom, her voice amazingly steady. “Where are you? At the party?”

Sniffling, I said, “No. That Seven Eleven down the street from the house.”

More muffled words and then Mom said, “Your father’s on his way.  Is that the police?” Three police cars roared into the parking lot, lights flashing and sirens blaring, and an ambulance pulled in close to the door.

I said, “Yes.  I should probably hang up. There’s a policeman coming towards me.”

“Okay,” said Mom. “I just thank God you’re okay. Love you honey.”

“Love you, Mom,”  I said as I hung up the phone.

A cop came up to me and said, “Are you injured, miss?”

I said, “No, but he’s been shot.” I pointed at David.

The cop did a quick examination of David’s shoulder and said, “It doesn’t look too bad. The EMTs will triage him at the ambulance and then take him to the hospital.”  He looked at me again and said, “You’re sure you’re not hurt, miss? After I get a statement, you should probably have an EMT look at you anyway.”

Four guys from the ambulance rushed a gurney into the store and carefully helped David onto it. As they started to wheel him outside, the heavyset woman handed me a few tissues.

I said, “Thank you. I must look a mess.”  It’s funny the stupid things you think of. I tried using one of the glass display cases as a mirror to try to wipe away the black streaks under my eyes.

As the police asked us each questions I saw my dad’s car pull into the parking lot. A police officer wouldn’t let him approach the store. I looked out at the ambulance to see David no longer on the gurney and sitting in the door of the ambulance. An EMT was wrapping his arm and shoulder.

I heard a cop say to another one, “The suspects have been apprehended. Apparently the driver of the vehicle passed out from loss of blood and hit a tree.  Any idea who shot him?”

I pointed at David outside and said, “He did.”

The cop just nodded and said, “Good.”

The cop who had questioned all of us who were in the store said, “Okay, everyone. Y’all are free to go. If you need to be looked at by the EMTs, please do so now as they need to get the wounded gentleman to the hospital. We have descriptions of all your personal affects and you’ll be able to pick them up tomorrow afternoon at the station. Thank you everyone for your cooperation.”

I stepped through the broken door, crunching glass under my heels.  Dad took a few steps in my direction, and then broke into a run and shouted, “Stevie!”

“Dad!” I yelled and started crying again, rushing to meet him. He threw his arms around me and pulled me close to him. I could see tears in his eyes. I hadn’t seen Dad cry since the team he had money on lost the Super Bowl. I buried my face in his shoulder. Through tears, all I could manage was, “Oh Dad!”

“I’m glad you’re safe,” Dad said, straightening up a little. “The thoughts that went through my head when your mother told me what happened. I was so worried.”

A police officer exiting the convenience store looked at my dad and said, “Is that your daughter?”

Dad looked at me and hesitated a moment. His expression told me he thought it wasn’t worth the effort to correct the cop. He said, “Yes.”

The cop said as he passed, “That’s one brave little girl you got there. You should be proud of her.”

Dad looked back at me with an odd expression and said, “I am.”

Smiling weakly, I said, “I need to talk to David for a second, Dad.”

Dad released his hug and said, “Sure. I’ll meet you at the car.” He turned and slowly walked back to the car.

I watched him for a few steps, then turned and walked briskly to the ambulance where David still sat. When he saw me approach, he stood up and smiled at me. Then he winced a little with the sudden movement.

“How’s the shoulder?” I asked when I stood in front of him. Even with heels I had to look up a little to look at his face.

He tried to flex his arm, winced with pain, and let it hang in the sling.  He said, “I’ll live. Maybe.” He chuckled for a moment.

I studied his face for a moment, and then said, “Thanks for saving me and all….” I then feigned anger and thumped his good shoulder and said, ”What were you thinking, dork? Running at a gun like that! He could have killed you!”

David exclaimed, “Hey, I couldn’t just let them take you! I had to do something. And hey, thanks for saving me and all.”

With a wide grin I said, “I couldn’t just let them shoot you! I had to do something. I mean, you were my ride home.”

There was a momentary lull in the conversation.  I said, “It was funny when the bad guy thought you were my boyfriend.”

David nodded and said, “Yeah. But then, we came in together, and look how we’re dressed.”

Frowning slightly, I said, “That’s true.”

“Are you going back to the party?” David asked.

“Are you kidding?” I said, looking shocked. “Terri can get her own damn sodas. Besides, I think my dad wants to take me home.”

An EMT walked up at that moment and said, “Miss.  We need to get this man to the hospital for a more thorough treatment.”

David held up his good hand and said, “Just one more minute, please.”  The EMT nodded and walked a few steps away.

David took my hand in his good hand and studied it for a few moments. Looking down, he said, “I’m sorry, Stevie. I should have left you at the party.”

I interlaced my fingers with his and said in soft tones, “Sorry? David, none of this was your fault.  If anything I should be sorry. If it wasn’t for me you wouldn’t have been shot at all.”

David let go of my hand and softly stroked my cheek for a moment, then said, “Dammit, Stevie. Why do you have to be so beautiful?”

He suddenly pulled me towards him, bent his head down, and gave me a lingering, soft, sweet kiss. I tingled all over as I closed my eyes and leaned into the kiss, my lips lingering on his for several heartbeats before he pulled away.

Quietly, David said, “I need to go now.”  He nodded at the EMTs and then said, more loudly, “See you at school Monday.”

“See you, David,” I said softly as I watched the EMTs help him into the ambulance. The rear doors closed, and the ambulance pulled out of the store’s parking lot.

I looked across the lot to see Dad, silhouetted against a streetlight, standing next to the car.

I folded my arms around myself to block out the chill of the night as I started walking towards Dad, and smiled as I thought of David’s kiss.

-The End-

###


School Halloween Party

“What are you doing here, Lucas?” asked an amused and familiar female voice.

Startled, I looked sheepishly at Julie, who was at the counter paying her bill. “Oh. Ah. Hey Julie.” I looked at the floor for a moment and then added, “Probably the same reason you’re here.”

Julie grinned at me as she took back her credit card after the cashier finished ringing up her charge. “I just got my hair done for the party tonight.”

Feeling my face turn beet red, I tried to smile. “I’m getting my hair *and* makeup done for the party tonight. And my nails. My mom knows the beautician here.”

She laughed as she stepped away from the counter, putting her credit card into her purse. “You’re kidding, right? What’s your costume?”

Julie and I had been friends since our first year of middle school. Me, she, her boyfriend Daniel, and my best friend Cary were all going to a school sponsored Halloween party held in the field house of J. P. Richardson High School, where we are all seniors.

I laughed nervously. “I’m going as a cheerleader.”

Julie looked at me curiously. “Then why are you at a beauty salon? All you need is a wig and your mom slapping some goofy looking makeup on you. Are you making fun of one of Reznor High’s cheerleaders, or just a generic one?”

I shrugged. “I’m not making fun of anyone. I’m using my sister’s old cheerleader uniform from when she went to our school. I didn’t want to wear a wig. I know my hair isn’t particularly long, but I wanted it to look nice. And I wanted my makeup to look as good as it could be.”

What I wasn’t telling her is that I finally got up the nerve to go out in public dressed as a girl. Halloween seemed the perfect excuse.

Mom knew about my dressing up in girl’s clothes. She acts like she doesn’t really like it, but she let it go after my dad and older brother were caught in a freak mudslide during a hunting trip and drowned. Whenever she watches some tear-jerker movie on TV, she usually asks if I’ll dress up and watch it with her. And how can I say no?

Julie squinted at me. “I’m sure you’ll be cute. But seriously, aren’t cheerleader costumes kinda cliché? Remember two years ago when those three guys all showed up as zombie cheerleaders? Coach Wilson even said how tired she was of guys making fun of cheerleaders like that.”

I shrugged again. “I’m not making fun of cheerleaders. My goal is to look as much like a real cheerleader as I can. That’s why I’m here.”

Julie laughed dismissively. “That’s kinda weird, actually. To try to look just like a girl?” She giggled, “You don’t dress up on weekends do you?”

I just stood there for a moment, stone faced. The honest answer was that I do dress as girl whenever I can. Since my sister moved out of the house, it’s even easier.

Julie laughed as she lightly punched my arm. “I’m kidding! I can’t wait to see what you’ll look like! Danny and I will pick up Cary, and then you. Be ready around six thirty.” Daniel was the only one of us who had a car. I’d failed my driving test twice. Cary is just happy to mooch a ride from someone else.

A woman behind the counter waved towards Julie and I. “Sir. Are you ready?”

Grinning, Julie said, “Well, I’ll let you go get pretty. See ya at six thirty!” She turned and left the salon.

I turned to the woman behind the counter, took a deep breath, and sighed. I hoped I wasn’t making a mistake.

#

“Oh wow! You’re beautiful!” exclaimed Mom as I slid into the passenger seat.

I’m not upset she called me beautiful, but I did feel a bit awkward. I am her son, after all.

“Don’t tell her I said this, but you’re prettier than Donna.”

To be honest, both my sister Donna and I look just like Mom did when she was eighteen. Only my brother seemed to have inherited any traits from Dad.

“Mom….” I started to protest.

“I’m serious, Luke,” said Mom with a grin. “You’re going to have to beat the boys off with a stick.”

I shook my head. “Come on, Mom. Everyone will know it’s me.”

Mom turned the car on. “Well, just don’t be surprised if boys hit on you.”

When we got home I went straight to the bathroom to check myself out, as I didn’t really get a good look at myself at the salon. I had to admit, Mom was right. I looked just like the pictures I’d seen of her when she was in high school. Donna and I could easily have passed for twins.

I looked down at the several pairs of earrings lying on the bathroom counter, trying to decide which ones I wanted to wear for the party. Mom let me pierce my ears a few years ago, and she surprised me on my last birthday with a pair of large, silver hooped earrings. I smiled to myself at the memory of opening the package to find those earrings. I picked them up and put them on.

I stood there for a few moments in my bra and panties, looking at the cheerleader uniform and wondering if this was such a good idea after all. Are the other kids going to laugh at me? Do I care? Hell, it’s just for fun. It’s Halloween, right?

I looked down at Donna’s tennis shoes she’d worn as a cheerleader. They actually fit me. I frowned looking at the shoes. Even though they complete the outfit, I thought they were a bit bland.

I know I told Julie that I was going to go as a normal cheerleader, but instead I talked myself into sexy-ing up the outfit by wearing pantyhose and three inch heels. I was pretty confident in wearing the heels. Though it was by myself, I had practiced dancing in them on occasion.

I put the gaff I’d made myself inside my panties to make sure I maintained the illusion of being female, and slid into a pair of pantyhose. I put the balloons filled with uncooked rice into my bra, and finally put the cheerleader uniform on.

Glancing at the clock, I noticed it was getting close to when Julie and her boyfriend would be by to pick me up. I stepped into the heels and hurried out of my room to get Mom’s opinion.

I smiled to myself as I walked down the hall. I had always made fun of my sister for being a cheerleader, but if I was being honest with myself, I secretly wished I could be one. Well, tonight’s my chance. Sorta.

Mom was watching TV when I entered the living room. “Hey, Mom! What do you think?”

Mom looked up at me and smiled. “You’re beautiful, son.” She stood up to better look me up and down. “Your father would never approve, and I wish you liked to do other things besides this. But since you don’t, I have to say you’re beautiful. You really are. I love those nails.”

“Thank you Mom,” I said earnestly. “Hey, there are worst things I could be doing.” I turned slowly around so Mom could get the whole effect.

Mom studied me for a moment and then blurted, “Oh! Don’t forget your bow! I’ll help you tie it on.”

I hurried back to my room, picked up the bow, and ran back on my tip toes. Mom giggled watching me run.

Mom continued to laugh as she took the bow from my hands. “Sorry. But you’re such a priss!”

Despite the fact that I didn’t have a full mane of hair Mom managed to get the bow in place, completing my look. She then took a few pictures of me with her phone’s camera.

I saw the shadow on the windows of someone approaching the house. A few seconds later the doorbell rang. I felt my bow and smoothed the front of the dress. I took a deep breath.

“That’s them, Mom,” I said needlessly. “I’ll see you sometime later tonight.”

Folding her arms and looking a bit stern, Mom said, “No later than midnight.”

Looking surprised, I said, “You’re kidding right? I’ve never had a curfew before.”

Mom wasn’t moved. “If you’re going to leave the house wearing a short dress like that with heels like that, expect a curfew.”

I frowned, “That’s stupid. I’m not a girl going on a date. We’ll probably go to the arcade after the party.”

Mom frowned right back. “Complain again and I’m making it eleven instead.”

I sighed. “Okay. Actually, we’ll probably be done before then anyway.” I stepped to the door and opened it.

#

“Holy shit!” gasped Julie as I stepped through the open door. “You look amazing! I was skeptical when we were talking at the salon. You make a very pretty, natural looking girl. You’re going to have guys drooling over you.”

As we walked to Daniel’s car, I laughed. “Thanks for saying that. I was hoping to manage to look just like a girl. And everyone’s going to know it’s me.”

Julie laughed. “Honey, guys are visual. All they’ll see is that hot babe in front of them.” She looked at me again and grinned. “Maybe you’ll get lucky tonight.”

I frowned. “What do you mean by that?”

Smiling she said, “Didn’t you tell me once you had a secret crush on Cary?”

I frowned again. “That was back in middle school. And it’s not gay or anything. I just wanted to be his friend.”

Julie just smiled. “And now you are.”

As we walked up to the car, both Daniel and Cary were staring into the screens of their phones. Cary was sitting up front with Daniel. Julie rapped on the outside of the car. “Hey guys! Look what I found.”

Cary’s face brightened and he grinned at me. “Well, hello. Are you coming to the party with us?”

Daniel said under his breath, “I sure as hell hope so.”

Cary looked around for a moment. “Where’s Lucas? Isn’t he coming too?”

I laughed. “Who do you think I am, Cary?”

Looking surprised, Cary said, “You know my n…” He then looked more closely at me. “Luke? Holy shit! Is that you?”

I nodded. “Yep. It’s me.”

Frowning, Daniel said, “Well hell. I was going to ask for your phone number.”

Julie slapped the side of Daniel’s car. “You were going to what?”

Acting annoyed, Daniel pleaded, “I was kidding! I was kidding. Get in so we can get this party started.”

I had to admit it was a bit of a struggle to get into the car wearing high heels and a short dress.

Julie laughed out loud. “I hope you’re wearing panties, boy. You just flashed the whole neighborhood!”

As I slammed the car door shut I muttered, “Of course I’m wearing panties.”

As we drove away from my house, Daniel commented, “Well, I have to say, Lucas has the best costume of all of us."

Julie kicked the driver’s seat. “You don’t like mine?!”

“I love yours, honey!” exclaimed Daniel. “I was just… shit, never mind.”

Cary looked over his shoulder. “I think you look hot. Both of you, actually.”

Julie was wearing a very form fitting black leotard, black stiletto heels like mine, deep red nail polish, and matching lipstick, with cat ears sticking out of her beautiful mane of dark brown hair. Fake eyelashes, dark smoky eye shadow, and heavy winged eye liner made her look really sexy. She was also sporting a long tail. Cary was dressed as Captain Kirk. Daniel was, oddly, dressed as a farmer.

As we drove towards school, Daniel and Cary were having an animated discussion about the latest computer game. Since I was in the back seat, I leaned forward so I could join in. After a few minutes, I glanced back and saw Julie sitting quietly just staring out the window.

I leaned back into the seat and looked over at her. “Not into gaming?”

Julie turned away from the window and grunted. “Not that game. I like simulation games. I have four families in one game.”

I smirked. “I have enough trouble just trying to manage my own life. Managing avatars doesn’t sound all that fun. I like action and adventure.”

“These have action in them,” Julie said seriously. “Just yesterday the son in my oldest family accidently started a fire in the kitchen.”

I shook my head. “Anybody die?”

Julie looked a bit sad. “The father did. Now he pops up randomly in the house as a ghost.”

Daniel brought his car to a stop. “Okay, guys. We’re here.”

“Now I have to figure out how to get out of this car,” I laughed.

Julie shook her head. “Make it easy on yourself. Don’t try to step out one leg at a time. Put your legs together and swing them around and just stand up.”

I tried that, and I managed to get out of the car without exposing my panties to everyone. It was still a little awkward, and I had hoped Cary would have offered a hand to help me out, but he was already walking towards the field house entrance.

I huffed and muttered, “Thanks for helping me, Cary.”

Julie laughed after Daniel helped her out of his car. “He’s not your date, Luke.”

I felt my face turning red. “I know that. It’s just… well, just common courtesy.” I frowned and fell in behind Julie as we headed towards the field house.

There were a couple of teachers standing at the door checking IDs. One looked at me as I approached. Looking confused, she said, “Donna? It’s good to see you again, but this party is for current students only.”

I frowned and opened my purse and took out my ID. As I handed it to the teacher I said, “Donna is my sister. I’m Lucas.”

The teacher looked amazed. “Wow, Lucas! You’re just as beautiful as your sister!” She handed my ID back to me.

“Thank you, I guess.” Maybe this wasn’t a good idea after all.

I was totally shocked when I passed through the doors to the field house. Every guy in the immediate vicinity of the doorway turned to look at me. And it wasn’t just a passing glance. They turned and stared, even the ones who had been chatting with their girlfriends.

Grinning, Julie elbowed me in the arm. “Looks like you’re making quite an entrance. I wish I could get looks like that.”

“How do you know they’re not looking at you?” I asked, feeling embarrassed.

Julie laughed. “Those eyes aren’t pointed at me. Just relax and enjoy the attention.”

We caught up to Cary, who was standing near the punch bowl. He already had a cup in his hand and was munching on something.

With his mouth full, Cary said, “I can’t believe so many people are here. Looks almost like the whole school.” He glanced over at me and whistled. “I can’t believe how hot you are, Luke.”

Daniel nodded his head off in one direction. “Hey Cary. Big Al’s over there.” Big Al was the star football player for the school and, despite being geeks, Daniel and Cary were good friends with him.

Cary took another sip from his cup. “We’ll be right back, ladies.”

Frowning, I said, “I’m not a lady,” but Cary didn’t hear me as they both hurried away.

Julie touched my arm. “Come on now. You had to expect that kind of stuff when you chose to dress up like that. I mean, you’re far prettier than half the girls here.”

I grinned. “Only half?”

Julie laughed. “That’s the spirit!”

From behind me came a woman’s voice. “Jeesh. What did I tell you girls about using your uniforms as Halloween costumes?”

I turned to see the girl’s coach dressed up as a fairy godmother or something. “I’m not a cheerleader, Coach Wepler.”

Coach Wepler squinted at me. “Don’t give me that young lady. I know you.”

I smiled as I said, “My sister Donna was a cheerleader here three years ago. I’m her brother.”

Taking a step back and looking astonished and putting her hand over her mouth, Coach Wepler said, “You’re Donna’s brother? Oh my God! You’re every bit as beautiful as her!” I heard Julie giggle behind me.

Feeling my cheeks reddening again, I said in a small voice, “Thank you coach.”

Coach Wepler grinned at me. “Maybe you could try out for cheerleader next year?”

Embarrassed further, I said, “I’m a senior this year, coach. And I’m a boy.”

Shaking her head, Coach Wepler said, “I wish I could have you on the squad. I remember Donna talking about how her little brother would practice with her at home, and how she thought he’d make a good cheerleader too. I thought she was joking then. But now I don’t think she was.”

I looked at my feet. “I’m sure she was just making fun of me.”

Coach Wepler pursed her lips. “Well, I have run along. Still, I wish I could have gotten you on the squad.”

“I’m not a girl,” I said as she walked away. Julie laughed.

“I think I’ll get some punch,” I said to Julie. “And check out what kind of snacks they have here.”

“Good idea,” agreed Julie.

There were four boys crowding the punch bowl. Julie and I stopped to wait for them to get out of the way. Three of them were assholes, and the fourth was a dweebish kid who I think they kept around as a pet.

The tallest boy of the four turned to Julie and I. I didn’t know his real name, but everyone called him Axle. “Would you ladies like some punch?” He held out two cups of punch, while grinning.

Julie took one of the cups. “Why, thank you!” She glanced over at me and raised an eyebrow.

I sighed and took the remaining cup. “Thanks.” I took a sip. I wanted to slug down the whole cup as I was dying of thirst.

Two of the other guys nudged the dweeb. I think his name is actually Simon. One of them acted like he was whispering, but I could clearly hear him, which I’m sure was intentional. “There she is. You’ve been asking about her all night. Go ahead. Ask her.”

I’ve only been at the party fifteen minutes so that’s hardly all night.

Simon pushed his glasses back up his nose and he took a deep breath. His cheeks reddened, and I knew he was as embarrassed as hell. He forced himself to say, “Can I… uh. Wo… would you like to dance… uh with me?”

Simon couldn’t see them, but the other three boys were doing everything they could to keep from laughing. I don’t think they knew who I was, but I could tell they were expecting me to turn him down. Simon looked so scared, so nervous, and so earnest as he waited for my response.

Axel and his asshole friends wanted to delight in Simon’s embarrassment and being crushed at my rejection of him. I’m not a girl, and I should have said no just for that reason... but I didn’t want them to have fun at Simon’s expense. I’ve been in Simon’s shoes before.

