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Chapter 1

Oh, let our enemies tremble
And cower and quake in fear!
Let no man speak ill or else
He’ll taste our iron spear!

From raging sea to desert,
Mountain to frackbog foam,
No greater land in creation
Than the land that we call home!

The envy of all other nations,
The greatest the world has known,
No country is as good as the one
Where Prophit King’s Light is shone!

At the national anthem’s conclusion, the capacity crowd 
erupts in unison. Nine million, eight hundred seven thousand, 
five hundred and sixty-eight voices join to become thunder. 
The roar of the crowd is joined by the roar of jet engines 
as five JE-5 Jesters streak over the stadium in a low, tight 
formation. They leave trails of white smoke in their wake. 
Five more tear across the sky, crossing the white smoke at a 
45-degree angle, this time leaving trails of blue. Five more cut 
across at an opposite angle to the blue, this time leaving trails 
of red. Last and mightiest comes the growling, low-flying 
monstrosity known around the globe as the Doomhammer. 
Behind it is a broad trail of brilliant green smoke. In front of 
it, all seven nose and wing turrets snarl and spit green-tinted 
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tracer rounds into the heavens. Halfway over the stadium, 
the rockets fire two-by-two, screaming upward. They con-
verge on one point and explode and explode and explode, 
creating an enormous green fireball.

The fighters are out of view, the fireball dissipates, and 
the air above the stadium is filled with bursting fireworks, 
enough to make any spectator feel like a child. Below, in the 
arena, the Fog of War churns in the sound, like a living thing 
being tortured.

“Lllllllllladies and gentlemen!” a voice echoes over the P.A. 
“At this time, remain standing and direct your attention to 
the platform lowering over the center of the arena.”

A heartbeat comes through the P.A. then… thump-thump. 
Thump-thump. From the soupy brown haze above the arena, 
a platform descends, and the thump-thump swells. A figure 
stands on the platform, holding a tall, glinting staff. As the 
platform lowers, so do a cube of screens, each nearly 500 feet 
wide and 300 feet tall. On the screens, a gilded hand taps a 
small microphone clipped to a robe. Not just any robe, but a 
$200,000 Prophit Gold Edition Jacked-Fit Spectation Robe. 

Thump-thump as the camera drone pulls back, and the 
golden face of Prophit King fills the giant screens. Atop his 
brow, a lamb skin Nitro Throttle Execu-Saint Popecrown. 
He stops tapping the heartbeat on his mic. 

The barely-visible figure on the platform lifts his arms, 
and so does the image of Prophit King on the screen. The 
crowd cheers wildly at the gesture, but only until Prophit 
King slices a hand through the air to silence them. 

“What a day, am I right?” he calls. “I mean, first I said to 
myself, you know…” 

Prophit King squints up at the permanently-gray sky 
above. After a long moment, he looks at the crowd again. 

“You know, it sure is great having the biggest dick in the 
world.”

A surge of cheers. Men grab their crotches and howl. 
Some take their dicks out and wave them around as hard as 
they can.
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Prophit King goes on, “Somebody said to me—and he’s 
dead now—but he said, ‘Uh-uh, my lord. Whales have the 
biggest dicks!’ Well, after I had the Prophit Boys beat him 
with some golf clubs, feed him some kerosene, and dangle his 
sorry fuckin’ ass off the side of the Prophit Tower, he changed 
his tune, right? Nobody talks shit to YOUR Prophit King!”

The crowd roars like the JE-5s have just made another 
pass.

“So, this is it.” Prophit King hugs the golden staff. “We 
caught the whale, cut off its dick, and let it swim free—be-
cause I’m a nice fuckin’ guy! But the dick, we dried it and we 
had it gilded, all by top craft people. Really, really sharp peo-
ple.” He kisses the staff and looks at it lovingly. “The biggest, 
goldest dick in the world…” He raises it up again. “And it’s 
MINE! Isn’t that the most beautiful thing you’ve ever seen?” 

The crowd chants “ProPHIT! ProPHIT! ProPHIT!”
“All right, boys and girls! You want it, you got it!” screams 

Prophit King. “In conjunction with Rooster Juice Infini-Dawg 
Energy Gulp… Feel the Pump, Taste the Cock! And in partner-
ship with Fessdyme Chemical, Your Friends in the Chemistry 
Biz! And—this is the last one—and with special thanks to our 
new Gold Sponsor, the Telurov Cosmetic Surgery Network, 
coming soon to YOUR neighborhood!”

He waits for the crowd to settle.
“Now, you greedy sons o’ bitches! NOW…” He raises his 

arms and the staff, like a man parting a sea. “Lift the Fog of 
War!”

A fresh round of fireworks bursts from the upper rim of 
the stadium, and the crowd screams so loud the whole place 
shakes. A screeching guitar riff and air raid siren cut through 
the sound as massive hidden fans blow the Fog of War out of 
the arena. Prophit King’s face beams with approval on the 
giant screen. 

I know us sportsers are supposed to keep ourselves out 
of our stories, but I get goosebumps here. The weight of the 
moment, the feeling of history being made… I’m giddy, and 
so is everyone else.
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Prophit King’s platform retracts up into the innards of 
the giant floating screen complex, but his face remains on 
the display. “Go fuck some shit up!” he growls and licks his 
golden staff. 

The display cuts away from Prophit King and switches to 
a drone-view. A lone feed-drone sweeps through the last of 
the fog and scans the arena floor for movement. The drone 
turns and makes another pass, but not a creature stirs. It 
zooms up to crowd-level and begins sweeping the audience.

Hearts pound. Mouths howl. The air is electric.
Two teams, ten Roosters versus ten Roosters. Each team 

with a roost protected by a crucible. Each team with five 
bombs to drop in their opponents’ roost and ten more bombs 
hidden throughout the arena. Five pillars encircle the roost. 
Inside the circle of pillars is the debris each team will use to 
build their crucibles. As the fog vanishes and the siren wails 
fade, the game of Cruce has begun. 

Today’s skirmish pits the G-1 Longdongers against the 
Missibama Snatchhawks… truly a sight to behold. The win-
ner advances to the semi-final round, and the loser gets a 
bus-ride home, full fare. The winners get to continue their 
hunt for championship. The losers get to watch from the 
shameful comfort of their couch.

These teams had faced each other earlier in the season. It 
had been a nine-hour battle that ended with a major score 
by Culsis Gunning, giving Missibama the win. That victory 
wasn’t without controversy, however. The prevailing the-
ory among the Longdongers and their fans had been that 
Gunning was viewing drone signal, which allowed him to 
attack the only weak spot in the Longdongers’ crucible. If 
the allegations were true, Culsis could face up to 20 years 
in prison for Cruce-fixing. It’s safe to say these two teams 
have a deep and mutual disgust for each other. Leading up 
to today’s contest, players from both sides had plenty to say 
about their opponents. And with G-1 securing home-arena 
advantage, the home team was poised for some serious pay-
back.
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With the Fog of War lifted, the crucibles are revealed. Old 
cars, utility poles, industrial equipment, and construction 
debris have been reclaimed, reformed as traps to defend 
against the opposing team.

From on high, the feed-drone swarm swirls into the arena. 
The season’s most-followed operator, Swag Richman, has 
the honor of leading the swarm with his drone, PHANTOM 
JACKIT. 

Front and center, the G-1 Longdongers have left an ap-
proach seemingly open. It leads up to a weak-wall trap built 
from old cars. The wall doesn’t sway in the least, but its top-
heavy design is enough to make anyone with a brain think 
twice. Tires burn along the top of the weak-wall, begging the 
question… did the Longdongers find fuel in some of the old 
cars? The Snatchhawks will have to honor that possibility.

Jagged balls of scrap metal wait at the top of chutes. 
Swing-traps are set, pit-traps sit in hiding, and Cruce is un-
derway!

The Roosters are slow to get into it, but twenty minutes in 
we start to see some skirmishes on the fringes. Roosters probe 
their opponents and clash as they make contact. Fireworks 
fly, both over and into the arena, to liven things up for the 
crowd.

Just before the one-hour mark, Trevius Mundi gets the 
first score for the Snatchhawks when he takes advantage of 
a diversion on the opposite side of the G-1 roost. 

The game becomes a bit of a grind as both teams tight-
en up, which means the gamerunner has to amp up the fire-
works intervals. No Cruce fan is going to complain about 
that, of course. Things pick back up as teams regroup and 
resurge.

BIG action comes in hour four, as Sharg Darger makes 
a solo approach on the Snatchhawk roost. He’s undetected, 
stealthing his way up the western flank with a bomb hanging 
from his belt. He breaks cover and sprints for the back of the 
Snatchhawks’ ridge, but a hidden trip-line breaks his stride. 
He dives into a roll, but the ground ahead isn’t ground. It’s a 
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sheet, well-camouflaged and hiding a shallow pit of jagged 
metal scraps. 

Darger takes heavy muscle damage, but otherwise he’s 
able to avoid being fatally impaled. More than anything, he’s 
mad. Climbing from the pit, his face is a red mask of insani-
ty. Blood pours from a dozen wounds, and muscles quake as 
Sharg roars. 

By now, Crody Billions of the Snatchhawks sees Darger 
from atop the ridge. He’s got part of a car hood for a make-
shift shield, and he’s in the air. Billions brings the shield down 
on Darger in a brutal assault. Darger’s screams of rage stop 
as he’s hammered into the dirt.

Darger’s stunned. He starts to struggle to his feet, but 
Billions bashes a pipe into the back of his head. Darger crum-
ples as Billions rains down blow after blow. Darger’s trying 
to crawl, but Billions isn’t letting him get away.

Feed-drones swarm, and the crowd sees the action up 
close. Billions plays to the drones, taunting the hometown 
crowd. 

“Fuck G-1!” Billions tears open the back of Darger’s pants. 
Gunshots snap in the chaos of crowd noise, and puffs of 

dirt pop up around Crody Billions. He stomps the back of 
Darger’s head and takes out his massive, augmented cock.

“Fuck G-1 in the ass!” Billions rams it up Darger’s ass and 
howls at the nearest feed-drone.

More bullets pelt the dirt around them, but then comes 
the crash of a Block-Rocker sniper rifle, the standard-issue 
weapon of Cruce Crowd Control sharpshooters. Crash after 
crash as rule-breakers in the crowd get shot to pieces. A good 
reminder here, folks, firing a gun into the arena is ALWAYS 
a bad idea. Crowd Control doesn’t miss!

While the G-1 fans are in a rage at their player being vio-
lated, Snatchhawk fans are celebrating. They remember the 
disrespect Sharg Darger showed the last time these teams 
met, and now they’re loving the site of him helpless and hu-
miliated.

Billions finishes with a roar and yanks the bomb from 
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Darger’s belt. With his cock still up the other man’s ass, 
Billions pounds the bomb into the back of Darger’s head. 
Again and again and again until Darger’s skull finally caves 
in. 

Sharg Darger’s body tenses. His arms stretch out in odd 
angles. His fingers clutch at nothing, splay out and go limp. 

He’s gone. 
G-1 fans grow quiet as the realization washes through the 

crowd. 
Crody Billions stands and pounds his chest. Snatchhawk 

fans chant his name.
The Longdongers are now down a man, and they can’t 

substitute until they get Sharg’s body back to the switch-out 
ring. The game’s on the line, and the loser goes home. G-1 is 
in bad shape, but…

A feed-drone dips down to get a closer look at Darger, but 
Crody Billions grabs it out of the air! He points the camera 
eye at the mess of Darger’s destroyed skull, then he turns it 
toward his own blood-splattered face. Billions’ face appears 
on the gigantic screens above.

“I said fuck G-1! I’ll kill every fucking one of you!” 
In Cruce, the rules are very clear. A Rooster may NOT 

interfere with a feed-drone. Every Rooster knows this, es-
pecially a six-year veteran like Crody Billions. Whether he 
remembers this rule or not, his expression of berserk joy 
doesn’t change.

Every drone in the vicinity points at him. 
Three Block-Rockers crash simultaneously, and Crody 

Billions’ torso explodes. His tattered limbs are scattered 
about the area, and the top of his head makes a grand souve-
nir for some lucky fan in the fourth row.

From there, the G-1 Longdongers find a surge. They go on 
to win out, 13 bombs to 7, as they drill out four scores on the 
Snatchhawk roost within six minutes. 

I spoke with G-1’s leading scorer Theo Loko after the 
game:
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Molly Most: Theo, what was the key to winning today?
Theo Loko: Less mistakes than them. Gotta play as a 

fuckin’ team, otherwise you get what Darger got. If he held 
where he was supposed to hold, he’d have had support, and 
he wouldn’t have got fucked and dead. Snatchhawks made 
mistakes, too, and we took advantage.

MM: Did losing Sharg fire up the team?
TL: We were pissed at him for fucking up. Needed him.
MM: Will you do anything special to prep for the 

Silverbacks next week?
TL: They’re some tough Roosters. We look at this game as 

practice for that game. Nobody gets taken light. We’re gonna 
go in next week and fuck shit up, Longdonger-style. 

In his post-game conference, Coach Emmo of the 
Longdongers said, “Losing Darger, there was a big blow, 
but we powered through. Only thing to do. What it did was 
it brought the team together, and that was our edge. The 
Snatchhawks are tough motherfuckers. They got extended 
there. Lotta solo efforts. When we got our pairs and trips go-
ing, we got a lot of bombs through their crucible.”

He also spoke about Billions grabbing the drone. “Helluva 
Rooster. Always a big test having him on the opposing 
roost. Man’s gotta keep his brain working out there, though. 
Obviously, I wasn’t happy with what he did to Sharg, so I’m 
not gonna shit my pants at his funeral. He’s a cautionary 
tale now. Young Roosters, look what happens when you fuck 
with the feed.”

The Longdongers advance to the semi-final round of 
the playoffs next week against the Tennetucky Silverbacks, 
who won their match-up yesterday against the Westborder 
Scalpers 15 to 5. The next game will be played in Halo City, 
however, due to extensive tornado damage at Tennetucky 
Stadium. Our thoughts are with those victims, of course.

Thanks for watching CNX, Warpath to Championship. 
For Cruce Network Xtreme in G-1, from G-Com Stadium, I’m 
Molly Most… and YOU are fucking awesome!
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Chapter 2

This segment is brought to you by Pimpinov Escorts—

From a balcony at Prophit Palace Hotel & Casino in G-1, Molly 
looked out at G-Com Stadium, home of the G-1 Longdongers. 
The stadium had grown since she was a little girl, watching 
Cruce on the couch with her parents. It was the only time she 
really got to spend with both of them, and it gave her a deep 
love for the sport. Back then, players didn’t get robot arms or 
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eyes installed in their bodies. They weren’t jacked up on Pro-
Reg Rooster Juice, the mix of steroids, amphetamines, and a 
bunch of other chemicals designed to give Roosters maximum 
performance. They were just men—athletes with families. The 
sort who could crack a joke in a post-game interview. The 
games weren’t as much of a spectacle, but there was a certain 
hard-nosed pride, win or lose. Now Cruce was less sport, more 
entertainment. One Rooster raping and killing another was 
okay, but the second he interfered with the feed… boom.

Since those days, it had been Molly’s dream to be a 
Crucecaster. And not just any Crucecaster… the Crucecaster. If 
her parents could see her now, they’d lose their shit.

In the parking lot below, towncars and stretch SUVs had 
been arriving in droves all afternoon, delivering a steady 
stream of reality stars, rockers, ballers, bankers, and anyone 
else who could afford to get on the list. Officially, Molly’s job 
was to interview as many of them as she could for a piece called 

“Remembering Darger.” Unofficially, her job was to get as lit as 
everyone else. 

The balcony was attached to the suite rented by the net-
work as a staging area. What the suite really was, was a place 
for CNX execs to bring women they wanted to bang. Molly had 
been to enough of these events to know later in the evening 
the suite would basically become an orgy scene. She felt a lit-
tle bad for the women who’d get wasted enough to come up. 
She’d been in those shoes herself. Hopefully, whoever they 
were, they’d learn something from it.

“Molly!” Mr. Dax Dreno, her boss, called from the hot tub in 
the next room. “Get in on this hot tub!”

Following his voice, she found Mr. Dax, two network execs, 
and four girls sipping drinks in a tub of churning water. Dax 
and the execs had surgically sculpted faces and faux muscles 
implanted under their soft skin. The hot water made their lipo-
suction scars stand out. Of the three men, Dax was the tallest 
and had the thickest hair. The girls looked too young to buy 
their own martinis, but apparently, they were old enough for 
breast implants.
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“Climb in!” said one of the execs with a girl under each arm. 
“We saved one for you.” He nodded to the one on his left. “She’s 
all weather and no radar, but dumber’s funner!”

After a short pause to get a handle on the insult, the girl 
splashed water in his face.

“No thanks,” Molly said. “That hot water really irritates the 
open sores on my crotch.”

“That’s odd,” said the other exec. “It feels really nice on 
mine!”

They all laughed. 
Mr. Dax pointed. “Nice earrings! Did the network send 

those over?”
“Yeah. Ivory with ruby inlays.” Molly touched one of the 

earrings. “They’re on loan from Morris/Atlantic for the party. 
I might keep them, though.”

“Well, I’m certain they’re insured.” Dax licked his lips. “If 
you need any witnesses to corroborate, say, some sort of theft…” 
He glanced meaningfully at the empty spot in the hot tub.

She stuck her tongue out at him. “I’ll see you all down in 
the ballroom.”

One of the barely-legals in the hot tub gave her a confused 
look.

“There’s a funeral going on down there, sweetie.” Molly 
cocked a snarky eyebrow at her boss. “It’s why we’re here.” 

Molly left as Mr. Dax made a joke about how Sharg Darger 
wasn’t the only stiff around tonight.

The party was in full swing by the time she made her way 
to the ballroom. Molly wasn’t the only woman in a tiny black 
dress, skin-tight and strapless. She wasn’t the only one with 
ivory earrings, either, but she was the only one with ruby in-
lays in the ivory earrings. Certainly, that counted for some-
thing.

A teenager in a tuxedo walked by carrying a silver tray of 
tumbler glasses and tiny bottles with no labels. He must have 
noticed her eyeing his tray, so he walked over to her. “Anything 
I can get you, miss? I have ten different concentrates, which 
you can mix and match.”
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She bit her lip. “Something mild, I think. I want to be alert, 
but I don’t want to turn into a coked-up werewolf, you know?”

“I know exactly.” With only one hand, he poured a few 
drops from three different bottles into a little glass. “There’s 
the action,” he said. “Now something to bring it all together.” 
He topped off the little glass with bourbon.

Molly took her drink and sniffed. “What’s all in here?”
“That’s proprietary.” He winked at her.
“How old are you, kid?”
“Pssh. Old enough to knock the dust off your pussy, Molly 

Most.”
“Uh-huh,” she said. “I’ll keep that in mind in this room full 

of superstar athletes and rock stars and billionaire jet-setters.”
“You do that,” he said. “Let me know when you’re ready to 

get spanked and slammed by the best.”
“Of course, of course.” She nodded as she turned away.
Molly got in line to view Sharg Darger’s body and made 

small talk with the people around her. She and they shuffled in 
a slow procession, closer and closer to the corpse. Girls came 
through with trays of drinks and poppers and narcotic vape-
hits of all sorts. 

“Miss Most,” said one of the girls. “I am literally your big-
gest fan! Can I get you a—“

“Thanks, baby, but not just yet,” Molly said. “I’m still tech-
nically working, so I can’t get twisted for a little while yet.”

“I’m your girl, ’kay? Anything you need, ’kay?” The girl’s 
eyes pleaded. 

“You’re my girl.” Molly raised her glass to the young lady 
and sipped. 

The girl left, and Molly went back to looking at the photos. 
In the nearest one, taken from below, Sharg soared over two 
opponents. He had a bomb in his hand, and he was diving for 
the chute they defended. They’d just begun to leap when the 
photo was captured, but they were going to be too late to stop 
him. 

She passed more photos. She passed video screens show-
ing Sharg’s Cruce highlights, and she even passed a moving 
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hologram of the deceased. Soon she was corpse-side.
Molly had been to Rooster funerals before, so she wasn’t 

surprised by Sharg’s appearance. Instead of a tranquil, slum-
bering pose, his entire body was tensed. Every muscle had 
been flexed, thanks to certain chemical treatments known 
only to undertakers. His lips had been pulled back in a gri-
mace of rage showing his chipped, yellow teeth. His massive 
hands clutched golden Cruce bombs to his ribs. Even in death, 
Cruce Roosters looked like they were ready to tear down a city. 
Molly was just thankful the undertaker had enough restraint 
to squeeze Sharg’s eyes shut.

“A great athlete,” said a man who pushed up behind her.
Turning, Molly saw it was Baron Stocc Stroller, a high-rank-

ing government officer of G-1. His face wore the dopey expres-
sion of a boy who’d just seen his first tit. His clothes fit him 
oddly and he looked like a 58-year-old kid trying on his dad-
dy’s suit. 

Baron Paun Yarl, another high-ranking government officer, 
stepped up beside Stroller. Yarl was tall and gaunt. His half-
dead eyes suggested he was somebody’s bitch, and he knew it. 
His tired smile said he didn’t get to call as many shots as he 
used to. 

Molly’d expected to see these two. If there was a major 
event in G-1, Stocc Stroller and Paun Yarl wouldn’t miss out. 
She didn’t know exactly what they did, since the government 
didn’t like to divulge its inner workings to the public. All she 
knew was they made crazy money doing it.