I smiled and said, “Thank you, Simon. I’d love to.” But please don’t ask for my phone number.

Simon beamed, and his face exploded with an ear-to-ear grin. The shocked look on Axle and his toadies’ faces was totally worth it.

“Thank you,” said Simon as he held out his arm.

I took his arm and we walked out onto the dance floor. Of course the music had to be a slow, romantic song. I took his hand and placed my other arm on his shoulder as he put his around my waist.

As we started to dance, Simon said quietly, “Thanks for doing this.”

I smiled. “You’re welcome.”

Looking sheepish, Simon continued, “Don’t worry. I saw who you came in with, so I’m not going to ask you out or for your phone number. I just wanted to dance with the prettiest girl here.”

Oh my God. Is everyone here insane? And I’m sure my cheeks will burst into flame if I can’t get control over my blushing. I just smiled again. “Thank you for saying that. That’s very sweet.”

“That’s because you are,” said Simon sincerely. “I can’t believe your boyfriend would just leave you alone like that though.”

I almost said that Cary wasn’t my boyfriend, but thought better of it. I didn’t want Simon to change his mind about asking me out. I just said, “Me either.”

Dancing isn’t something I’m particularly good at, whether wearing heels or not. But I did find myself enjoying swaying back and forth with Simon. And, while I was trying not to trip over my own feet, Simon seemed quite confident out on the floor.

The DJ said, “Allright! We’re going to ramp this party up to eleven!”

Simon grinned at me and laughed, “All right!” He let go of me, paused a moment, and then started doing some dance moves on his own. At first I tried to keep up, but being not only a lousy dancer, but one in high heels, I soon stopped dancing and just started clapping with the beat.

Simon was amazing. He went from total nerd to a wild, dancing machine. Others also stopped dancing and turned to watch him move. I laughed and clapped as he spun, jumped and glided across the dance floor. Everyone on the dance floor was clapping, too, and watching in amazement.

When the song ended, Simon leaped into the air and did a splits that looked painful as hell to me. Everyone applauded as he stood back up.

He grinned at me as he took my hand and led me back to his so-called friends. “I’m beat. I could use a soda.”

“Simon! That was amazing!” I gushed. “That was professional level dancing.”

He just grinned at me. “I take a dancing class. I was hoping it would help me meet girls.”

“I think you impressed pretty much everyone here,” I said sincerely.

He walked passed a shocked Axel and his sycophants, who stood with their jaws gaping open, and pulled a soda can from an ice chest near the punch table.

Simon turned to me. “Thank you for dancing with me. I had fun.”

I laughed. “You’re welcome. I just wish I could have kept up with you.”

I’m not sure what inspired me to do so. Perhaps it was my own huge dislike for Axel and the way his friends had treated Simon? I leaned in and kissed Simon on the cheek, leaving a very visible, red lip print.

I walked back over to Julie. “Did you see Simon?”

Julie nodded. “That was awesome. And I think you just helped him change his life.” She pointed back behind me.

I turned, and couldn’t help but smile. Simon was walking away from Axel and the others while talking to a group of girls who had suddenly surrounded him.

Julie grinned again at me. “And I didn’t know you liked kissing boys.”

Frowning, I said, “I don’t. I just wanted to give the knife I’d pushed into Axel an additional twist. What an asshole.”

Julie’s frown faded. “Well, I hope they don’t figure out who you really are.”

“Oh. Yeah. Hopefully they won’t,” I said, suddenly ashamed. “Yeah. I should never have accepted his invitation to dance.” I looked back for Simon. He was actually dancing with three girls, with at least three more waiting. As I watched, I started to feel better about helping him with his confidence.

Julie was about to reply when two boys dressed as Star Wars storm troopers, minus the helmets, walked right up to us. The tallest one looked both of us over. “Would you ladies care to dance?”

Julie shrugged. Glancing to me, she said, “I have no idea where Daniel went off to.” Turning to the boy who spoke, “Sure! I’d love to.”

The other boy looked expectantly at me. I watched Julie with the other boy hurry off to the dance floor.

I sighed. I didn’t want to stand here by myself. I knew I’d get some attention from the way I was dressed, but honestly, I didn’t expect to be asked to dance. I was just going to hang out with my friends. But now I’m standing here by myself.

I looked at the boy. I didn’t know his name, but I think he’s in my English class. I looked over at Julie again and then smiled at the boy. “Sure. Why not?”

His grin was wide, and he surprised me by taking my hand and leading me out with the other kids dancing. Lucky for me the DJ wasn’t playing slow, romantic songs at the moment. The boy found a spot and took both my hands, then started to dance. I tried to follow him.

He smiled at me again. “You look familiar, but sorry if I don’t know your name. I’m Walter.”

Well, crap. I really hadn’t thought about using a girl’s name with my friends. They’re likely to call me something like “Luke”, not one of the girl’s names I like to call myself when I’m dressing up at home. I hesitated a moment while I tried to think of something. “My name is Luka.” I hoped that was a girl’s name.

“Nice to meet you, Luka.” Walter smiled at me. A few moments later, the current song ended and the DJ started a slow song. Terrific.

He pressed his cheek against mine, and his hand managed to find its way to my ass. He was holding me very close. I had a good idea what he was thinking, and I didn’t care for it at all.

After the third song dancing with Walter, he said, “Hey. What do you say we leave this party and go have some fun?”

Letting go of Walter’s hand, I said, “Thanks, but I’m sure my boyfriend wouldn’t like that.”

Crestfallen, Walter asked, “You have a boyfriend?”

“Yes,” I lied. I hoped lying about having a boyfriend would cause him to go away.

Walter smiled weakly. “Well, thanks for letting me dance with prettiest girl in school.” I almost laughed.

As I was trying to leave the dance floor, I met up with Julie as she stopped dancing with her storm trooper at the same time.

Frowning, Julie said, “You know what that little asshole just asked?”

I laughed. “Probably the same thing Walter asked me.”

Julie looked at me. “He wanted to strip you naked and have wild, drunken sex all night?”

I paused for a second before nodding at Julie. “Yes.”

We didn’t make it back to the tables though. Both of us were asked to dance by different guys. Since Julie accepted her invitation, I did as well.

The whole party was becoming surreal. I really expected to be mostly bored at a school Halloween party, but I danced with six more guys before I had to tell the next guy I had to go sit down.

Julie was already sitting at a table when I arrived, carrying a cup of punch.

Grinning, she said, “Well, aren’t you the popular girl tonight.”

I sat down and took a sip of punch. “You were being asked to dance too.”

Julie laughed. “I sat down twenty minutes ago, while you stayed out there breaking hearts.”

“That long?” That really surprised me. “I guess I lost track of time.”

Julie just gave me a knowing smile. “Well, like the old saying: time flies when you’re having fun.”

I shrugged slightly. “I admit, I did have fun dancing. I really didn’t think I would.”

Julie grinned. “You certainly got to dance with a lot of cute boys.”

I frowned. “That’s not why I was having fun.”

At that moment Cary and Daniel returned from going all around the field house meeting their friends.

Daniel looked at Julie. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to ignore you all this time. Would you like to dance?”

Julie frowned. “It’s about time you asked!” Daniel took her hand and led her off to the dance floor.

After a few minutes of just standing by the punch bowl and watching Julie and Daniel dance, Cary walked over to where I was sitting. “Would you like to dance?”

I looked around to see if there was a girl nearby. “Oh. Who? Me?”

Cary nodded. “Well, yeah.”

I laughed. “You can’t be serious!”

Cary frowned. “I am serious. I want to dance with the girl I came here with.”

I shook my head. “The only girl you came here with is Julie, and she looks busy right now.”

In all seriousness, Cary looked at me. “I meant you.”

I just stared at Cary a moment. “I didn’t come with you, Cary. We all came together. And I’m not a girl, in case you’ve forgotten.” Not to mention that my feet still hurt from all the dancing I’d been doing.

He actually took my hand. “You’re beautiful, and I want to dance with you. You danced with that dweeb.” I guess he didn’t notice me dancing with the other guys.

I laughed. “That was different. I wanted to piss off Axel and.…” Cary just kept looking at me. I heaved a sigh. “Okay. I’ll dance with you. Just stop staring at me.”

Cary grinned broadly and led me to the dance floor. The song currently playing wound down as we found an empty spot.

The DJ said, “Okay. We’re going to slow things back down a bit. This song is for all you lovers out there.” Oh great.

Cary put his arm on my waist and drew me close as I put my arm around his shoulder. We just started swaying back and forth, which is the height of my dancing ability. Cary’s cheek was almost touching mine as we danced, and my emotions started going all over the place.

I’m really not interested in guys. No, seriously. But, since middle school, I've had a major crush on Cary that I just don’t understand. I wanted to be friends with him and, after all this time, I’ve worked up to where we’re best friends. We hang out and play video games a lot. And now, here I am, dancing with him.

In all these years, other than a knuckle bump, we’d never touched. Now he was holding my hand, and had one arm around my shoulder. He was holding me close, and once or twice our cheeks would touch.

I couldn’t ignore the thrill that shot through me when his cheek brushed up against mine. Stop it! I yelled inside my head. We’re just friends.

“This is nice,” said Cary as he led me through a slow spin. “I should have danced with you sooner.”

I just smiled. I think he misinterpreted my smile, as he drew me even closer to him.

“We’ve been friends a long time. It’s odd I’ve never noticed how pretty you are,” Cary whispered in my ear.

I blushed. “Thank you. But since I’m not a girl, it’s not like I dress this way all the time.”

Okay, I do. But only Mom knows about that.

Cary chuckled slightly. “Maybe you should start.” His hand slipped from my waist to my ass. It annoyed me. Almost every guy I danced with tonight would eventually touch my ass.

“Cary, would you mind moving your hand?” I whispered to him as he held me close.

Grinning, he said, “I like it there!” He held my ass as he pushed his crotch into me. Oh my God! I felt his hard-on.

I stopped dancing. “Am I turning you on?”

Looking confused, Cary said, “Who wouldn’t get turned on dancing with the prettiest girl here?”

So I wouldn’t yell, I whispered a hiss through clenched teeth. “You know I’m not a girl. This is just weird!”

“Baby, I’m sorry….” Cary stepped closer to me, arms outstretched to take my hand to resume dancing.

I didn’t yell, but I did say a bit louder than I intended, “I’m not your baby. This is too weird for me. I need to go outside for some air.” I turned quickly and walked as fast as I could in the short skirt and high heels towards the door.

“Babe, wait!”

My emotional state was in a complete riot. I had secretly longed for the boy I had a crush on to finally notice me. How many times did I fantasize about being a girl, and Cary taking me into his arms? But never in my life would I have ever approached him.

Cary has obviously always liked girls. I only dressed in private, and would never admit to wanting to be a girl. Now here he was, through our clothes, pressing his hard cock into me. It just wasn’t right!

Stepping into the cold night air outside the field house shocked me back into clearer thinking. Honestly, what the hell was I doing? Coming to a school party dressed in a very short cheerleader uniform, high heels and being all made up?

I took a deep breath. I had to admit to myself that, deep down, I had wanted every boy to notice me. To validate me. But I really wasn’t expecting to “turn on” my best friend.

I walked aimlessly for a few moments out of the glare of a parking lot light, lost in my thoughts. I heard someone take a few steps behind me.

I turned, expecting to see Cary.

It wasn’t Cary.

A rather large guy who looked to be in his early twenties and not in high school was standing right in front of me.

The guy grinned as he took a step closer to me. “Well. Good evening, pretty girl. It’s a little chilly to be outside without a coat, don’t you think?”

Suddenly alert, I took a step backwards. I wanted to run. Yeah, right, in heels. “I’m okay. I just stepped out for some fresh air.”

He took another step towards me. “You look cold to me, girl. I could warm you up.”

I took another step back. “I’m fine. Really. I should probably get back to the party.”

The guy took another step towards me. He laughed. “School parties are so boring, aren’t they?” He looked me up and down. “You look like a girl who likes to have fun. Am I right?”

I was now scared shitless. I took another step back. “I hate fun. I need to go back.”

Before I could react, he grabbed my arm. “You can go with me, girl. I see you looking at me. You want me, don’t you. Admit it. You’re excited!”

I screamed, “Help! Somebody!” I tried to kick this guy in the groin, but he had moved to make it harder to kick at him.

I struggled against him, but he had very strong grip. He clasped a hand over my mouth. “Shut up, bitch!” He started to pull me further into the parking lot and away from the field house.

From behind me I heard scuffling of feet on the pavement. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see three people running in my direction.

“Hey! Let her go! That’s my girl!” Cary’s voice rang out loud and clear. As he ran towards us, he was holding his phone out, the camera taking rapid pictures, causing almost a strobe effect from the flash.

The guy holding me shouted, “Shit!” as he raised an arm to try to hide his face from Cary’s camera. He bumped hard into a parked car. He released his hold on me and ran off into the darkness.

Cary ran up to me and shouted, “Are you okay?”

I’d never been more scared in my whole life. I was shaking, and not from the cold. Not able to hold back the tears, I threw my arms around Cary’s neck and cried in heaving sobs on his shoulder.

“Oh, thank God you guys showed up!” I cried.

Julie and Daniel arrived just moments later. Julie touched my arm. “Are you okay? He didn’t hurt you, did he?”

Still buried in Cary’s shoulder, I shook my head. Cary put his arms around me.

Through the crying, I managed to say, “I’m okay.”

Daniel ran a few steps into the parking lot in the direction my attacker had run. “Should we go after him?”

Anger tingeing her voice, Julie said, “He’s long gone by now. Who knows where he went.”

I stood there for a minute, shaking and crying. Finally, I pulled away from him and said to Cary, “Thank you. Thank you so much.”

Cary smiled at me as he ran the fingers of one hand through my hair. We just stood there looking at each other.

Julie frowned. “Oh, just kiss her already!”

I looked up at Cary and smiled. I thought what Julie just said about him kissing me was funny, and amusing that she referred to me as “her”.

Cary grinned, then he bent his head down and softly touched his lips against mine.

Oh God! My emotions were a riot once more. I pressed my lips into his as I closed my eyes and slid my arms around his neck. I was in heaven.

#

“Hey Luka!” said a familiar voice from behind me in the school hall.

I stopped walking and turned around to see Cary hurrying up to me. Sadly, none of the multiple pictures Cary took with his phone of my attacker showed a face. Just as well, I hadn’t wanted to talk to the police considering the way I was dressed.

“We’re at school, Cary. Just call me Luke,” I admonished him.

“Okay,” said Cary, looking annoyed at being admonished. “But it’s Luka I want to talk to.”

I frowned. “We’re the same person, except Luka doesn’t really exist.”

Looking down at his feet and suddenly seeming to be nervous, Cary finally looked up at me. “Are you busy Friday night?”

Feeling worried, I said, “Well, that’s one of our usual gaming nights. Why?”

Looking at his feet again, Cary said nervously, “I… I uh… I was wondering if you’d like to go to a movie and maybe dinner?”

I probably looked stupid with my mouth hanging open. “Are you asking me out on a date? Seriously?”

Looking back up at me he said, “Well yeah, seriously. But if you’re busy or something, I understand.”

I just stood there for a few moments. What do I say? What do I do? I mean, here’s the boy I’ve crushed on for years asking me out on a date. He kissed me this past Saturday, and I loved every nanosecond of it. And now he wants me to go on a date. Holy crap!

“Why do you want to go on a date with me?” I asked.

“It’s normal to want to go on dates with your girl,” he said seriously.

I couldn’t help but chuckle. “I’m not your girl. I’m not even a girl. And this isn’t normal.”

Undeterred, Cary said, “You’re the prettiest girl I know. You’re very nice. And you kiss better than any girl I’ve ever kissed.”

I looked at him as if he’d just said he was from Mars. “That’s crazy.”

Cary shook his head. “I’m serious.”

I just looked at him for a few moments. Finally I said, “What time Friday?”

Cary’s face lit up like the Fourth of July. “I’ll pick you up at six! Thanks Luka. I gotta get to class. See ya.”

I just stood there dumbfounded for a few moments.

I have a date. With a boy.

I allowed myself to smile slightly as I started back down the hall to my next class.

Approaching me in the hall, carrying several sheets of paper and wearing a grin, was the girl’s coach, Coach Wepler.

“Hey. I’m glad I caught you,” said Coach Wepler. “I just talked to the principal. He agreed we need more cheerleaders, and he even agreed to allow you on the squad.”

“I’m not a girl,” I started to say.

“You look exactly like your sister,” said the coach, as if that solved everything. “Here are the forms you need to fill out, along with the fees, and this form has the cheers you need to learn and the tumbles you need for the try out. Try outs are this Thursday. I think you’d make a great cheerleader. I have to run.”

Coach Wepler left me standing there dazed. Me, try out for cheerleader? Is she crazy? Or am I, for seriously considering trying out. What the hell, right?

As I was looking through the forms the coach had given me, Julie came up and touched my elbow. “Hey girl. Are you busy Saturday night?”

I looked up from the forms. “Not at the moment. And I’m not a girl.”

Julie giggled. “You sure seemed like one last Saturday. That reminds me. You might be interested to know that a couple of girls at the party wanted me to ask you what salon you went to. They loved your hair. Since I knew, I went ahead and told them.”

I looked at Julie with a bit of a frown. “That’s flattering and disturbing at the same time.”

“Anyway,” continued Julie. “Are you busy Saturday?”

Smirking, I asked, “Are you asking me out?”

Julie laughed. “Kinda sorta. A couple of my cousins will be visiting this weekend and I thought we could have a like a girls night out kinda thing. No boys. Just us girls.”

I shook my head in disbelief at what happened in the space of a few minutes. “I might as well. I’m already trying out for cheerleader on Thursday, and since I seem to be his girlfriend now, I’m going on a date with Cary on Friday. I might as well finish out the week with your girls night out.”

Looking surprised, Julie exclaimed, “You’re kidding, right?”

I shook my head again. “Nope. Very serious. Crazy huh?”

Julie grinned. “Can I be your Maid of Honor at your wedding?”

“That’s not funny!” I growled.

Julie laughed as she glanced at her cell phone. “I think you’d make a beautiful bride! But hey, I need to jet. Going to be late for class. I’ll come Thursday to the try outs to give you some moral support.”

I watched her hurry away. I could only think of her comment about a wedding. That’s just crazy talk.

Isn’t it?

-The End-

###


One Saturday Afternoon

“Hey, Jennifer,” I said to my long-time friend as we started to pass each other in the school hallway. My heart always ached when I saw her. She’s absolutely beautiful; perfect figure, athletic, a cheerleader since middle school, and the sweetest person you’d ever hope to meet.

Sadly, she’s not my girlfriend. Right after our one and only date in middle school, she LJBF’d me. Let’s just be friends. I guess it had to do with my kiss. Yes. I got to kiss her. Once. I can only describe it as cold. But she’s been a good friend ever since.

“Oh, hey Noah,” said Jennifer, with her musical voice.

“What was all that about?” I pointed down the hall, where several girls had been huddled together in the hall. A huddle that Jennifer had just left.

She looked back to where I had pointed and smirked. “Oh, that. I was just telling the girls about the birthday present I got last night.” Ah crap. I had totally forgotten that her birthday was yesterday.

I smiled sheepishly. “Happy belated birthday. Can I ask what you got? A hair dryer? Some curlers…?”

Jennifer gave me an odd look and laughed. “What century are you living in? I got a new laptop, some earrings, new underwear, and….” She paused and flashed me a big grin. “A Brainbox 4000XL! Can you believe it?”

My eyes widened and I exclaimed, “New underwear? Oh my God that’s so cool!”

Jennifer laughed. “Isn’t it though?”

Grinning, I said, “All seriousness aside, Jen, that’s really awesome! Ten gig per brick. That thing will play games that haven’t even been invented yet.”

The Brainbox gaming system was the latest in gaming and computer technology. The headset feeds the game straight into your cerebral cortex. It uses your own visuals of things like buildings and trees to build the images in your mind, so it doesn’t have to waste time and processing doing it for you. Needless to say, the graphics are absolutely incredible. The immersion level is totally off-planet!

“I can’t wait to try it out. Brandon is coming over Saturday to help me set it up,” exclaimed Jen. Brandon is Jennifer’s football star and dashing hunk boyfriend. He’s already taken our school to state. He’s also on the track team, as well as the basketball team. Not to mention the golf team. He’s been voted all-American. I hate him.

Trying not to sound like I was whining, I said, “I could help you set it up.”

Jennifer gave me her famous “you poor thing” expression as she said, “Thanks for offering to help. I know you’re a geek-toid and know stuff, but Brandon has his own Brainbox, so he already knows how to set it up.”

I sighed as my shoulders slumped. Wistfully, I said, “I sure would love to see that in action.”

Jennifer glanced at her phone and said, “I need to get to class, but hey, would you like to come over Saturday and help us try it out? Brandon is bringing a friend, so we’ll have an empty slot. It’s a four brick system, so we can have four players.”

I suddenly felt numb. The most beautiful girl in school just invited me over to play with her. I’ve gamed a few times online a few years ago with Brandon on the old Galaxian, system and had no trouble dusting him. Maybe I can impress Jennifer. Who cares if Brandon has muscles, blond hair and piercing blue eyes? I’ve got skills.