“He died like a hero,” said Yarl.
Molly looked down on the huge, angry corpse and remem-

bered how Sharg Darger died. She wanted to ask which part of 
being raped and beaten to death by his opponent made him a 

“hero.” She decided to hold her tongue. Yarl and Stroller were 
notoriously thin-skinned and pissing them off wasn’t strictly 
in her best interest.

Yarl snapped his fingers, and a waiter appeared with a tray 
of shots. Yarl, Stroller, Molly, and several others standing 
nearby took the little glasses. “To Sharg Darger!”

“To Sharg Darger!” they said together. 
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They drank.
A group of men in dark suits and sunglasses materialized 

around them. Two of them carried gigantic rifles, just over sev-
en feet from the butt of the stock to the end of the barrel. They 
were matte black with matte gold trim, each equipped with a 
state-of-the-art Craven Fury digital scope. These weren’t just 
any guns, these were Block-Rockers. These were .950-caliber 
weapons of stern retribution. Prophit Bros who carried them 
had to be augmented, much like Roosters, to be able to carry 
and fire a Block-Rocker. A security force like this didn’t just 
wander around on its own.

Stroller grinned and clapped Yarl on the back, “Looks like 
he made it.”

Yarl perked up. “Yes it does! Molly, come over here.”
Molly, already being close to him, took one step closer. He 

put his hand on her lower back.
The music stopped, and the DJ got on the mic. “Ladies and 

gentlemen… step the fuck aside! Let this Prophit King get past 
yo’ dumb hide! Give it UUUUUUPPP!”

The people clapped and WOOed as Prophit King swished 
into the room. He carried his tall, golden whale cock staff, 
which he showed off like a trophy. His gold-brushed face re-
mained stern as partygoers cheered him for walking in. Chin 
high, he nodded his approval.

Prophit King crossed the room to Sharg Darger’s body. He 
bowed his head and placed a hand over Darger’s head as if giv-
ing a blessing. He held out his other hand, and somebody gave 
him a microphone.

“This is the saddest day,” said Prophit King. “We lost a gen-
uine hero. This was a man who gave his life for our entertain-
ment, and that’s the ultimate sacrifice. People ask me all the 
time, they say ‘Prophit King, what does Cruce mean to you?’ 
And I tell them, I say, look, before me, this great country was 
divided into basically a thousand groups who all hated each 
other. Savage times! Not good savage, but you know. Bad sav-
age. And I brought everyone together with the sport of Cruce, 
which I invented. So, when a guy like this dies playing, he dies 
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for all of us to be together. He’s a martyr! I said to Stroller and 
to Yarl, you guys need to build a statue of this guy! Come here, 
you two.”

Stroller and Yarl, who were already nearby, went and stood 
on either side of Prophit King.

“Stroller and Yarl are gonna commit to building a statue of 
this guy, right?” Prophit King asked the room. 

People cheered back in the affirmative.
“By way of committing to it, they’re both gonna kiss my big, 

gold dick at the same time!”
People cheered back louder.
Prophit King held the golden staff out and looked back and 

forth between the two.
“Kiss it! Kiss it! Kiss it!” people chanted.
The barons smiled uncomfortably. They shrugged at each 

other and leaned in. They both gave the staff a little peck. 
Prophit King’s smile vanished.

“Kiss it,” he growled. “Like you love it.”
They smiled at each other and both gave the staff a long, 

passionate kiss. People clapped and whooped and cat-called, 
shouting things like, “Woooo, yeah!” and “Kiss that cock!”

Prophit King bared his teeth. “Now suck on it a little.”
As the men sucked on the staff, Molly contemplated slip-

ping away. If he noticed her leaving, though…
“Okay, enough already!” Prophit King’s smile returned. 

“What, are you trying to suck the gold off my dick? Wasn’t that 
better everybody?”

The people around applauded their agreement. 
“Okay, now have a nice time.” Prophit King shooed people 

away, and everyone got back to their drinks and drugs and 
conversations.

“Sir,” said Paun Yarl, “I wanted to introduce a G-1 treasure. 
This is Molly Most. She’s our premier Crucecaster for CNX.”

Prophit King took Molly’s hand and yanked her arm. If she’d 
been any drunker, she probably would have fallen against him. 
As she caught her balance, he slid up close. She knew she was 
supposed to be in awe at his expensive suit and air of complete 
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authority. Instead, Molly couldn’t help but look at the place 
where his thick, golden makeup layer ended and his thin, gold-
en hairline began. While she studied him up close, his hungry 
gaze was focused squarely on her cleavage.

Part of her wished she’d just stayed upstairs and gotten in 
the hot tub.

He grinned his hundred-tooth grin. “I’ve seen you on the 
broadcasts, Molly Most. I don’t know what they pay you, but 
you should get much, much more.”

“Well, thank you,” she said. “I’ll certainly tell the network 
you said so.”

“I mean, it’s only fair you get a raise.” He looked her up and 
down. “You’re giving me a raise right now! Believe me, you put 
a smile on a lot of people’s faces.” He checked her out again.

Heat bloomed in her cheeks as Molly forced a smile. She 
felt certain Prophit King was about to humiliate her in front of 
everyone.

“Adorable, she’s blushing,” he said. His eyes flicked to the 
golden staff as his smiled turned cruel. “Nothing to be embar-
rassed about, sweetie. I have this effect on women. Trust me. 
And you must know Roulette.” He nodded to the woman at his 
side.

Roulette leaned toward Molly with a hand extended. “A 
pleasure.” Her smile was as fake as her breasts, but she was 
perfectly radiant. She wore a shimmery gunmetal sheath with 
black roses embroidered down the sides. Somehow, the light 
struck her perfectly no matter how she moved.

Molly took Roulette’s hand and a moment later the two of 
them exchanged air kisses next to each other’s cheeks. Molly 
dug deep and somehow found the strength not to roll her eyes.

“Beautiful,” said Prophit King. “Listen, Molly, believe me, if 
I—”

One of the Prophit Bros leaned in close and whispered 
something in Prophit King’s ear.

“Okay, yeah,” said Prophit King. “Listen, there is no place in 
the world I’d rather be tonight, I assure you. Duty calls, though. 
Don’t let anybody tell you it’s easy at the top!”
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Prophit King and his entourage swept out of the room.
The barons seemed to melt a little as their faces and shoul-

ders drooped. Their expressions went from feigned joy to em-
barrassed relief before the door closed behind the last Prophit 
Bro. They both looked like they’d just taken a big bite out of 
a shit sandwich. Molly felt the same, and a long, awkward 
moment passed before Yarl put a hand on Molly’s arm and 
snapped his fingers for another round.

“To Prophit King,” he said as he took a glass and raised it.
“To Prophit King,” the others repeated, doing the same.
From there, the night turned into what these things always 

seemed to turn into. Well-dressed men and women exchanged 
designer drugs and told each other exaggerated stories of par-
ties past. Wolfish older men in polyester tracksuits fed expen-
sive drinks to girls half their age. Tall tables with glass tops 
were used more for chopping lines than setting drinks on. 
People Molly had already met introduced themselves as if for 
the first time, and she quickly forgot their names all over again. 

Gulping shots, sniffing poppers, snorting lines, and inhal-
ing puffs of vapor turned everything into a fuzzy, high-energy 
carousel. The whole place seemed to shake with bass-bass-
bass, thumping-thumping-thumping.

At some point, Molly found herself sitting on the sink in 
the women’s room. Three women she didn’t recognize stared 
at her with open-mouthed awe. She must have been talking to 
them, but she had no idea what she’d been talking about.

“Well?” said one of them. “Then what happened?”
Molly blinked at her for a moment, then leaned back gig-

gling. She plopped over sideways, and one of her elbows acti-
vated a faucet. The women laughed, too, and helped her to her 
feet.

“God damn!” said one of them. “She’s all kinds of fucked 
up!”

Another said, “This bitch lives the fuckin’ life!”
They carried her out of the restroom and sat with her at the 

bar. They put a drink in front of Molly, but she knocked the 
glass over when she reached for it. Somebody stuck a vape-stick 



Brent Michael Kelley

25

in her mouth, which she inhaled without asking what it was. It 
gave her a jolt of energy, but it didn’t help her coordination. 
She stood up and steadied herself with the bar rail.

The room spun like a cyclone of dancefloor lights and 
laughing faces. Music thumped, and glasses clinked. People 
yelled and cheered. Girls danced on tables. All of it spiraled 
around Molly in a dizzying blur.

Something big and white crashed through the tall glass 
doors at the far end of the ballroom. It roared through the ta-
bles and chairs on a collision course with Sharg Darger’s cas-
ket. Streaking across the dancefloor, the thing veered to the 
side at the last moment. Tires screeched just before it smashed 
into the wall not far from Molly’s spot at the bar.

An ice cream truck? Big pink and yellow cartoon ice cream 
cones smiled from the side of the truck. They’d been spray 
painted to have devil horns, crazy eyes, and giant cocks. Four 
men jumped out – Cruce Roosters! She knew their names, just 
not at the moment. They were… They were… Molly rubbed her 
eyes and squinted.

“Listen all you whores!” one of them yelled. “We got a 
message for them G-1 Short-donger bitches! You tell ’em, the 
Silverbacks are gonna stuff you, fuck you, and rip your heads 
off, just like this bitch here!”

Two of them toppled Sharg Darger’s coffin, while a third 
pulled out an ax. The two held the body while the other chopped 
at Darger’s neck.

The fourth Silverback, the driver, had gone to the front of 
the ice cream truck, where three men were pinned to the wall.

As wasted as she was, Molly had no qualms about stum-
bling over to see who the men were. One man was an un-
recognizable mess–just an arm and bloody head peaking over 
the truck’s hood. The other two were alive and pinned at the 
mid-section. They were also familiar to her.

“Holy fucking hell!” she blurted out as she realized who the 
men were. “Stocc Stroller and Paun Yarl?”

They moaned, but neither so much as glanced her way. The 
only thing on their minds seemed to be the pain they were in.
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“Couple o’ barons, boys!” the Rooster hollered. “Hey, 
Silverbacks! Hurry up over there! These fuckers right here 
want to show you something!”

The other three finished chopping off Sharg Darger’s head 
with a victorious howl. They flung handfuls of corpse meat into 
the stunned crowd. One of them pissed on Darger’s tattered 
body while the others taunted onlookers. Then, with the head 
held high, they stomped back to their leader at the ice cream 
truck.

“Well, well,” one of them said. “You plowed these fuckers 
good!”

The driver let out a deep, cruel laugh. “Feel that, barons? 
You already dead! Only thing holding the blood in your body 
is the goddamn truck. Soon as we go, it’s the darkness for you 
motherfuckers!”

Stocc and Yarl moaned.
Molly found herself leaning against the front fender of the 

truck and watching Yarl’s face. His eyes kept losing and re-
gaining their focus as if he was dying in waves.

“P-please… you have to c-call… oh, god…” Yarl’s shaking 
hands hovered an inch from his pulverized guts.

“Guh…” Stocc attempted to speak, but all that came was 
a wet choke/moan. “Guuhhnnnuuuggh… don’… don’ wan’… 
die…”

They went on moaning that way as the Silverback leader 
climbed back into the driver seat.

“No!” Stocc screamed in his wet, slurry voice.
“We have money!” Blood splattered from Yarl’s mouth as 

he begged. “We’ll pay you anything.”
The Rooster with the head shoved Sharg’s frozen, snarling 

mouth against Yarl’s mouth. “Go on, kiss ol’ Sharg. Stick your 
tongue in there, you dead fuck!” He turned to Stocc and did 
the same.

Neither baron seemed to notice. They just begged and 
moaned and coughed up bloody chunks.

“And Molly Most,” said another one. “Mighty tempting to 
take her wasted ass back with us, ain’t it, boys?”
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“That bitch is broadcast,” the leader said with a deep laugh. 
“We can fuck up anybody in here, but not broadcast. Fuckin’ 
CNX would rock our blocks ’fore we made it across town.”

Molly smiled huge, her eyes barely open, and showed both 
of her middle fingers. Her voice came out in a thick slur. “Fuck 
you, limp dick Silverback motherfuckers!” 

She stumbled, and one of the Silverbacks caught her. “Can’t 
have you bustin’ your face open on a table or some shit. On 
your feet, bitch. Get that fine ass out the way.”

The other Silverbacks piled into the ice cream truck. It 
backed away from the wall. Scott Stroller and Paun Yarl fell to 
the floor, sobbing and choking.

The ice cream truck screeched out the way it came. 
“Pl… Plea…” Yarl reached a trembling hand toward Molly. 

His other hand hovered over his bloody, crushed midsection.
Next to him, Stocc could only manage to move one arm, as 

if trying to make a snow angel in the pooled blood. His eyes 
were squeezed tight shut and his mouth stretched open wide. 

Stocc Stroller bled out first, but Paun Yarl followed close 
behind.

Molly sat giggling on the floor, joined by an amused and 
growing crowd. Some girls joined her in trying to throw bits 
of broken debris into the barons’ open mouths. Some bits 
bounced off, some stuck in the congealing blood. 

“Domino, motherfucker!” Molly yelled as she got a piece of 
broken glass into Paun Yarl’s mouth. 

A drunk girl crawled over and moved Yarl’s jaw up and 
down. “Nom, nom nom!” 

They laughed and kept throwing until somebody came 
around with another tray of shots. The party resumed. From 
there, the night collapsed into an even sloppier blur. 

The preceeding segment is brought to you by Sleeping Dragon 
Slumber Gel: You Ride High, Now Crash Hard… into a good 
night’s sleep! Our new and improved anti-seizure formula is 
approved by the Doctor Council!
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Chapter 3

Glossy black, the window guarded Molly against the gray 
morning light. Who knew a piece of glass could be such a hero? 
She reached for the bottle of Rooster Juice on the nightstand, 
grabbed it and froze with her hand around its neck. How easy 
it’d be to drink a little. The harder thing was to rise and meet 
the day under her own strength. How long before she broke 
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down and chugged the stuff? Probably right after she vomited, 
and that didn’t seem far off.

She sat up and shuffled over to the opaque black window. 
Brushing her finger across the switch-plate on the wall made 
the window go transparent. She cringed as morning light 
flooded the room. Slowly, she forced her arms down from 
her face. Slowly, she willed her eyes open. Slowly, she put her 
hands on the glass and stood naked, looking down upon the 
city.

Beneath permanently gray skies, G-1 stretched to the 
horizon with streets like veins pumping, pumping. Vehicles 
surged, halted, surged, halted. Soon enough, everyone would 
get where they were going. Then they’d do it again and again. 
Were they all just living the same day over and over? No won-
der everyone rallied behind Cruce. For most people, Cruce 
was the only thing in their life where they didn’t know what 
was going to happen next. It was the only novelty left.

The Rooster Juice called to her like a siren from the night-
stand.

“Fuck your face,” she told it. She wanted to tell somebody 
else that, too. “Fifty-Ten! Close-up shot!” Her voice was a 
croak. 

A little camera drone buzzed to life on its power pad. A 
moment later its four spinning rotors carried it to Molly. It 
stopped in front of her, the perfect position for a close-up in-
terview. The numbers 50-10 glinted on its nose. 

At that distance, her viewers wouldn’t be able to see she 
was naked. They’d only see her head and bare shoulders. Their 
imagination would do the rest. She’d have a hundred com-
ments within the hour saying either Pan down! or Zoom out! 
Certainly, a couple dozen dick pics. It’d been a while since she 
done a surly, hungover rant, but her fans received shit like 
that very well.

Molly opened her mouth to say something awful, but she 
quickly learned she had nothing to say. She had no anecdotes, 
no musings, no prepared regarks. Regarks? What the fuck 
were regarks? A regark seemed like a sound somebody would 
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make when they were puking their guts out. The thought 
made her mouth fill with foul-tasting spit. She broke for the 
commode as unpleasant imagery filled her head—a clown 
reaching down the throat of a mangy street dog, last night’s 
bartender puking blood into a row of martini glasses, a frog 
croaking out its guts then eating them. She’d gone as fast as 
she could, but her best wasn’t good enough. Three steps from 
the toilet, Molly heaved the contents from her stomach. Drone 
50-10 followed her at close range, capturing it all.

Kneeling in vomit, facing into the toilet, Molly squeezed 
her eyes shut and tried to think of what those rotten wom-
en had given her at the funeral. Shit, there’d been cocktails, 
shots, pills, sniffs, vapes. It wasn’t a clear memory, but she 
had the idea one of the women had reached up Molly’s skirt 
and smeared a dollop of stim-gel on her crotch at some point. 

There was a vague memory—more of a notion—of riding 
home in a CNX towncar with a guy. With her apartment so 
close to the hotel, it’d been a short ride. She also had the no-
tion that building security hadn’t let her new friend go up to 
her apartment. If a resident was too intoxicated, you had to be 
on the list to come in with them. It was a good rule that saved 
people from being robbed or raped if something got slipped 
into their drink. Molly was thankful for it this morning. She 
wondered if her companion got a beating after security helped 
her onto the elevator.

She heaved some more, spat, and remembered the drone. 
“50-10,” she rasped. “End recording.” She wiped her mouth 

and chin.
The little droned beeped and turned to fly back to its 

charging pad.
“Wait! Cancel! Fuck.”
50-10 ignored her. “Canceling” the recording would de-

lete it, but that wasn’t what she’d done. No, she “ended” it. 
“Ending” the recording meant the drone would upload the file 
to the studio’s network automatically, where her boss and col-
leagues could have a look if they wanted. Wouldn’t that be fun 
for them? Watching Molly Most, bare-ass naked, puking her 
guts out? 
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People at the network generally didn’t snoop on each 
other like that, though. Everyone had plenty to do, from ed-
iting Cruce highlights to arranging interviews with Roosters. 
Snooping on each other’s raw files wasn’t too common, pro-
vided she got there within a reasonable timeframe.

Fuck, had somebody driven an ice cream truck through 
the funeral and taken Sharg Darger’s head? And why did she 
have the idea that Stocc Stroller and Paun Yarl were dead?

She took a long, hot shower, which made her feel a little 
better. Air, she decided, would be even better still. She got 
dressed with the speed and enthusiasm of a convict walking to 
the gas chamber, but soon enough she found herself outside. 
Joggers trotted by, some alone, some in pairs. Molly loathed 
their ambition and energy. She pulled up her hood, stuffed her 
hands into her pockets, and walked out into the gray morning.

She wandered a while, head down and grimacing. When 
she finally looked up to see where she was, Molly saw a run-
down playground—all dirt and broken equipment. The merry-
go-round lay lopsided. The one remaining wall of the rest room 
building had been spray painted to say MY MEAT MAKES 
MOLLY MOST MOSTLY MOIST. Pieces had been removed 
from the slides. All that was left of the swings were various 
lengths of chain. She turned in a circle and took in the broken 
park. It had all been torn apart, so kids could play Cruce, but 
enough was intact to spark a memory. She knew this place. 

Long ago, Molly had come to this playground almost ev-
ery day of the summer. She’d had friends then—real ones—
and they’d walk barefoot in the grass. Her friend Val had red 
hair that flickered like fire when the sun hit it. Ahksi carried a 
sketchbook, and she was apt to sit in the shade drawing clouds 
all afternoon if they let her. Xana and Molly would write little 
plays together, which they’d rehearse and then act out in the 
amphitheater. 

Soon after Val moved away, Ahksi had taken her own life. 
Whether the two things were related, Molly never found out 
for sure. She saw less and less of Xana after that. The last time 
they saw each other—the day before Xana’s 15th birthday, Xana 
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said she’d gotten pregnant. She wasn’t joyful or scared or hap-
py or sad. She seemed numb, distant. She wouldn’t say who 
the father was, and Molly didn’t press. They talked awhile, sat 
on the swings awhile. They cried together for Ahksi and Val 
and the days they’d never get back. A sedan arrived, Xana’s 
ride. They shared a final, long embrace and a promise to see 
each other soon, and then Xana got in the car.

For weeks, Molly went to the park every day, but she never 
saw Xana again. Never heard where she’d gone or how the 
baby was. People began tearing up parts of the park to make 
their own Cruce courses, and Molly stopped going back.

Since the last time she’d been there, the grass had been 
replaced by gravel. The sun was hidden behind a perma-
nent cloud layer. The shade-trees were reduced to scorched 
stumps, and a rubble pile replaced the amphitheater. But she 
could see it how it was. She could hear Val singing a song from 
one of their stupid plays. Molly could hear Ahksi telling them 
how to pose like Cruce Roosters, so she could sketch them. 
She could hear Xana pretending to be an announcer introduc-
ing the Roosters. Maybe, if Molly concentrated on her friends 
hard enough, she—

“Holy fuckin’ ASS!” A kid shouted as he sprinted out of the 
makeshift Cruce arena nearby. “Have fun dying, you bitches!” 
he called without looking back.

Molly heard some other kids screaming from just out of 
sight. She hurried toward the commotion as another boy 
emerged from behind the rubble.

“What’s happening back there?” she asked.
“Fuckin’ dog has him!” The kid laughed and ran off.
Molly ran in the direction he’d come from—toward the 

other kids’ voices. Rounding some debris, she saw seven or 
eight boys and girls clumped in an excited group. They yelled 
and cheered as nearby a boy struggled to fight off a mangy 
street dog. Most—if not all—of them seemed to be cheering 
for the dog.

Molly grabbed the shoulder of the one she guessed was 
oldest, a boy of maybe fourteen. “What the fuck are you do-
ing? Help him!”
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He yanked his arm away and looked at her like she’d 
just shit in his cereal. To the other kids, he said, “Bust out, 
Roosters! We got us a Cruce hater!”

They looked at Molly and then ran away, even the kid she’d 
grabbed. 

“You little pricks!” she shouted after them, but they were 
gone.

Molly picked up a broken sign post and ran at the dog just 
as it latched onto the boy’s neck. She bashed it in the ribs, and 
it yelped in pain. She swung again and hit its back end. She 
swung again and missed altogether. Tail between its legs, the 
dog skittered away in obvious pain. It looked sad and wasted, 
like the park itself. She almost wanted to follow, to see if she 
could help it… a sure way to get bitten. Molly turned to the kid, 
who held his bloody hands up to his gushing neck.

“Oh, no-no-no,” she said. 
The scuffle with the dog had the boy most of the way out of 

his $300 Pantherweave jacket. Molly yanked it off the rest of 
the way and jammed it against the wound on his neck. He sat 
up and wrenched away from her. Before she could stop him, 
he was on his feet.

Molly tried to grab him. “Listen, okay? I have to take you 
to the hospital!”

He spit blood in her face. “Suck my dick, bitch!” 
He kicked her in the crotch as she reached for him. She 

doubled over as the kid ran off, still holding the jacket to his 
neck. He stumbled and tripped as he went, and Molly was 
amazed he could stay on his feet at all.

She clutched her bruised crotch and wondered how long 
before the kid bled out. It wasn’t her problem anymore, 
though. She’d tried, and that was much more than the boy’s 
own friends had done. If he died, that wasn’t her fault. He was 
a little asshole anyway.

“I tried to help you!” Molly yelled to the empty park. She 
blinked at her hands, covered in blood that should have been 
pumping through that boy’s body.

But this happened every day. Streetdogs attacked people. 
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Dog crews shot streetdogs all day, but their numbers re-
mained strong. Dog attacks were, simply, inevitable. A person 
might have less chance of being attacked if they avoided parks, 
alleys, or going out at night. This wasn’t her fault!

Molly’s breaths came shorter and shorter. As she sleeved 
sweat from her face, she knew she needed to get out of the 
park. She ran. She could barely breathe, but she didn’t slow 
down. She couldn’t. Nothing was okay. That boy had to live, 
even if someone was raising him to be a piece of shit. 

Flitting sparkles filled her vision, and the world became 
much quieter. She couldn’t focus. Dizzy, she banged against a 
dumpster, bounced off a wall, and slammed into a streetlight 
pole. Molly wrapped her arms around it, gasping. 

“Going out,” she mumbled as a group of blurry shapes ap-
proached. People? Dogs? Molly slid to the ground. Would she 
be robbed, raped, or eaten? She sunk out of consciousness.

The following is brought to you buy By Mobile-Mergency 
Medwagons, the Nation’s #1 Medical Provider, with a tiered 
plan to fit every budget. Mention this ad and receive 5% dis-
count on your first month of service!

“Have you made any enemies lately, Ms. Most?” The doc-
tor scrolled and tapped things on his $7,000 gold-plated 
Medulon tablet.

“I don’t know,” Molly said. “Why?”
“Have you ever heard of a drug called Hux?” He looked her 

in the eye, stern and serious. 
She nodded.

“Then you know it’s a date-rape drug.” He set the tablet on 
the table and faced her. His eyes flicked to her tits. “A partic-
ularly dangerous one, because we see it causing a lot of respi-
ratory complications. It’s not something we find people taking 
on their own. As far as date-rape drugs go, there are much saf-
er alternatives that are much easier to get, so whoever slipped 
it to you… I’d say it’s a fair chance they wanted to do you harm. 
Do you know when that might have happened?”
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Molly closed her eyes. “Probably at Sharg Darger’s funeral 
last night.”

“Oh, sure.” The doctor’s gaze fell once again on Molly’s 
breasts. “Yeah, that’ll do it. Sad about Darger… but I think the 
Longdongers got a shot at winning it all this year.”

“Uh-huh.” She folded her arms over her chest.
His lips pulled back to form an unsettling smile. “We’ll file 

a police report, but honestly I doubt there’s much they could 
do. That Darger party looked like a wild one. I mean, they 
stole his fucking head!”

“Yeah.” Molly squeezed her eyes shut. “Did anybody bring 
a kid in? Bleeding from a dog bit on his neck?”

“Not that I know of.” The doctor put a hand too high on 
her thigh. He left it there for a long, uncomfortable moment 
then stood. “Feel better soon, Ms. Most. G-1 fans love watch-
ing your interviews and recaps. Oh, and the girls who called 
the med-wagon for you are still in the waiting area. I imagine 
they think you’re going to put them on TV. Good thing you’re 
famous, otherwise they might have just left you there!”

Chuckling to himself, the doctor left.
Molly stayed, hooked up as she was to machines and an IV 

drip.
She wanted to puke. She wanted to cry. She wanted to 

scream so loud the city crumbled. She put a hand over her 
eyes and tried to imagine the world wasn’t such an awful place.

Portions of the preceding have been sponsored by Doctor 
Broheim’s Rock Out Supplements. Fuck the side effects, you 
pussy! Get back on top and start pounding with Doctor 
Broheim’s Rock Out Supplements!
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Chapter 4

Arriving at the studio the following day, Molly couldn’t bring 
herself to ask if the video footage of her puking hangover had 
been viewed by anyone. Certainly, nobody looked at her as if 
they’d seen her naked and heaving into the toilet. Many wore 
masks of concern.

“We heard you were attacked by a gang!” said her red-
haired sort-of-friend Leza.



Brent Michael Kelley

37

“Streetdogs! She’s lucky to be alive!” said Pauly-Jay, a beer 
bellied segment editor.

“Within an inch of her life!” somebody behind her told 
somebody else.

But their voices held little sincere worry. These people—
her co-workers—were simply entertained. They wanted to 
be close to the danger, just not close enough to be in danger 
themselves. They wanted to see the brink of death, just not 
with their own eyes.

“Folks! Folks! Folks!” shouted Mr. Dax. “Let’s all give Molly 
a little room to breathe. Once she’s settled in, if she wants to 
tell us anything, she can. She’s been through a lot, so don’t be 
assholes to her, right? Come on, you’ve all got jobs to do.”

Murmuring and gossiping, the office went back to work. 
Analysts and writers compared printouts. Segment editors 
and video editors hunched in front of oversized computer 
screens. Technicians argued with consultants, and interns 
scurried to get the right lattes to the right people. Above, doz-
ens of large TVs played Cruce highlights or subtitled Cruce-
analysis shows.

“There,” said Mr. Dax. “Shouldn’t have to remind these 
dumb shits they’re here to work, but fuck it.”

“Thanks, Mr. Dax.” Molly started for her office, but he 
grabbed her arm.

“Come on, Most.” He pulled. “Let’s have a little chat in my 
office.”

He led the way as co-workers stared and whispered to 
each other. Occasionally one of them laughed. When Mr. Dax 
closed his office door, Molly breathed a sigh of relief. She 
plopped onto a plush chair.

Mr. Dax strode to the wet bar and scooped ice into a pair 
of tumbler glasses. His khakis and polo shirt made him look 
like he was about to go golfing. She knew his clothes were tai-
lored to highlight his broad shoulders and narrow waist. She 
also knew he had muscle implants and went in for liposuction 
treatments at least once a month. Thoughtfully placed streaks 
of silver highlighted his thick black hair. Mr. Dax did very well 
with younger women.
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“This scotch is $600 a bottle,” he said as he poured.
His office was all mahogany and chrome and black leath-

er. Behind the massive desk, tinted floor-to-ceiling windows 
looked out over G-1. Glowing spheres hung from the ceiling, 
giving off soft, warm light. Molly tried not to think about how 
many girls Mr. Dax had “interviewed for an upcoming posi-
tion” in this office.

Drinks in hand, he walked back to Molly with a smirk. “Saw 
your video. The one with the puking.” He handed her a glass.

“For fuck’s sake,” said Molly. Her face felt hot as she sunk 
lower and lower into the chair.

“I admit, I thought it was pretty funny at first.” Ice clinked 
against glass as he handed her the drink. “But once I knew 
what had really happened, I pulled it down from the server. 
Deleted it.”

No doubt he’d kept a copy of the video for himself. “How 
generous.” She smelled the scotch in the glass and pretended 
to take a sip

“I get that, I get that.” Mr. Dax slurped from his glass. “But 
nobody… nobody… drugs an employee of this network!” He 
pounded a fist on his desk and pointed at her face. “Whoever 
did this to you, did it to all of us. Every last employee of G-1 
Longdongers Network. Do it to one, do it to all, right?”

Molly shrugged and pretended to take another sip. She 
didn’t understand how anybody could drink the stuff. It 
smelled like a burning hospital, with hints of fresh asphalt. 
The nausea hadn’t left her completely, and smelling the scotch 
wasn’t helping anything.

“I want you to know I’m hiring a private investigator, and 
once he makes his determination, I’ll have Black Shadow pay 
someone a little visit.”

She started to protest, but he held up a finger.
“You fuck with one of ours, you’re fucking with our whole 

goddamn crew. And that’s not just me talking, that’s network 
management and the board of directors.” He poured most of 
his drink down his throat. “Execs standing up for their people! 
The way it oughtta be, you know? Wasn’t always like this, I 
can tell you that.”
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Molly pretended to take another sip. Mr. Dax’s bullshit he-
ro-act didn’t fool her for a second. She knew damn well the 
only reason they’d stick up for her that way was because she 
was an on-air personality with a following. If she’d been a 
cameraman a dozen streetdogs would already be shitting her 
out in a dozen different alleys. No detective—private or oth-
erwise—would be working to solve her case. Fuck, how many 
normal women were drugged every day? How many of those 
made it home without getting raped?

Dax finished his drink and went to pour another. “Tell ya 
this, Molly. Whoever snuck that shit into your cocktail is go-
ing to be on the receiving end when we catch him. We’re gon-
na turn that cocksucker inside out.”

“You don’t have to do that for me,” she said.
“Nah, I told you. Anybody fucks with one of ours, we’ll feed 

’em their own dick right before we cut their throat.”
The intercom notification chirped. 
“Yes?” said Dax.
“I’m sorry, sir,” said the voice of Dax’s a secretary. “There’s 

a package here that Molly needs to sign for.”
“Fine,” said Dax. “We’ll be right out.”
He set his glass down, led her to the door and held it open. 

“Soon as you’re up to it, we want to get you on camera to talk 
about what happened. Stop by Messaging Department as soon 
as possible to go over how we want you to present all this.”

“Thank you,” she said as she passed him. “For everything.”
The office by then was a clatter. People huddled in little 

conspiratorial groups as they stole glances at Molly. Some of 
the cruder ones no doubt speculated on what Molly and Mr. 
Dax had been up to. Others looked back and forth between 
Molly and the delivery man. He stood next to a wheeled cart 
and a box she guessed had a large TV inside.

“Molly Most,” said the delivery man. His hand shook a lit-
tle as he thrust a tablet at her. “Please sign here.”

She scribbled her signature on the screen
“Thanks!” he blurted. “I am such a huge fan of yours. Can I 

get a picture with you?”
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“Sorry,” Molly said. “I just got out of the hospital, and I’m 
really not feeling very photogenic.”

“Oh, oh,” stammered the delivery man. “Yeah, no, that’s 
totally… I’m… thank you.”

His expression soured as he hefted the box off the cart. He 
didn’t say another word as he walked away, but he did glance 
back at Molly while waiting for an elevator. The contempt on 
his face was apparent to anyone looking. 

Unfortunately for the delivery man, a security officer 
named Tee-Cred was looking. Tee-Cred, with his dLUX-15 
assault rifle slung over his shoulder, strode over next to the 
delivery guy and stood just a little too close. 

A pair of guys in shirts and ties also went to see the deliv-
ery man off. Sleeves pushed up, fists doubled, they were both 
itching to hand out a beating.

One of them shoved the delivery guy. “What’s your prob-
lem, bro?”

The other one shoved the delivery guy. “Yeah, bro, what’s 
your fuckin’ problem?”

“You disrespecting, bro?” Another shove.
“You can’t disrespect in our house, bro.” Another shove.
The delivery man said nothing during any of it. He only 

hung his head and frowned with his eyes hiding in the shad-
ow of his hat brim. When the elevator arrived, he got in first. 
The tie-wearing bros followed, and Tee-Cred went in last. The 
doors closed, and they were gone.

Soon the technicians, editors, interns, and the rest had 
re-converged around Molly. Some touched the box. Some 
stretched their necks for a better look.

“I swear to fucking God I’m going to fire somebody today,” 
Mr. Dax said, loud enough for most to hear.

“Alright, alright.” Molly shooed a couple guys back and be-
gan prying at the side. 

She wasn’t moving fast enough for some of her colleagues, 
so a couple of urban lumberjack-looking assholes from 
Programming elbowed past her and got to work fighting the 
end of the box open. They laughed as if they were her friends, 
but she barely knew their names. Pretty soon they had it open, 



Brent Michael Kelley

41

and they slid its contents out for all to see. The thing was 
framed in packing foam, and the object itself was covered in 
white bubble-wrap. The Programming guys pulled that off too, 
revealing a large painting. An envelope with Molly’s name was 
taped to the frame.

“What the hell?” Molly took the envelope.
The guys leaned the painting against a wall, so everyone 

could see. In it, a nude woman sat at the edge of a crystal-clear 
bathing pool. Her head leaned back so the sunlight shined 
on her well-tanned breasts. Her cheetah-print clothing was 
strewn about the ground behind her. Mischievous nymphs 
ogled her and laughed from their hiding places in the tropical 
flowers and plants that filled the left side of the piece. On the 
right was open sky with wispy pink clouds and Prophit Tower 
in the far distance.

By then, forty or so people had crowded in to look at the 
painting and coo about it.

“What’s your letter say?” somebody asked.
Molly opened it and read, Miss Most, our dear Prophit 

King asks for your company in Halo City for Cruce Finals. 
This painting is called “View of All the Best Things” by Lionel 
Strutter, and it was personally commissioned by the Prophit 
King. It is valued at over three million dollars. To show how 
much he enjoyed your company, Prophit King would like you 
to keep it until the Cruce Finals are over. She stopped reading 
aloud. 

The note went on:
If you decide to stay in Halo City after the Cruce 

Championship, the painting may remain with you in your 
suite at Prophit Tower. All necessary arrangements have 
been made.

At the very bottom, written in a different hand, it said:
I thought of the perfect POSITION for you on my STAFF! 

—PK
The whole office cheered and whooped, but Molly felt sick. 

She did her best to smile as she pocketed the note.
People hugged her and congratulated her. None of it felt 

sincere.



Cruce Roosters

42

Molly’s sort-of friend Leza appeared beside her, “Do you 
give lessons?”

“Lessons?” Molly asked.
“Yes, you must be pretty good at sucking dick to get an in-

vite like this!” She kissed Molly’s cheek and vanished in the 
commotion.

“You’re like the princess of G-1!” some guy said.
Another woman hugged Molly. “Our Molly! Play your 

cards right, and you’ll be the next Prophit Wife!”
“Just don’t tell him no.”
“Ha! We’d never see her again!”
“Shackin’ up with the P.K.!”
“Watch out for that gold whale dick!”
Molly’s fake smile had reached its limit. She opened her 

mouth to tell one of those useless fuckers exactly what she 
thought of them when—

“Hey! Everybody get back to work!” Mr. Dax barked. “Sweet 
fuck, we still have a job to do, you apes!”

They dispersed, still laughing and gossiping to each other 
about Molly.

“Thanks,” she said.
“I’m putting that in my office.” Mr. Dax nodded at the 

painting.
“Yes, please do.” Molly took one more look at it. It wasn’t 

a bad piece, but something about the Prophit Tower in the 
background made her shudder. It didn’t belong there.

She didn’t want to go to Halo City for any reason besides 
Cruce. She didn’t want to accept any gifts—even temporary 
ones—from Prophit King. She didn’t want his attention, and 
she sure as hell didn’t want to stay in his tower.

But refusing Prophit King’s generosity was a bad idea.

Portions of the preceding production were sponsored by 
Tapp Dat App. Wanna bang that special somebody? The 
Nation’s #1 romantic connection service lets you give ’em a 
Tapp in the App! Affirmative response is legal consent with 
NO STRINGS ATTACHED!
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Chapter 5

By the time she arrived at the Halo City Prophit Tower, the 
day had gotten quite late. She’d gone for a drink and a bite to 
eat in the hotel bar while her luggage was taken up to the suite. 
She had some friends in Halo City who could have met her, 
but the network had arranged for her to be greeted by some 
CNX colleagues instead. 
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Dane Candel was a former Cruce Rooster who’d transi-
tioned to on-air Crucecaster. When Dane played, Roosters 
didn’t augment with chemicals or synthetics. He still had all 
his original limbs, and his face looked like it was slowly trans-
forming into an old shoe. His clothes were casual at a glance, 
but Molly knew the shirt was MephisCo and the pants were 
Western Khaktical—easily a $500 outfit. His watch looked to 
be a $30,000 Carver-Bohls.

His partner, Reeve Lee, was pure Crucecaster. He’d 
worked his way up, casting in the college and minor leagues. 
He had a high forehead and a stubbly beard. Even though he 
was a little taller than average, he looked small sitting next to 
Dane. Reeve wore a colored beach polo by Vurges Cloth with 
a vintage SWAT-vest. His watch was vintage, too. She could 
tell by the gold “II” insignia, it had been worn by a soldier in 
World War II. The watch was certainly worth a lot, depending 
on condition and authenticity. 

Reeve motioned for her to take a seat at their table. “Glad 
you could join us, Ms. Most.”

She sat. “No, thank you for the invitation. I hope I didn’t 
interrupt anything.”

“Not at all,” said Reeve. “We were just talking about 
Roosters to keep an eye on next season. I like Chazz Recker. 
Without a doubt the fastest Rooster in the game.”

“Speed isn’t everything, though,” said Dane. “You send 
Chazz Recker at somebody like Javen Gut and see how that 
goes. Gut was bench pressing tractors before they teched him 
up. Even Chazz Recker’s speed won’t save him from a guy as 
strong as Gut.”

Reeve shook his head. “Recker doesn’t have to fight any-
body. The object of the game is to get bombs into the other 
team’s roost, not beat him in hand-to-hand.”

Dane smiled at Molly. “What do you think?”
She cocked an eyebrow at them. “I haven’t been around 

Cruce as long as you guys, but to me the speed and strength 
stuff… I don’t know.”

Dane and Reeve exchanged a grin with each other. They 
probably thought they stumped her.
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“I like to watch guys like Davas Welk. He’s not very fast, 
and he’s not very strong, but he makes up for that with brains 
and balls. That’s a guy you have to watch out for, because he’ll 
let you think you have the upper hand, then SMACK!” She 
slapped the table.

“I like it,” Reeve said. “Hadrian Skud is another guy like 
that, sort of.”

“Vicious brains!” Dane agreed.
“You’ll like this then, Molly.” Reeve cleared his throat. 

“Dane and I were down at the old Angry Dome in Birmingham, 
and—”

“Tuscaloosa,” Dane corrected. “Angry Dome was 
Tuscaloosa.”

“Right, Tuscaloosa.” Reeve rolled his eyes. “So, we were 
supposed to meet some of the Roosters the night before the 
game.”

“They said to meet them in the locker room,” said Dane.
“Somebody on staff there was supposed to be guiding us 

down to—”
“That place was a goddamn maze.”
“But the guy takes off and…”
Molly nodded and smiled. None of it topped her experi-

ence at Sharg Darger’s funeral, so she had a hard time pay-
ing attention to them. They didn’t seem to mind, though. 
Apparently, they just wanted to talk. 

Around 11:00, Molly thanked them for the company and 
excused herself.

She stood in the doorway of the suite for a long time, star-
ing. Bouquets and baskets and balloons and gifts of all sizes 
filled the main room. She entered and walked carefully be-
tween them. Each had a card that welcomed her to the city 
and wished her the best. They were all signed with unreadable 
signatures, no doubt placed there by some lowly staffer. She 
perused the gifts as she crossed the room, somehow managing 
not to knock anything over. 

It all made her tired, though. Each gift just reinforced the 
fact that she was stuck here at the pleasure of Prophit King. 
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That wasn’t going to change. That could not be escaped. If she 
left, he’d no doubt take offense and have her booted from the 
network. She felt like she was in a coffin watching the lid slow-
ly close. How long until she could watch the sun rise over G-1 
again? 

In one pot of flowers, a little figurine peeked out through 
the leaves. It was a little pig driving a little tractor, and it 
brought a little smile to her face. Of all the lavish gifts in the 
suite, only the pig driving the tractor managed to do that. 
There was something personal about it, like maybe whoever 
put it there had feelings and imagination—things everyone 
said they had, but few did. A lump rose in her throat at that 
last notion, and she had to turn away from the tractor-hog for 
a moment.

Molly took a deep breath and collected herself. She picked 
up the tractor-hog and turned it this way and that. The pig-
gy’s crazed expression brought her smile back. She stuck her 
tongue out and opened her eyes in a wide, wild fashion to 
mimic the figurine. She turned it this way and that. When she 
looked at the bottom, she found a little scrap of tissue paper 
had been wedged there. She unfolded it, careful not to tear it. 
Tiny letters said:

They are watching. Even in the dark. Wash this note with 
water now.

Pulse suddenly pounding, she folded the note and curled 
both hands around the little figurine. She pretended to smell 
flowers and read greeting tags. Honoring the note’s warning, 
she went to her purse and pretended to rummage while she 
shredded the tissue paper. She went to the bathroom, turned 
on the faucet and pretended to check her makeup. When she 
held the scraps of the note under the water, it melted. A sec-
ond later, nothing remained of it.