“I’ll definitely be there! Just text me your address,” I said as she turned to go to her next class. More than likely I’ll never get that text.

#

“Wow. This is a really nice house!” I exclaimed as I entered Jennifer’s house. Well, her parents’ house, of course. “I don’t feel worthy.”

Jennifer giggled. Brandon was standing beside her, and he bumped knuckles with me. “You’re worthy, dude.” He looked over at Jen and said, “This dude would dust me every time we played The Three Martianeers. You don’t want to deathmatch with him.” Was that a sparkle on his teeth when he smiled?

Jennifer shook her head as Brandon slid his arm around her waist. “Well, there won’t be any deathmatching going on today.” She turned to me again and asked, “Do you want a soda or anything before we go to the game room?”

I shook my head. “I’m good. Well, I should probably get a water bottle for when we play.” During intense game play on the BrainBox, you tend to sweat profusely. It’s important to stay hydrated.

Jen giggled. “Oh, I stocked plenty of water in the game room. Let’s go, then. Skeeter got everything set up a few minutes ago.”

“So Skeeter is here too?” I asked. Jennifer just nodded. Skeeter is Brandon’s best friend, though he’s not athletic at all. His parents saddled him with the name of Hollingsworth, so everyone calls him Skeeter. Nobody, including Skeeter, knows the origin of the nickname. Like me, he’s a fellow geek-toid, and has top skills.

Jennifer’s parents are what you would call 'well off'. Her game room is larger than the living room in my house, with a giant screen monitor on one wall, a rack with half a dozen servers, and several game consoles. And big comfy couches.

Skeeter looked up as we entered. “Yo, Noah! About time you got here. Check out this sweet rig. Ace in the can, man!” He pointed at the brand new BrainBox 4000XL. “It’s even oil cooled! And thanks for coming. As I was just telling Jennifer, these rigs run the smoothest with an even number of players. Have you ever seen a BrainBox that can handle eight players?” Most BrainBoxes only allow four players.

“I only see four bricks,” I said as I looked down at the system.

Skeeter grinned. “Look at the back. There’s a slot for an expansion chassis.”

“Cool. Does Jen have the expansion box?” I asked as I tried lifting the game box. The game machines are heavier than they look.

Skeeter shook his head. “Nah. Not surprised. They cost as much as the base system. But check this out.” He picked up one of the headsets and handed it to me.

I turned the elaborate headset over in my hands. It’s designed to line up with regions of the brain, for direct stimulation. There’s a risk of burnout, but it’s pretty low.

I looked at the headset and said, “This one has some blonde hairs stuck on it.”

Skeeter chuckled. “Oh yeah. That must be the headset Jen was using when we first turned it on.”

Jen picked up another headset and placed it on her head. She then chugged a bottle of water and handed us each one as well. We positioned our headsets and took a big swig from the water bottles.

I picked up a game module that was laying on the table. “Is this what we’re going to play? Girl Park Prom Adventure?”

Skeeter grinned and held up another game module. “No. I picked up this module from a friend in Canada just before it was banned. I never played it because it requires too much processing power.”

I took the module from Skeeter to examine it. “What is it? There’s no label.”

Skeeter shrugged. “I dunno. It’s bootleg. All the safeties have been disabled.”

Brandon grinned. “All of them. Age limits, time limits, violence limits. All of it. It’s wide open.”

I handed the module back to Skeeter. “You know, that’s a bit dangerous. Especially the no time limits. People have been known to get trapped in an unlocked game.”

Skeeter waved a dismissive hand. “The game system’s master time limit can’t be bypassed on these newer boxes, so it kicks you out after half an hour of real time play. It’s safe.”

Jennifer exclaimed, “Let’s play, boys! What are we waiting for?”

Skeeter pressed the module into the Brainbox’s cartridge slot. Impressive that you can do hot module swapping.

He looked at each of us and pressed the start button. “All controls unlocked. A caveat. Some bootlegs have brain drift after you’ve disconnected. Your brain is so stimulated it still thinks it’s connected. That fades in a half hour or so. Okay, full emersion on. Random play on.” He then smirked at us. “And may God have mercy on our souls….”

Everything went black. I mean black. The blackest black you’ve ever seen in your life. Yes. Blacker than that. There was a sudden coldness as well. Then words in blood red letters splashed across my vision.

“Game Module Loading… Last option to exit game bypassed. Players Locked.”

Skeeter had operational control over the game system, since he was connected to Brick 1.

The blackness was broken by a faint light starting to glow in the center, and I started to become aware of a physical body as the game synched with my cerebral cortex. This usually causes a sense of panic in uninitiated players. There was a high pitched sound rising in volume, and suddenly... silence.

Before my eyes stood three people. The numbers 1, 3, and 4 appeared over their heads indicating which brick they were connected to. Since the number 2 was missing, that had to be me.

There was a girl with a 3 over her head. That had to be Jan. It even looked a bit like her, dressed in a miniskirt and with big boobs. There was a man, well a teen, who looked like a cross between Skeeter and James Bond, dressed in a tux. A 1 over his head confirmed it was Skeeter.

A second man, looking like some extremely buff football player, flexing his muscles with a 4 over his head, confirmed Brandon had successfully joined the game. Naturally I couldn’t see myself.

Jan pointed at me and said, “Who’s the other chick?”

Brandon looked at me and asked, “Who is that? Damn! She’s hot!”

Skeeter’s avatar suddenly doubled over with laughter. Still chuckling, he said, “That’s Noah! He’s using that first headset Jennifer wore, and it didn’t get reset. That’s hilarious!”

I tried to look down at myself, and long strands of dark brown hair fell across my eyes. I couldn’t see my feet because of my large tits. “This isn’t funny, dude!” I exclaimed. "Reset my character!”

Skeeter continued to chuckle. “I can’t, dude… er, dudette. All our characters are locked and synched. All the game modules are initializing. We already passed the exit point. I can’t just shut it off. That’s the danger of bootlegs. It has to play through.”

“This isn’t fair!” I yelled. “I don’t want to play as a girl!”

Jennifer asked, “Does it really matter? It’s just a game.”

Brandon stared at me. “You’re totally gorgeous, so I don’t see a problem.”

A countdown over our heads started in bright white numbers. There were also the words, “Game 1 of 4 initializing.”

Skeeter said, “It balances the game better anyway. Two males, two females. First of four random games start in less than thirty seconds. Full immersion is on.”

Full immersion means we won’t realize we’re in a game. The game forces specific parameters on us, and then we get to react freely to the stimulus. Needless to say, it’s an extremely addictive game mode. For me it also meant that being a girl would be completely normal for me. I’ll become a girl.

In front of my eyes the words formed. “Game initialized. Begin.”

“I don’t like this, Skeet.” I said as I tightened my grip on my boyfriend’s hand. “I don’t want to spend the night in that creepy house!”

It was dusk, and the four of us, all students at City College, slowly approached the three story Gothic house that had definitely seen better days. Several dead trees surrounded the old mansion, their branches resembling gnarled, boney fingers that reached out to us.

“Yeah, Brand. I have to agree with Noah. This was a stupid idea,” said the avatar for Jennifer, tightly clutching her boyfriend Brand’s arm. It didn’t help the atmosphere to see a thunderstorm trying to brew up.

Several of us had been having an animated discussion in the Student Union Building over lunch with a few of our friends. The topic had come up about if anyone would have the balls to spend just one night in the creepy old Parker family home. No one had lived in it for at least a hundred years after all five members of the Parker family had been murdered inside the house.

Of course the house was said to be haunted, and actually was the home of evil entities. A few who had tried to spend the night had run for their lives, with at least one having to be institutionalized. To add fuel to the house’s terror bonafides, the year before a group of students from City College who spent the night were all found dead the next day. Their recording equipment contained no video, just endless terrified screams.

The house had been boarded up for decades, as the city considers the building to be unsafe. Inspectors from the city had all been strangely injured. How could a bunch of crazy teen college students resist that? Especially our club, the Tall City International Telepathic Society or TITS.

George scowled at us. “You’re nuts to stay in that old house. You’re much more likely to fall through a hole in the floor or get bit by black widow than see ghost.”

“Just admit you’re a pussy, George,” said Brand, oozing with muscles and confidence. “I ain’t afraid of no ghost!” He then chuckled.

Sue-Ann shook her head. “No way would I go in there and get spiders and God knows what else stuck in my hair.”

With a sneer in his voice, Brand said, “It’s obvious that all of you are chicken. Come Friday night we’re going to try to contact old man Parker, or prove the house has nothing in it but dirt and bugs.”

George said, “That’s Halloween! The night the whole family was murdered. They say that at midnight on Halloween you can hear old man Parker playing the organ from the loft.”

Skeet said, “That’s why we’re putting a camera in there.”

Brand gestured towards the rest of our friends seated at the table. “Why don’t you guys come with us? It’ll be a hoot.”

George shook his head. “No thanks. I’m allergic to dying.”

There the four of us stood, on the creaking old wood of the old mansion’s porch. The front door had been secured with a heavy chain, but Skeet removed bolt cutters from his backpack and quickly made short work of it.

After Skeet pulled the chain clear, Brand pushed the door slowly open with a loud creak.

Brand shone his extremely bright flashlight inside as he entered the main hall and wrinkled up his nose. “Phew. It smells like something died in here.”

Jen whacked him on the shoulder. “Yah think?”

I looked around the room, noticing all the cobwebs strung everywhere in the main hall. “Skeet, baby. I think I’ll just wait outside.”

Skeet tugged on my hand. “Don’t be such a scaredy-cat, babe. There’s nothing here but spiders.”

I frowned. “That’s bad enough.” I suddenly let out a screech as my foot fell through some rotting wooden floor panels. Skeet laughed and I slapped his back a few times. “That’s not fucking funny!”

Brand turned around and said, “Skeet. Set up an infrared camera pointed up the staircase. Maybe we can catch something on video, or an EVP.”

Skeet pulled some equipment out of his bag. “You got it, boss.”

Brand and Jennifer carefully went up the stairs while Skeet was busy. I wandered off into what seemed to be a dining room.

There were no dishes about, but there was a lot of furniture. Old, wooden furniture covered in large cloths. There was a chandelier over the central table. I bent over to try to peek inside a cabinet when my hair was suddenly tugged.

I just muttered, “Skeet. Please stop.” A moment later, my hair was jerked hard. “Skeet! Knock it off with my hair!”

Skeet said, “I’m still over here by the stairs, babe. Is something going on?”

I stood up, actually trembling a bit. “Someone tugged on my hair.”

Skeet stood up and looked around. “It wasn’t me, and we’re the only ones in here. Look. Stay down here while I go up to the organ loft and set up a camera to see if we catch anything there.”

I grunted a laugh. “Fuck that! I’m not staying down here all alone!”

Skeet shrugged. “Okay. But be careful on these rickety stairs.”

I followed Skeet up the stairs, where we met up with Brand and Jennifer. Skeet mentioned he was on his way to the organ loft. Brand said, “I’m not getting any readings in this room.” We had brought a K-2 meter, as well as some gizmo to detect electro-magnetic fields. Brand continued, “I’m going to try the spirit box. Can you hand it to me?”

Skeet said, “Sure thing.” He dug through his bag again and pulled out a radio looking object. Actually, that’s what it is. It scans FM radio stations and tries to extract any words that a spirit might be saying. I always thought it was bullshit, but Brand swears by it. As far as I’m concerned, he paid $150 for a broken FM radio.

After taking the spirit box into his grasp, Brand turned it on and started flipping some switches and turned the volume way up. The speaker started emitting normal background radio hiss with occasional growl sounds, beeps, and a portion of a voice from a radio station.

Very seriously, Brand said, “Is there anyone in this room?” There was some random hiss, and then a blip of a voice that sounded exactly like someone said the number three. Brand then said, “Mr. Parker. Are you here?”

There was a long hiss session from the box. Then, quite clearly, a clipped voice said, “Get….” Another long hiss, followed by a growl sounding like, “Out.” And then another clipped voice that said, “Now.” Through the hiss and radio growling sounds, another voice distinctly but in a low volume said, “Leave us.” Except for a background hiss, the spirit box went silent.

I tugged on Skeet’s jacket. “That’s good enough for me. Let’s get the fuck out of here.”

Brand shook his head at me. “Some paranormal investigator you are.”

I said in a worried voice, “I’m just here because of Skeet.” Lightning flashes lit up the room in a scary light.

The K-2 meter suddenly grew very bright, and a chair fell over. Then everything got quiet.

Jennifer asked, “Did they leave?”

Brand shrugged. “I don’t know.”

Skeet said, “I’d better get that infrared camera and recorder up in the organ loft to see what it can catch.”

I took Skeet’s hand. “I’ll go with you, babe.”

Skeet led me up the spiral staircase to the organ loft. There wasn’t much room -- just the organ and a place to sit.

“Hurry up, Skeet. This place gives me the creeps.” I watched Skeet set up his equipment.

Skeet looked at the old organ. “I wonder if this old thing even works.” He sat down on the bench.

I shivered. “Let’s just go.”

I jumped when the organ began to play. Skeet started to play O’Fortuna. I slapped his shoulder. “Did you have to play that?”

Looking sheepish, Skeet said, “Sorry. I’m done here. Let’s get down stairs.”

I started following Skeet down. For some reason I looked back up the stair well just as a bright lightning flash lit up the stair well. My heart stopped when I saw a horrible, evil looking old woman with her hair flying out in all directions. Raising her arms, she screamed like a banshee.

I screamed as well, and started to run down the stairs.

Skeet shouted, “Don’t run! You’ll fall.”

And I did.

I tumbled down and stopped at the base of the staircase. I was in horrible pain. I thought I broke my leg, and I could barely move.

I looked around the lightning lit room. I was alone. Brand and Jennifer were nowhere to be seen. Skeet, who came down just before me, was not there. I glanced around wildly.

I called out, “Skeet? Babe? Where are you?”

In a whispered voice, I heard Skeet say, “Right here, baby.”

I was alone in the room. Starting to cry, I yelled, “Skeet!” And then I heard a bonk. Bonk. Bonk. The sound was from the stairwell.

I looked up and saw a round object bouncing down the stairs. The lightning flashed, and I saw the object was Skeet’s head, his eyes wide in horror. I screamed again and tried to stand on my good leg.

I turned, and there was Skeet’s body, without a head and blood squirting from his neck. His arms reached out and he grabbed my throat. I tried to scream, but couldn’t. I couldn’t breathe.

The world went black, with the words in front of me saying, “Player eliminated.”

I yelled, “Skeeter, you asshole! What the hell was that?”

I heard Skeeter in an echoey voice. “Sorry babe. That wasn’t my fault. The game did it. Honest!”

More text appeared. “All players eliminated. Ending simulation”

In a piercing voice, Jennifer shouted, “Skeeter! I’m going to kill you when this game ends!”

Skeeter said, “Jennifer! I’m sorry. I didn’t do it! The game randomly selected a simulation. That was fun, huh?”

Brandon said, “I’m going to kill you too.”

Skeeter was about to say something when the view reset again with the words, “New simulation beginning in 30 seconds…29…28…."

I closed my eyes. Oh God, what fresh hell is this going to be?

Everything went black, then came into focus.

I was in a gymnasium, with decorations hanging from the rafters and on the columns. There were a lot of kids. Oddly dressed kids. I looked down and saw I was wearing… well, what do girls call them? Poodle skirts? And saddle shoes on my feet. My long hair was in a pony tail, and I had a scarf matching the color of my skirt tied around my neck.

I smiled at my boyfriend Bobby, who was wearing penny loafers, jeans cuffed at the leg bottoms, and a bright white t-shirt, with an opened button down shirt over that with the collar turned up. His hair was in a greasy pompadour.

All the kids were dressed pretty much the same. A local band, also kids, were next to a table with punch and snacks. They were playing popular tunes from the 1950’s.

I looked Bobby in the eyes and smiled dreamily at him as we swayed back and forth. The band’s singer tried to sound like Pat Boone as he crooned out Love Letters in the Sand.

“Oh, Bobby. Thanks so much for bringing me to the hop.”

Bobby smiled back at me. “Susie, I’m not going to leave my best girl home on a Saturday night.”

I rested my head on Bobby’s shoulder. He smelled like he took a bath in his dad’s aftershave. Then I saw Peggy Miller enter the gym with her hoodlum boyfriend Johnny Ray. What were they doing here?

Bobby looked at me and asked, “Is something wrong, honey?”

I hissed, “Peggy Miller just came in.”

Bobby asked, “So?”

Shocked, I said, “So? So, she’s a skank!”

Looking upset, Bobby said, “Susie! I had no idea you even knew words like that!”

“Well, it’s true!” I exclaimed. I then whispered, “She gave Jimmy Hemphill VD! He had to get shots and everything.”

Bobby nodded. “And her boyfriend’s such a jerk. He roars through town at all hours on that Harley motorbike of his. Do we even have police in this town?”

“It’s just disgraceful!” I said as we continued to dance.

The singer for the band announced over the microphone, “Well, everyone, it’s time to bring this exciting hop to a close. Our last song is Goodnight Sweetheart. Have a safe trip home, everyone!”

“Bobby?” I asked. “Can you walk me home? It’s not very far.”

Bobby looked at me curiously. “I thought your dad brought you here.”

I nodded. “I asked Daddy if it would be okay to walk home. He said it was. It’s not all that far.”

Bobby grinned. “I’d be happy to walk you home, Susie. Are you ready now?”

Bobby had his hand on my hip as we danced. “As soon as the song is over.”

Bobby just smiled.

The song ended, and Bobby helped me put my sweater on. Being early October, it was starting to get a bit chilly at night.

Bobby took my hand and held it tight as we left the school’s gymnasium. I put my purse strap over my shoulder. Street lights lit most of the way, and a wooden fence painted white followed the twisting road back to my neighborhood.

“Have things gotten any better with your English class?” asked Bobby.

I sighed. “A little. I don’t think Mr. Rollins likes me.”

Bobby looked over at me. “You should tell Mrs. Long. Teachers are just supposed to grade you on your work.”

I looked down at my feet as we walked. “Maybe I will. Thing is, he’ll know it was me telling on him.”

Bobby shrugged. “Well, I hear Mr. Rollins doesn’t like girls… if you know what I mean.”

“Bobby, that’s disgusting!” I exclaimed.

We walked in silence for a few minutes, until we came to the break in the fence where the road neared the pond.

I tuned to look at the reflection of the moon over the pond. Somewhere not far from us a fish jumped out of the pond with a splash.

“Oh, Bobby, look!” I said excitedly. “Isn’t that beautiful?”

Bobby let go of my hand and walked closer to the pond’s edge. “Watch this!”

He knelt down and picked up a half-dollar sized smooth rock. I walked up next to him.

He crouched down and then launched his rock at the pond. The rock skipped six times across the pond.

I clapped and smiled at Bobby. “Good job!”

Grinning, Bobby turned to face me. Sounding almost corny, Bobby just stared at me and said, “In the moonlight, you are so beautiful.”

I looked down at my feet and shook my head. “Oh, Bobby....”

Bobby ran his fingers along my cheek. “I’m serious, Susie. You’re the most beautiful girl I know.”

We stared at each other for a minute. I reached up behind my head and untied my pony tail, letting my hair fall around my shoulders. Bobby ran his fingers through my loose hair as he guided me down to lie on the grass.

“You are really beautiful, Susie,” said Bobby. He looked deep into my eyes as he bent down and kissed me.

Feeling his lips pressed against mine was heaven. He surprised me by pushing his tongue into my mouth. He slid his hand inside my blouse and squeezed my breast through my bra. His kiss became more passionate, and I found it hard to breathe. I moaned slightly with Bobby squeezing my breast.

Bobby slid his hand up my skirt and touched my panties. I pulled away from his kiss to say in a breathy voice, “Bobby, no.” He kept touching me there. I said, “Bobby, please. Stop.”

I felt him start to pull my panties down, when suddenly Bobby was just jerked away from me.

I heard Bobby squeal, “Hey! Put me down!”

I looked up and saw Daddy holding Bobby in the air. “Daddy! Don’t!” I yelled.

“You heard the girl,” growled Daddy. “She told you to stop.” Daddy then tossed Bobby hard to the ground.

Looking dazed for a moment, Bobby looked around then jumped to his feet. Still on the grass, I reached out to him and cried, “Bobby!” Tears poured down my cheeks. Bobby turned and disappeared into the darkness.

Daddy shouted, “You better run boy! You come near my daughter again, I’ll cut your pecker off!”

I stood up and screamed at Daddy. “Daddy! How could you do this? We love each other!”

Daddy grunted, “Love.” He took my arm in a firm grip and said sternly, “You’re fifteen, Susie. That boy was about to rape you. I never want to see him near you again. Let’s go home.” He tugged on my arm.

I resisted moving and cried. Daddy said, “Susie, you’re grounded. Until you’re thirty!”

Everything went black, and the words before me read, “Player eliminated.”

Somewhere in the darkness, Skeeter groaned, “Damn, girl! Your dad really hurt me when he picked me up.”

More words in front of me, “Round goes to players 3 and 4. End simulation. Next simulation in 30 seconds… 29… 28… 27….”

Bullets thunked into the trunk of our stolen car as Mike desperately tried to keep it on the road.

“What are you waiting for, Blanche? Shoot those fuckers,” yelled Mike as we careened around a sharp curve.

“Why didn’t they stop at the county line?” I asked as I cocked my Tommy gun.

Eyes fixed to the road, Mike growled, “Feds.”

I leaned out my car window, holding the Thompson, and let lose a dozen or so .45 rounds into the car on our tail. The passenger went limp and dropped his gun to the ground. Steam began to billow from the hood of the car. I bet I got the block as well as the radiator. I fired a few more rounds, and the pursuing car slowed to a stop. I laughed as the driver stumbled out of the car.

Mike parked the car next to a tree where the road ran beside a stream. He grinned at me and grabbed the back of my head, then pulled my face to his. “You did it babe. Don’t know what I’d do without you!” He then kissed me hard.

There was a groan from the back seat. I looked over the seat into the back. “What are you gonna do with him?”

Mike scowled as he slammed the driver’s door open. He got out of the car and opened the rear passenger door, then grabbed the arms of the man lying across the back seat. “Get out of the car you son of a bitch!” Mike threw the man on the ground near the stream.

“Mike! Please! You’ve got it all wrong!” cried out the man.

Mike kicked the man in an obvious bullet wound and yelled, “You sold us out, Bart! You told the feds!” Mike kicked Bart again.

Bart clasped his hands together as if in prayer. “Mike! Honest! It wasn’t me!”

I called out, “They’re talking about us on the radio, baby.”

Mike kicked Bart again before walking over to the car. “What are they saying about us, honey bunch?”

“The notorious duo of Mike Mason and Blanche Dillard robbed the First National Bank of Mule Shoe Texas around noon today, leaving four dead and taking an estimated twenty-five hundred dollars in cash despite federal agents waiting for them. James Sanders of the FBI said an informant tipped them off in advance of the robbery….”

Mike stepped over to Bart to kick him again. “You hear that, you bastard? An informant! An informant! You ratted us out to the feds!” Mike just spit the words out at Bart.

He pulled his .45 automatic from his shoulder holster and pointed at Bart’s head.

Crying, Bart put his hands up to his face as he lay near the stream. “Mike, please!” A loud report from Mike’s pistol ended the cries of that bastard Bart.

Still holding his pistol, Mike walked up to the car window and, resting on his arm, said, “You were right, honey bunch. No more partners. Okay, we need a new car. Stop the next one you see. I’ll deal with this bastard’s body.”

Grabbing my Tommy gun, I walked over to the road. Behind me I heard the splash of Bart’s body being dumped in the stream.

A Ford sedan, Mike’s favorite car to steal, was rolling towards us. I stepped in front of it, brandishing the Tommy gun. An old man and his wife got out of the car with their hands in the air.

“Take the car,” said the old man. “We don’t want no trouble.”

I nodded. “Smart man. The Mike Mason gang thanks you.”

The old man grinned at his wife. “You hear that, Mable? We’ve been robbed by Mike Mason!” To me, the man said, “You two be careful now. Don’t take the road to the left. There are feds waiting in the town.”

The wife said, “Just wait ‘till we tell June and Walter!”

I smiled at him. “Thanks for the tip old codger. Here.” I tossed him a twenty dollar bill. I turned towards Mike, who was removing a money bag from the trunk of the car. I yelled, “Come on, baby! We have a new car!”

As Mike ran up, he tipped his hat to the man’s wife. “Thank you. We do appreciate it.” We got into the car and drove off, taking the road to the right.

After about twenty minutes of driving, and two small towns later, Mike turned to me and said, “How about some lunch, honey bun? I haven’t seen a cop since we lost those feds.”

I looked up and down the street we were on and around the area. “I am getting hungry baby. How about that place up the street there? Bob’s Beanery.”

Mike grinned at me with yellowed teeth. “Bob’s Beanery it is. Just make sure your .38 is in your purse. Just in case.”

I took the .38 out of my purse, popped the cylinder out to make sure it had live rounds, popped it back and gave it a spin. I put it back in my purse just as we drove up to the local greasy spoon.

Mike chuckled. “Hey Blanche, we’re in luck. Look. The sign on the window says they have the best hamburgers in Texas!”

I giggled, “It’s our lucky day!”

A moment later we were walking into the café. Behind the counter, the waitress called out, “Hi y’all! Just sit wherever y’all want. I’ll be with you in just a minute!”

Mike picked a booth away from the windows and we sat down. I looked around and was relieved to see we were alone. Well, not counting the kid sitting at the bar reading the comics page of the newspaper. Menus were stuck between the wall and the napkin holder. Mike and I each took one and started looking at it. It was just one page.

A few minutes later, the waitress walked over to us and grinned. “Y’all decided what y’all want yet?”

Mike looked up at her and said, “Just a couple cheeseburgers, all the way. And fries.”

Writing on her order pad, the waitress looked up and asked, “Any drinks?”

Mike looked annoyed and said, “Just a couple Cokes.”

Not looking up from her pad, the waitress asked, “And what kind of Cokes do y’all want?”

I smiled at the waitress and said, “Dr. Pepper.”

Looking up from her pad, the waitress grinned and said, “Yes ma’am. We’ll have this ready in a jiffy.” She then disappeared through the kitchen doors.

I looked over at the little boy at the counter, and he was staring at me. He quickly turned away.

I pulled my compact from my purse to check my lipstick. I heard the front door open and close.

Mike looked past me to look out the window. “Wonder where he’s going in such a hurry.” He got up and walked over to the counter, and picked up the newspaper the boy had been reading. “Shit!”

I looked over at Mike. “What’s the matter, baby?”

Mike held up the newspaper. On the front page were large pictures of our mug shots with the headline, “MURDERERS ON THE LOOSE!”

Mike wadded up the newspaper and threw it on the floor. He sat back down at the booth and looked over his shoulder.

I almost jumped out of my skin when a phone rang from the kitchen. Mike tightened his jaw, and growled, “Damn.” He got up, stepped into the kitchen, and quickly returned.

“Damn! Kitchen’s empty. Blanche, get your piece out. We may have to make a run for it to the car.” Mike removed his .45 from the back of his pants and flicked off the safety. He always kept a round chambered.

My stomach growled. Mike shrugged. “Sorry, baby.” Looking out the front windows, he said, “This looks bad. People are leaving the streets. We’re going to have to shoot our way out.”

I stood up and gripped my .38 tightly. “I’m ready baby. We’ve gotten out of tighter jambs before.”

He walked over to me and paused a moment, then bent his head down and gave me a long, deep kiss. He sucked in a breath. “Let’s go, honey bun.”

Mike kicked open the door and rushed outside. I quickly followed. A cop immediately jumped in front of us. Mike dropped him with a shot to the head, blood and brains going everywhere. As Mike dived into the car and started it, I took random pot shots to keep the cops' heads down.

With his head down, Mike shouted, “Get in!” I jumped in as bullets rattled against the metal of the car. I didn’t even have my door closed when Mike jammed down the accelerator pedal and the car leapt forward, showering whatever was behind us in flying gravel and dust. I reached into the back seat for my Tommy gun as glass shattered all around me.

I fired at a police car coming up on my side, shattering the windshield along with the cops inside, the Thompson chattering loudly. I quickly expended the twenty round mag. I pulled the empty out and grabbed another from the bag on the car’s floor. Oh how I wished I could use the big fifty round mag, but it’s just too heavy for me.

Mike yelled, “Keep up the fire, Blanche!”

I jammed in the fresh mag and pulled back the bolt. I fired through the car’s shattered back windows, my bullets finding the chests of two more cops. The impact of bullets against the car was deafening as the cops unleashed their own tommy guns on us. I was suddenly knocked back. I screamed.

“Mike! I… I’m hit!” I cried out. I looked down and saw the blood soaking my blouse.

Mike looked over at me and yelled, “Just hang on honey. We’re almost out of town. We’ll find a doctor as soon as we--” His voice was suddenly cut off as his hat flew off his head in a splatter of brains and blood. The car careened into a tree and stopped, bullets riddled it.

Everything went black. Words appeared that said, “Player eliminated.” A minute or two later, the words formed to say “All players eliminated… simulation ending. Last simulation starts in 30 seconds… 29… 28… 27….”

Jennifer and I were jumping up and down, squealing. Brandon, Jen’s boyfriend, had just made a touchdown, moving our team ahead. I scanned the field, looking for my boyfriend Skeeter. He wasn’t standing very far from Brandon.

After a few excited minutes of waving our pom-poms and trying to pump up the crowd, Jen leaned back against the stadium wall and sighed. “How much longer can they drag this game out to?”

I joined Jen in leaning up against the wall. “Technically there’s only fifteen minutes left in the game. But shit, they can drag that out for another hour.”

It’s safe to say Jennifer and I aren’t big football fans. We both joined the cheerleading squad for the worst reason, but maybe the most common: we became cheerleaders to meet boys. And we did.

Jennifer hit pay dirt with her guy. A total hunk and a half, with gorgeous blue eyes and rippling pectorals. And his parents are rich.

What did I get? Ha. A goofball with the name Skeeter. I’m not really dissing him -- he’s cute and has a nice body, and he’s smart. His midichlorians are off the scale. Having that geek word in my vocabulary is one of the things that attracted Skeeter to me.

I’m really not trying to sound stuck up, but Jennifer and I are both very pretty, with great bods. Boys like us. But it’s always been the wrong boys that like us. But now, at least I know Jen is very happy with Mr. Gorgeous. And I have to admit I’m happy with my goofus boyfriend. I could see Jen and Brandon getting married. Me and Skeeter? Well… I don’t know.

“What are you girls doing over here?” yelled Coach Ratched, the cheerleading coach. “Why aren’t you over on the other side of the stadium with the rest of the squad, doing, oh, I don’t know… Cheerleading? Get your butts over there now!”

Jennifer snapped to attention and shouted, “Aye-aye sir!” and giggled.

Holding two fingers close together, Coach said, “I’m this close to tossing both you girls off the squad. Now go join the others and let’s see some spirit!”

I followed Jen as she ran over to the rest of the squad. As we approached, the cheer captain asked, “Where have you guys been? Our team scored again."

I shook my pom-poms and shouted, “Rah, rah, sis boom bah!”

The cheer captain crossed her arms and sneered, “I’ll be happy when coach tosses you both out on your asses.”

Jen said, “You’re just jealous of our boyfriends.”

The cheer captain rolled her eyes and walked away.

We got to cheer again when Skeeter kicked a field goal right as the clock ran out, securing a solid win for us. Everyone in the stands started yelling and screaming. Jen and I both jumped around as well, mostly because the game was finally over.

It took awhile, but the buses finally took us back to the school. Most of the cheerleaders -- and a lot of the players, and several band members -- were planning on meeting at Taco Bueno for an after game meal.

After we all got out of the bus, and the boys dropped their uniforms off at the school locker room, Brandon led us to his car. “Come on, guys. Let’s head over to the overlook. I got beer in the trunk."

As I climbed into the back seat with Skeeter, I asked, “How do you have beer? None of us are eighteen yet.”

Jen giggled, “Getting stuff we shouldn’t have is why I love my boyfriend so much.”

Skeeter said, “That and being hung like a horse.”

Jennifer laughed. “That too!”

I’ll be honest. I don’t think Jennifer has actually seen Brandon’s thing. I know I haven’t seen Skeeter’s. I’ve joked about needing a magnifying glass.

A car full of jocks and cheerleaders pulled up beside us. The driver, another of Annie Taylor High’s finest, lowered his window and shouted, “Hey! See ya at the party!”

Brandon shook his head and shouted, “We’ve got our own party!”

The other footballer laughed. “Whatever dude.” He then drove away.

Skeeter slapped his hands on the back of Brandon’s seat to the beat of the tune being played. “Let’s get our party starter, man!”

Brandon gunned the engine of his car, causing the wheels to spin. “Outlook Point, here we come.”

Being the perennial stick-in-the-mud, I said, “Didn’t the state close that park after those kids drove off the cliff?”

Brandon shrugged. “Yeah? So? That barrier has been down for months. I doubt we’ll be totally alone there either.”

Looking worriedly over at Skeeter, I said, “Well, just don’t drive off the cliff.”

Jennifer scowled at me. “Will you knock it off?”

Skeeter put his arm around my shoulder and pulled me back into the seat. “Besides. You have to actually make an effort to drive off the cliff. That’s why they put the rocks there in the first place.”

I pouted at Skeeter. “If we drive off the cliff, I’m never speaking to you again!”

Skeeter grinned, “Promise?” He then bent his head towards me and kissed me.

We spent the rest of the drive to the overlook necking.

After driving up a twisty mountain road Brandon stopped his car where a barrier once blocked access. A sign with bullet holes in it read, “Warning! Dangerous Area! Entry Unlawful. This park is closed. State Ord: 1452-20A”.

I looked out the window and said, “It says this is a dangerous area.”

Brandon chuckled. “Oh, I’m sooooo scared.” He then drove past the signs. He pointed at a few parked cars dotting the park. “See? I told you we wouldn’t be totally alone.”

Since it wasn’t legal to be here anyway people weren't bothering to follow the rules and just parked anywhere they wanted, leaving the parking lot empty.

Brandon drove along a grass and gravel path for about a minute. I got worried as we got close to the cliffs. He finally stopped in a nice grassy field, but on a steep slope. The moon was full, and it was just beautiful. We were also out of sight of the other cars.

Brandon announced, “This is a good spot. Let’s break out the beer.”

“Shouldn’t you find a flatter place to park? This seems kinda steep.” I said, maintaining my job of being a butt.

Skeeter laughed. “That’s why the transmission has a Park position.”

Brandon opened the trunk to his car and opened the ice chest that was inside. He pulled out a root beer and handed it to me. “Here. I brought you a soda because I remembered you refuse to drink beer.”

I smiled at Brandon. “That’s very considerate of you! We’re all just seventeen you know.”

Jennifer frowned at me. “Yes. You always remind us.”

Skeeter took my hand, and helped me walk down to a grassy spot with a spectacular view of the city in the valley below. After we all got down on the grass and popped open our drinks, Jennifer giggled and pulled off her top. Brandon leaned over and unhooked her bra.

Skeeter gave me a look. I thought, oh, what the hell. I pulled my top off and unhooked my bra. Skeeter immediately started sucking on my nipples as he ran his hand up my skirt.

After kissing a while, we heard Jennifer start moaning and breathing hard. She squealed when Brandon shot his load into her.

Skeeter fumbled a few times before he finally slid inside me. He slowly pumped my pussy while we kissed. It hurt a bit as he entered me: I was a virgin, after all. Well, not anymore I guess. He only pumped me a few times before blowing his load down my leg. Under his breath, Skeeter said, “Dammit!”

From the direction of the car there was a loud “clunk!” followed by an odd ticking sound, and then the car started rolling towards the cliff.

Brandon jumped up, his dong flapping, and shouted, “The transmission slipped! What the hell!” We all watched in horror as the car disappeared over the cliff edge. We heard metal crunching as the car struck rocks on the way down to the bottom.

Skeeter stood up and said, “Well, son of a bitch….”

The view suddenly lost focus, and the four of us were in a hospital room with Jennifer in the bed. Text scrolled by saying, “Nine months later….”

I said, “Oh Jennifer! He’s so cute. He has Brandon’s eyes.”

Everything went solid black, then the words “End simulation” appeared in front of my eyes. “Round goes to players 3 and 4. Players 3 and 4 win high score. Game ending. Thanks for playing. Have a nice day!” The screen changed to a light blue with the words, “Cool down 30 seconds…. 29… 28….”

We were ejected from the game.

I came out of the game, feeling confused. I was soaked in sweat, and my brain was still fuzzy.

I looked over at Brandon and Jennifer. The game was over, but they were fucking each other’s brains out. I looked over at Skeeter, who grinned at me. I never realized just how gorgeous Skeeter was. He took my hand and pulled me to him on the couch.

When the brain fog finally cleared Skeeter’s cock was still in my ass. I let him finish before sitting up. Brandon and Jennifer were naked on their couch, drinking water from their bottles.

Groaning, Jennifer said, “I never want to play that again.”

Looking at me funny, Skeeter said, “I think I’ll sell that module on the black market.”

Brandon wiped some sweat from his brow. “That was incredibly intense. But I didn’t like not being in control. I actually feel different somehow.”

I nodded. “Me too. I can’t really say how.”

#

Skeeter parked his car in front of my house. He said, “I’ve been trying to find out how to undo this residual character lock left over from the game. It’s very elusive.”

“Well, just keep trying.” I said. I smiled as I put my arms around his neck. “But there’s no big hurry.”

We kissed for a long time.

-The End-

###


Ship of Terror

“Hey Tony! Wait up.” I called out to my long-time friend. We were in the university’s parking lot, and he’d just opened his car door in order to enter his car.

He turned to face me as I approached. “What’s up, Mike?”

I caught my breath as I ran up to him. “Hey, man. I’ve been trying to call you.” Tony and I have been friends since before the first grade. Until recently, we lived next door to each other.

Tony chuckled as he pulled his cell phone from his pocket. He flipped a switch on the side of the phone and said, “Sorry dude. I silenced my phone for a lecture this morning. What’s going on?”

“I wanted to make sure you knew about my party Saturday.”

Tony looked at me sideways. “You’re having a Halloween party?”

I shrugged. “Kinda sorta. Seemed appropriate. I got a new game for the Brainbox 4000 and I thought it’d be fun to try out.” The Brainbox 4000 is, of course, the deeply immersive video game console that feeds the game directly into your cerebral cortex via a headset.

Tossing his book bag into his Tesla, Tony raised his eyebrows at me. “New game? What did you get?”

I grinned. “Ship of Terror. It’s a bootleg.” I held up the module. Bootleg games generally lack the protections designed into legit games.

Tony frowned at me. “Isn’t that game from Ukraine? I’ve heard its buggy as hell.”

I nodded. “Early versions, yeah. This is the latest release, and it should be clean.”

Tony shook his head. “I don’t know."

“Hey. What’s this?” asked Lester, a mutual friend who was walking by. He snatched the module from my fingers.

I frowned. “Hey Les, hand that back. I don’t want you zotting the game.” He wasn’t handling it strictly by the edges. Zotting is where static electricity damages a micro circuit.

Les brushed my hand aside. “I’m being careful, dork.” Even though there wasn’t much on the game’s case, Les studied it carefully.

“Oh cool!” exclaimed Les. “Ship of Terror! Gamer Insider said this game is dope. Five stars with a caveat that it could lead to permanent brain damage.”

Tony laughed as he shook his head. “Well hell. Sign me up!”

I punched Tony’s shoulder. “You doof. All Brainbox games come with that warning.” The Brainbox 4000 uses your own memory of how things look to either refer to real objects or create new ones. Makes for faster processing and deeper immersion.

Les held up the game module in front of both Tony and me. “Yeah, GI said this game has the highest level of immersion of any game currently on the market. Eastern European games usually do.”

Tony snatched the module away from Les to take a closer look. He smirked. “Yeah, because most Eastern European games don’t bother with the safety features.”

Les shook his head. “Safety, smafety. Where did you get this?”

I snatched the module back from Tony. “Nuh uh. Nothin’ doin’. I don’t reveal my sources.”

Les looked at me. “So, dude. Have you played it yet?”

Tony said, “That’s what we were discussing before you poked your fat nose into it.”

Indignant, Les said, “Well excuse me all to hell and back.”

“To answer your question, I’m planning a Halloween party next Saturday to play this game. Want to join Tony and me?”

Putting up his hands, Tony said, “Whoa. I never said I was coming.”

“Like you’d pass this up!” I smirked.

Knitting his brow, Les asked, “How many players?”

“Sammy is coming. He has an expansion chassis, so that will give us space for eight players,” I said.

Grinning, Les said, “Ace in the can, man! Count me in!”

Tony was looking at his device. “I just looked up this game and it says one of the major problems with the game is residual character lock.” Residual character lock is where your mind stays locked as the character you were playing. Usually for no longer than two or three minutes, but sometimes up to four hours. But four hours is extremely rare.

I shook my head. “That’s rare, dude. That can happen on commercial games too.”

Les looked like he’d eaten something bad. “I had that happen to me a few months ago. I was kissing my sister for an hour after we’d quit the game.”

“Yuck.” Tony said, “I’ve seen your sister.”

“I need to get to my next class. You two are coming, right? Good. See ya.”

#

“You’ve assembled quite a motley crew, Mike,” said Billy “doc” Brown as he chewed on a piece of pizza.

I laughed before swallowing a slug of soda. “Yeah, I guess my friends are all a bit snarfy. But that’s good. They’re all good gamers.”

My dorm room was pretty crowded. I’m sure I exceeded my dorm’s guest limit with having seven guys over, but the game Ship of Terror recommended a minimum of six players and a max of sixteen. Even if I could have rounded up another expansion module, I don’t know that many people. At least not who are good gamers.

I got a sudden slap on my back. I turned and saw my old friend Greg. I grinned. “Hey Greg, you old scruffy nerf hearder. I’m glad you could make it.”

“Are you kidding? I’ve been waiting months for someone to get this game. How did a poor college kid like you afford it?” Greg took a bite of pizza.