Her reflection looked back at her with worried eyes. Was 
she really being watched? Even in the bathroom? It didn’t 
seem farfetched. Did it look like she was doing something sus-
picious? She started to hum and wash her face.

After a bit of scrubbing, she toweled her face dry and 
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avoided making eye contact with her reflection. A comfy-look-
ing bathrobe hung on the back of the bathroom door, but to 
Molly it represented something else. It was an invitation to 
take her clothes off. The more she thought about it, the more 
likely it was that someone was watching her. She had no wish 
to strip for them. If she didn’t, though, they might suspect she 
knew they were watching. Then they’d really start keeping 
tabs on her. 

It wasn’t as though she’d never had nudes leaked, of course. 
She was a female with mild celebrity status, so there were 
plenty of pics floating around the web. Videos, too. Nothing 
she’d known about ahead of time, though. Nothing like know-
ing someone watched her most private moments.

Molly went to her suitcase, got the baggiest pajamas she 
had, and changed quickly. She plopped on the bed, got under 
the sheet and turned the TV on. She flipped through channels, 
passing a dozen channels devoted to Cruce—old games, new 
college games, team documentaries, breakdowns of the up-
coming matchups and on and on. There were some movies, 
a documentary about Prophit King, and a few porn channels. 

She left it on porn and started going through notifications 
on her phone.

Something buzzed near Molly’s right ear, and before she 
could react, it flew inside. She started digging for it, when she 
heard a voice.

“Molly, stop that. Just be calm. It’s not going to hurt you.”
“Who said that?” she whispered.
“The fly in your ear,” said the voice, male.
“Get out!” she hissed.
“I will,” said the fly, “but first I have some things to tell you.”
She pretended to react to something on her phone. “Hurry 

the fuck up!”
“Keep looking at your phone,” the voice said. “Now listen, 

we can help you.”
She pulled the sheet up over her mouth and whispered, 

“Who is this?”
“That’s really not important now. You got our note. You 
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know they’re watching. Don’t worry about the fly; they don’t 
have the tech to catch my ass.”

“I don’t want this,” she said as quietly as she was able. “If 
you’re right…”

“Just listen. We can help. Some advice: don’t kill any bugs. 
If you see a fly, there’s a good chance it’s me trying to talk to 
you. I’ve got some things to show you that you need to see. I’ll 
bring you a lens. Next thing, they’re going to give you a friend. 
Do not confide in this friend. This friend might be bugged, or 
they might report to someone.”

“Is that it?” Molly asked.
“Watch your step around Prophit King. When he senses 

disloyalty, he does bad shit.”
“Is that it?”
“You’re going to get through this, Molly. It’s going to be 

okay.”
The fly crawled out of her ear and buzzed away.
Molly had never felt loneliness like this before. She turned 

off her phone, pulled the sheet up over her head, and wished 
to go home.



49

Chapter 6

As Prophit King rode down from the screen-cube on his bub-
ble-shielded platform, the crowd roared with a mix of glee and 
rage. Frothing, they wanted violence. They wanted to see it in 
the arena, and they wanted to see it in the seats. Back in G-1, 
the crowds got rowdy, sure, but never this close to boiling over.

“Now…” Prophit King began, and the crowd hushed. “Now, 
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we oughtta talk about a couple things, shouldn’t we?”
For no reason Molly could figure, the crowd cheered. She 

observed this from a luxury booth, not a Crucecasting booth. 
Her assignment was “leave it to the big boys and enjoy the 
game.” She didn’t have a huge problem with that. It’d been a 
long time since she’d watched her G-1 Longdongers as a fan.

The crowd quieted.
“You all know I love you,” Prophit King said. “Nobody loves 

you more than me. I’ve got so much love, it’s… it’s a very, very 
good thing. You people—well, some of you. Others weren’t 
alive back then, but that’s good because we need young people 
too. But you remember, and if you weren’t there you learned 
about it in the history how they tried to stop us.” Prophit King 
feigned shock for a moment. “They tried to stop us? They 
tried to stop us! Oh, they tried with the… tried with the courts. 
When the courts didn’t work they tried to rig another election, 
but we were ready for ’em, right? Weren’t we ready for ’em?”

Cheers.
“The crooked press tried to get rid of me, but we pressed 

them, didn’t we?”
Louder cheers.
“Then they tried other things.” He stuck his chin out and 

waited for the crowd to settle. “They tried bullets; they tried 
poison. You know this; you know it. And what did they do 
then? They came at me with a little toy, didn’t they? Strapped 
a bomb to a drone and tried to bring it down on me. On me!”

More cheers.
“How’d that work for ’em, though? Deeply, deeply badly.” 

Prophit King’s face twisted into a vicious smile. “You know 
the rest, right? The greatest phoenix act the world’s ever seen!”

Louder and louder the cheers grew.
“We pressed the press! We smoked out every fucking trai-

tor in the country!” He grimaced as his head twitched side-
ways. He seemed in pain until he held a square of purple cloth 
over his mouth and nose. He breathed through it a few times 
and faced the camera with renewed vigor. “Some of ’em—and 
it gave me no pleasure. I wish they’d just got on board with the 
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program instead of, you know, we had to be very tough with 
them. The ones we didn’t execute, they’re making our shoes 
now, right? They made us all a toaster! Beautiful appliance, 
cooks the bread so perfect, right? All our stuff, all our—hey, 
they’re lucky! They could’ve been done, believe me. Believe 
me.”

The crowd noise rose to a confused peak. Most of the peo-
ple Molly could see were barely listening to Prophit King’s 
words. They just used it as an excuse to guzzle large amounts 
of Rooster Juice XL and the like. 

“But you trust me, and I trust you, isn’t that right?” Prophit 
King squinted, his face huge on the screen-cube. “I bring all 
that up because I want to remind you, so you don’t forget. I’ve 
always said if I’m not being open and honest and transparent, 
you can fire me on the spot. I’m gonna—look, I swear by the 
game of Cruce and by my own soul, what I’m about to tell you 
is the real deal, okay?” He consulted a sheet of paper for a long 
moment. “There’s a fleet of around thirty alien spacecraft here 
with us in the solar system right now. I’m telling you because 
you’re gonna hear it, and you should hear it from me. I don’t 
know what they want, but they’re here. I’ll repeat that. Like 
thirty alien spaceships are in our solar system.”

Cheers devolved into a confused buzz. People shouted 
half-formed questions their leader couldn’t hear. 

He spread his arms. “Calm down, calm down. Not to fear. 
These guys don’t want trouble, believe me. That’s why they 
stayed all the way back at Jupiter. Here’s what you do: Have 
them pick their ten hottest women and send them down here. 
I’ll fuck them so hard they won’t ever go back to their space-
ship! I’ll fuck them harder than anybody’s ever been fucked. 
I mean, look at me, I got the biggest dick in the world, and 
it’s gold! What, do aliens got a big, gold dick? I don’t think 
so! That’s why they aren’t here for trouble—because after I’m 
done fucking their women, if they don’t play nice I’ll fuck their 
whole civilization with my great big thermonuclear cock!”

The crowd howled. People sprayed Rooster Juice in the air. 
“ProPHIT! ProPHIT! ProPHIT!”
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“Get ready, you pieces of shit!” screamed Prophit King. 
“Today’s action is brought to you by me, first of all, and then 
by Rooster Juice Infini-Dawg Energy Gulp… Feel the Pump. 
Taste the Cock! And in partnership with Telurov Cosmetic 
Surgery Network, coming soon to YOUR neighborhood! And 
partners with Barney’s Taco Wagon, one on every corner!”

His face had gone a deep red. His lips pulled back in a snarl. 
“Get violent, you motherfuckers! Live, from Prophit Casinos 
Stadium…” He held the golden whale-cock staff over his head 
and seemed to look for someone to hit with it. “Lift the Fog of 
War!”

The Fog of War blew off. From various positions, seen and 
unseen, down in the arena there rose a chilling chorus. The 
war cries of the Roosters cut through the air like sirens. 

The crowd surged and wavered like an angry sea. Their 
faces were an eerie mix of mad glee and sincere rage. 

If Prophit King’s announcement was true, aliens weren’t 
just real, they were here. Didn’t anybody think that was more 
important than a Cruce game? The answer was no. Molly 
found herself staring at the gray sky.

“Molly Most, right?” A woman in a tight red Starlatine ten-
nis dress sat down beside her. She held out her hand. “I’m 
Roulette.”

“Oh.” Molly shook her hand. 
“You’re the hot young Crucecaster from G-1 I keep hearing 

about.” Roulette waved a waiter over. 
“Actually, we met at Sharg Darger’s funeral back in G-1,” 

said Molly. 
“Oh, of course.” 
Molly didn’t think Roulette really remembered. 
To the waiter Roulette said, “I’ll have a dry redtail, and 

she’ll have a… what did you want, Molly?”
“A dry redtail will be fine,” Molly said, although she didn’t 

want anything at all.
“I’ll have those for you in a moment,” said the waiter.
Roulette leaned close. “I’d heard you were attacked and 

nearly killed a few days ago.”
Molly laughed. “Not exactly. I was just drugged. Somebody 
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slipped something into my drink. The drug they used gave me 
respiratory problems.” 

“Motherfuckers,” said Roulette. “Did they find out who did 
it? Give ’em a fucking Black Shadow?”

“The network is investigating.”
“Something like that happened to me a while back.” 

Roulette put a hand on Molly’s. “If you ever need to talk about 
it, consider me your best friend in Halo City.”

Molly remembered what the fly said, about how they’d 
assign her a friend. Was Roulette that friend, that spy? She 
needed to be careful.

“I’ll be back in a few minutes,” Molly said. “I’m gonna hit 
the powder room and grab some air.”

“Oh.” Roulette looked disappointed. “I’ll wait here for the 
drinks.”

Molly left the luxury box and made her way down to the 
General Admission level. The concession area was all but 
empty, and the few people there were in a big enough hurry to 
get to their seats that nobody really noticed her.

A pair of security officers sauntered by, hands on their gun 
belts.

“Hey,” said one. “I know you.”
“Yeah, dumbfuck,” said the other. “That’s Molly Most.”
“Yeah, I know,” said the first guy. “That’s what the fuck I 

was saying.”
“Why ain’t you in watching the game?” asked the second.
Molly shrugged. “Just thought I’d take a walk around the 

stadium. I like to see it from different angles.”
A woman screamed from the tunnel to Section 1202. She 

kept screaming as she ran out of the tunnel, her Silverbacks 
jersey hanging off her in tatters. A group of five men chased 
her, and one tackled her some twenty yards from where Molly 
stood with the security officers. The guy punched the woman 
in the stomach once he had her on the ground and started 
ripping at the rest of her clothes.

Another group of men charged out of the tunnel, apparent-
ly friends with the woman. The two groups smashed into each 
other with fists and feet flying. The man flipped the woman 
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onto her stomach and hurried to get his pants down when one 
of her friends kicked him in the head. 

Molly slapped a security officer on the arm. “Are you going 
to fucking do something?”

The security officers looked at her, then at each other.
“I guess we should.” The officer couldn’t keep the annoy-

ance out of his voice.
“Really?” said Molly. “It’s not too big of an inconvenience? 

Seriously, what the fuck is your job if busting up a rape-fight 
doesn’t fit the description?”

They rolled their eyes at each other, flipped down their 
tactical visors and walked toward the brawl. A security drone 
hummed out of a deployment chute and took position over 
their heads. 

“Light ’em all up,” said the taller officer.
The drone surged forward and fired darts into the fighting 

men and the woman. The darts were connected to the drone 
by a thin, curly filament. The drone sent a jolt of electricity 
down the lines, and the fighting stopped. 

“That was a friendly warning,” the officer said.
The drone shocked them again, this time for a full twenty 

seconds. When it was finished, the whole group had given up 
the fight. They lay limp on the concrete, whimpering for mer-
cy.

“That one was for my own amusement!” The officer strut-
ted over to the people-pile. “Next time, we won’t be so nice, 
though.”

His partner circled the group, pistol in hand. “Next time 
somebody gets a fuckin’ hole in ’em. Moan “yes” if you under-
stand!”

They moaned yes. The barbed darts released, and the 
drone reeled them in.

“Now fuck off!” The first officer kicked a guy in the ass.
The crowd roared inside the arena, and the whole fight 

group seemed to remember there was a game being played. 
They dashed together back into the tunnel.

The officers froze, looking at each other.
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“Copy, dispatch. We’ll head over now,” said the taller offi-
cer, answering someone speaking to him through his headset. 

“Nah, just some bullshit. Some dust-heads wanted turns on 
some slut, and a fight broke out. We dispersed.”

The security officers stalked away, with the drone now 
hovering just behind.

Molly went out the tunnel to Section 1202. The brawl-
ing men and the nearly-raped woman were almost back to 
their seats. They watched the gigantic screens overhead and 
cheered along with everyone else. Soon they got to their seats 
and joined in with the rest of the crowd. 

Curious to see how the woman was, Molly went down 
the section a ways. The woman had tied the tatters of her 
Silverbacks jersey into a sort of halter top, and she was com-
pletely immersed in the game. It was like none of it had ever 
happened.

An ache rose in Molly’s chest. How could something so vi-
cious just evaporate? Shouldn’t the woman have been shak-
en by attempted goddamn gang rape? Just a little? Was the 
woman just desensitized from a lifetime of…? 

Molly hurried off and took the first elevator she found back 
up to the VIP level. A short walk later, she took her seat next 
to Roulette in the luxury box.

“Was it everything you hoped it would be?” Roulette asked, 
but she didn’t take her eyes of the feed-screen in front of her.

“Saw a woman almost get—” Molly stopped herself. 
“Hmm?” said Roulette.
Molly paused, certain Roulette wouldn’t care. “The fans 

down there are pretty wild.” She raised her own feed-screen 
from the back of the seat in front of her, selected a feed from 
the top 5 and stared at it blankly.

“I have to confess something to you.” Roulette leaned to-
ward Molly. “You were gone so long I drank your redtail.”

Molly twisted her mouth up into a fake grin. “That’s quite 
alright.”

Roulette put a finger to Molly’s lips. “Nope. It’s not accept-
able. I have ordered us each two more. Fair warning, though. I 
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have a long history of poaching unattended drinks. You gotta 
watch out for me!”

“I will.”
The G-1 Longdongers edged out the Tennetucky Silverbacks, 

12 to 8, in one of the most exciting Cruce match-ups of the sea-
son. Molly stared at her feed-screen for the rest of the game, 
but Cruce was the furthest thing from her mind. She spent the 
whole time thinking about the world, the woman in Section 
1202, and whether aliens had really come to the solar system.

Portions of the preceding were sponsored by Cashdawg 
Brothers Crotch Cotton - When you need to cream your cot-
ton, Cashdawg’s got your crotch covered!
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Chapter 7

The victory party rolled into its fifth hour of laughing, screaming, 
chugging and snorting. The Rocket Hall was barely lit, save for 
strobes and lasers and videos playing on various screens. The 
occasional partygoer got carried out to the street for attention 
from waiting med-wagons for a quick detox, then right back into 
the action. Couples groped and tongue-kissed, usually off to the 
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side. Fights broke out, but security broke them up quickly—if a 
crowd formed to watch one fight, they’d want another and an-
other. The organizers didn’t want the victory party to become a 
fight night. 

Molly wanted none of it, though—no pills, no powder, no 
Rooster Juice. She took a martini from a passing server, but 
more as a prop than anything. God forbid she be noticed with-
out a drink in her hand. The party had become an exhausting 
grind, and she wasn’t going to stay one minute longer than she 
had to. 

It wasn’t long, though, before some plastic baron from 
Carolina had Molly cornered. His diamond-encrusted pinky 
ring flashed in the light as he constantly fidgeted with his bolo 
tie. His powder blue blazer looked at least a size too small. He 
reached down below his fat belly wrangled something shiny into 
view. “Hell, this belt alone cost $40,000!” he said. “Made outta 
dolphin. And that buckle is real gold-dipped ivory!” The baron 
sucked on a fat, black cigar and dabbed sweat from his forehead 
with a white cloth.

Between his cigar smoke, buffalo-like body odor, and taste-
less wardrobe, she was ready to gag. She had to get away. An 
idea popped into her head, and she acted on it without a second 
thought.

“Wooowww,” Molly cooed and pretended to lose her balance. 
She fell against him and spilled most of the martini on his chest. 

“Gah, I’m so sorry! I guess I’m kinda fucked up.”
He didn’t seem to care about the spill, though. He tried to 

hold her against him, but she wriggled out of his grip.
“Let me go get something to dry you off.” Molly walked away, 

and when she looked back the man was already leaning in close 
on some poor blond.

Molly hurried into the ladies’ room to laugh about it. In front 
of the mirror, she smiled with her chin high. It wasn’t a winning 
bomb-drop in Cruce but dumping the drink on him was a little 
bit of a triumph. It gave her a teeny little rush. She wanted to 
do it again.

“I’m Molly Most, and you’re fucking awesome,” she told her 
reflection.
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Getting back to the party, Molly got another martini and 
found a fresh spill-victim, then another and another. No one 
noticed. No one said anything. They just kept right on rocking, 
waiting for the next round of poppers, dancing like maniacs, 
each in their own little world. Champagne sprayed. The dance 
floor filled with bubbles. Molly sought higher profile victims.

Heads turned as a group of men wearing black, pin-striped 
suits filed into the party. They wore sunglasses and earpieces, 
and every conscious guest recognized them as the Prophit Bros. 
It could only mean—

The music stopped, and DJ Swagtop’s voice came from ev-
ery speaker. “Ladies and gentlemen, your attention please! Let 
me introduce tonight’s guest of honor, none other than the big 
guy himself… the big poppa, the never-gonna-stoppa, the cream 
that rose to the toppa… give it up for YOUR! PROPHIT! KIIING!”

A cheer went up as Prophit King strode into the main room, 
basking in the spotlight. He raised the golden staff over his head 
as the bass started thudding. Somebody handed him a micro-
phone.

“What, you didn’t think I’d miss the party, did you?” The 
crowd cheered. “Listen, I wanna congratulate the team that won 
today. Just a tremendous—you know, they kinda reminded me 
of me, didn’t you think?” 

A cheer. 
“Overcame a lot of adversity. It’s not easy to be the best, be-

lieve me. They tried to drum me out—I didn’t go. They tried to 
lock me up with the legal. When the witch hunt failed, what’d 
they do? They took a shot at me! When I beat their bullets, what’d 
they do? Strapped a bomb to a drone and tried to blow me up. 
And lemme tell you, that backfired on ’em. Bigtime. Bigtime. 
And we got everything cleaned up after that, which you—no 
more traitors, right? Believe me, any traitors we missed, they 
GOT. OUT. QUICK.”

People cheered, but just a little. Prophit King had more to 
say, and bad was the luck of anyone who talked over him.

“But that’s all boring history.” Prophit King’s face curled into 
a snarl—his version of a smile. “Today it’s Cruce, though. Cruce 
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has none of the savageness of politics, so we don’t have to put 
the losers in prison!” 

Another cheer. 
“I just want everybody to know, okay, that the Cruce 

Championship… What, seven days from now? Six? Seven? The 
championship will be the G-1 Longdongers against the Halo 
City Hardpumpers, live from Halo City!” 

The room roared.
“I’ll be there!” shouted Prophit King. “You’ll be there! You’ll 

be there! And you’ll be there! We’ll all fuckin’ be there!”
The spotlight zoomed around the party as the music started 

up again in full. 
Molly got a fresh martini and circled in on Prophit King. 

Eyes half-closed, she practiced staggering and speaking slurred 
nonsense. If she did it right, she could dump the drink on his 
$337,000 tiger-leather vest and coordinated jacket. She moved 
toward… nearly there… eight more feet… 

No. No, this was a mistake. If she spilled on Prophit King, 
there was a chance he’d flip out on her. Was she hot enough to 
get away with it? Shit, would he force her to have sex with him 
to make up for it? She had to rethink the plan. 

When she looked up at him, he grinned at her. Worse, he 
turned towards her. Worst of all, he waved her over with his 
golden staff.  

Molly put on her best tipsy smile and walked toward him.
“Molly Most!” Prophit King offered her his hand. She took 

it, and he pulled her in close for a hug. “Having a nice time,” he 
said, directly in her ear.

She pulled away and fabricated a laugh. “That tickles!” What 
she really wanted to say, however, was Get your fucking hands 
off me!

“Am I making you mostly moist, Molly Most?” He licked his 
lips.

She forced another laugh.
“Come on,” he said. “Let’s go somewhere with a little priva-

cy. They have the best rooms here. You’ve never seen rooms so 
great.”

He led, and she followed. She didn’t want to, but what was 
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she going to do? Tell him no? He’d think of a way to humiliate 
her, and the next day she’d be unemployed.

Molly caught her reflection in a decorative mirror. “Be 
brave,” she told it.

Along the back wall of the room there was a row of evenly 
spaced doors. Most were closed. Prophit King led her to one 
that sat open. He motioned for her to enter. Stepping through 
the doorway made her queasy. In an instant, her stomach felt 
deep and cold, with a vast, stormy sea at the bottom. She tried 
to swallow, but her mouth was dry and sticky.

Prophit King followed her through, closed the door, and 
locked it.

The room was probably twenty feet wide by twenty feet long. 
Plush couch seating lined the walls with a silver pole in the cen-
ter. A single red bulb provided the light. He loosened his tie and 
sat in the seat closest to the pole.