I grinned. “My old man popped for it. I don’t think he really knew what he was buying.”

Greg chuckled.

“Well, if it ain’t the old Denebian Slime Devil himself!”

I looked up to see my old friend from middle school. “Hey, Sluggo. Glad you could come. I wasn’t sure if I had your correct email. Whatcha been up to?”

“Couldn’t be better, dude. Getting expelled was the best thing to happen to me. I’m now interning at Akira Gaming. Hey, word on the street is that this game is fucking sick. I can’t wait to stick my brain in it.”

I laughed. “Me too. As soon as everyone has had some pizza, we’ll play.”

Looking concerned, Sluggo asked, “You do have enough water bottles on hand, right?”

I nodded. “Oh yeah. I made sure of that.” You tend to sweat when playing on the Brainbox. The more intense the game, the more you sweat and the more you need to hydrate.

The party was starting to get noisy. I think everyone had gotten a few slices of pizza in them.

I picked up my personal headset, a top-of-the-line model from Anthrax Gaming, and shouted, “Okay everybody. I’m going to start the game. Everyone grab at least two water bottles and get jacked in. Nobody will be allowed to join after I hit start. This is one of those games that don’t allow for early exit. It only ends when complete or all players are dead. Everyone got that? If you need to take a piss, do it now."

Everyone got up to head down the hall to the dorm’s common bathroom, geting us curious looks from the other tenants in the dorm.

After about fifteen minutes, everyone returned and found a comfortable spot to sit. Sujectively, a game time could be over a month or maybe more. Objectively, the Brainbox only allows a half hour of game time. Some folks who have cracked their Brainboxes to allow longer play run a large risk of frying their brain.

Looking around, everyone was positioning their headsets and chugging a water bottle. I waited until everyone’s headset displayed a green light, and then I pressed the start button.

In front of my eyes popped up the word “Synching” as the game connected to my cerebral cortex. The blackest black I’ve ever seen appeared before me.

The title of the game, in blood red letters, hung in the blackness before me, and some really cool atmospheric music started to play. Text in Russian began to scroll across my vision. I had to laugh when the game displayed a skull and crossbones.

Finally, the screen displayed “Initializing characters”. This was a notice built into the game system so it wasn’t in Russian. The words “Forming lobby” appeared just before the screen went completely black again. Everyone is placed in the lobby before the game play starts, and it’s the place you go when your character dies as no one can exit the game until the game completes.

Someone in the lobby laughed. “Hey! Who’s the chick?” Good question. I only invited guys to the party. A chorus of “Not me!” went up in the lobby. I checked my character. Oh shit. It was me! My girlfriend and I had been playing a game the night before and I had let her use my expensive headset, and apparently the game had locked it as female.

Everyone laughed when I admitted it was me. The game can’t be reset and restarted. I was a girl for the duration of the game. What really sucks is that I won’t just look like a girl. I will be a girl. I will be totally immersed as a female. In the game, if I stood naked in front of a mirror, I would see a complete woman, vagina and all. Terrific.

Words in English flashed on the screen: “Thank you for purchasing rather than stealing this game….Yeah Right.” Blackness again.

“Game begins in 30 seconds….” followed by a countdown.

My gut lurched and vision blurred….

#

My vision cleared, and I could see I was sitting at a console of some kind. Before me was a large window looking out on the blackness of space.

I wasn’t alone. There were several others, all men, wearing form fitting space suits/uniforms with places for various attachments.

I had a little different uniform. I wore a tight fitting catsuit with built-in booties and gloves. It had a kind of quilted appearance. My long brunette hair spilled out of the neck ring where one would attach a helmet. My tits were very pronounced in the suit, and the suit was tight around my crotch area.

“Lieutenant, report. Why did the ship bring us out of cryo-sleep?”

“Give me a moment, captain.” In a rare event, our computer system on the USC-Hudson had revived the bridge crew. The rest of the crew remained undisturbed. I was surprised by how sweet and feminine my voice sounded.

I quickly scanned the computer’s logs. “It seems the ship detected a faint distress signal. It’s far away, actually.”

Captain Striker walked over to my console and leaned over my shoulder. His cheek close to mine, he asked, “Who the hell is out here? There are no trade routes in this region. Is it a ship or an outpost or what?”

I smiled slightly as the captain slid his arm around my shoulder.

I tapped the display. “Telemetry is coming in now.”

“Put it on the main screen, Lieutenant.” There were only four of us on the bridge at the moment. We were the only ones revived for this event.

I punched a button on my console. “Yes, captain.”

The image from my console displayed on the main screen on the flight deck.

The captain read aloud the main items displayed.

“Serial #: 78721456B78

“Model: Deep space hauler

“MFG: GlobalHulls

“Planet of Origin: Earth

“Registration: Ukraine Areospace

“Registration #: 46723

“Name: Tiberius

“Crew: 50

“Tonnage: blah blah

“ Lieutenant, Is the date the distress signal was sent correct?”

I double checked the telemetry received. “Yes, captain. It was sent twenty-three years ago. Also, this vessel was declared lost twenty-one years ago, and all crew considered deceased. May I remind the captain that protocol requires investigation of any and all emergency signals.”

Capain Striker sighed. “I know, I know. Seems pointless though. After twenty years I’m sure there’s no one left. But we do need to collect the ship's logs. Navigator. Chart a jump to that ship and let’s check it out.”

The navigator and XO said, “Yes sir. It’s near an uncharted gas giant, but that won’t be a problem.” He started punching keys on his console.

The captain turned to me. “Lieutenant, defrost the science team, medical team and security team 3. I doubt we’ll need them, but protocol demands.”

I smiled at Captain Striker. “Aye aye, sir.” I turned to a different console and started the requested revives.

#

Pointing at his own helmet, Captain Striker said over the comm. link, “Okay, team. Everyone verify helmet seal, transponders on, standard kit.”

Everyone tapped their helmets, and verified their transponders were on so none of us would get lost. The transponders provided the additional benefit of not allowing our energy weapons to shoot our own team members. The rest of the kit included food pellets and extra oxygen just in case. We packed an energy weapon because you never know what you’ll find in these old derelicts.

I checked my wrist device. “Tether is secure, captain.”

The captain nodded at me. “Thanks LT. Equalize pressure.”

Normally we’d use the air lock umbilical to provide a temporary tunnel between vessels. In this case, we had no idea if there were any lethal pathogens or other airborne issues, so we didn’t want a connection between ships. Instead we popped a magnetic tether to the other ship and manually pulled ourselves across. Slow, but safer.

As soon as our airlock pressure reached zero, Captain Striker broke the hatch’s seal and opened it. There was a brief white mist as the remaining atmosphere was sucked through the hatch.

Following protocol, I was the first one across so I could prep the airlock on the other side. The captain would bring up the rear to make sure everyone got across.

The view crossing over to the other ship was mind numbingly beautiful. The derelict was in orbit around the gas giant STX45-7, obviously the seventh planet in the STX45 system. Aside from being given a name, it was uncharted: we knew nothing about it. The colors in the banded atmosphere were absolutely gorgeous... and we were incredibly close.

I had brought an emergency power pack along just in case, but the airlock controls responded to my touch. The interior of the airlock was bathed in light, which made me hopeful the rest of the ship was powered.

After everyone had crossed over, I started to pressurize the airlock. I looked at my wrist console. “Nitrogent/Oxygen atmosphere. Nominal mix. CO2 levels a bit higher than normal. Should be safe.”

Marcus, leading the medical team, said, “After you open the door to the rest of the ship I need to do a sweep to make sure there aren’t any dangerous microbes or pathogens.”

A few moments later we were all standing in a hallway of the Tiberius, having removed our helmets.

Jonas, science team lead, said, “Air’s a bit stuffy. No smell of decay. Frankly, I was expecting to see skeletons all over the deck.”

Looking grim, the captain said, “We should split up. Security, start in engineering and then sweep forward. Medical, find the infirmary and check the medical records. Science team, sweep the science section. If you can, find out why this ship is even here. The Lt and I will check out the bridge.”

There was a mumble of “Aye sir.”

Lt. Jonas said, “Do you need someone from my team to go with you?"

The captain shook his head. “We’re good.”

Jonas shook his head and smirked. “Of course, sir.”

Captain Striker frowned at Lt. Jonas. “Teams, I need a report every half hour. You have your assignments, let’s go.” He started walking down the corridor towards the ship’s bridge. I hurried to follow him.

After we rounded a corner, and were out of sight of the rest of the team, Levi took my hand. I only get to refer to the captain by his first name when we were alone.

I smiled at him. “You know, Levi. The crew is starting to notice.”

Levi shrugged. “Who gives a shit. I’m still their captain. At least until next month when I get that transfer. You’ll come with me, right?”

I smiled at him. “Of course I will, honey. I’ve heard they have room for me in operations over there.”

He smiled at me as he ran his fingers through my hair. “I promise to get us both a new space assignment. But I can’t pass up this promotion.”

“I know,” I sighed. “Too bad you’re not like Lt. Jonas. He’s rotating back to Earth after this run.”

Levi gave me a quizzical look. “You want to go to Earth? Now what I’ve heard is--”

“Captain, Security team, Laslo reporting.”

Levi frowned as he punched a button on his comm. link. “Captain here. Report.”

Laslo said, “We’re down here in engineering. The engine room more precisely. This is bizarre to say the least.”

Levi shook his head, “Don’t keep me guessing, Laslo. What did you find?”

“Signs of a major fire fight, captain.” said Laslo grimly. “The engine was deliberately destroyed. This tub will have to be towed or just left here. It’s not moving on its own power again. But sir….”

“What is it, Laslo?”

“The walls are blackened from some pretty serious fighting. Equipment destroyed. But….”

“But what?”

There was a pause. “There’s no bodies. No blood stains. No bones. Nothing. It doesn’t make sense.”

Levi narrowed his eyes. “That makes no sense. Continue your sweep and report back in half an hour.”

“Aye, sir.”

I held onto Levi’s arm. “No bodies? And who would destroy their engine and strand the whole ship out here?”

Levi shook his head. “I have no idea. Let’s hope the logs at the bridge will provide us with answers.”

I tapped the device on my sleeve. “According to the original blue prints, we’re not far from the bridge. But I….”

Looking down at me, Levi asked, “What’s wrong, honey?” He put his arm around me.

“It’s stupid, I know. But I just can’t shake this feeling we’re being watched.”

Levi smiled. “You’re just letting yourself get spooked by this large empty ship. This corridor is a bit cramped for anything to be here to watch us.”

I nodded. “You’re right.”

#

“Any luck?”

I shook my head. “They sure didn’t want anyone getting into their files. They're not using any of the approved company encryption methods.”

Levi nodded. “Keep trying, babe. Oh, incoming message. Hey doctor. Find anything?”

“I think so, captain,” said the leader of the medical team. “Despite the extensive damage to the computers in the infirmary, I found something really interesting.”

“Whatcha got?”

“We need to wrap up this investigation and quite frankly get the hell away from this gas giant.”

“Just tell me what you have, doctor.” Growled the captain.

The doctor explained, “There’s a radiation field generated by this planet that over time -- and we’re not talking very long -- starts to effect the mind. It’ll eventually start to mutate our cell structure. Captain, the crew on this ship all went insane and morphed into bizarre creatures.”

Looking worried, Levi said, “Oh my God. How long does this take?”

The doctor said, “A few days at least. We should leave the vicinity of this planet soon.”

“I agree. Gather up whatever you’ve collected there and we’ll meet back at the airlock.”

The doctor said, “Aye, sir. I have several blood samples I want to bring with me for analysis.”

“Only if the samples are secure,” said Levi, looking rather grim.

I looked at Levi and felt cold. “Lee, I’m scared. Seriously. This is a ghost ship. I want off it.”

The captain nodded at me. “Yeah, we need to go. Transmit those files back to the ship. We’ll let the home office try to decrypt them.”

He played with my hair as he punched a button on his comm. unit. “Security.” Silence. “Security, report.”

“Why aren’t they reporting back?” I asked.

Frowning, Levi said, “Good question.” He punched another button. “Science team. Report.”

“Science team here, captain. We’re in the ICS. We just finished copying the ship’s surveillance cameras' data. The men here are getting spooked, captain.”

“Spooked? How so?”

“We’re hearing strange noises, like growling, and some we can’t even identify.”

“Get everything and head back to the rendezvous point at the airlock. We’re bugging out,” said Levi.

“Thank God. This place is a creepy as--”

“Science team? You cut out.”

Just silence.

“Guys? You there?”

Silence

He punched another button. “Doc? Report.”

Sounding annoyed, the doctor said, “We’re on our way to the airlock per your instructions.”

Trying not to sound concerned, Levi asked, “Have you met up with the science team or security?”

“No sir. Haven’t seen them since our arrival.”

“I’m scared Lee. I just completed the transmissions.”

Levi nodded. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

He turned, and I got right behind him, but our path was blocked by a large, snaggle-toothed, scaly creature, with arms ending in large talons. It emitted an evil hiss, along with a foul stench of dead flesh.

“Holy shit!” Levi quickly pulled his side arm from his belt and fired the energy weapon into the chest of whatever the hell that thing was.

The creature screeched and collapsed. Instead of dying, the wound began to heal.

I screamed, “It can’t be killed!!” Shrieks and screams started all around us.

Levi grabbed my hand. “Let’s go, babe!”

He led me at a dead run through the cramped corridor. With my side arm I shot two of the horrible creatures. Levi took down two in front of us. Could these monsters be what’s left of the Tiberius’ crew?

We finally arrived at the rendezvous point. The medical team was waiting. They all had their weapons drawn.

Doc shouted to Levi, “What the fuck is going on, captain? We’re hearing screams all around us.”

Captain Striker said, “As nuts as it sounds, the Tiberius apparently isn’t dead. Have you seen the security or science teams?”

Doc shook his head. “Not a peep.”

Captain Striker said into his comm. link, “Attention teams. Report in. We are evacuating this vessel.”

Silence.

Suddenly six disfigured, scaly creatures bounded into the area. Snarling and snapping, they slowly approached us. The captain and the rest of us fired our energy weapons at the creatures. They got close, but finally all went down along with horrible screeches.

Doc looked around with disgust. “What the fucking hell?”

Captain Striker gritted his teeth. “Exactly. I’m going to assume the other teams are down. We can’t wait. Lt, man the airlock. We’re getting the hell out of here.”

I said, “Aye captain.”

As we all headed for the airlock, Captain Striker stopped and growled under his breath, “Shit!”

The doctor looked at the captain, “What is it, cap?”

“We can’t just leave this vessel here to be a trap for someone else,” said Captain Striker. “We have to destroy it.”

“How do we do that?” demanded Doc. “We’re not a military vessel.”

“We’ll have to go down to engineering and force an overload on the reactor.”

Doc frowned. “That’s suicide, cap. Just tag this as a no-go area.”

“Too dangerous. It’ll have to be me. Nobody else here is qualified.” The captain took a deep breath. “Once the overload is initiated, we’ll have almost twenty minutes to evacuate. That should be enough time to get back.”

I grabbed his hand. “Levi no! Let’s just get out of here!” I fought back tears.

The monsters we’d shot started to stir. They got another round of fire.

Doc said, “Well, if I can’t stop you, I might as well go too and help.”

Levi shook his head. ‘No doc. My idea. No need for you to take the risk as well.”

Doc looked at me and chuckled. “Now you don’t want to leave your little girl here all alone would you?”

I grabbed Levi’s arm. “You’re not going! Let’s all get out of here!”

Levi managed to dislodge my grip. “Lieutenant! Operate the air lock to get the medical team evacuated. And maybe the security or science teams will return. After the medical team gets back across, pressurize the airlock, stay inside with the door closed, and wait for our return. The airlock should keep you safe.” To my shock, he bent down and kissed me in front of the others.

He punched Doc’s shoulder lightly. “Let’s go.” He turned and they both ran down another corridor towards engineering.

I took a deep breath and fought back my tears. I turned to the medical team. “Alright team. Let’s get you back to the ship. Into the airlock.”

One of the medical team members looked at me and asked, “Shouldn’t we wait? Maybe we should all go help.”

I said, “You heard the captain. Everyone into the airlock.”

I stood by the airlock hatch as everyone on the medical team filed into the airlock.

“Everyone, make sure your helmet is locked on. Use the tether to pull yourself across and enter our ship’s airlock. A crew member will help you in.”

As soon as everyone gave me a thumbs up, I closed the hatch and locked it. I pushed the button to start pumping air from the airlock. When I got the light that the outside hatch was locked closed, I began pressurizing the airlock again.

I wish I knew how Levi was doing. I should have gone with him instead of the doctor. Once the airlock was pressurized, I stepped in and closed and locked the hatch.

Moments after the hatch locked, something slammed hard against it. Looking through the hatch’s window, a snarling, snapping, slobbering mouth of teeth pressed against the glass. Several more of those horrible creatures began slamming their bodies against the hatch and clawing at it. It was a terrifying sight. The noise they made was deafening.

I started to cry again and shrank back from the hatch.

I covered my ears to try to block out the insane screams and howls from these monsters. I wanted to slide to the floor, but I wouldn’t be able to see Levi return. Fifteen agonizing minutes passed by before I heard blasts against the hatch.

Finally, Levi was banging on the window and shouting. I unlocked the hatch and nervously opened it. Levi brushed past me.

“Shut and lock this hatch!” shouted Levi.

As I latched the hatch door, I said, “Where’s doc?”

Levi started to slide his helmet over his head. “He didn’t make it. Put your helmet on girl.”

I looked around the interior of the airlock. My helmet wasn’t there. I looked out the airlock window that was increasingly covered in goo to see my helmet on the floor outside the hatch. I pointed at the window.

“Ah shit!” Levi yelled. “What the fuck is it doing out there?”

I started crying. “I’m sorry.”

“I’ll never survive getting to it,” said Levi as he pressed his face against the glass. “The reactor will blow in about ten minutes. It took longer than I thought it would to get back here.”

“Lee, you’ll just have to leave me here. Go! Get the hell out of here!” I started bawling my eyes out. My stupidity is going to myself and my guy killed.

Levi inexplicably looked out the exterior airlock window. “It might be close enough. Honey, I have a plan.” He put his helmet on and locked it in place. He walked over to the exterior door.

Over the comm link he said, “Come over to the door. Now start taking deep breaths. Deeper. Hyperventilate. I’ll stand by this switch. As soon you’re ready, I press this, and the explosive bolts holding the door fire. The escaping air pressure will propel you across to our ship.”

“Lee, that’s insane!” I shouted. “I’ll die.”

Sounding stern, Levi said, “You’ll die for sure if you don’t try.”

This is totally nuts. I started breathing hard, filling my lungs with as much air as I could. I can’t believe I’m doing this.

I stood at the ready by the hatch. Levi shouted, “Hold your breath!”

I sucked in my final gulp of air. Levi hit the safety for the explosive bolts, and I was suddenly flying across the void towards our ship. Lee was holding onto the tether still attached to the dead vessel. Is flying the right word?

My lungs felt like they were about to burst as I approached our ship. Several crew members were waiting to grab me. If the nitrogen in my blood starts to boil, I’m a goner anyway.

I’m not going to make it. My lungs feel like they’re on fire.

I’m almost there. I’m exposed to space. I’m not going to make it. This was insane.

I’m going to die.

Arms grabbed me, and I was jerked inside the airlock. The hatch close,d and a beautiful blast of air filled the room. I started coughing. I felt millions of pin pricks on my skin. I had a sudden headache. I felt weak and dizzy.

Someone shouted, “Infirmary now!”

I passed out.

#

“Hey gorgeous.”

I opened one eye. “Hey Lee. I made it.”

Levi smiled at me. “I see that.”

“I guess we cleared the explosion of the Tiberius?”

Levi nodded. “You should have seen it. Beautiful explosion. I was told you can leave the infirmary tomorrow morning provided you can give them a bowel movement. They just wanted to keep you under observation tonight. They’ve never had someone pull that stunt before.”

I laughed. “I don’t plan to ever do that again!”

“I don’t blame you.” Lee bent down and pressed his lips against mine. I closed my eyes and moaned.

I put my arms around his neck....

#

...Everything faded to black. The words formed in front of me in big red letters, “Game Over – You Won!”

And then the game system closed down. Tony and I were the only players that survived all the way to the end. But there was one problem: Tony and I were stuck. Residual Character Lock.

I looked around. I was still locked into my character, and so was Tony. Everyone had left my dorm room except us, and we were both naked on my bed, kissing each other deeply.

Tony gasped, “How long does this lock last?”

I grinned. “Who cares?”

I kissed him again, and didn't let go.

-The End-

###


Stories by Melanie E.

The Corpse of Shelley Poe

It was with great trepidation that I ascended the worn stone steps and approached the ancient iron knocker at the entrance to Gainsbury Manor.

My heart warned me of a terrible evil about the place, but so great was my desperation that I chose to ignore my feelings of ill omen. With some effort I managed to lift the ring of the knocker from its resting place and brought it down for three hard raps, which echoed about me in a most discomfiting way.

That I had managed to pry myself from my home to come here was a sign of my dire straits. The storm howling around me had buffered my taxi to and fro on my trip, and the weather looked to be worsening.