“Come on over here,” he said. “Let’s talk.”
She went to the pole and put a hand on it. Maybe she could 

stall him if she twirled around it a while. Molly circled the pole, 
moving her hand up and down it.

He stamped his whale-cock staff on the floor and leaned 
back to watch her move. “That’s nice, but it’d be even nicer if 
you took off some of those clothes.”

She turned her back, so he couldn’t see the disgust on her 
face. Her dress was one piece. A garment that sheer didn’t really 
allow for underwear, either, so taking off some clothes meant all 
clothes, and they both knew it.

As slowly as she could, Molly worked her way out of the 
dress. She grew increasingly grateful for the dim red light in the 
room as the dress slid to the floor. She picked it up and covered 
herself with it like a sexy scarf.

Prophit King sat forward on the couch. He licked his lips, 
eyes flicking from Molly to his golden staff. “You wanna know 
what would really blow my mind?” 

Before she could answer, he held up a finger, reached into 
his jacket and took out a gold-plated phone. 

“Yeah?”
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“Sir, it’s the anomaly.” A man’s voice blared at high volume, 
as if he was on speakerphone. 

Prophit King held it to his ear all the same. “Anomaly this, 
anomaly that. You can say they’re aliens, Charlie, okay? They’re 
fucking aliens.”

Charlie cleared his throat. “Sir, the aliens want to communi-
cate with us.”

“With me, you mean.”
“Sir, they asked for an open channel to speak with everyone.”
Prophit King’s lips pulled back. “They don’t talk to us, Charlie. 

We talk to them. Understand?”
“Yes sir.”
“No, you don’t, you dumb fucking mutt.” Prophit King 

seemed to forget Molly was standing right in front of him. “I 
should send you back out west where I found you and you can 
get a nice fallout tan. I’m telling you, I wanna know how long 
before we can get a rocket up to these fucking space-frogs or 
whatever they are!”

“Send a rocket to Jupiter?” said Charlie. 
“You fucking… Yes! Send a rocket to Jupiter!”
Charlie paused. “Somewhere between five and six years, sir.”

“Unbelievable,” said Prophit King. “Unbe—Look, start fu-
eling some goddamn rockets, understand? And get ready to 
launch the rockets… Still with me?”

“Yes, sir.”
“And if it takes five years to get there, I’m going to take five 

years off your life.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Now hang up the phone with your dumb fucking mouth and 

go fuel the goddamn rockets!”
Prophit King stomped out of the room, leaving Molly naked 

and alone. She yanked her dress back on and hurried out.

The preceeding is sponsored by Uncle Egor’s Youth Centers. 
Transforming troubled youths for over 20 years, at no cost 
to parents or guardians. Children are the future, and nobody 
shapes young minds like your kindly Uncle Egor.
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Chapter 8

Molly spent the morning pretending to be sick for whoever 
watched. She’d started by pretending to dry heave, and then 
she sat on the couch rubbing her temples and flipping chan-
nels on the TV. Through all of it, she made sure the bathrobe 
was well closed.

The TV stayed on a low volume, but not just because of the 
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act. There just wasn’t anything good on. Sitcoms and soaps, 
game shows and cartoons. Prophit-Vision showcased the usu-
al pundits blaming the usual people for the usual problems. In 
the end, she settled for Cruce replays on CNX.

Her phone chirped at her from the coffee table. The caller’s 
number was hidden. She accepted the call, coughed a little, 
and said, “Hello?”

“Molly Most!” said a woman on the other end. “How are 
you today?”

“I feel like shit.” Molly sniffed. “Who is this?”
“This is Roulette.”
“Oh, sorry.” Molly rolled her eyes. “Something I can do for 

you, Roulette?”
“Yes, get dressed. I’ll be there soon to collect you.”
“I appreciate the offer, but I’m not feeling so well today.”
Roulette laughed. “Oh, I love it! I should have known. So 

many people come to Halo City and don’t realize how much 
better the drugs are here. Don’t worry, darling, you’re not the 
first person to overdo it when you’re new in town.”

“No,” said Molly. “That’s not it at all. I haven’t... I was start-
ing to feel a touch on the sick side before I left G-1. I think 
traveling really opened the floodgates for whatever bug I’ve 
got.”

“Right,” said Roulette. “Drink some Rooster Juice, and I’ll 
see you in the lobby in thirty minutes. Dress for an art gallery.” 
She hung up. 

Roulette wasn’t her friend, not even close. 
Groaning, Molly got up and slogged to the bathroom. 

Pretending to be sick all morning had really taken the energy 
out of her, but at least she had an excuse to shower and dress 
quickly. By the time she put on the most basic application of 
makeup, twenty-five minutes had gone by.

She hurried out of the suite in a $600 Casper Dowd pow-
der-blue chemise with a pearl-colored Mavory shawl. She car-
ried a pair of black Poundware pumps to put on in the elevator. 

Once she arrived in the lobby, it was another twenty min-
utes before Roulette strode in wearing an $8,000 Boh-Salan 
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sheath in gun-metal gray with crimson piping. Of course, her 
lipstick and heels matched the red of her dress, and her hair 
was pulled back in a tight, shiny bun. Around her neck was a 
gunmetal Venkoni pill necklace. Her smile was as fake as her 
tits, which was to say… very.

“Molly Most!” Roulette embraced Molly and kissed the air 
near her cheeks. “Feeling better, I trust?”

“Just a little,” Molly said. “Did you say we’re going to a gal-
lery?”

Roulette shook her head. “I said dress as if you were going 
to one. We’re going to the gym.” 

Molly found herself taken by the hand and whisked out of 
the lobby to the street. A driver opened the door to a towncar, 
where a bottle of champagne sat freshly opened in a chiller 
bucket. They sat, and the car started moving up the street.

Roulette poured a glass for herself and took a sip. “This 
really is best champagne you can get. Here…” She poured a 
glass for Molly. “To Prophit King!”

“Cheers,” Molly clinked her glass to Roulette’s and took a 
sip. It tasted horrible. 

“What’s wrong?” Roulette tilted her head.
“It’s nothing.” Molly forced a smile. “Just, being sick has 

my tastes and my smells all fucked up.”
“Oh, well here…” Roulette pulled a pill from her necklace. 

“A little magic to get you right.”
Molly sighed. The last thing she fucking wanted was a mys-

tery pill plucked from the neck of a woman she barely knew. 
“Sorry, doctor’s orders. Nothing but scrips until they’re sure 
the other stuff is out of my system. Some bullshit about my 
heart.”

Roulette held the pill out. “What the fuck do doctors know?”
“Not to worry,” Molly said as she pushed Roulette’s hand 

away. “Doctor gave me some decent scrips. I’d just popped a 
little pink one before I came down.”

“Atta girl.” Roulette ate the pill and washed it down with 
some champagne.

“So, what’s this gym we’re going to?” said Molly. “Obviously, 



Cruce Roosters

66

I don’t have any workout clothes.”
Roulette poked Molly’s thigh. “You’re not the one working 

out. Relax, cupcake. You’re about to have the best day of your 
life.”

The car wove through traffic with surprising smoothness. 
The driver obviously knew what he was doing, and people 
knew to move for cars like this.

Roulette drank and pointed out the window. “It wasn’t 
long ago that this whole block was program housing. Can you 
believe it?”

“Um,” Molly started to form an answer.
“We cleaned it up, though,” said Roulette. “This whole city… 

Ugh. All the types, you know? All of them bitching all the time, 
like their opinions mattered.”

Molly bit her lip.
“No offense, Molly Most,” Roulette went on, “but I’ve been 

to G-1. There’s a reason it’s not as nice as Halo City. You all 
need to get a leash on your types.”

Molly drew a deep breath and held it.
Roulette gave a little laugh. “Maybe now that Stroller and 

Yarl are fucking worm food, you guys can get some real lead-
ers!”

Molly pretended to be interested. She pretended to sip her 
champagne. She even pretended to top off her glass every once 
in a while, then she’d top off Roulette’s glass for real. She faked 
a smile as her blood screamed from her veins… Kick open the 
door! Dive from the car! Escape at any cost! Roulette was too 
interested in her own words to notice Molly’s flushed face and 
sweaty brow.

The car went through a security gate, crossed a small park-
ing lot, and rounded a guard tower. Prophit Casinos Stadium 
came into view, looming like a mountain. She’d been there 
many times covering the Longdongers or attending champi-
onship games, of course. On those visits, she’d been part of a 
coverage group, and the stadium had been filled with millions 
of people. Now, the parking lot was empty.

The car wound around the stadium, through the maze of 
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outbuildings, then down a ramp that took them into a tunnel 
under the stadium itself. The tunnel was vast—four lanes wide 
and tall enough for a semi to drive through comfortably. The 
road branched off here and there to various loading bays and 
things. They followed the main tunnel, branched off, branched 
off that, and eventually stopped near a row of similar town-
cars in front of a large garage door.

The driver came back and opened the car door. A stout 
man, he extended his meaty hand to help Molly get out. He 
helped Roulette out next, and she just stood for a moment 
with her hand on the driver’s forearm. In her other hand she 
held the champagne. 

Roulette blinked and giggled at Molly. “Last chance!” She 
held the bottle out.

“No, you go right ahead.” Molly offered her arm.
Roulette took Molly’s arm as she raised the bottle to her 

lips. They walked toward a smaller door alongside the garage 
door. 

“What are we doing here?” Molly asked.
Roulette finished the bottle and dropped it to the concrete. 

It didn’t break, but it made a lot of noise. “My dear, we’re go-
ing to the gym.” Roulette’s voice had picked up a little slur.

They approached the smaller door. Roulette jammed her 
thumb onto a fingerprint scanning pad. A moment later, a 
green light blinked, and the door clicked open. They went 
down the hall a little way and took a left. They followed that 
corridor then turned left, then right, then left. 

“You’re so quiet,” said Roulette as they emerged into a hall-
way so long it had a moving walkway. “I hope you aren’t this 
quiet on fucking TV.”

“Ha!” said Molly. “I’m just trying to keep up. I’ve been to 
Halo City before, but always just for games. Get in, watch the 
game, interview some Roosters, get home. There’s so much to 
take in.”

They stepped onto the moving walkway.
“Oh, of course.” Roulette put a hand on Molly’s arm. “If you 

have questions, just ask. I’m an open book.”
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“Thanks.”
“What do you want to know?” Roulette’s big, painted eyes 

locked on Molly’s. 
“Um…”
“Ask.”
Molly asked the only question she could think of. “Did you 

know the Silverbacks were coming to Sharg Darger’s wake?”
Roulette leaned her head back and laughed. “Oh fuck, I 

almost forgot about that! Yes, they had to arrange that with 
the Prophit Bros. Can you imagine the standoff if they didn’t? 
If they rammed in with Prophit King still in the room? Talk 
about a fucking warzone!”

“Ha, of course,” Molly said. “What about Stocc Stroller and 
Paun Yarl?”

“Part of the deal.” Roulette wrinkled her nose. “Some crack-
ers just get stale, right?”

Molly smiled and shrugged.
At the end of the moving walkway, there was a door with 

another thumbprint pad, and Roulette led the way through it. 
It opened into a little room with yet another thumb-door at 
the far end.

“Shit, Roulette,” Molly said. “Please tell me we’re getting 
close!”

“Pssht,” said Roulette as the door clicked open. “Calm 
down, you lil’ slut.” She laughed quietly as she leaned her 
head against Molly’s shoulder. “We’re in!”

They entered a long, dark room, easily 400 yards from end 
to end with floor-to-ceiling windows on one side. A dozen or 
so women were spread throughout the space, all dressed in 
slinky dresses and holding martini glasses. Some wore wide 
brimmed hats and big, dangly jewelry. Some wore oversized 
sunglasses that made them seem like bugs. Some gathered in 
twos or threes, and many sat alone on plush lounge chairs. A 
few recognized Roulette and waved. Most were more interest-
ed in what was on the other side of the glass.

“Who are these women?” Molly asked.
Roulette waved back to them. “We didn’t come here for the 

whores, darling.” 
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Approaching the glass, Molly saw what was on the other 
side: a broad space with a dirt floor and pieces of heavy equip-
ment throughout. Huge men moved among the metal, and 
Molly realized this was the training facility for the Halo City 
Hardpumpers. These men, these Roosters, sprinted and lift-
ed and cranked and strained against their training equipment. 
They sparred and howled at each other. They snarled at the 
drones hovering over them.

“This room was supposed to be for coaches and training 
staff. One-way glass so they could observe the Roosters with-
out being in with them.” Roulette led Molly along the glass to 
some chairs away from the other women. “Coaches found the 
drones work better, so they didn’t need this room anymore. If 
the coaches don’t need it, what do you do with the room?”

“Let wealthy women pay to come in and watch the Roosters?” 
Molly said.

“Pretty much.” Roulette stopped. On the other side of the 
glass a pair of truck engines sat on either side of a concrete 
pedestal. From each engine, a chain rose to the ceiling, curved 
around a thick pulley, and came back down to the pedestal. It 
resembled a capital “M.” Roulette tapped something into her 
phone, and soon a Rooster stomped over to the pedestal. 

The Rooster, Boomer Nasting, wore only a beat-up pair of 
Wargod combat shorts and an even more beat up pair of mil-
itary issue tactical boots. He strapped his legs to the pedestal 
with cable-reinforced leather straps and grabbed a chain with 
each hand.

“You’re welcome, Molly Most.” Roulette giggled. She put 
an arm around Molly and turned around to get a selfie with 
Boomer Nasting in the background. 

“Now what?” Molly asked.
“Now pull up a seat and enjoy the show!” Roulette pushed 

a lounge chair right up to the glass and sat back to watch 
Boomer.

His eyes burned as he began pulling the chains. His mus-
cles rippled and bulged under skin covered in scars and ink. 
His grunts and growls came through a speaker-bar along the 
top of the glass. 



Cruce Roosters

70

Behind him, another Rooster made his way across the 
training floor by flipping a concrete-filled tractor tire sideways. 
Each time it thudded flat, he took deep breaths and pounded 
his chest. Above, a pair of upside-down Roosters raced each 
other along a web of chains on the ceiling.

“Did you ever bang a Rooster?” Molly asked.
“God no,” said Roulette. “They’d fucking kill you! It’d be 

an interesting way to go, I guess. But they’re so juiced up on 
drugs and implants now. I don’t know how it is in G-1, but the 
Halo City Roosters are basically drugged into a coma when 
they’re not training or playing. Otherwise, they’d tear the city 
down, I’m sure. Sex-wise, though, I’ve tried a few of the sims.”

“How’d that go?”
“Kinda fun, but you know it’s not the real thing. The dan-

ger’s gone, and that’s half the thrill. They all smell like cologne 
and plastic. You’ve interviewed a lot of Roosters. You know as 
well as anybody, that’s not what a Rooster smells like.”

Molly laughed. “Very true. They smell like sweat and dirt. 
Blood and grease. And, ugh, the breath!”

Her phone buzzed in her purse. She took it out and saw 
she had a message from Mr. Dax.

Bad news today. One of the security guys opened fire in 
the office this morning. I’m fine, bullet-proof office and all. 
He got 34 people, though. 9 others wounded. I should be on 
the news later talking about it. Thought you should know. 
Somebody will probably want to interview you, too, so re-
member you’re devastated.

Molly sat on the nearby lounge chair, so she wouldn’t col-
lapse.

“You need a vibrator or something?” Roulette asked. 
“They’ll bring you whatever.”

“Somebody just shot up the CNX studio in G-1.” Molly’s 
voice sounded distant. “They killed thirty-four people I work 
with.”

“That’s too bad,” Roulette purred. She stared at the heaving 
Rooster in front of her. She put her feet on the glass with legs 
spread. One hand worked between her thighs, and the other 
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hand clutched her throat. “You gonna get in on this?”
Molly looked back at her phone and reread the message 

from Mr. Dax. With Roulette moaning beside her and a 
Rooster raging in front of her, Molly shed a tear and tried to 
remember the names of the people she worked with. Thirty-
four of them had just died for nothing, and their only memo-
rial would be a ratings boost for CNX.

This section has been brought to you by Rooster-Sim Farms. 
Maybe you can’t get down with a real Rooster, but you can 
bang the next best thing! Rooster-Sim Farms has the most 
accurate and lifelike Rooster-sims around. Are you ready to 
pound or be pounded? Because THEY are!
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Chapter 9

Sleep had been difficult to find. A few times in the night, Molly 
thought to call the concierge and ask for some Sleeping Dragon, 
but something stopped her. Maybe it was laziness, or maybe 
she wanted to remember what it was like to have a dream in 
the night. Maybe she wanted to be the one behind the wheel 
for a while, not the river of gourmet lab chemicals that usually 
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pumped through her veins.
How was it morning already? Beside her giant bed, the 

room phone glowed bright yellow and vibrated. She wanted 
to break it, but that was exactly what somebody somewhere 
was hoping she’d do. Or maybe not. Fuck, she was tired.

“Yeah,” she said into the phone.
“Good morning, Ms. Most.” The voice belonged to a very 

perky woman. “Might I send you up some breakfast?”
“Sure,” Molly said. “Plenty of coffee as well, if it’s not too 

much trouble.”
“No trouble at all,” said the woman. “What could Chef pre-

pare for you? And would you like some company with your 
meal?”

“Just a toasted strawberry bagel, and no company,” said 
Molly. “And about twice as much coffee as you’d think a per-
son should have.”

“I could just send up a case of Rooster Juice if you’d prefer?”
“No,” said Molly. “I have all I need already but thank you.”
“Would you like some company?”
“I already said no.”
“Oh, I’m sorry,” said the woman.
“Who’s down there asking to eat with me?” Molly went to 

the suite’s door and checked that it was locked.
“I’ll send your food up right away.” The woman clicked off 

the line.
Molly wondered how many cameras and listening devices 

there were stashed around her suite. It took a great deal of re-
straint not to tear the place apart to find them. Whoever want-
ed to come up, likely had something to do with them, too. Did 
they want to add more? Take some away? Fix a broken one? 
The bastards would just have to go to the trouble of breaking 
in when she wasn’t there.

As if on cue, the phone rang again. 
She got ready to bitch the lady out as she reached for the 

phone. “What now?”
“Good morning,” said a man’s voice. “Prophit King has in-

vited you for a meeting at his office this morning. A car will 
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pick you up in one hour.”
He hung up before Molly could ask any questions.
Molly put the phone down and did her best to look upbeat 

for the cameras.
She showered and dressed in gray capris and a sleeveless 

canary-yellow button-down shirt. Her hope was the conser-
vative outfit would keep Prophit King at bay. She topped it 
off with a $2300 Weirgor scarf and a $300 pair of oversized 
McGregor sunglasses. Her black Trackenfield Tactical Heels 
went perfectly with the outfit.

An idea struck her as she touched up her lipstick: what if 
Prophit King tried to kiss her? She frowned at herself in the 
mirror. 

A moment later, Molly pulled the door shut behind her and 
made her way to the elevators. As she rode down to the lobby, 
other people got on and off, but she spoke to none of them. 
They didn’t speak to her, either, and all involved seemed quite 
content.

By the time she stepped out onto the street, she still had 
about twenty minutes before the car was due to arrive. Molly 
hurried up the street to a store.

“Pack of smokes,” she said as she opened her $800 A-Patchy 
gatorskin handbag. “Make it two packs and a lighter.” She 
held up a crisp $50 bill.

“What brand?” The old woman behind the counter sound-
ed irritated.

“I don’t care,” said Molly. “Surprise me.”
“Good,” said the cashier. “High Country Gold are $35 a 

pack.” She put two packs on the counter.
“What the fuck ever.” Molly got out another $50 bill and 

slapped the money on the counter. She took her smokes, 
lighter, and change. A minute later she was out on the street 
breathing smoke out of her nose like an annoyed dragon.

She paced beside the Prophit Tower entrance, sucking 
down cigarette after cigarette. After a bit, her lungs needed a 
break, but even then, she kept one lit in her hand.

A towncar pulled up after a while. The lanky, middle-aged 
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driver seemed to recognize her as soon as he stepped out of 
the car.

“Molly Most,” the driver said. “I’m Carl, your driver. If 
you’re ready, we’ll be on our way.”

“Thank you.” She took one last drag, then stuck her ciga-
rette in the receptacle beside the building. 

He held the back, passenger door open for her, and as she 
moved past him she saw him wrinkle his nose. “There’s, ah… 
of course there is no smoking in this car.”

Molly smiled up at him from the seat. “I’ll do my best, Carl.”
He gave her a wounded nod, shut the door, and went 

around to the driver seat. Away he sped toward the heart of 
the city, the Prophit Palace.

While Molly had been to Halo City several times, she’d 
only ever seen the Prophit Palace from the air at a great dis-
tance. Being the center of all government and military, it was 
a city within a city, encircled by a wide moat. Unauthorized 
vehicles that got too close weren’t given much warning before 
rockets fired, and that went double for aircraft. Molly and Carl 
passed through three security checkpoints before the car even 
crossed the bridge. 

When they reached the other side of the moat, Carl’s 
voice came through the stereo speakers. “Ms. Most, if you are 
squeamish about having rockets pointed at you, I suggest you 
close your eyes at this next checkpoint. And please don’t move 
a whole lot.”

“Rockets?” she asked. “Are you fucking kidding me?”
He didn’t answer. Maybe she had to hold down a button or 

something for him to hear her. She didn’t see such a button 
and soon decided she didn’t care.

Molly sat up straight with her eyes closed as the car came 
to a halt. It seemed like they’d been stopped for an eterni-
ty, and Molly couldn’t keep her eyes closed any longer. She 
opened them, expecting to see a rocket right outside the back 
window. It wasn’t nearly as close as she’d feared. About thirty 
yards down the wall, the rocket turret leaned out. It looked 
harmless; just a white square with four black circles, and at 
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the center of the black circles were smaller red circles. 
In her mind she could see the rockets launching. She could 

see them arriving at the car in less than a second. She could 
see the car, and everything inside it, exploding again and 
again as more rockets pounded.

She closed her eyes again and waited another eternity for 
the car to begin moving. Eventually it did, and Molly lay down 
across the seat. She hadn’t expected to react that way.

The towncar accelerated up a long avenue, turned off, and 
followed a curving street that took them to a side door of the 
Palace itself. Molly sat up and collected herself before Carl 
came back and let her out.

Opening the door, Carl must have noticed the lack of color 
in her face. “Not to worry, Ms. Most. You handled the rock-
et scan better than a lot of people. I’ve seen former Cruce 
Roosters go into a panic attack staring down those turrets.”

“Thanks,” she said. “I guess you’re used to it.”
He smiled warmly. “Not exactly. I just know a few secrets. 

Now, I believe, you’re expected inside.” He gestured to a set of 
white double doors.

“See you next time, Carl.” Molly shook his hand and head-
ed up the stairs.

A dark-haired woman in a crested blazer waited for her 
at the top. “Molly Most,” she said. “I’m Morgan.” She gave 
Molly’s hand a firm, business-like handshake.

“Nice to meet you.”
“This way, please.” Morgan opened the door and escorted 

Molly through. 
They walked swiftly up a white hall with gold-framed art-

work. Gold busts of historical figures sat atop white pedestals. 
Vases, sconces, tables… everything was white and gold.

“Apologies, Ms. Most,” said Morgan. “I was expecting you 
earlier than this.”

“It seemed like we were held up a long time at the rockets.”
“Ah.” Morgan gave Molly a sideways look. “I suppose that 

happens.”
It seemed to Molly that Morgan didn’t really want to talk. 
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That was fine. They weren’t going to be best friends or any-
thing. 

Soon they arrived at a door with a sign that said this was 
the Trophy Room. Morgan opened the door, ushered Molly in, 
and left without a word.

“Nice chatting, Morgan,” Molly said under her breath. “A 
real pleasure.”

The trophy room was a large space, roughly the size of a 
basketball court, with ten-foot ceilings. Around the room 
were the stuffed heads of a tiger, lion, buffalo, rhinoceros, po-
lar bear, and others. In each corner, a giant white tusk curved 
from the floor most of the way to the ceiling. 

Between the mounted animal heads were papers, framed 
under glass. Molly leaned close to one and saw it was some 
kind of legislative document. Apparently, this trophy was 
from a governmental conquest.

“That was a big one,” said a voice behind her. 
Molly startled and turned to see Prophit King striding 

toward her in a blue suit with gold pinstripes. Of course, he 
carried his golden whale-dick staff. He opened his arms to 
hug her, a perfect chance to let him get a whiff of her smoky 
perfume. She gave him a hug, and it made her stomach turn. 
When it was over, Prophit King’s scrunched up face told her 
he smelled the smoke and didn’t like it.

“In the future, don’t smoke before you come see me.” His 
mouth curled into a mean smile. “Those things’ll kill you.”

She nodded. “You’re right. Guess I was just a little amped 
up from G-1 advancing to the championship and being in a 
new place and all.”

“You see all this stuff?” He made a sweeping gesture with 
the staff. “These are a few of my trophies. I have more, and we 
change them out a lot.”

“Of course,” she said.
“Lenora, my dear former Prophit Wife, used to curate the 

room. She loved it in here, but, you know, she got severely, se-
verely depressed when her parents died. Just became a differ-
ent person, you know? She’s getting help now, but my Prophit 



Cruce Roosters

78

Wife has to be the mother to the whole country. She’ll never 
be up to it again.”

“Oh,” said Molly. “I’m sorry.”
“But one thing never gets rotated.” He grabbed her by the 

wrist and led her to the middle of the room.
There, on a white pillow under a glass dome, sat a very old 

drone.
“You’re too young to have been there, but you must have 

read about the Rally in May,” said Prophit King. “Rally in May, 
that was the day they tried to bring me down for good. Believe 
me, they got close. They sent in how many? These drones they 
had, carrying bombs. You know about that.”

“Of course,” she said.
“Killed dozens and dozens of patriots. Good people, mur-

dered by cowards.” He pursed his lips to look stern, but a 
smile hid in the corner of his eye. 

He stood back, apparently wanting her to get in for a much 
closer look. 

“Twelve pounds of plastic explosives,” he said. “Wrapped 
in ball bearings and nails.”

Her first thought was that the drone looked a tad on the 
small side. If that little quad-copter could carry twelve-plus 
pounds of explosives and metal, Molly could carry each 
Rooster on the G-1 Longdongers and a golden whale-dick 
staff. And that meant…

“That’s crazy,” she said.
“Can’t kill the boss.” He looked at his phone. “I can show 

you something even crazier if you got the time. Let’s take a 
ride.” He gestured toward the door with his thumbs.

“Of course,” she said. 
He grabbed her by the wrist and led her out of the room. 

As they walked through the halls, he pointed out significant 
pieces of art or weapons taken from enemy leaders before 
they were killed in skirmishes on the other side of the world. 

She felt light-headed as he tugged her along, but she hadn’t 
taken any drugs. She hadn’t even drunk any Rooster Juice. 
Squinting to focus on his hand, she thought she might have 
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seen a flesh-colored square of… something… on the tip of his 
index finger. Was he giving her a transdermal?

“Fuck,” she heard herself say.
“Yeah,” he agreed, mistakenly. “There’s no collection like 

this anywhere in the world. In the whole universe, if you think 
about it, you know? These are the best things you’ll ever see.”

She pulled her arm away, held it to her body, and acted 
like she had a stomach cramp.

“You okay?” He sounded annoyed.
“I don’t know,” Molly said in a strained voice. “It’s like… 

My stomach is in knots right now. I just hope I don’t puke.”
“Here.” He held open a nearby door. “Ladies room. Splash 

a little water on your face so we can go, eh?”
She went inside and immediately began scrubbing 

her wrists. Looking in the mirror, her pupils were huge. 
“Motherfucker.”

A few minutes later she walked out, clutching her stomach. 
“I don’t know what that was about.”

“Feel better?” He hid his hand behind his back.
“Sure,” she said.
“Good.” He flashed a toothy smile as a hidden elevator door 

opened next to him.
They stepped inside, went down a level, and stepped out 

into a private parking area. Waiting for them was a black 
stretch SUV with gold trim and rims. They got in, and the 
inside was all white leather with more gold trim. He popped 
open a bottle of champagne.

“None for me,” she said. “I don’t want to throw up in here.” 
She felt drowsy.

“Me neither,” said Prophit King. “Mind if I drink yours?”
The SUV started rolling, rounded a corner, then accelerat-

ed hard. Prophit King laughed as the vehicle picked up speed. 
Faster and faster. He gulped his champagne and pointed out 
landmarks. The man never stopped talking once, but Molly’s 
mind was fuzzy and most of his words sounded like nonsense. 

It was hard keeping her eyes open. The last thing she want-
ed, though, was to fall asleep in the back of a moving stretch 
SUV while the man who drugged her guzzled alcohol. She kept 
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a hand in her pocket, to pinch her own thigh as she counted in 
her head: one, two, three, PINCH, one, two, three, PINCH, on 
and on as they drove.

Soon they arrived in the Halo City Monument Park. The 
SUV passed through the Arch of Eternal Triumph, a memorial 
to all who died in the wars. The vehicle circled the empty plaza 
before stopping near a small, domed building off to one side.

“You alright?” Prophit King asked. “Barely said a word 
since we got in the limo.”

“I’m good now,” Molly said. Stepping out into the open air, 
she found that she did feel better. Her brain was getting a lit-
tle less fuzzy. If she could keep his fingers off her wrists, she 
figured she’d be just fine.

“Come on,” he said. “I want to show you something. It’s 
one of my greatest achievements, really beautiful.”

She walked with him to the little building nearby. He 
pressed his thumb into a pad next to the door. Something 
beeped, something else clicked, and the door opened for 
Prophit King. Inside, there was only a set of elevator doors 
with a sign over them that said, The Free Press.

Molly followed him into the elevator.
“I’m not the kind of guy to just throw flowers at myself,” he 

told her as the elevator descended, “but this thing blows my 
mind every time I see it. Some people don’t like to be remind-
ed of the bad old days, though, so we had to build up the area, 
make it so this is underground. It’s fitting, though. Jernists 
belong underground.”

Molly had learned about the Jernists in school. Everyone 
had. Professional liars, they were. Chaos agents who sold out 
to the nation’s enemies. They were traitors who got what they 
deserved, if the lessons were to be believed. But were the les-
sons to be believed? Who was really spreading the lies?

She followed him out into a vast, cavernous space, like a 
small arena under the ground. Lights snapped on overhead, 
illuminating the flat cylinder at the center of the space. It was 
like a hockey puck, two stories tall, with stairways going up 
into the sides at intervals.
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A neon sign flickered on over the disk. It also said The Free 
Press. A bank of lights clicked on nearby, and Molly saw on 
the side of the disk someone had hand-painted Jernists de-
serve worse! 

Molly wanted to run. “What is this?”
“Come here,” he said. “You’re gonna love this, believe me.”
He guided her to the closest stairway. It led up to a little 

platform with a rail in front of a wide circular window that 
looked down into the structure. She peered inside, but all she 
saw was blackness.

“Yeah, you can’t see anything yet, but here…” 
Prophit King opened a console at one end of the railing. In 

it were a big red button, a big white button, and a lever. He 
pulled the lever, and the disk-structure started to vibrate. A 
wide column rose up out of the center. The stench of wet rot 
filled the space, and Molly gagged.

“That’s what Jernists smell like,” Prophit King chuckled.
The column in the center split into top and bottom, spread-

ing wider like a huge mechanical mouth.
A little ways away, a Prophit Bro stood on the next plat-

form beside a man with a bag over his head. Prophit King 
waved him forward.  The Prophit Bro nodded and dragged 
the man to the open column at the middle. 

Letting out a stream of muffled moans, the man resisted, 
but with his hands cuffed behind his back there was little he 
could do. The Bro beat him with a baton and snapped some 
of his fingers. The man slumped down to the walkway, hoping 
his limp weight would be enough to save him. The Bro smiled 
and dragged him by the collar. 

He threw the man into the opening of the cylinder.
“This is how we press the Press!” Prophit King sounded ab-

solutely giddy as he pounded the red button on the console.
The top of the cylinder lowered onto the thrashing man, 

and soon he couldn’t move. He squealed as his bones cracked, 
and then the squealing stopped. The cylinder didn’t stop, 
though. It crushed him until blood gushed out the sides. 

It took all of Molly’s concentration not to gag. Her legs 
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started to shake, and her neck locked up like it had a metal 
rod through it. Her hands covered her gaping mouth, and her 
blood howled from her veins… Run while you can!

“We had to stop it at one inch.” Prophit King’s attention 
was focused on the death in front of him. “They were getting 
too flat.”

The cylinder opened again, and an automatic arm squee-
geed the man’s remains into the black fluid beneath.

“Here, look.” Prophit King pointed to the window as he 
pushed the white button. 

Something inside the structure whirred. The black fluid 
inside churned as machinery stirred. Bones and clothes and 
chunks of tissue went past the window.

“What do you call 5,000 pressed Jernists?” he asked.
Molly just blinked at the window.

“A good start!” He clapped and pointed at the window. “Aw, 
look at you! Little fawn, shaking like that. Believe me, if you 
got a weak stomach, this can be tough the first time.”

“Who… who was he?” Molly asked.
“Who?”
“The man you just crushed.”
“Oh. Some guy taking too many pictures. Could be he was 

just a tourist who doesn’t know better, but there’s a chance he 
was a terrorist. We don’t fool around with terrorists. And ev-
erybody knows that. Everybody.” Prophit King’s face started 
to get red. “And we do that for the country, for the people. I’m 
a servant of the people, so I have to follow the rules more than 
anybody. And whether they do it on purpose or what, Jernists 
help terrorists. By definition. So, we made an example out 
of 5,000 of them, and then the rest scattered. We still find 
’em sometimes. They don’t always get off light like that guy, 
though.”

Molly had a vision of herself being crushed in the cylinder, 
and she wanted to be anywhere else in the world. She put on 
her cutest smile. “So impressive! What other monuments do 
we have time for?”

“All of ’em,” he said, returning her smile. “All of ’em.”
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They took the elevator back up to the plaza, and Molly sa-
vored the taste of the air.

“Let’s see,” he said. “What next, what next… Wanna see 
what I did to the representatives? You’ll love it. Nobody’s ever 
done anything like it before.” 

“I…”
Molly’s phone buzzed.
Prophit King’s phone buzzed, too.
Public address speakers crackled to life.

“Attention,” a genderless voice boomed from everywhere. 
“People of Earth, we come in peace. We are your interstellar 
siblings, currently orbiting the planet you call Jupiter. We 
bring you an urgent message. Your species is in grave dan-
ger of becoming toxic. A cosmic immune response is coming 
to you. All is not lost. We can help you, but time is very short. 
Urge your leaders to speak with us. You may still be saved.”

The phones and the public-address speakers went quiet.
Prophit King was already stomping back to the stretch 

SUV, holding his phone to his ear. “Fire every fucking rocket I 
have! I didn’t ask you a fuckin’ thing! If those motherfuckers 
aren’t in the air in three minutes, your goddamn family is go-
ing to the kennel! Do you fucking hear me!”

He continued howling as he got in the SUV, and a moment 
later the vehicle sped away.

Molly sat down on the cobblestones and wished she had a 
friend. She was so desperate, she almost called Roulette.

“No,” she said aloud. “She’s the opposite of a friend. Fuck!”
Aliens? Sure. Humanity turning toxic? Why not? Maybe 

ghosts were real, too. She sat for an hour or so in the vast, 
empty monument park before calling the concierge at Prophit 
Tower to arrange a ride. No ghosts.

Portions of the preceding were brought to you by Poundtown 
Gyms. Drag your fat ass down to Poundtown, or we’ll come 
get you!
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Chapter 10

Back in her suite, Molly had put on a movie about cowboys, 
thinking the Old West was different enough from the present 
day that it could take her mind off reality. She couldn’t con-
centrate on it, though. All she could do was lay on the bed and 
stare blankly at the screen. 
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The movie cut away to a live address from Prophit King.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” he said, “I want to apologize huge-

ly for announcing at the Cruce game the other day that aliens 
were here. The signal we got was a garbled radio pattern that 
was bouncing around inside Jupiter’s atmosphere for some-
thing like fifty years. It escaped and bounced back to us, and 
our guys mistook the signal for aliens making contact.”

He raised his chin and put on his most dignified expres-
sion. “Earlier today, a terrorist group hacked our communi-
cations and said they were the aliens. Their goal was to rile us 
up, get us to act crazy, maybe even get you to start some riots.”

Prophit King paused, which made Molly think he’d lost his 
place on the prompter.

“I wanna say something directly to those responsible.” He 
held up a fist. “We know who you are now. We know where 
you are now. You’re rats at the end of a maze, and we’re tigers 
with bazookas. I got something special in mind for you. Just 
wait.”

He smiled like a crocodile as the screen faded to black. The 
Prophit King Seal appeared, along with a quick credit crawl, 
and then the address was over.

The cowboy show came back on, to Molly’s relief.
She didn’t notice the buzz of the fly, but she felt it crawl 

into her ear. A surprised gasp escaped her.
“Relax,” said the fly.
Molly pulled the sheet up over her mouth and whispered. 

“Easy for you to say.”
“That’s true. Listen, there’s a beetle crawling into your bed 

right now. It’s under the sheet by your hip.”
“Oh, that’s not invasive.”
“I know, I know. This is the only way. You’re about to see.”
Molly’s hand found the beetle under the sheet. “I better.”

“The beetle’s back opens. Inside is a lens. Put it in your eye.”
“Aren’t they watching me?” she asked.
“Not right now,” said the fly. “You’re sufficiently boring. 

Security doesn’t visit your feed much.”
“How do you know?”
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“I have more than one fly, Molly.”
Molly went all the way under the sheet and found the bee-

tle had opened up. A tiny light showed the lens in its back, and 
she took it out. “I’m not putting this in my eye until you tell 
me your name.”

“I can’t do that,” he said. 
“Then I’m not putting it in my eye.”
“Sorry to hear that. Good luck on your own.” The fly started 

to crawl out of her ear.
“Fine!” Molly put the lens in her right eye and blinked it 

into place.
“Great,” the fly said. “I’ll bring you online. Just take a min-

ute. I suggest you lie back and close your eyes.”
“Sure, this isn’t suspicious or anything.” She closed her 

eyes and lay back. “Should I save you five minutes of walking 
and just put the beetle up my vag now?” 

“That’s funny. Obviously if I wanted to do that I wouldn’t 
go to the trouble of telling you about it. Sounds like you got to 
see the Trophy Room, huh?”

“Yes.”
“Did he show you the drone? The one he says they tried to 

assassinate him with?”
“Yes.”
“What did you think?”
“Well,” she said, “I think it seemed a little small to carry 

twelve pounds of explosives.”
The fly chuckled. “I thought that myself. I know that model. 

It couldn’t take off with one pound strapped to it, never mind 
twelve. There’s actually a way to modify it for more power, but 
even then, it could maybe lift two pounds. You wouldn’t be 
able to control it for shit, though. There’s a reason it’s not on 
display for the public.”

“You’re saying they staged the drone assassination attempt.”
“Not out loud, I’m not. That’d be treason, right? Okay, I’ve 

got your lens online.” 
“This better be good.”
“It’s not,” said the fly. “You need to see it, though.”
A picture formed behind her eyelid. It was a view of a room, 
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seen from a corner of a high ceiling. The room was small, and 
the floor was littered with stuffed animals, toy trucks, building 
blocks, and all sorts of toys for a small child. There was a little 
bed, shaped like a firetruck, neatly made with firetruck bed-
ding. Along the opposite wall sat a long white couch. Sitting 
on the couch was a woman in a robe. She just sat there. Once 
in a while, she rubbed her arm or scratched her head.

“What is this?” Molly asked.
The door opened, and Prophit King walked into the little 

bedroom with a green bottle in his hand. He stopped in the 
middle, set the bottle aside and picked up a toy dump truck. 
He turned it over and around and set it back down. He put a 
stuffed rabbit in the back and sent it rolling toward a stack of 
blocks.

Prophit King turned to the woman on the couch and began 
loosening his tie. He set his tie and jacket aside and got the 
bottle. It had a hose wrapped around it, which he stretched 
out. 

“No, no.” Molly squirmed. Whatever was happening, she 
didn’t want to see it. For sure, she’d disappear if anybody 
knew what she’d seen.

“Just watch,” said the fly.
In Molly’s eye, Prophit King handed the bottle to the wom-

an and sat on her lap. It was only then that their size difference 
became apparent. She was huge, Amazonian. Molly guessed if 
the woman stood, she’d be as tall as any Rooster.

The giant woman found the end of the hose and worked 
it into her mouth. Prophit King opened the front of her robe 
clutched greedily at her massive breast. He took her nipple in 
his mouth and sucked furiously.

The spy-fly left its place on the ceiling and flew down close. 
Molly gasped as she saw the woman’s lips had been stitched 
shut. There was just enough of an opening at the corner of her 
mouth to get the little hose through. Her drowsy eyes blinked 
slowly.

“What’s in the bottle?” Molly’s voice wavered.
“Narcotics and nutrients,” said the fly. 
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“Why is he doing this to her? What did she do?”
“She fits the role he created. That’s all.”
“How long did he do this to her?” She felt a tear slide out 

the corner of her eye and down her temple.
“He had her in there before I had flies, so at least two years. 

Probably a lot longer. To answer your next question, yes, she’s 
still in there now.”

“Turn it off.” Molly sniffed.
The picture went away.
“That’s Prophit King,” said the fly. “Vulnerable. Wanting to 

be nurtured. Afraid of what it means. The man in that video 
deserves your pity almost as much as the woman.”

“Can I take the lens out now?”
“Not just yet. I have one more thing to show you, and then 

I’m going to ask you a question.”
Another picture appeared. This time they were in an ele-

gant dining hall, lit by candles on the table and in the chan-
delier. The warm light flickered over silver trays, wine glasses 
and vases with roses in them. At the center of the table sat a 
covered platter large enough to hold a whole pig.

“What the fuck is this?” Molly hissed. “You son of a bitch, 
this better not be—”

“Please, just watch.”
Prophit King barged into the dining hall, laughing and 

teasing his entourage of Prophit Bros. At least twenty of them 
filed in behind him, and he had them take seats around the 
table.

He stood over the covered platter and addressed them. “So, 
as I said, you all do such a fine job. Really, you guys are the 
best in the world. I wanted to reward you in a way that reflects 
how amazing you guys are, so I put together this dinner. The 
wine is really just the best you can get, believe me. And there’s 
a lot of it, so drink up.”

The Prophit Bros started drinking. One of them raised a 
glass. “To Prophit King!”

“To Prophit King!” the others repeated, and they all drank.
“Thank you, thank you,” said Prophit King. “Before we get 



Brent Michael Kelley

89

to the main course, I wanted to say something about my lovely 
Prophit Wife, Lenora. I’m proud of you all for keeping me and 
her safe for all this time. You’re really very wonderful people.”