It was by lucky chance that my driver had known where Gainsbury Manor lay, and I had left him to his work as I steeled my nerves for the meeting to come. Even now I knew I could turn back and flee to the safety of the cab, waiting for me at the gates a mere two hundred paces back, but again my desperation drove me to stay.

I was startled by a thunderous groan as the great oak door before me began to slowly shift inward, on hinges in seemingly worse repair than the knocker. As the door swung in, a shaft of warm light began to seep around the edge, and a rush of heat escaped to greet me and warm my tired flesh.

In the entranceway before me stood a small woman with wrinkled, leathery skin, carrying an oil lamp. While her face held a smile, there was no happiness or jollity in it.

"Come in, Mr. Craft. We have been expecting you." Her voice cracked as she spoke, reminding me of the sound of a bush rustling in the dark, or the snap of old bones. Again, my heart told me to turn and run, and again, I denied it, pushing forward in the hope of once and for all ending the torment I found myself in.

"Mr. Byron is in preparation for your session, but he should be down in a moment. If you would have a seat." She gestured with her free hand to a high-backed chair near the door, where I quietly settled to await my appointment.

With her lamp she lit the tapers of an ornate candelabra before leaving me alone in the entrance room of the dilapidated manor house. To keep from losing my nerve, I took it upon myself to grasp as best I could the contents of my surroundings.

Like many of the homes in the surrounding neighborhood, Gainsbury Manor dated back over a century, and was in a sorry state of repair. Our small community had seen hard times after the recession, and thus many of the more affluent families had moved to better parts, leaving our once thriving town with only those who would not or could not afford to leave.

The ceiling above was showing signs of sagging, with water dripping through in more than one spot, causing areas of the tattered carpet to appear as a darker crimson than that surrounding them, while the walls were bowed, the plaster crumbling and in many places giving way completely to wood braces and bits of mildewed insulation. What had once been a beautiful home was now a derelict, with little hope of recovery.

It was but a few moments before the woman returned. "Mr. Byron is ready for you now, sir." She stepped aside and gestured for me to make my way into the chamber behind her. Feeling it was for the best that I finish my business as quickly as possible, I stood and straightened my jacket.

The chamber beyond her smelled of musty earth and rot, and as I stood at the entrance I could taste tin, like old blood, sitting on my tongue. With another gesture she beckoned me on, along the candle-lit corridor and to the last door. As I approached that door, the smell of earth and rot increased, until I felt the great desire to retch at the foulness of the stench, but I pressed on, and rapped my knuckles on the hard surface of the door's face.

"Come in," a voice echoed from within, raspy and frail.

With the last of my nerve I pushed that terrible door open, and stepped through.

I found myself in a large open room, filled with tables and counters topped with masses of tubing and wires, the uses of which I could not hazard to guess. Through an arrangement of beakers and valves along one surface ran a bubbling liquid, being heated by a series of small burners beneath particular beakers.

Against another of the room's brick walls was a large metal device with many cogs and levers in evidence, as well as a pair of large wire coils that sparked and sputtered, casting harsh shadows about the otherwise dimly lit room. But the most disturbing, most horrifying object in that room was what awaited me when I turned my eyes to the center.

There, upon a long iron table, lay the body of a young woman. In life, she had been beautiful, but her death had not been kind to her, and I found myself again fighting the urge to retch as I gazed at the rotted and festering corpse that was all that remained of the woman I had once loved.

And yet, even in this state, I found my heart aching to see her move, to reach out with her long, cold and grime-coated hands and caress me, to kiss me with her hard, bloodless lips. She was My Shelley, and soon we would be together again.

"I am glad to see you," spoke the frail voice that had bade me enter, and with a start I watched as a hunched and decrepit figure emerged from behind the slab where my Shelley rested. His rheumy eyes turned to me, and I felt a cold shiver pass through myself as he focused somewhere beyond me.

His gnarled hands shook as he adjusted an odd contraption strapped to the table, and I heard the clank of unseen gears as a set of wire coils not unlike those atop the metal device against the wall rose from the floor at either side of the corpse before me.

Again he spoke. "'Twas a high price indeed that I was forced to pay for this corpse. Never before have I performed this procedure on one so long gone -- I can make no guarantees to the outcome of what I shall attempt this evening." He turned to me again, baring his rotten teeth at me in what I hoped was intended to be a grin. "It should be right, though, if the worms ain't got to her yet."

He held out his hand to me, and I cringed away, much disturbed by the idea of the goblin touching me, but when he pointed towards the second table in the room, next to my Shelley, and reached for me again, I obeyed his unspoken command, and allowed him to begin his preparations.

Wires were wrapped around my fingers, and a leather cap with more wires attached to it was fitted to my head. Wide leather straps with heavy buckles were used to fasten my unresisting limbs to the table. I almost cried out when he took the long steel needle and jabbed it into my neck, draining my lifeblood into another series of tubes he had conjured, but I held firm, my gaze remaining on my Shelley, and her presence giving me strength.

A year of searching had brought me here, and I was determined that my efforts would not be in vain. My Shelley would be returned to me: I would triumph over the foul disease that had taken first her mind, then her life, and we would be as one, forever.

Would she return to me whole? Would I be blessed to see her auburn hair lustrous again, her silken alabaster skin unmarred by the decay that had set in during my journeys to find a cure? Or would she remain the fetid corpse before me, blackened, bloated and foul? Would her mind be there, or would I be left with nothing but an empty husk?

I would risk anything to have her back.

My thoughts were broken as a violent spasm shook me, threatening to rip the needle from my neck and jerking my limbs against the constriction of my bonds. The pain. The pain was excruciating, but oh! I would suffer it a thousand times to see my Shelley alive again. The pain began to dissipate, and I hoped that the worst was over, but I was soon racked by another spasm, and another.

On into the night, I was rocked by the searing pain, until I began to grow numb to it. Slowly, the pain faded, until at last, though I knew the spasms were still coming, I could no longer feel any ill effect from them. My eyes were closed, and I could feel that they were matted shut, but I could not find it within me to care.

My Shelley would be back. We would be together. It would all be worth the pain and torment, if just to see her for a moment.

It was long hours later that I felt the last spasm subside, and dared to open my eyes. I found my vision cloudy and distorted, as though viewing my surroundings through a pane of oiled glass, and I had great difficulty in trying to move. At last, I managed to turn my head, and spied the dim outline of a figure before me.

Sounds came to my attention, but they seemed garbled and incoherent. I had to concentrate to hear his words, which proved far more difficult that I had imagined.

"It seems to be a complete success. She seems to have begun to awaken, though as yet I am unsure if she's all there in her head, mind you. Sir?" As I watched, the form twisted and turned -- with more attunement to my eyes, I could tell that now he was facing towards me, rather than the table upon which My Shelley rested.

"Miss, are you there?"

Now I felt a great need to rise and peer around him. If he were to wake Shelley, I desired to be there to watch and experience every moment of her waking. I tried to speak, feeling my throat impossibly dry and parched, and managed to make naught but a moan of complaint.

"Excellent. She's responding sir; there's hope that she might be in there."

I tried to speak again, to ask him to unlash me so I might rise and watch, but again all I could manage was a rasping moan.

"There, Miss. Let me get you up."

As the straps about me loosened, I moved to lift myself up, only to find my efforts ineffectual. No pain arose from my failed attempts, however; and so I continued to try, until at last I sat up, feeling off balance and out of sorts.

"It might take a bit to get used to things again. You're quite different than when you died."

Died? Had I died during the transferrence of my lifeblood to my Shelley? But no, I felt perfectly alive, if numb and out of sorts. I tried to ask him what had happened, but still managed no more than a moan.

"Let me fetch some water. Maybe we can get you talking again." The blurry figure I had been facing turned away and moved off to my right, leaving me staring at the slab where my Shelley must lay.

I am afraid that I cannot recall much after that. When I regained sanity, all that remained of the old man Byron, his lab, and the old woman were bloody stains before me on the earthen floor of the lab.

I was still filled with a terrible rage, and a terrible loss. I wanted to scream, but how can you scream when your throat is as dry as the grave? I wanted to weep, yet the body I found myself in had not the tears to do it. I wanted to gaze one last time upon my body, lifeless and cold, but even that was hindered by my deteriorated eyes.

How long might I live now? I know not. All I know is that the life of a corpse is a lonely and hard one. Why should I pity the living? Those who are gifted with breath and warmth, such blessings are wasted upon you! I take it when I can, but what I gain from their lifeblood is little more than a pale imitation of what I once had.

I was Thomas Craft. Now, I am nothing more than a ghoul, the shade of a broken man, haunting the corpse of my dear Shelley Poe.

-The End-

###


A Pirate Out Of Water

It was painful, far more than it should have been, but I finally convinced myself to go through with it. My face flush and my hands shaking, I grabbed the package off the rack of costumes and walked up to the counter, waiting in line nervously until it was my turn to check out.

The cashier didn't blink an eye as she rung me up and took my money, and like a shot I was out of the store, down the street, across the road, and in my house, slamming the door behind me before collapsing on the floor, breathing heavily after my ordeal.

I did it. I managed it! It's done!

I looked down at the bag in my hands, and carefully opened it to gaze at the contents within. An eyepatch, a tricorn hat, and a plastic sabre —with sheath and belt — stared back at me. With relief I picked myself up off the floor and made my way on unsteady legs for my room, proud of myself for fighting my urges and making it out of the store with what I had, and not some piece of lace or other.

My mind started to wander to all the possibilities I was missing out on, but I shook my head to remove the thoughts. No! I was a boy, and... well, I can't very well say boys don't wear those things. This was for Halloween, after all, and many of them WOULD.

But I couldn't. I shouldn't. I wouldn't. Because one of two things would happen.
A: I would pass, as I was sure I could. There would be an uproar, and I would be called a fag, and a fairy, and tons of other things before running home in tears. I had avoided that since middle school, and I certainly didn't want to do it again now.

Or, B: I wouldn't, and everybody would laugh at how I would look, thinking they were laughing WITH me, and I would try my hardest to keep a happy face on, while inside I would be torn apart.

Neither one was a good outcome. Thus, here I was, not clutching the fairy costume, or sexy nurse costume, or any of the others I had so desperately felt an almost primal need to grab, but instead a mid-priced Pirate set that I was sure I could build a costume around that would make it clear to everyone I was a boy, and guarantee that the girl inside was smothered for the night.

For Halloween, they would see Nick as they saw him every day: playing the part to make it through. I wouldn't be hiding behind my Goth facade as much, but the boy facade would be in place just as clearly, and that was all I needed.

With my new treasures — or “booty”  I guess, I thought with a grin — laid out on my bed in their approximate locations for the final look, I began digging through what I had to find pieces that would work to complete the look.

Tight black pants? Check on those. The same with the eyeliner and even some black eye shadow to deepen my sockets. Being a Goth had its advantages for a costume like this, above and beyond the normal advantages of just letting me at least pretend in my head I was a girl getting ready for school each day.

I already had an idea for my hair, too, and with a quick call another goth, Tamara, agreed to do all the little braids for me the next afternoon. She was ecstatic at the chance to play with my two feet of jet-black hair at last, even if it was just to prepare me for a halloween costume.

That left just two pieces: a top — SHIRT, I mentally chided myself — and boots. The shirt was simple enough as well, since my dad had plenty of white dress shirts, and our size difference meant a quick swipe and “thanks”  later I had a to–shirt that could easily be twisted into a rough pirate's appearance.

Maybe a cravat?

NO LACE, I chided myself. Not even like that. Fighting the depression that was trying to consume me at even thinking about lace... well, anything, I instead turned to my collection of boots.

I had plenty. Work boots, combat boots, the typical chain and buckle-covered goth boots that went up past my calves, a pair of Converse that went almost as high....

But they were all black. Everything I owned was black, pretty much, so that wasn't surprising, but I didn't want black boots for the costume. I knew I should have settled for something I had, it would be easier, it would make sense... but I couldn't. I needed boots for the costume.

I needed the right boots for the costume.

For the second time that evening I found myself outside.

I knew what my parents would say if they knew I was going out again.

“You're sixteen years old, you shouldn't be going out without telling us where.”

“You need to be careful, son. You don't know what people out there will do to... people like you.”

“Isn't it a bit late to go shopping?”

But I HAD to have boots. Tonight. No waiting. And, if I hurried, I should just make it in time to look around before all the shops closed....

That was when I saw it.

Henry Harrelson's Custom Fit Boots was a fixture in our small town, and I'd heard all the adults raving about it since I was little. Supposedly the guy who owned the place made the best boots ever, but his personality was quirky at best. Still, most people said that dealing with his idiosyncrasies was a small price to pay for the fit and quality, and as weird as he was he was always really nice.

And he just happened to be advertising boots for Halloween costumes.

I shouldn't.

I REALLY shouldn't.

They'll be expensive.

It's just a costume....

I went in.

The old brass bell 'ding'ed as I swung the door open and walked into the shoe store, only to stop in my tracks when I saw all the goods around me.

The store was a bit run down, with the tiles on the floor scuffed, even cracked in places, and a clear odor of wood and leather polish hanging about the place.

But the boots. Oh, the boots.

They were beautiful, every single one of them. Cowboy boots, work boots, ankle boots, leather, cotton, canvas, nylon, high-heeled, flat... everything you could imagine was there!

Except the boots I needed, I thought to myself as I fought the urge to start walking around and just touching them.

I had just turned around, and was about to open the door again to leave, when I heard a quiet cough behind me.

“Can I help you, dear?”  Asked the old man standing behind the counter, his spectacles sitting low on his nose as he smiled at me over them, dusting his hands on a white apron tied around his waist.

Dear?

“Umm, I don't think so. I don't see what I'm looking for, but thanks.”

“You don't?”  He asked in surprise, looking around the store himself with a critical eye. “I could have sworn... why, you're certainly right! One moment,”  he said, scurrying off through a door behind the counter and leaving me standing there, bewildered, as I heard boxes shifting and a few half-hearted grunts from the back room. “Ah, here they are!”

“They are?”  I asked, more intrigued than I really wanted to be.

“Ah, yes!”  He crowed as he walked out of the room with a long, flat box in his hands, smiling broadly. “I must have forgotten to put them out with the rest. Here,”  he said, lifting the lid with flourish.

I gasped as I looked at the boots within.

They were perfect. More than perfect, they were me! Soft leather in a rich, chocolate brown, knee-high with a turned down top, and a series of brass buckles going down the front. A small heel helped to elevate them just a touch, giving them an elegant but still functional look that I couldn't help but adore.

They weren't just the boots for my pirate costume. These were boots I could see wearing with everything. Jeans, even a cute skirt or dress....

With a sigh, and what I'm sure was a sorrowful look in my eyes, I lifted the lid and closed the box. “No, I don't think these are them,”  I said, downcast. “These are too... too feminine.”

“For a pirate costume? Not at all! They'll look ado-- splendid, I assure you. And I promise, if anybody makes fun of you or thinks less of you because of them... well, I'll make you a deal.”

I thought about it. “What kind of deal?”  I asked, unable to stop myself. I couldn't keep from staring at the box, longing to pull the boots out and try them on....

The old man gave me another pleased grin. “Take the boots home. No charge.”

“WHAT!?”

“Now now, just hear me out,”  he said, with a calming gesture. “When you get ready tomorrow, put them on, but not until then. Decide whether you want to wear them. If you don't wear them, or anybody gives you problems over them, you can bring them back to me on Saturday at no cost to you. If things go well, though, you have to keep them, and you can come in on Saturday to pay for them.”

“H-how much?”  I asked, hoping the price would be high enough to stop me even thinking about taking him up on his deal.

“Thirty dollars.”

“You've gotta be kidding me, these are...”  They were at least two hundred dollar boots, I knew from experience shopping for the ones I had, probably much more given their quality. No way was he serious.

“I couldn't bear to charge you more. You're just buying them for Halloween, right?”  He asked with a twinkle in his eye.

“Yeah...?”

Before I knew it the box was in my arms and I was outside the store.

“Enjoy your party Nicky, and don't worry too much, I trust you with the boots.”

I gave him a small wave as he turned off the lights and locked the door, and I started my walk home.

Wait. Nicky?

#

The next day at school was agony as I spent the time doing my usual act of playing up the Goth stereotype but still trying to pay attention to my teachers. Not that they were trying to get anything done, since they all knew that the only thing any of us students were worried about was costumes and parties, but it was the principle of the thing.

Tamara stopped me on my way out of the school, though, and took my arm as we started the walk back to my place.

“I'm coming home with you, so we can get right to work on your hair. It's the only way we'll get it done in time to make it to any of the parties tonight.”

“Okay,”  I said, looking down at our entwined arms confused.

When she saw my look she gave me a small smile. “I'm sorry, it just seemed... right. And I'm SO glad I finally get to mess with your hair!”  She gave my arm a squeeze and bumped shoulders with me, and I couldn't help but smile myself.

Tamara was more of the bubblegum goth type, all hot topic and bright colors balancing out the black, as opposed to my more classic style, and her bouncing, curly blonde locks proved it. Still, she HAD been trying to get me to let her do something for a while, and it WAS Halloween...

She was right, of course, and it took her nearly three hours to do all the little braids I'd asked her for, talking all the while. At first I tried to maintain my aloof Goth attitude, but it was so fun, and such a change from what I usually put up with, it wasn't long before I was chatting right back, even laughing as we talked.

“And then Aaron told her... oh! We're done!”  she said at last, standing up from where she had been sitting on the couch with me in the floor before her and clapping her hands excitedly. “Oh, god, Nicky, it's awesome!”

Nicky? I didn't let myself dwell on it as I stood up and headed for the hallway mirror, too excited to see what things looked like.

She was right! It was perfect! Tons and tons of little braids fell down around me, and with a smile growing on my face I found myself rearranging them in different ways, seeing how the changes affected my looks. Was it masculine enough though? I wasn't sure, there was something there that was nagging at me.

Tamara came up behind me and smiled too, putting a hand on my shoulder and squeezing gently. “You look great! Everyone's going to love it.”

I hope so, I thought to myself as I looked into her eyes and grinned.

“Now, put on the rest of the costume so I can see it!”  she said, clapping her hands again and shooing me off to my room with a giggle.

“What about yours?”

“It's in my bag, I'll change while you are! Now scoot!”

I stuck my tongue out at her, but did as I'd been told.

Changing was a quick affair, with the clothes being not all that different than my usual except for the blo-- SHIRT, and the eye patch. I had paid enough for the costume pieces that they were better than the normal elastic band and cheap plastic variety, so that helped.

Shirt kind of billowy and loose, with the sleeves doing the same thing? Check, and a black tank underneath so I could leave it unbuttoned a little low. Tight black pants for that all-important Pirate vibe? Check. Eye liner and eye shadow to give me a deep-set look? Check. Some gold earrings and the eye patch, and I had the face somewhat finished. Maybe some black lipstick too? I decided it couldn't hurt, and quickly added it.

The eye patch was far from comfortable, though. It wasn't one of those cheap ones that just has an elastic band. Instead, this one had a ribbon with an adjustable buckle at the back. It was also throwing off my depth perception, so I decided to loosen it up and push it up on my forehead until I needed it.

The entire time I was getting ready, though, my eyes kept going back to the box sitting at the end of my bed, holding the much dreaded and desired boots. It took all my willpower to not put them on right then. Instead, I wrapped the faux-silk belt around my waist and hung the sabre on it, then grabbed the box plus my next best boots for the costume and took them into the living room, where Tamara was already sitting, rocking the Sexy Witch look.

“Oh, wow, Nicky, that's great!”  She said, standing when I walked in. “I'm not so sure about the boots, though.”  She gave the black boots in my hand a small grimace.

“I've got some others, but I'm not sure about them....”  I trailed off as I set the black boots to the side and laid the box on the table, opening it more reverentially than I had intended to.

“Holy mother of... put them on,”  Tamara said, not waiting for an answer as she pulled one of the boots out and grabbed my shoulder, spinning me into a chair faster than I could protest.

“Here,”  she said, handing me the boot before turning to the other one and examining it with a critical eye.

With a gulp I lowered the boot, set my foot into it, and began to pull it on.

I felt a tingle across my entire body as the boot slid up and enveloped my foot, seeming to conform to every curve and turn in both my foot and lower leg as it rose up. The buckles went together easily, but still tight enough to give the boots a good fit over my pants. Without looking up I reached out for the second one, and Tamara handed it to me without a word.

It felt almost as good going on as the first one had.

Then I stood.

Tamara gasped. “My god, those boots are so great! They make the costume so much... more! You're going to drive them crazy!”

I pulled my eyes away from the fantastic — and perfect — boots to give her a confused look. “Who?”

She just shook her head, giving me a crazy grin. “You don't know? Nicky, you're... come on!”

“Where?”  I asked, but it was too late, and we were already on our way out the door, with me never getting a chance to see the final look.

#

“Hey Nicky!”

“Nice costume, Nicky!”

“Good to see you coming out of your shell girl!”

I cringed, keeping a tight grasp on Tamara's arm as we made our rounds through the house on our way to the kitchen, where all the drinks were being kept. The party was well under way by the time we'd arrived, but even that wasn't enough to distract the party-goers from our arrival.

“Great boots, Nicky!”

I tried to smile, but judging by my complimenter's expression I'd guess it came out more as a grimace.

“Hey, ease up on the arm a bit or they'll think we're here as a couple!”

I tried to relax, only to tighten up again when one of the basketball players — dressed as a professional basketball player, not surprisingly — gave me a once over and a thumbs up, a cheesy grin on his face.

“Tamara....”

“What... are you okay, Nicky? Come here.”  She changed our direction, and quickly pulled me into a room off to the side that turned out to be a utility room.

She shut the door before turning to me and giving me a hug.

I hadn't known I needed a hug, but it helped.

“What's wrong?”

I laughed. “What's wrong? What's WRONG? WHAT'S--”  She waved her hands in the universal gesture to quiet down, so I did my best. “What's wrong? Tamara, they all think I'm a girl!”

She gave me a 'well, duh,' type of look. “What did you expect would happen if you dressed up as a female pirate?”

“Wha? I'm a GUY pirate!”

She actually laughed at me! At least, until she saw the hurt in my eyes, then she came in for another hug.

“Oh, sweetie, I'm so sorry! I thought... you didn't even realize, did you?”

“I, I....”  I sniffled, trying to fight back the tears. “I was trying to be a boy. Why do I keep screwing it up?”  The tears came whether I wanted them or not. “I just, I can't, I was trying so hard, and I still can't do it!”

“Can't do what?”  She asked, keeping one arm around me as she reached into her purse and pulled out some kleenex. “It's okay, you can tell me.”

“I... I can't be a boy! No matter how hard I try!”

I heard her laugh again, more of a gentle feminine chuckle really — a chickle, if you want to call it that — but she kept drying my tears. “Well, why?”

“Why what?”

“Why do you keep trying?”

“Because I AM a boy, damnit!”  I said, taking a tissue from her hands and kneading it for a bit before blowing my nose.

“Nicky... Nick... I'm sorry. I just have to ask. Do you think everybody at school is stupid?”

“What? No!”  I said, looking at her in shock.

She waved her hand at me to be quiet before she continued. “We've hung out at lunch almost every day for six years. I remember when you started your Goth phase, I remember when you used to spend all your time drawing horses, I even remember you coming to my eighth birthday party and dancing with me to Justin Timberlake. You know what I've never seen?”

I shook my head.

“I've never once seen you as a BOY. Oh, I know about what's supposedly between your legs, but hon, you were a girl to everyone a long time before you realized it.”

“Oh, come on, you can't be... you're serious?”

She nodded.

“...Seriously?”

“Seriously serious,”  she said with a grin, wrapping one of my pinkies in hers and giving it a shake.

“But, I thought... everybody?”

She laughed again before giving me another quick hug. “Wow, and I thought some of the cheerleaders were wrapped up in themselves. You've never even stopped to pay attention to how everyone treats you, have you?”

“I just tried to avoid everyone.”

She nodded. “Hon, I don't know how you pulled it off, and I KNOW you don't know how incredibly, mind-bogglingly lucky you are, but pretty much everyone -- well, I'm not gonna say everyone knows, but pretty much nobody cares that you're a girl. It's a non-issue. We're used to it.”

I was stunned.

“...Seriously?”

“You already asked that.”

“What?”

“That too.”  With a gentle pull on my hands Tamara dragged me into the middle of the utility room floor. “Listen, I know this must be a huge shock, but you've always been Nicky, not Nick, alright? We might have played along to humor you, but it's time for it to stop. Now, let's step out there, and have fun, okay?

"You can find some girl... or some boy,”  she said, grinning when she saw my blush, “and dance the night away, and just be yourself. If fuddy-duddy Nick wants to return when school starts on Monday, whatever. But tonight, and tomorrow night, just be the girl you are and have fun, okay?”

“But--”

“Nope! No buts! Now come on and have a good time!”

And with that she pulled me back out into the room, and proceeded to try and help me do just that.

#

The bell 'ding'ed again as I walked into Henry Harrelson's shop on Saturday, a spring in my step I couldn't remember having since... well, ever.

It was only a moment before the pleasant old man came out of the back and gave me a wide-eyed once-over before grinning like a fool. “Well, don't you look better today!”

I felt myself blush, but it was a happy blush. I had stayed over at Tamara's the night before, and this morning she had insisted on me walking out in what she called “normie drag,”  consisting of a pair of plain jeans and a tee shirt that was an intense shade of yellow.

With the curls and waves my hair still had from having been up in the braids two nights in a row, plus my fantastic boots, there was no way anyone would take me for anything other than the happy girl I was finding myself to be.

“So, did the boots work out well?”  He asked, giving them only the smallest of glances.

“Better than I'd ever hoped,”  I said, surprising him with a hug the moment he stepped out from behind the counter. “How much do I owe you?”

“I told you, the boots are thirty dollars.”

I shook my head. “Nuh uh. These are worth way more than that, and way more than just a Halloween costume. How much?”

A look of contemplation crossed his face as he took his chin in his hand and looked away. “I really only made them for... oh, you don't need to hear that. You're serious, though?”

“Seriously serious,”  I said with a grin, bouncing on my toes as I waited.

“Alright then,”  he said, after a little more thought. “I'll make you a deal.”

I let out a small groan, but listened eagerly as the old man laid out his scheme.

-The End-

###


Costumes

Tamara looked at herself in the mirror.

It was the same costume she wore every year at the haunted house. The mask, the paws, the heavy suit and large, awkward boots. It all added up to the same image of a large, hulking wolf creature, there to terrorize the teens and adults (and, when she was lucky, give candy to the kids who were brave enough not to run away.)

It was manky looking, and stank to high heaven, that mixture of rubber, sweat, and mothballs from storage that no method they'd tried could ever get to go away.

She usually ended up burning the clothes she wore underneath it, since they always smelled just as bad after.

She frowned at her reflection, the wolf head still tucked under her arm, as she considered the trials she would be facing the next week.

The days when it would be so hot in the suit she'd be marinating in her own juices, sometimes followed by days or nights where she'd be shivering as she stood stock-still in the graveyard or the haunted woods and waited. Her muscles and back would be sore every night, and her feet swollen, and her hair, don't even get STARTED on her hair!

It was the same every year, but like so many others she came back, time and again.

Some said they did it for the charity, since all time was donated and the proceeds the haunted house would bring in went to the children's hospital down the street.

Some claimed they liked being able to let the monster inside out, even if just for a few nights of the year.

Tamara knew the truth though: they all did it because, deep inside, they all had an extra scoop of Kid tucked away, just as excited about Halloween as any of the young ones who would come through dressed up for trick or treating.

This year, she mused, she had even more to look forward to.

It was the same costume she wore every year at the haunted house. The mask, the paws, the heavy suit and large, awkward boots. It all added up to the same image of a large, hulking wolf creature, there to terrorize the teens and adults (and, when she was lucky, give candy to the kids who were brave enough not to run away.)

It was manky looking, and stank to high heaven, that mixture of rubber, sweat, and mothballs from storage that no method they'd tried could ever get to go away.

This year, though, she wouldn't be burning the clothes she wore underneath it. She would be saving them as mementos, since it was the last year she would be the wolf creature. Much like so many other costumes she had been wearing over the years, she would be discarding this one in favor of one that fit her better.

Tamara smiled as she donned the mask for her final showing, not as the wolf man, but as the wolf woman.

A new recruit would be shadowing her that night, learning the spots and cues. He was big and strong, traits she could easily tell the hormones had impacted on her own diminishing frame, though the weight she had lost made the suit lighter, more nimble, than it had been ever before. She did her scares, her growls and her snarls, and enjoyed every yelp, scream, and laugh she got in return.

She was sure she'd enjoy it even more as the cackling witch the next night, and every night from then on.

-The End-

###


A Strangefellows Halloween

Note: This story takes place in Donna Lamb's 'Devil in Drag' universe, used with her permission.

Sophie Drake took a deep breath, and smiled.

Autumn had always been her favorite time of year. The fading days, the scent of decay on the air. It was the slow decline into the cold, hard winter, as the biting chill would start to worm its way into people's bones and seasonal depression would set in, leaving them morose and irritable.

Convincing The Old Man Upstairs to do it was still one of her proudest achievements, and no amount of angora sweaters and pumpkin spice the mortals could consume would change that.

"And on top of that, there's Halloween," she said aloud, getting a grumble of agreement from the brindle mastiff trotting along beside her.

The last two decades had not been particularly kind to Sophie. The Old Man hadn't been too happy with her after that whole fiasco with the singer and the politician, and the other singer, and Sophie's escapades tripping the light fantastic for a while. In the end she'd been left with two options: spend a hundred years among the mortals, living as they do, with no access to her cosmic powers, or cede her throne in hell permanently.

"Uppity little shit," she mumbled, getting another gruff wuffle of agreement from her companion.

Gabriel had been trying to convince the old man to kick her out for years and let him take over in Hell, arguing that temptation and trickery and lust just weren't the motivators they used to be.

Sophie was having none of it. He could keep his flow charts, and his reorganization plans, and his folders full of little colorful tags separating things, up in Heaven. 'I may be the avatar of sin and temptation,' she thought, 'but even I'm not THAT evil.'

If keeping Hell free of a multi-tiered corporate structure, and herself free to roam the world sowing mischief, required a measly century spent wandering around sewing said mischief in an entirely more personal way... well, she'd never been afraid of getting her hands dirty.

'Is it sowing mischief or sewing mischief?' she wondered. She rather preferred the idea of sewing it, since that involved jabbing things with needles, something she was always a fan of. It annoyed her a little that she couldn't take credit for the little evil of confusing homophones, something humans had cooked up all on their own.

The Old Man had done her one favor, and that was letting her choose her form. That was why she was now strutting her way down the street outside Hellsingr College, where she was enrolled as a co-ed. Lots of delicious trouble you could get into on a college campus, especially with the kind of build she'd opted for.

Bill hadn't been so lucky, but he'd settled into the role of her faithful pooch well, and had eased up on his moaning when he realized it meant he could lick himself in public with impunity.

Besides that, tonight was special.

It wasn't just autumn: it was October.

It wasn't just October, either. No, it was October thirty-first: Halloween.

And it wasn't just Halloween....

"Strangefellows Day," she said aloud, lifting one of her dainty hands and rubbing the soft material of her angora sweater against her cheek. The third odd Thursday in a month, and Her Day.

She could feel the tingle in her fingertips, just the lightest touch of infernal magic, as the weave of the world around her weakened. It was some time yet until that witching hour, when the bonds were at their barest, but maybe. Just maybe.

Her canine companion wuffled again and wagged his tail. One could almost imagine he was, in fact, chuckling.

"Come on, Bubb," she said, turning toward Greek Row and bouncing just a bit on her heels. Stuck on the mortal plane or not, Sophie was still the Devil... and the Devil always gets their due.

#

Riley West was having a bad day.

It had started with checking in at the meal hall only to find out that his food card was out of credit.

It had proceeded to only get worse from there, finding that someone had broken into his car and stolen his Psychology textbook (the second book he'd had stolen so far), getting a call from his mom that his old golden retriever, Bullet, was missing again, and, lastly, having to go to the costume store and pick up the embarrassment he was expected to wear at the Halloween party.

He hadn't wanted to go to the Halloween party in the first place. As a legacy pledge he hadn't had to go through the hazing that so many of his fellow freshmen had suffered, but he was still on the last rung of the totem pole. Ladder? Whatever construct you used, he was right there at the bottom.

Combine that with his small size and generally go-along-to-get-along attitude and his interactions with the other members of his fraternity tended toward... not antagonism, per se, but certainly a sense of misplacement.

Eta Epsilon Iota. HEI, though most everyone he'd met stylized it as HEL, appropriate both for Hellsingr College and for his own opinion of what the next four years were likely to be.

And that was without worrying about the party that night. A party that was not only compulsory for him, according to his older 'brothers' in the frat... but where there were certain expectations of the freshmen, expectations that even his legacy status didn't get him out of.

Expectations that were even now weighing down the garment bag in his right hand, distracting him from where he was walking... right up until he ran into a soft, pumpkin-spice-scented wall.

"Ooof!"

"Hey!"

"Grrrrrrr!"

Riley bounced once on his ass, barely catching himself before falling even further. That was little help, though, as he found himself thrown back yet again, pinned where he lay by a salt-and-pepper hound that probably outweighed him by twenty pounds, and out-drooled him by a gallon.

"Bubb!" Came a sharp, feminine voice from behind the dog.

"Yipe!" Said Riley as the dog bellowed again, this time close enough to rattle Riley's skull.

"William Caliban Bubb, you let him up right now!" The feminine voice said again, with fearsome authority.

The beast seemed to hesitate before stepping off Riley's chest, allowing him to take a breath he hadn't realized he was being denied as he pushed himself up on his elbows and gasped.

"Shit!" He rasped. "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to...." Riley's words died as he looked up, and up, at the woman he'd run into. "Shit," he said again, this time more quietly.

He'd seen Sophie Drake around campus before. Everyone had -- she was hard to miss. A bit over six feet tall in the heels she always seemed to wear, with straight raven-black hair down to her ass. "Blacker than sin," he'd heard some of his frat-mates call it, the particular sin on their minds usually clear in the huskiness of their voices.

All curves from top to bottom, both of which were generous without being excessive, and all of that combined with a face that always seemed to have a little bit of a smirk on it.

She was just the kind of girl to get a title like "Ice Queen," if it weren't for the fact that she was known to be quite liberal with her affections. Rather, she had a reputation for being an entirely different kind of queen, the kind with whips and chains in her bedroom, and no safe words.

Riley had chalked most of that up to rumors alone, but sitting on the ground, staring up at her, there was an unmistakable air of control in her eyes, blue pits of flame that seemed to burrow into his brain and grab hold of something there. Not his libido, like so many of his frat-mates, but something else.

"You okay?" She asked, offering him a hand up. He took it less out of need than out of a feeling that he should, wincing slightly as the force of her grip shot a pain through his metacarpals and right into his wrist.

"Ah! Uhh, yeah. Just... think I mighta pulled something," he said, shaking the hand she'd pulled him up by once it was loose, though the pain faded as quickly as it had hit. "Sorry about, umm. I was--"

She laughed, a wicked sound for all its jollity. "Distracted? I'm used to it," she said, preening a bit.

"...Yeah," he agreed, not daring to admit that it wasn't her that was distracting him.

Her eyes went down to the garment bag he'd dropped. "Oh, that's. You're in HEL house! You a frosh?"

He could feel the blush burning his cheeks as he looked away.

Sophie laughed again, ominously. "It's superheroes this year, right? Or should I say--"

"Yes! It, ah, it is," he interrupted, feeling guilty about it but not wanting her to finish her sentence. Not in public.

"Uh huh." She looked him up and down, the fire in her eyes seeming to melt his clothes away as she did so. "Well, I'm sure you'll look...." She paused. "Gorgeous."

Riley tried to avoid her gaze as he bent down to retrieve his costume. What little dignity he had left defenestrated itself when her dog -- Bill? -- gave a woof and stuck his nose in Riley's ass, getting a shocked bleat from the boy.

"Down boy," Sophie said, then laughed again. "We're letting Riley off with a warning this time."

With a final wink, and a tug on a black leash Riley would swear hadn't been there moments ago, Sophie began walking away, leaving Riley wondering when he had given her his name.

#

"Hey Kara! Get yer ass over here with those drinks!"

Riley grumbled to himself as he picked his way through the crowd of frat boys and girls and other upperclassmen, two bottles in each hand. "Here ya go, Chuck," he said with false enthusiasm, trying to keep a smile on his face and well aware it was coming across more as a pained grimace.

"Finally! If you'd been any later I'da had to give you a demerit for your performance tonight," Chuck said, to a round of vicious laughter from his friends. "Then again, how good you look in that getup, I'm sure you could work a few of those off after the party." He leered at Riley, as if to imply he expected exactly that.

Riley stiffened, but kept the grimace-smile on his face as he turned his back on the boys, getting more mocking catcalls from his frat-mates as he marched off to retrieve more beers and take them to other attendees. He was underage, but no-one at the party seemed to care, and it wasn't like he was going to be drinking anyway.

Not the way he was dressed.

In a way, Riley supposed, he'd gotten off lucky. The Supergirl costume he'd wound up with was at least fairly modest. The skirt was shorter than he thought it was supposed to be, and the flare of it seemed to imply he had more shape than he did, as did the padding in the chest, but it was better than what some of the other frosh had wound up with.

Poor Derek had wound up in a Psylocke costume, and had spent half the night sneaking off to try and adjust things in the leotard. Gary was dressed as Nebula, likely because he already had the shaved head for it, and Barry had ended up wearing a classic black-and-purple 1960s Catwoman costume. He could almost pull it off, if it weren't for the moustache he'd refused to shave for the part. Chuck had given him six 'demerits' for that, whatever those meant.

Riley really didn't want to find out.

It had been a hell of a night. The party had started shortly after dark, and so had Riley's time as barmaid, delivering drinks and snacks to the upperclassmen at the party. He'd tried to call off on the whole thing, even going so far as to try and invoke his legacy status to get out of the job, but he'd been given an ultimatum: either 'man up' and do the job, or be out of the frat.

Out of the frat meant out of the frat house, meant his father's disapproval, meant losing a good portion of his money for college. For all his complaints about Hellsingr and its reputation for debauchery, it was his father's alma mater, and it had a great engineering program, both of which had led to him choosing to go there in the first place. Just a few years and he would be home free.

If wearing a skirt for one night was the price of that... he would pay it. How bad could it be?

He jumped and barely managed to set down the tray of snacks he'd picked up as he felt and heard the smack of a burly hand on his ass.

"Hah! Doin' good, Riley, doin' good," said Oded, a tall senior in the frat. He grinned at Riley and squeezed, making Riley jump again. " Sorry, I mean Supergirl. Y'know, if I didn't know better I'd--"

"I gotta get back to work," Riley said, cutting the senior off.

"Ah, okay," Oded said, giving Riley a slightly unfocused smile. Riley could smell the alcohol on his breath, wafting down the almost foot difference in their height and settling around Riley like an intoxicating cloud. "But if later you wanna--"

Riley walked away before Oded could finish what he was saying. He briefly worried about one of the 'demerits' so many of the upperclasmen had threatened the froshes with all night, but rumbling laughter from behind him and past experience told him Oded was unlikely to hold a grudge.

And it wasn't like it was the first offer he'd gotten that night.

He hadn't expected the group of Beta Kappa Phi girls to descend on him when he'd first started the night, but as soon as they saw him they swept him to the side and, joining forces, had given him a makeup look to match his costume.

They used the same tactic on the other froshes, but for most of them the results had been middling or comical at best. All the girls had cooed as they worked on Riley, though, praising his smooth skin and complexion and promising to make him gorgeous.

Gorgeous. Just like Sophie Drake had proclaimed.

Riley wasn't sure how much of the harassment he'd received during the night was his fratmates taking the piss and how much of it was legitimate interest, but as the night had gone on the gropes had become less frequent while the come-ons and even flirting had become more flagrant as the alcohol at once loosened inhibitions and levelled out libidos.

This time Riley did drop the tray of snacks as another hand groped him, this one not slapping or grabbing his ass but pinching it, hard.

"Oww!"

"Hah! And here I thought Supergirl was supposed to be immune to getting hurt!"

Riley spun around, glaring up at Chuck. Like Oded, Chuck was almost a foot taller than Riley -- not much of a surprise, given most of their brothers were. But there was one key difference between Chuck and Oded. Even after all the beers he'd had there was still enough clarity in his eyes to assure Riley he knew exactly where he was and what he was doing.

"Two demerits for dropping the tray," Chuck said, sneering. "Now pick it up."

Riley rolled his eyes, tired of everything and ready to pitch in the towel. A room and a legacy wasn't worth this. Nevertheless, he squatted and began picking up the scattered bowls and larger snacks, leaving the snack mix to get trod into the carpet.

"Hey. Hey!" A hand on his shoulder almost knocked Riley down, and he looked up to find Chuck still sneering at him. "Not like that. Stand up and bend at the waist. Show us that ass like a good bitch."

That was it.

Riley stood up. "No, Chuck. And I'm not your bitch!" He said, surprising both himself and the larger boy with the force.

Chuck took a step back, then snarled, "Six demerits. Two more and you're mine for whatever. Bitch." He laughed cruelly. "Get cleaning, Supergirl."

Riley rolled his eyes and squatted again, ignoring Chuck as he picked up the tray and bowls again. "I wish I really were Supergirl," he muttered under his breath. "Maybe then I could teach you a lesson about how to treat people."

He felt something strange surge through him, from his toes to the roots of his hair, before a pair of rough hands grabbed him under the armpits and began to lift him up.

"Bitch, you'll listen when I give you an order!"

Not quite sure where they found the strength, Riley spun in place, tearing free of Chuck's hands, and punched him in the stomach.

#

Sophie scritched behind Bill's ears as they sat on the bench across from the frat house, waiting.

The tracking spell she had placed on Riley was all she could manage at the time, but it had been enough for her to know when she needed to be ready, and as the night had gone on her magics had grown stronger, allowing her to subtly nudge here and nudge there, with lust and other emotions that lay in her domain, until the trap was set.