He raised a glass to them and drank.
“But some of you may have noticed Lenora hasn’t been 

around the last couple of days.” He lowered his head. “I’m 
very sad, very sad to tell you that Lenora’s parents are ailing. 
I said, what can I do? But there’s just nothing. Very, very fine 
doctors have done what they can, but the parents are just, you 
know, done. You’ve never seen something so sad. Here’s to 
Lenora’s father and mother. Wonderful people.”

They all raised their glasses and had a drink.
“Lenora went home to be with them in their last days.” 

Prophit King shrugged. “I can’t blame her, but she had 
changed a great deal. A great deal. Depression is a—you know, 
I feel awful for her.” He paused. “But she just wasn’t the same 
person. What I’m telling you is, Lenora won’t be coming back.”

The Prophit Bros let out a round of “Awww” and, “That’s 
too bad.”

“No, no,” said Prophit King. “This is for the best. This is 
for the best. In fact, before she left, she helped me plan this 
nice meal for you boys. It’s true, she did. Now, before we eat, I 
want to say one last thing about my dear, former Prophit Wife, 
Lenora…”

He took a step back and grabbed a rope that hung from the 
ceiling. 

“The meat’ll fall right off the bone.”
As he pulled the rope, the cover of the giant platter rose. 

A cloud of steam escaped like the Fog of War lifting, and the 
spy-fly flew down closer.

There on the platter, Lenora’s glistening, golden-brown 
body laid on its back with legs and arms pulled up into a fetal 
pose.

The Prophit Bros sent up a cheer as a smirking chef came 
in and began carving off slices of meat.

“Look at her face!” Prophit King laughed with a mouthful. 
“Surprise! You’re being cooked alive!”
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“Enough,” Molly said.
The Bros in her lens laughed and drank and ate the Prophit 

Wife.
“I got an idea.” Prophit King sucked his fingers. “Gimme 

this. Look out.” He snatched the chef’s carving knife.
The Bros quieted to watch their leader.
“Helloooo,” Prophit King said as he tapped Lenora’s 

cooked face with the knife. “Lenoraaaa. You’re a disloyal cunt, 
Lenoraaaa.”

“Enough.” Molly repeated.
Profit King’s eyes narrowed, and he grinned wide. He lifted 

the knife and stabbed down hard. Over and over, he stabbed 
her face. He turned the knife over in his hand, so he could 
bash her nose apart with the bottom of the handle, then he 
went back to stabbing. The Bros cheered and chanted. Prophit 
King threw the knife aside and started clawing her face apart. 
He punched it and stuck a fork in it.

“Enough! E-fucking-nough!” Molly hissed.
Prophit King sat and licked his hands while he caught his 

breath. “Remind me next time,” he said to the chef. “I wanna 
do that while she’s alive. Like, while she’s cooking. I want an 
oven with a head-hole. We can do that. I want her to know she 
has a hamburger face before she dies.”

“Of course,” said the chef.
“And I want to use a cleaver.” 
“Perfect.” The chef bowed and went back to carving the 

woman on the platter.
The spy-fly retreated to a dark corner of the room, and the 

video ended.
“Fuck. You.” Molly dug the lens out of her eye and stuck it 

back into the beetle.
“I’m sorry,” said the fly in her ear.
“Why would you show me that?”
“There was one more video,” he said. “I’ll just tell you what 

happens. It’s Prophit King talking about you with your new 
friend Roulette. He mentions to her he thinks you’ll make a 
decent Prophit Wife. Roulette says, ‘Yeah, until you get bored.’ 
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And then they both laugh. Do you understand?”
“No!” she hissed. “I don’t understand anything!”
“Then understand this: If you don’t want to be cooked alive 

and fed to the Prophit Bros, you’re going to have to get out.”
She rubbed her eye, as if that could make the images go 

away. “Get out how? I can’t get a block down the street with-
out forty people knowing about it, and one of them is the 
Prophit King!”

“We can get you out,” said the fly. “Do you want our help? 
Say yes or no.”

Molly pressed her palms hard into her eyes. “You’re going 
to get me killed!”

“Yes or no.”
“Fuck!” she shouted. 
“I can’t contact you again. It’s getting too risky. This offer 

expires in five seconds. Yes or no!”
Molly took a deep breath. “Yes.”

“I’ll send someone to collect you. They will tell you my 
name when you’re safe.”

“When?” she whispered.
“Tonight. Go out to the balcony.”
The fly crawled out of her ear and vanished. She lifted the 

sheet, and the beetle was gone, too.
“I’m Molly Most,” she whispered, “and I am done with this 

shit.”

Portions of the preceding were sponsored by Dmitry & 
Sergei’s Southwest Steakhouse. Good old fashioned down-
home cooking. Just like Grandmother used to be cooking at 
BBQ of family! We cater party.
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Chapter 11

From her balcony, Molly gazed out at Halo City. Millions 
of lights shone and blinked in the endless sea of spires. She 
couldn’t see the streets through the smog, only the gaps be-
tween buildings. How had it come to this? Two weeks ago, life 
was simple. Two weeks ago, it was all Cruce, parties, drinks, 
drugs, and hardly a care. Two weeks ago…
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Molly needed a drink. She needed some Rooster Juice 
Black Label, just for starters. There was some in the mini-bar, 
and it would just take a few seconds to get it in her system. 
She’d be on her way to fucked-up in minutes, and that was 
probably the only way to wash the images out of her mind.

As she stood, a large insect buzzed in front of her. Molly 
shooed it away. It retreated, returned, and flashed a tiny white 
light at her. She saw a filament trailing from it, like a spider-
web. Molly stepped back from it as it flitted to a spot on the 
wall. Once it landed, the filament rose and tightened. It made 
a straight line going off toward a distant rooftop. The filament 
twanged like a guitar string, and Molly took a step back. There 
came a high-pitched whistle as something streaked down the 
filament. A small rocket darted into the wall, pulling a cable 
behind it. The cable tightened and twanged a low, hungry 
sound. Molly stumbled backward and watched in shock as a 
black-clad figure blasted down the cable toward her.

Molly’s breath caught in her throat as she stumbled. She 
tripped on a fake potted plant and landed hard on her ass. 
Before she could react, the figure smashed into the wall, shoul-
der first. A massive shoulder pad absorbed the impact, and 
the towering man stood over her a second later, unharmed. 

As big as a Rooster, he regarded her through the eye gog-
gles of some kind of vintage gas mask—probably worth $500 
or so. “Molly Most.” His voice rumbled through some kind of 
filter in the mask—electronic distortion to defeat voice recog-
nition software.

She tried to scramble away, but there was nowhere to go.
“It’s time.” His voice came as a growl. “You should try to 

resist, just in case.”
Molly looked frantically for anyone to help. There was no 

one. “I won’t go! Don’t you fucking touch me!”
“Good.” He nodded and lunged for her.
“Get off me!” She screamed and clawed for his throat. 

“Somebody fucking help!”
He brushed her hands aside as though she were a toddler. 

“Yes, perfect.” The man snatched her up in his giant arms. 
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Then, much louder, he said, “Fight all you want, bitch! You’re 
coming with me!”

He took out a white envelope and dropped it in front of the 
balcony door. “Ransom note,” he explained. A second later—
with Molly in his grasp—he leapt over the rail.

Molly dug her nails into his arm and neck as the ground 
rushed up at them. She couldn’t breathe. Tiny bursts of light 
peppered her vision. She was about to die. Death was com-
ing. Molly’s body was about be a splatter of broken meat. No 
amount of fighting or reasoning could help her when she met 
the pavement. Images of exploding watermelons streaked 
through the panic in her brain.

His body tensed, and then something slowed their descent. 
Blood pushed into her face. Her head felt like it was about 
to crack open, so great was the pressure. Her abductor, on 
the other hand, seemed unfazed. When they finally slowed to 
a stop, Molly had to clap hands over her eyes to keep them 
in her head. Whatever he was connected to, it started pulling 
them back upward. Somewhere—she couldn’t see—he must 
have hit a release for whatever cable they’d ridden down on. 
They fell, maybe ten feet. 

He stood her up and held her wrist. The people on the 
sidewalk—dozens of them—formed a wide circle.

Though she stood on solid ground, her body still thought 
it was falling. “I’m—” Molly started to speak, but her stomach 
twisted itself into a pretzel instead. The world seemed to spin 
in a way it usually didn’t, and Molly’s knees gave out. Hanging 
from her captor by the arm, she leaned down and heaved gobs 
of yellowish foam onto the sidewalk. She spat. Her whole body 
shook.

“We don’t have time for this.” He pulled a pistol from the 
holster at his hip and swung it in an arc at the growing crowd. 

“No!” Molly croaked. “It was a mistake! You aren’t fucking 
taking me!”

“Of course.” He scooped her up and carried her under one 
arm. In his deep, electronic voice, he thundered at the crowd, 

“Now who wants to fuckin’ die?”
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He fired three quick shots into the air, and the spectators 
burst into a screaming panic. 

Charging through the chaos, he raced down an alley, out 
across a street, down another alley. A black towncar, identi-
cal to thousands of others in Halo City, screeched to a stop in 
front of them. 

“Are you carrying anything?” he demanded. “Phone? Bugs? 
Anything?”

She patted herself down. “Just my pajamas.”
“Better be safe,” he said. “Strip.”
“What?”
His laugh came through the mask filter all electronic and 

weird. “Kidding! This car would fry that shit anyway.”
He threw Molly into the back seat and climbed in after her. 

They sped away, weaving through the nighttime traffic. By no 
means were they the most reckless car driving through the 
smog-filled streets. Molly sat behind the driver’s seat, which 
meant she couldn’t see his face. He didn’t turn around or 
speak. 

The car rounded a corner, and straight ahead Molly saw a 
police checkpoint.

“Stay calm,” her abductor said. 
But Molly couldn’t. She felt sure that somehow everything 

was about to end very, very badly. In just a minute or two, 
people would be screaming as gunfire filled the streets.

“Look at me,” he said. “That checkpoint isn’t for us. Breathe.”
Molly tried.
The car eased closer to the checkpoint. Closer. 
A pair of cops appeared on either side of the car, both 

dressed head to toe in black riot gear. The one on the driver 
side tapped the glass with the barrel of his AR. 

The window slid down.
“Who’s in here?” asked the cop through his black face-

shield.
“Couple dust-heads,” the driver grumbled. “You want ’em, 

pay their fuckin’ fare and take ’em.”
“I need to see everybody’s I.D.” said the cop. He stepped 
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back and brought his gun up like he expected trouble.
Molly could only think of one thing to do. Just as she 

opened her mouth to scream she’d been kidnapped, a fireball 
splashed across the hood of a van just up the block. A volley 
of Molotov cocktails fell from the windows of the highrise on 
the right.

The police ducked behind cars and emptied their guns into 
the building. They reloaded. They unloaded. And so on.

Molly curled into a ball with her hands covering her ears.
Tires screeched as the car made a quick 180. A moment 

later, and they were on a new route to wherever the hell it was 
they were going.

The towncar stopped under an overpass. The huge man 
pulled Molly from the car, scooped her up, and took off run-
ning through a scrubby field. He never slowed, never strained 
for breath, never tripped or stumbled. Molly could only 
squeeze her eyes shut and hold tight.

At the far end of the field, they came to a metal fence with 
razor wire spiraled along the top. He set her down, stuck his 
hands into the fence, and ripped a hole through it. With arms 
and legs, he tore the hole open wide enough to walk through.

They passed through the fence into an open area. On the 
other side was a kind of shanty-town, complete with a mock-
Prophit Tower at the center. There were no people that she 
could see—no lights or fires burning. 

“Faster!” he snapped. “This is the place they’ll get us if 
they’re going to get us!”

There came a sound from overhead like a gigantic ro-
bot horse whinnying. It settled over them letting out a deep 
hum. Molly looked up to see a police drone with its gun turret 
trained on them.

“Halt!” The drone operator’s voice boomed from a speaker 
on the front of the unit.

Molly and her abductor did stop. The drone’s spotlight 
shone down on them. A menacing buzz filled the air as more 
attack drones approached. As the sound rose, Molly thought 
she could almost feel the sound clawing at her spine. Was this 
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it? Was she really about to get liquefied by drone-fire?
“Come on,” the big man said. “What’s taking you so long?”
“Lie down on your stomach with your hands behind your 

head,” the drone blared.
On the bottom of the drone, there was a little flash of 

sparks.
“That’s my boy!” the abductor said, and then they were 

running again.
“Halt!” the drone repeated. 
Then the drone opened fire, but the shots flew wild.
“Hard to shoot straight with a fried targeting connection!” 

said the big guy. “Ah! Fucker!”
“Did they hit you?” Molly asked.
“Go! Fucking faster!” he yelled. “There’s three more, and 

I’m betting they can target!”
As they reached the shanty-maze, the drone lights shone 

brightly down on them. 
“Halt!” said the drones as their guns opened fire.
The big guy grabbed her and dove through a window-like 

aperture. Bullets tore through the sheet metal after them, but 
he didn’t wait for them to find their mark. He hauled her into 
the maze of tin and old lumber and mattresses. Molly’s arm 
almost came out of the socket as he yanked her along. Left, 
left, right, left, right, right… The drones sprayed the structure 
with bullets.

He stopped in front of a metal sheet on the ground and 
swung it up to reveal a hole with a ladder going down.

“In,” he said. “If those fuckers have block-rockers, we don’t 
wanna be up here.”

Molly climbed down into the musty darkness. He shoved in 
after her as drone-fire continued to shred the structure above. 
The sound became muffled when he closed the sheet-metal 
door.

“Go faster!”
“I can’t see a fucking thing,” she snapped as she climbed 

further down the ladder.
“Just a few more steps,” he said. “You’re almost there.”
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Her foot touched an uneven, rocky floor. She moved aside 
as much as she dared to get out of his way.

“Can you see down here?”
“Don’t need to,” he said. “But yes.”
“Well, I can’t,” said Molly. “So, I guess you’ll have to carry—”
A prolonged crashing came from above them, loud enough 

that Molly had to cover her ears.
“What the hell was that?”
“I collapsed the structure,” he told her. “Just like the good 

old days.”
She grabbed his arm. “Who are you?”

“Here, put this on.” He shoved something into her hand. 
“I’m Jasper Roadburn.”

“You’re a Rooster?!”
“No, I was a Rooster. Now I’m retired. Put that on.”
“Some fucking retirement,” Molly scoffed. “What is this?”
“It’s a mask,” he said. “Put it on.”
“I have one more question.”
He let out a long, annoyed breath.
“Who’s the fly?”
“What?”
“Who’s your partner? Who told you to come get me?”
“Oh. Swag Richman.”
She scrunched up her face. “Swag Richman? The feed-

drone operator? Swag Richman who’s going to be in the 
Crucecasting Hall of Fame before age thirty?”

“I’m not waiting anymore,” said Jasper. “Put on that mask 
or I’m leaving without you.”

“Fucking asshole. You know, it’d help if I could see.” She 
found the opening and pulled it over her head. The lenses 
didn’t line up super well with her eyes, and the thing was gen-
erally uncomfortable. After a little adjusting, she felt like she 
could stand to wear it a while. 

Jasper yanked straps on the back of the mask, so it was ex-
tra uncomfortable, and then he pushed a button on the outside 
of the left lens. Green light flashed in Molly’s eyes, and then 
things started coming into focus. Everything was in shades of 



Brent Michael Kelley

99

green, but she could see.
“Over here,” said Jasper. He pulled her along to a kind of 

sled that faced into a tunnel. He sat, and she climbed on be-
hind.

“This thing isn’t going to go super fast, is it?”
“Why?”
“Because I don’t want to puke in this mask.”
“You won’t.”
He turned a key, and the sled accelerated down the tun-

nel. It did go super fast, and all Molly could do was squeeze 
her eyes shut and cling to Jasper’s back. They roared through 
the darkness, and every muscle in her body locked in position. 
On the one hand, she didn’t think puking would be possible 
for the moment. On the other, she could barely breathe more 
than a gasp or two at a time. On and on, blasting through the 
blackness like a cannonball falling down a mineshaft. Molly 
clenched her teeth and hoped to pass out.

The ride could have lasted anywhere from twenty minutes 
to an hour. She had no idea. Then it started to slow. When 
it stopped, Jasper leaped off without a second’s pause. Molly 
couldn’t get her hands to stop shaking. She had doubts that 
her legs would support her all that well.

“Come on, you can take a nap in a minute.”
He helped her up, and she followed to the end of the tun-

nel. It let out onto a rocky ledge overlooking the craggy coast-
line. Through her mask’s goggles, the ocean was a great black 
emptiness. Beneath the ledge, though, plenty of jagged rocks 
waited like teeth. Molly stepped back and clung to the cliff 
wall.

Slowly, she followed Jasper along the shelf. He pulled 
down a curtain that had been textured to match the cliff, re-
vealing a shallow cave. In the cave there sat a shiny, clean pa-
trol drone.

“Here’s our ride.” Jasper patted the drone’s nose cone. 
“These things go deep into the boglands and back. Unbelievable 
range for a single charge. My crew have hacked this one and 
stripped out nonessential parts. A few power mods, too.”
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“Our… ride?”
Jasper opened the hatch on the back and slid in feet first. 

“Might be tight, but we’ll fit inside.”
“Wait, what?”
He pulled her in on top of him, then he closed the hatch.
“Are you out of your fucking mind?” she said. “This is not—”
The drone’s motors kicked on and cut her off. A moment 

later, they were moving.
“Now we put our trust in Swag Richman!” Jasper shouted 

to be heard over the motors.
“Can I take my mask off?”
“That’s the last thing you’d want to do!”
“Where is this thing taking us?” Molly hollered back.
“I thought that was clear! We’re going to the boglands!”
“What? Listen, you dumb piece of—”
“Now’s a good time to rest!” said Jasper. “I’m going to sleep, 

and you should, too!”
She elbowed him in the ribs once, then raised her arm to 

elbow him again.
“You might notice you’re getting some liquid on you. That’s 

my blood because I got shot getting you out of the city. It hurts 
a lot when you elbow me, so you need to stop. If you need help 
sleeping, I can choke you out.”

Molly got as comfortable as she could considering her face 
was being squeezed by a gasmask and she was lying on top of 
a giant man in a flying coffin. She touched the button on the 
mask’s left lens and turned off the night vision.

Her mind raced with everything she’d just gone through. 
The riot at the checkpoint. The drones trying to shoot her to 
pieces. The sightless ride on the rocket sled. 

The aircraft’s steady hum and vibration seemed to mix all 
her thoughts together like paint. No! She had to keep her… 
keep her wits… her wits… 

Little by little, her mind and body went limp. 

Portions of the preceding were brought to you by Ocean 
Pony Seahorse Products—No fresher seahorse. Period. Try 
our new Electro-Peño flavored Ponystix!
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Chapter 12

The drone slowed, descended, and touched down on solid 
ground. The motors quieted, then stopped altogether. 

Jasper popped the hatch, and cool air filled the compart-
ment. “I guess we’re here.” 

“Well, if not, we’re somewhere else,” Molly said as she 
climbed over his face to get out. “Don’t mind my knee.”
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“It’s fine,” he said. “You get the bottom on the way back.”
A fire burned nearby. Not a campfire, as far as she could 

tell. Just a flame burning out of a crack in the ground. She 
turned on her mask’s night vision, but the fire was bright 
enough to wash everything else out, so she turned it back 
off. She tried to make out the terrain, but she couldn’t see far 
through the mask. The ground was gravelly and uneven, with 
stunted scrub-brush here and there.

“Is it day or night?” she asked.
Jasper climbed out of the drone and stretched his back. 

“Here it’s whatever you wish.”
“Funny,” she said.
“It’s about 3am here.” He stood by the fire. “This is a vent-

flame. The boglands are full of them. They’re a big part of the 
reason patrol drones can’t find the Gwetch.”

“What are we doing out here?” 
“We’re meeting someone.”
“Who?”
“I never caught the name.”
“Oh, good. Well, when will they be here?”
Jasper shrugged. Flames reflected off the circular lenses of 

his mask, making him look slightly demonic.
“Great.”
They both watched the flame in silence for a bit.
“What do you know about the Gwetch?” Jasper asked.
“The bogmen?” said Molly. “Not much. They live in the 

frack-bogs and they hate normal people. They attack refiner-
ies and pipelines and workers any chance they get.”

“Is that all?”
“They used to be human, but now they’re savage cannibals. 

Oh, and their skin is green. Did I miss anything?”
“I’ve met them,” Jasper said. 
“I suppose you’d have to be a Rooster to meet them and 

live to talk about it. Where was it? Did they attack you?”
“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” Jasper found a 

stick and shoved it down the burning vent hole. The gas in-
side escaped quicker, so the flame jet more than doubled in 
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size. Soon it burned nearly all the way out and shrunk down 
to the size of a flower.

Molly watched the little flowery flame and let it soothe her.
“You don’t think we’ll run into any Gwetch out here, do 

you?”
“Nah,” he said. “There’s no Gwetch around here.”
With the flame dwindled down to almost nothing, Molly 

switched on the night vision again. This time, her surround-
ings weren’t washed out by firelight. This time she could see 
very well. This time she saw they were surrounded by dozens 
of shadowy figures in gasmasks, their tattered clothes waving 
phantom-like in the breeze.

“Jasper Roadburn,” she whispered. “You cocksucker.”
“Don’t make any sudden movements!” he shouted. “Gah!” 