She'd felt the tug of the magics at work. She didn't have a lot of control, but it was 2AM, and the veil was at its thinnest, and the Wish had been made, honest enough in the moment to make all the difference.

And now....

She jumped, just a little, and Bill let out a surpised wuffle of his own as the front window of the house shattered, frame and all, and the body of a very large and very surprised Chuck tumbled out, over the porch rail, and into yard beyond, trailed by a mixture of screams, cheers, and one frustrated bellow of feminine rage.

Sophie smiled as she watched Chuck groaning on the ground. He was already one of hers, and had been easy enough to twist into the impetus she needed for Riley's change.

"Come on, Bill, time to go home," she said, standing up and walking away. The Clarences would be there soon, and she wanted to have a little time to gloat while they cleaned up.

She'd be in trouble, sure. But she'd been in trouble before.

It was worth it.

-End-

###


Bonus Story

Knocked Up for Halloween

By Joyce Melton

How do I keep getting into these situations? I glared at my roommate’s reflection standing behind me in the mirror.

“You look cute, Billy,” said Hank, his grin wide and goofy.

“Augh!” I replied. “How do I keep letting you talk me into stuff!” I stood there glaring at my own reflection, which seemed to be that of a pregnant cheerleader wearing zombie makeup and a wedding veil.

“Huh, huh,” said Hank in his best Herman Munster basso chuckle. “I dunno, but don’t we have fun?” He wore greenface (on his bare chest, too) with a set of Chippendale dancer collar and cuffs. “Like when we went to Cocoa Beach last Spring Break?”

“Don’t remind me,” I scoffed. “And we agreed to never talk about that again!”

“Huh, huh,” said Hank.

“Where did you get this costume?” I wanted to know. Costume? It was really a bodysuit covering a major part of me from mid-thigh to chin, complete with baby bump and MILF-like boobs. My arms weren’t covered, but I’d had to shave my pits—for verisimilitude. Legs, too. I yanked down on the cheerleader skirt I was wearing. I felt exposed.  “Where did it come from?” I asked again.

“Online,” he responded vaguely. “You look like Margot Robbie.”

“Jeez!” I complained.  “I do not!” I checked the mirror again. “Margot Robbie?” I asked.

“Uh-huh, uh-huh,” he Munstered.

Margot Robbie as a pregnant zombie cheerleader bride? “At least no one is going to know it’s me,” I suggested. I glanced up at him looming over me. He didn’t need a body suit; those muscles were his own. “You look like someone gave Mark Ruffalo two black eyes!”

He grinned at that. Suspiciously, I decided. “You aren’t going to tell anyone, either!”

“Etta did our makeup,” he said simply.

I groaned. Etta was Hank’s big sister, another drama major. She’d likely be proud enough to want to brag. She had done a good job, down to the cyanotic blue nail polish Hank and I both wore. I was doomed, I decided.

I put a hand on my fake belly. “This feels so damned real!” At least my back didn’t hurt.

“The tits look real enough to eat,”  he commented.

I snorted. “Don’t get any big ideas, Hank. I’m still your roommate, Bill, inside this costume!”

“Huh, huh, huh,” he boomed.

I looked at myself in the mirror again, adjusting my bridal veil to show my face. Etta’s lipstick skills made me look like I was smirking. “Margot Robbie?” I murmured.

“We need to get going. The party starts at eight,” Hank commented in his own voice, which was still pretty rumbly. “You gonna wear the shoes?”

I leaned forward to get a view of my feet over the mounds on my chest. “I’m wearing them now,” I said with a bit of wonder. How did high-heel sandals ordered online end up fitting so well? And I didn’t seem to have any trouble walking in them either.

I took a few steps experimentally., then looked up at Hank. “Without them, you’d be a foot taller than me with those lifts in your shoes.”

“Huh, huh,” he laughed. “Would make it hard to dance unless I just picked you up.”

“Don’t you dare,” I warned him.

“We haven’t danced together since….”

“Ah-ah! Don’t say Florida.”

“What happens on Spring Break stays in Cocoa Beach,” he agreed cheerfully. “Time to go. Etta beeped my phone, like, five minutes ago.”

I frowned, yanking down on the hem of my abbreviated dress. “Does this even cover my ass?” I asked.

“Huh, huh,” he said, one hand on the just mentioned part of my anatomy.

I slapped his other hand away from my fake breast. “Where did you say you got these costumes?” I asked again.

“Online,” he said, managing to get in a little squeeze. “Place called Fit-4-U Guaranteed!”

We were a hit at the party, winning the Most Original Themed Pair prize. The DeeJay introduced us as “Harley Quinn dating the Hulk,” and that got us enough laughter and applause to win a cheap plastic crown for me to wear.

“Victory dance,” Hank demanded, so of course I danced with him, my amazing heels giving me a lighter-than-air feeling, except for my fake tits swinging and swaying to the music.

“You goof! Put me down!” I squealed when he lifted me for a spin, my veil and crown almost flying from my head.

“Kiss the bride!” someone demanded. “Kiss! The! Bride!” the crowd shouted.

So he kissed me after whispering in my ear, “Florida.”

I had to giggle at that. Hank and I’d had a complicated relationship even before Cocoa Beach. Was that just seven months ago?

#

The party ended after midnight, and we washed off most of the makeup in the club bathroom but kept on the rest of our costumes. I wasn’t even going to try to wriggle out of my Fit-4-U bodysuit until we got home. As arranged, Etta’s sober date, Ed Grimley, gave us a ride while she (as Garth) snoozed on his shoulder.

“What are you two doing back there?” Ed asked over her head.

“If you don’t want to know, don’t look,” rumbled my own date.

Date? Yeah, well, date. At least for now. I snuggled a bit closer to Hank’s bulk and sighed. It was Halloween, aka late October. There had been a chill in the car after the warmth of the party, and the heater had trouble throwing off the cold.

Our apartment was on the other side of the Bay from the party, so it took a while, and all of Ed’s skill in after-midnight traffic on one of the drunkest nights of the year, to get us home safely. I don’t drink because of family history, and pot just makes me fall down and go to sleep, but despite being rock-solid sober, I dozed off.

I woke up sputtering because Hank tickled my ear. Everyone but me thought this was hilarious. “Rowrbazzle,” I complained, rubbing the one ear, my nose, and the other ear for good measure.

“Thanks, and let me get this one up to bed,” Hank rumbled as he pulled me out of the backseat. “You guys have a safe ride home.”

I stood on the sidewalk outside our apartment, shivering again, even though I was wrapped in a tartan blanket that smelled of Etta’s corgi, Ivanhoe. “Mawk!” I called, waving vaguely as our friends drove away.

While Hank unlocked the street-level door at 176 Barker Place, I was wishing I hadn’t shaved my legs for the costume; even such a tiny bit of fur might have helped with the cold. A breeze off the Bay brought the smell of fish guts and industry and not a hint of a far-off morning.

Then, suddenly, Hank picked me up like a bride while I gasped and struggled to hold onto the blanket and keep my skirt down at the same time. Ivanhoe would never forgive me if I lost his blankie, so I gave up struggling with the skirt as we headed toward the elevator.

“Put me down, you goombah,” I protested. “What is with you wanting to carry me all the time?”

“Uh, uh, uh,” he intoned. “You Frank’s bride, huh, huh, uh-huh!” Then in his own voice, he added, “I don’t think goombah is actually an insult. I think it just means, like, buddy or pal.”

“What do you know?” I countered. “You’re not even Italian.” I tried again to pull my skirt down while wondering how and when my ass had gotten so big and round. Oh, yeah, the curves came from the bodysuit I was still wearing.

Hank laughed, and the elevator said, “Ding!” He held the door open while I managed to get inside, still navigating easily on my four-inch heels.

“Are you Italian?” he asked in a reasonable voice.

I demonstrated my authenticity with a gesture, again almost losing Ivan’s blankie, while Hank filled the tiny room with his booming laughter. Then I had to push the ape off of me as he tried to grab and pick me up with two handfuls of plastic ass.

I didn’t know when we started kissing in the middle of the horseplay, but I came up for air when the elevator dinged again. “Sixth floor,” I gasped. “Spats and canes, balls and chains, bridle and reins, everybody out!”

It was something my granddad used to say in elevators, and it got Hank laughing again, but he put me down, and we headed out the north hall to room 617. Once through our own door, Hank was all over me for, like, the fourth time! “Let’s get out of these costumes!” I protested.

His answer was to laugh and rip off the little collar and bowtie he wore. Then we both pawed frantically at my dress and ended up falling sideways into bed. Sometime later, I realized that while I was otherwise nude, I still had on the bodysuit providing my feminine/maternal curves.

“Geroff!” I told him, but his answer was to growl and try to suck my left tit into his mouth and chew on the fake nipple!

#

I woke up when the sun climbed high enough to shine in the east window. Halloween was over, and now it was Friday. And All Saint’s Day with another party to go to tonight. Would my sanity survive the weekend? Because tomorrow would be Day of the Dead, and still another party! It ought to be illegal to allow Halloween to fall midweek.

I slowly became aware that I was lying in the wet spot. “Just like Cocoa Beach,” I muttered. But not too loudly -- Hank was snoring softly beside me and I didn’t want to wake him up in case he wanted another helping of me.

I struggled to remove the log-like arm he had across my middle, so I could make it to the bathroom before the wet spot got wetter. I finally scooted out from under and did the five-yard dash to the toilet in record time, noticing my nude reflection in the mirror on the door.

Well, nude, except I was still wearing the high-tech bodysuit from Fit-4-U, which I already knew I could do #1 while wearing, at least sitting down. Enthroned, I stretched fingers across my belly while I tried to sort out what I remembered about last night’s extracurricular activities.

Apparently I could do other things while wearing it, too, some of which seemed unlikely and/or possibly illegal in fifteen states. WTF? So to speak….

I finished urgent business and did the modified paperwork required before almost standing on my head trying to get a look down there. The —supposedly fake— baby bump made that impossible, not to mention the —equally fake?— chest accessories trying to get in on the act, so I grabbed a hand mirror off the counter and put some light on the problem.

Nothing but smooth pink folds between my legs, with a little circle of fuzz at the bow and my asshole farther astern. “I’ll be super-amalgamated,” I whispered—something else my grandfather used to say. I never had found out what he meant by it, but it seemed appropriate now.

I used two fingers to probe the area. I could apparently push them in between the folds to a sort of cavity there. They came out damp with some sticky, milky fluid. I sniffed. It smelled of guppies, copper and peanut butter. I recognized the taste, too.

Spunk. And not the kind Ed Asner hated on those Nick-at-Night reruns. I’m full of love juice down there, some of it mine? The bodysuit apparently had a pocket to contain the stuff. It seemed unreal -- then again, all too real when I squeezed my thighs together and felt it sort of squoosh out. I needed a bidet. Or a douche.

My calves protested as I lunged off the throne and strode back to the bedside. I paused, gazing down at my companion in lust. He looked kind of sweet, sprawled across the bed, six-foot-five and 260 pounds of man-meat. I kept my gaze away from his weaponry and tried to assess the whole organism.

Hank Brown was not a bad guy. He’d more or less saved my skin from becoming a trophy rug for various bullies back in high school. Good old Sanger Academy for Boys.

We’d both had the theater bug, and he’d made an impressive MacDuff in the senior class play. I’d been Lady Macbeth, of course. The only boy in the school brave enough to take the role. At least, that’s what the director told me.

I sighed, then went around to my side of the bed and sat down, careless of what might be leaking out of me. The sheets were already hopeless. I poked Hank in a rib and took some satisfaction in seeing him flinch. “Time to wake up, goombah,” I announced.

“Huzzat?” he asked the pillow.

“It’s me, your bride from last night, Hankenstein,” I said. I took a lock of leg hair and twisted it around my finger. I tugged hard enough to make him flinch again. “I’ll yank it right out if you don’t wake up now.”

“Uhm-awake, muh-wake,” he grumbled, swatting my hand away from his furry appendages and rolling out of easy reach. He twisted around to sit up, yawning and stretching. “Timezzit?”

“Time to get me out of this—this costume,” I said, climbing onto the bed behind him but keeping my distance.

He twisted to bring me into view then laughed. “You look pretty damn cute, Billy.”

“I don’t want to look cute,” I protested. “I want to look like me.”

“Still be cute,” he muttered, standing and plodding toward the bathroom. “Instructions are on the dresser, came with the suit,” he called.

I scrambled in that direction while he made waterfall noises into the toilet.

“We’ve got parties tonight and tomorrow,” I heard him saying. “Whyn’t you keep it on till, uh, Sunday morning? The booklet says you can wear it for as long as you like.”

I kept my eyes averted while he sighed and moaned with relief from hydraulic pressure. I found the book of instructions, about 6x9 inches with a faux blue leather cover embossed in gold letters: “Fit-4-U Guaranteed Lifestyle Bodysuit.”

“As long as I like?” I muttered, looking down at my curvy shape. “I want it off now.”

When I opened the cover I realized it wasn’t a booklet at all but a tablet like a Kindle or other e-reader. A color title page appeared, inviting me to touch any corner to proceed. A color tablet for an instruction book seemed pretty out there, especially after I found the Table of Contents listed several videos. Videos?

“Hank?” I called out. I heard the shower running.

“I’m gonna take a shower,” he called back. “Come join me.”

Believe it or not, I did not rush to join him in the shower but I did walk to the door of the bathroom and hold up the “book.”

“This is pretty elaborate,” I pointed out, waving it toward him. “How much did you pay for this suit?”

“Six thousand dollars,” he said. “Deposit. I’m supposed to return it Monday if you don’t want to keep it.”

I babbled incoherently for a moment while he adjusted the shower for flow and temperature, and the noise almost drowned him out as he shouted, “Put the book down and join me. You’re probably just as stinky as I am.”

I stared. We have an absolutely huge shower, about four feet by six, with two nozzles and glass doors. Hank is a big guy but I knew there would be room in there for me. Not that we made a habit of showering together….

“The water won’t hurt the suit?” I shouted a question.

“Nah,” he shouted back. “See page 11; you’re expected to keep it clean in the bath. Get in here!”

I groaned, snapped the cover closed and tossed the book on the bed before joining Hank in a much-needed shower.

-End-
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Murder at the Shapeshifters' Ball

By Rodford Edmiston


Exerpt:

Detective Bledsoe had commandeered the dining room for interviewing the party guests. There were a lot of them, which meant that this murder had more suspects than most. Bledsoe finished entering the data on number forty-one and looked up at his assistant, Officer Kzir.

"Okay, who's next?" Bledsoe asked.

"Dr. John Florinson. He's a biochemist who works at Preservation Research, in their Knoxville, Tennessee office." Kzir continued with the pertinent information, which Bledsoe dutifully noted on his spreadsheet.

It was an unusual scene for a murder. David Hanely was a respected man in Chicago, coming from a wealthy family with deep roots in the community. He was a businessman and entrepreneur, and no one doubted his financial acumen. Unfortunately, he had some strange hobbies. One of those had now led to a murder being committed in his penthouse, and Hanely was a suspect.

The Detective finished his entry, then had Records confirm the information and send a picture of the individual in question. Bledsoe just hoped the guy actually looked like this. After what he had already seen tonight, that was by no means certain.

"Okay, send him in."

John watched the caveman leave the dining room and knew his turn was next. In spite of the situation, John couldn't help but look at the man in consternation. The caveman, for his part, gave John a glare and continued silently on.

John shook his head; the man's outfit and attitude just didn't fit in with the usual Shifter crowd, and something else seemed off, as well. Still, there were a lot of newcomers at the Balls lately, and many of them were short-term faddists rather than dedicated Shifters. A lot of these newcomers were rude, loud and ignorant of tradition. Was tonight's violence a result of all the strangers who had joined recently?

John had heard complaints about these people at recent Balls but had dismissed such talk as nostalgia. Now he wondered if he was wrong, and had the sinking feeling that some sort of exclusion process was about to begin.

John was brought back to the present as he heard his name called. He stepped forward, tail swishing nervously.

The door to the patio opened, and Detective Bledsoe started, then stared, as John Florinson entered.

"So far tonight, I've interviewed eight celebrity look-alikes, two wolf-men, three cat women, a caveman and a guy with glowing skin," Bledsoe grumbled after he recovered. "Don't you people have anything better to do?"

John's ears turned red, but when he replied, his voice was steady.

"Excuse me, Detective, but do you have any hobbies?"

"Well, yeah," he responded, confused by the unexpected question. "I collect and restore antique clocks."

"Wouldn't your time be better spent if you gave that up, and concentrated on catching criminals?"

To John's surprise – and relief - the man chuckled.

"Point taken, Mr. Florinson." He offered John his hand, reaching up to close the gap in height. "I'm Detective Wendell Bledsoe, Homicide. I hope you can sit down; I'm getting a crick in my neck."

Bledsoe resumed his seat behind the table he had taken over as a makeshift desk, and John settled himself in front of it, tucking his four legs almost primly under his bulk. This put his head only slightly higher than the policeman's.

"Now, then, just a few routine questions," the Detective began. He asked John where he had been at certain times, if he had seen anything unusual or suspicious, and so forth, continuing for several minutes. "I understand that you were one of those who found the body."

"That's right," the biochemist replied, nodding. "I heard David yell and went to see what was wrong."

"That would be David Hanely," Kzir supplied.

"That's right." John gestured down at his bulk and smiled wryly. "I'm not very maneuverable like this, I'm afraid. I got there after several of the others, and was at the back of the group, but I'm tall enough that I could see Adlai."

"Please describe what you saw."

John swallowed, looking a bit grey, but continued.

"She was lying on the floor, her skull crushed. David was standing over her, horrified."

John's eyes were distant, as he saw in his mind that bizarre scene. Adlai, with her elfin features a shattered mess, the stain slowly spreading on the carpet, and David, looking like a stereotypical Satan, frozen in shock.

"You told the officer that you knew Mr. Darlin was dead. Your actual words were 'crushed beyond repair.' How did you know that?"

"I've done a lot of work with neural repair assemblers," John explained. "I know terminal brain damage when I see it."

He looked down at his hands, shaking his head.

"What a waste. Adlai was a great sculptor. He was also one of the few people with genuine artistic talent to take up Shifting. Now, he's gone."

"Why did he change himself?" Bledsoe asked, curious. "Why not design the change and have someone else take it?"

"That's the attraction of being a Shifter," John explained. "You get to be whatever you want. Adlai was his own best canvas. Though, yes, he did design changes for other people."

"Do you think Hanely did it?" said Bledsoe, getting the inquiry back on track.

"No," said John, firmly. "Aside from the fact that I don't believe David could commit murder, he was in plain view for over an hour before we noticed that Adlai was missing. When we found her, the blood was already drying. There wasn't time for that, between when we started looking and when David yelled."

Bledsoe had already eliminated Hanely as a first-rank suspect for that and other reasons, and decided not to go into all the ways the man could have arranged the murder, then pretended to "discover" it later. Instead, he asked a few more questions, then told John he could rejoin the group on the patio.

"Who do you think might have done it?" said the Detective. "Also, what their motivation was?"

"We've occasionally had threats," said John, frowning as he thought. "From people who claim what we do is 'unnatural.' Nothing has ever come of it."

"We'll check into that, but you're probably right."

"Do you know why Adlai was killed?" John asked, as he rose to leave.

"Robbery, probably," Bledsoe replied. "The robutler did a quick inventory, and there are several valuable items missing. So unless those were taken to throw off suspicion, it's gotta be robbery. There may also have been rape involved. The initial report says there was fresh semen in the victim's vagina."

If the Detective was being bluntly clinical in an attempt to shock John into revealing something, it was wasted. Indeed, John was worried about shocking Bledsoe.

"It probably wasn't rape," John told him, wondering how the officer would take the next bit of information. "A lot of shifters like to take advantage of a temporary gender change. In fact, I would say that was why Adlai left the party."

To John's relief, this didn't even seem to faze the man.

"We'll take DNA prints from everyone, anyway, and match them against what we got from the victim." The Detective suddenly looked thoughtful. "Or will that work with your crew?"

"It should," John told him. "Shifters are required by law to keep their DNA type unchanged, except for legitimate therapeutic alterations."

"That's a relief," said Bledsoe. "Assuming, that is, the murderer didn't break that law, too."

"How long are you going to keep us here?" asked John. "I mean, there's no hurry, we usually party until late anyway, but I would like to know."

"Mr. Hanely's security system locked the place up tight when he hit the alarm, so the odds are that our killer is still in the penthouse," said the Detective. "As of now, I intend to keep this suite sealed until we have caught the culprit."

The idea that the murderer could still be among them caught John by surprise, and just as obviously worried him. What if the killer became desperate and tried to hurt someone else? Several of the forms being worn here tonight were rather fragile. He quickly said goodbye and left, tail switching.

"Okay, who's next?"

"Dr. Marla Clost. She's a biological researcher at the University of Kentucky."

"Send her in."

Marla walked in and gave the detective a nervous grin.

"Three more years 'till retirement," muttered Bledsoe, staring. "Just three more years."

###
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And be sure to search for other great releases from AlephTwo!

Want exclusive previews of upcoming books, exclusive art and short stories, or just to support future book releases from Doppler? Support us on Patreon! Search Patreon for "Erin Halfelven at BigCloset", and join today!
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