He waved his arms overhead. “I can’t stop!”
“I hate you,” Molly said as she cringed behind him.
The Gwetch closed in on Molly and Jasper without making 

a sound.
“What do they want?” she peeped.
One of the Gwetch spoke in a croaky voice. “We want to 

take you.”
“To see someone,” another chimed in, voice equally as 

croaky as the first.
“Who?” Molly asked.
“Someone,” said a few of them together.
“Jasper!” she hissed. “Get us out of here!”
“They’re who you came to see,” he said. “Or, rather, the 

person they want you to see is who you came to see.”
“What do we do?” Molly asked.
“Go with them.” Jasper nudged her toward the approach-

ing figures.
“I won’t.” She clutched his arm.
“They aren’t what you think. Just go with them.”
“Wait,” she said. “Just me go with them? What about you?”
“I’ve got to get back.” Jasper started toward the drone.
“You’re not abandoning me, you stupid brute!”
He smiled and put a hand on her shoulder. “The heights 

by great men reached and kept were not attained in sudden 
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flight. But they, while their companions slept, were toiling up-
wards in the night.”

“What?” She shook her head.
“It’s Longfellow.” 
“What?” 
One of the Gwetch held out a small cloth sack, and Jasper 

took it.
“Smart and capable people are making plans. Have faith.” 

He gave her a quick hug, hopped into the drone, and closed 
the hatch. A moment later, it took off.

Molly watched it disappear into the dark sky, as a deep 
sense of loneliness swept through her. She turned her atten-
tion back to the eerie, silent Gwetch.

“Promise you aren’t going to hurt me?”
“We promise,” they all croaked together, which did nothing 

to reassure her.
They turned in unison to watch a child-Gwetch approach. 

They stepped out of the way as the little version of themselves 
walked to Molly. The kid looked up at her through glass gas-
mask lenses and held out a hand.

Reaching out, Molly saw a splatter of liquid on her arm. 
Whatever it was, it looked black through her lenses. It felt 
sticky, and she found her other arm was covered too… and 
her chest. 

Jasper’s blood. 
She never asked him to shed blood for her. She wanted to 

talk to him again, to apologize and to say thanks. To tell him 
not to die. 

Reluctantly, she took the child’s hand and walked along-
side. They came to a sort of trail, which they followed down 
a hill. It wove through a stand of short, twisted trees, past 
a pond of bubbling, steaming liquid. In the distance, jets of 
flame spouted up from gas vents. Behind them, the other 
Gwetch seemed to be laboring to cover their tracks.

None of them spoke, and Molly was afraid to say anything 
to them. If they chose, they could just throw her in one of the 
toxic pools. There would be no consequences for anything 
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they did to her. Accidentally offending them was the last thing 
she wanted to do.

They must have walked three miles before they came to 
the lip of a vast crater. There was no path, but the Gwetch 
child knew how to descend the slope. Together they wove 
their way down the hillside, skirting the jagged rocks and 
cracks to arrive at the bottom. On level ground once more, 
they wove through the scrub brush and boulders and pools of 
who-knew-what kinds of chemical stew.

As they came to a rocky shelf, Molly could feel her legs 
burning. She wasn’t built for this. How long before they gave 
out? Beneath the shelf, a cave plunged into the crater wall. 
Even the enhanced vision of the mask lenses only showed 
deep, dark emptiness. A steady, cool wind blew from the cave.

“I’m not going in there,” she said.
But the child was gone. Molly turned in a circle to see she’d 

been abandoned. At the edges of the mask’s night vision, shad-
owy figures stood motionless. Whether they were Gwetch or 
rocks, Molly couldn’t tell.

“Hello?” she called.
“Hello,” someone said. Not the croaky, filtered voice of a 

Gwetch, but the smooth voice of a human woman.
Molly spun.

“Up here.”
Sitting atop the rock shelf, the young woman eased for-

ward until she slid off. She landed next to Molly, smooth and 
quiet as a cat. She wore a simple skirt and sweater that looked 
like they’d seen decades of constant use.

Molly inched backward.
“You have nothing to fear here, Molly Most.”
Molly wasn’t so sure. “Who are you?”
The girl shrugged with one shoulder. “Who are you?”

“You just said my name,” said Molly. “Seems like you know 
who I am.”

“Names,” said the girl. “Is your name who you are? Or are 
you more?”

“Uh, I guess a name is a place to start when you meet 
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someone. What’s yours?”
“Hmm. I guess I’ve always liked the name Grace.”
“Okay, then. I’ll call you—”
“But now that you mention it, I also like the name Dawn. 

And Joy. And Wish. And Serenity.”
“It’s, uh, nice to meet you, Grace.” Molly held a hand out, a 

blood-covered hand.
Grace took it and gave it a gentle squeeze. “It’s very nice to 

meet you, too. You won’t need that mask in this place.” That 
youthful, perky voice made Molly uneasy. It was out of place. 
“The air here is pure, the breath of the cave. The mask is un-
necessary.”

“How’s that?”
“This cave mouth is a clean-air exhaust vent, you see. 

Scrubbers clean the air and pump it into the cave system. This 
is where that air comes out. The clean air coming out pushes 
the contaminated air away. You may take off your mask if you 
like.”

Molly shrugged and pried her head out of the mask. Once 
it was off, she rubbed her face all over. The cool breeze coming 
from the cave felt better than any drug she could think of.

Grace switched on a little flashlight, so Molly could see her 
face. Feathers and beads hid in the wild tangle of her hair. She 
shined it once up and down Molly, then turned it off.

“Yeah, these are my sleepy clothes,” said Molly. “If I’d know 
I was meeting people tonight, I…”

Grace walked a little way to her left and hunkered down 
next to a little pile of branches, arranged in a loose cone shape. 
She leaned closer and struck a match. Some dried weeds in-
side the cone ignited. Grace blew, and the little flame grew. 
Soon the wood began to catch fire.

“Have you seen the moon tonight?” Grace asked.
Molly sat on a stone and faced the sky. Seeing the silver 

half-circle moon sent a chill through her body. She’d seen pic-
tures and videos of it, and once in a while it had come close 
to peeking through the Sky Wall. But this… Molly had never 
seen the moon like this. And the stars! The stars were visible, 
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too. She felt like a pioneer, somehow—like she’d just made a 
discovery that would change the world. If everyone in the cit-
ies could see the moon and the stars like this, for sure things 
would be different!

As the fire grew, though, Molly’s attention shifted from the 
heavens. The only fires she usually saw were burning cars or 
apartments or dumpsters. Grace’s fire, though… it was small 
and thoughtful. Intimate. Instead of scorching a sidewalk, this 
fire gave her warmth. Instead of the stink of burning trash the 
smoke smelled clean somehow. It was familiar—like a memo-
ry from a time she couldn’t remember. Almost like a memory 
handed down from her ancestors. 

It made her feel like a child. She looked from the fire to the 
moon, back and forth, ready to burst. The combination trig-
gered deep emotions that she didn’t know were hiding inside. 
She pressed her hands to her chest to feel her heart beating.

The simple beauty of the fire and stars and moon brought 
Molly to the edge of tears. She could do little more than look 
and breathe for what seemed like a long time.

“Who are you?” Molly asked, once she could speak again. 
“Really.”

Grace added some wood to the fire. “I’m you.” 
“I’m sorry,” said Molly, “but I don’t quite believe you.”
Grace used a poker to get the burning sticks into just the 

right position. “Let me clarify, then. I’m all of you.”
“Please elaborate.” Molly felt the wonder slipping away.
Grace smiled. “I was there when you painted the first art 

on a cave wall. I was there when you built the first farm to 
support the first village. I was there when you built your first 
canoe.” She turned her face to the heavens. “I was there when 
you took your first steps on the moon.”

“So, you’re supposed to be, what, God?” Molly scoffed.
“Nothing like that,” said Grace. “I am nothing more than… 

Humanity.”
Molly squinted. “Come again? I don’t think I understand 

that.”
“I don’t think I do either.” Grace let out a sunny giggle. 
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“Whatever I am… or, rather, whatever we are… None of us 
have ever really understood. So sad to see it end before that 
understanding could be reached.” Grace’s smile faded just a 
little, as if she was bleeding but didn’t want to let on.

“What do you mean, end?” Molly sat up straight. “What are 
you and the Gwetch planning to do?”

Firelight danced in Grace’s pleading eyes. “Child, be calm. 
Neither I nor my friends the Gwetch have any plans to harm 
humanity.”

“Jasper said somebody’s planning something, and I’m 
pretty sure you’re in on it.”

“There are plans, but not like you’re thinking. Plans to help.”
Molly relaxed a little. “Then why do you think it’s ending?”
Grace added another log to the fire. “Humanity… we plant-

ed the seeds of our own destruction long ago. This was written 
in stone the first time one person claimed the good piece of 
land as their own. A peninsula, that was. High ground, slop-
ing gently to a sandy beach. The sunsets there were beautiful 
enough to bring anyone to tears. And once one person said, 
‘This is mine. No one else can have it,’ the seed took root in the 
hearts of us all.”

“Real estate?” Molly rolled her eyes as hard as she could. 
“Real estate kills humanity?”

“No,” said Grace. “Greed is the vine from which grows the 
darkest fruit.”

Slowly, Molly sat again.
“My land, my money, my interests, above all else. That is 

why we stand here on the volcano’s brim, inching ever closer. 
No one cares about another. They only care what’s in it for 
them.”

“That’s not true,” said Molly. “People care about other peo-
ple.”

“Really?” Grace tilted her head. “Have you encountered 
much of that lately?”

“How about when I got drugged and almost died and some 
girls called me a med-wagon? How about them?”

“Yes, it was a good thing they recognized you from TV.”
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Molly shook her head. “Fine, whatever. What about when 
the board of directors for the Longdongers said they’d hire 
Black Shadow to find out who drugged me?”

“Do they seek justice for other girls who get drugged? Or 
just the ones that make them money?”

“When I was a little girl, we used to—”
“Never mind that.” Grace put her hands up. “I’m not trying 

to stump you or agitate you. I’m just pointing out that selfish-
ness and apathy are winning. Prevailing culture is teaching 
people to blame their problems on those beneath them and 
aspire to the class above.”

The fire popped, and part of it collapsed inward.
Grace piled three more logs on the flame. “There was a 

time when the harvest belonged to all who needed food. When 
the hunting lands belonged to animals, and all creatures were 
treated with dignity. When every child was the son or daugh-
ter of the whole tribe. Those days are gone. Humanity’s chance 
for an archaic revival is slipping away.”

Watching the flames, Molly tried to imagine such a life. 
She didn’t really know where to begin, apart from picturing a 
bunch of mostly naked people sitting around grass huts and 
grunting at each other. Soon her imagination had them break-
ing out in fights over who got to have the hottest cavegirl.

Grace went on, “The Gwetch, however, they didn’t get a 
choice. The archaic revival is their way of life, and they couldn’t 
change it if they wanted to.”

“Aren’t the Gwetch human?”
Grace sighed. “Post-human.”

“What does that mean?”
“They are connected to each other in ways humans cannot 

imagine.” Grace yawned. “I suppose there was a time we would 
have tried to understand, but that kind of curiosity has been 
tucked away and forgotten like a decrepit relative. Anyway, if 
one Gwetch is hungry, all are hungry. If one Gwetch is injured, 
all feel the pain.”

“When one is angry, all rise up?”
“No,” said Grace. “Anger derives from pain. All will give 
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comfort. The Gwetch love like no other creature I’ve seen.”
“How’s that?”
“All others first. All others.” Grace beamed. “It’s the most 

beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”
Molly leaned closer to the fire. “Is that sustainable, though? 

Don’t you have to take care of yourself at some point and… I 
don’t know.”

“Well, they’ll certainly find out.”
“They?” Molly asked. “Not you?”
“I don’t think I can join them,” said Grace. “I think when 

humanity goes, I’ll be going with them.”
“But the Gwetch were human, right?” Molly picked up a 

stick and held the end of it in the fire.
“They were until they became Gwetch.”
“How did they become Gwetch?”
“Through a steady dosing of irradiated chemicals in the 

fracklands, plus the sacrament they take.”
Molly shifted. “What sacrament is that?”
Grace nodded toward the cave. “You’ll have to ask them.”
Molly looked to the cave mouth to see a pair of Gwetch 

standing there, watching. 
“Come here.” Grace held out a hand. She switched on her 

flashlight and led Molly away from the fire.
Some ways away, they came upon a bubble. The glistening 

semi-orb must have been ten feet wide, maybe six feet tall. 
Around its base, dozens of smaller bubbles clung to its side. 
The entire bubbly mass jiggled ever so slightly.

“This little pool has been poisoned. It is contaminated, and 
it’s likely to remain that way for a century or so.”

“That’s a long time,” said Molly.
“In the lifespan of a world, it’s not even a heartbeat.” Grace 

led her a little closer to the bubbles. “Of course, that assumes 
more toxic sludge won’t be dumped in it. But in any case, 
changes come. For better or worse, change is always on the 
way.”

“What if the bubble pops? Can’t be anything good inside 
there, right?”
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Grace picked up a rock and threw it at the bubble. It stuck 
there until the bubble absorbed it. The rock plopped into some 
liquid inside, and the bubble showed no sign it had been dis-
turbed. “It will be a long time before this pops. In any case, the 
breath of the cave would blow any gases away.”

Molly thought about getting her own rock and throwing it 
so she could see the trick again. Before she could stoop to grab 
one, though, the two Gwetch from the cave mouth appeared 
by her side.

“Fuck!” she blurted. “Sorry, you guys just really know how 
to sneak up on someone.”

“Be calm,” said Grace.
“I’m calm,” Molly replied.
The Gwetch grabbed her.
“Hey, what the hell are you doing?” Molly tried to pull away.
“Be calm,” Grace repeated.
“Fuck you!” Molly struggled, but the Gwetch were much 

stronger than they looked. “Grace! Get them off of me!”
More Gwetch came out of the shadows.
They held Molly’s arms tight behind her back. Four of 

them wrapped their arms around her legs. She bucked, and 
they held tighter.

“No! Grace, you can’t let them! No!” Molly screamed.
“Be calm.”
“What are they going to do?” Molly knew the stories. “Grace! 

Don’t let them fucking eat me!”
One of the Gwetch lifted Molly’s shirt, just above her belly 

button.
“What’s he doing?”
Another Gwetch reached up, holding something between 

their thumb and forefinger.
“What is that?” Molly demanded. “What’s he got?”
Whatever it was, it was too small for Molly to make out.
He pressed it into her navel.
“Sacrament,” the Gwetch croaked in unison.
She felt a little itch. Something small, crawling in her belly 

button. It almost tickled her as it wiggled.
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A pain like she’d never known spiked through Molly’s 
body. She bucked and howled as agony engulfed her. Before 
she blacked out, she heard a voice.

“Be brave.”

Portions of the preceding were brought to you by Death Row 
Fight Network. No man fights harder than the man fighting 
for his life.
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Chapter 13

Molly awoke to find herself in a bright room. 
She tried to bring a hand up to rub her eyes, but it only flopped 
dumbly against her face. She tried the other hand with similar 



Cruce Roosters

114

results. Her legs wouldn’t move at all.
“Why can’t I move?” Her words came as a slobbery slur.
Grace stepped into Molly’s field of vision. “You’re awake!”
Molly wanted to punch Grace. “What did they do to me?”

“Shhh,” said Grace. “All your questions will be answered. 
They gave you their sacrament.”

“Against my will,” Molly wheezed.
“Yes. You would not have accepted it otherwise.”
“It’s killing me.” She could still feel the thing in her belly 

button. 
“No.”
“Grace, listen to me.” Molly strained to make her words un-

derstandable. “You have to get it out of me. I need a doctor.”
Grace put a hand on Molly’s shoulder. “You deserve an ex-

planation, Molly. Just listen, and I’ll tell you what’s happening 
to you.” 

She took a rag from a nearby bucket, wrung it out, and lay 
it across Molly’s forehead. The cool rag felt so good on her 
head, Molly couldn’t hold back a groan of relief.

“The Gwetch are more than human. I wasn’t exaggerating 
when I said that.” She ran her fingers through Molly’s hair. 

“What makes them Gwetch is their sacrament. Each of them 
has taken it, and taking it is the only way to be one of them.”

“You made me one of them?” Molly rasped.
“The sacrament is what allows them to live out here in the 

boglands. Without it, they would die. Without it you will die.”
“Never… agreed… to…”
“Save your strength, my dear.” Grace dunked the rag again 

and squeezed most of the water out. “They call it “the Agony 
and the Ecstasy.” From what I can tell, that’s the most accu-
rate name they could have given it.”

Molly tried to speak, but Grace put a finger over her lips. 
“The Gwetch put the larva of a very special tick in your na-

vel. Once it found a warm fold of skin, it latched on and start-
ed to feed. It took your blood and gave you its venom.”

Molly squirmed, but Grace stroked her hair some more.
“We think “poison” when we hear venom,” said Grace. 
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“In this case, it’s not a deadly poison. It’s an ordeal poison. 
Different cultures have used them as a rite of passage for 
thousands of years. What happens is, first you hope you don’t 
die. Next, you’re pretty sure you are dying. Then you wish you 
would die. Then you don’t die, and the Agony is over.”

“So… it’s… over?”
“It hasn’t yet begun.”
“But…”
“You blacked out from the initial bite. The venom is in you, 

but the Agony hasn’t started. Over the last hours, it has been 
spreading through your body, soaking into each tissue. The 
Agony comes when the tissues begin to transform.”

“Please… no…”
“After that, the larva will have grown to a nymph. When the 

nymph is ready, it will give you its new venom. Together you’ll 
become Gwetch.”

“…no…”
Every part of Molly’s body ached. Her thoughts felt like 

distant shouts in midnight fog. She thought of the moon and 
tried to focus on it, but her body demanded her attention. It 
felt like she was shaking, like she was screaming.

Was the room filled with Gwetch?
“This will pass,” said Grace. Or had the Gwetch said it?
Suffocating, burning, Molly thrashed as waves of pin pricks 

swept up and down her body. Her guts felt alive as though 
desperate prisoners clawed for their final chance to escape. 
Some wanted to fight their way out of her mouth. Some want-
ed to break free a little further south. The taste of bile rose 
from her throat.

She felt blisters form on her skin, under her skin, through 
her whole body. 

Guh! GUUUUUHHHHH!!!
The tick larva at her center shoved poison into her like a 

tiny Cruce Rooster shoving continuous bombs down the chute 
of her navel. It burned her veins. Her heart, she knew, was 
transforming, too. It was becoming a tick itself, black and nes-
tled monstrously between her acid-filled lungs. Her tick-heart 
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pumped sticky, black venom-blood through her.
She found she’d become a tiny deformed mock-infant with 

rotten eyes, crawling on spindly limbs through a living city 
made of teeth. Titanic beasts shrouded in smoke battled each 
other among the screaming, living buildings. The titans paid 
no attention to the city or the pathetic, freakish inhabitants 
cowering in the debris. Her weak little arms and legs couldn’t 
carry her through the blasted city fast enough to escape the 
bursts of shrapnel.

Her face sloughed off, and before she could grab it a face-
less soldier snatched it as he ran past. He was only the first of 
dozens. They’d all been faceless at first, but soon a face started 
to appear. The same face, the same expression leered down at 
her from each passing soldier. Barely human, the face drew 
back into a hideous smile filled with pointed teeth.

They each kicked her as they went by, cracking her frag-
ile little ribs. She curled up, helpless against their slamming 
boots. Their faces started turning green, and their mouths 
opened wide. Long tongues lashed out, closer to her with each 
one that went by. They flopped side to side, hissing laughter 
and morphing into things that were half lizard, half weasel.

A black wolf grabbed her by the throat and dragged her 
away through a field of blisters and polyps and faces of an-
guished infants stitched together. Trees like willows made of 
razors and shredded flesh swayed in winds that smelled like 
smoke and ammonia. The wolf arrived at a crumbling tower 
and dashed inside.

Through the door, a long parchment ran across the floor 
like a carpet. Names were written upon it, and she knew 
somehow that those names had been victims of a very spe-
cific atrocity. At the end of the carpet waited a fat, monstrous 
toad with the nose and eyes of a man. His mouth opened in 
a hungry smile as his tongue shot out and snatched her from 
the wolf. The toad-thing held her, so she could look down its 
throat with her rotten eyes. Tiny hands clawed desperately for 
freedom from the creature’s stomach. It swallowed her, and 
the tiny hands pulled at her broken body. Tiny mouths bit 



Brent Michael Kelley

117

her. Soon, she too descended into mad despair. She too be-
gan lashing and biting as the toad’s stomach acid frothed and 
foamed around her.

She was falling towards a pool of glowing purple fluid then. 
It smelled like sideways flowers that bloomed in dark places. 
Her eyes had grown legs, and they wanted to escape her face 
before she plunged into the toxic purple sludge below. Her fat, 
hairy belly churned, possibly about to give birth to her abom-
ination-self. It gnawed at the inside of her belly button and 
carved a curse into her diaphragm with its crab-like claw. 

The purple rushed up to meet her, but just before she 
splashed down something caught her. A giant hand, tough 
and dirty, saved her. It held her up in front of an inhuman 
face the size of house. It blinked its X-eyes at her, sniffed her 
with its long, prehensile snout. It plunged a giant fish-hook 
through her navel and out her back, then it cast her into the 
purple. The abomination self in her stomach begged for life as 
it bled out.

She sank slowly, drowning in the viscous, glowing muck. 
The fluid leached her skin away and burned her exposed 
nerves. A creature from the depths bumped into her once… 
twice… and then gulped down her entire round body. The fish-
erman-creature yanked them both from the purple goo, pried 
her from the creature’s mouth, and cast her again. More burn-
ing and drowning, another bite, reeled in again. And again. 
And again. Each time, she came apart a little more. After a 
while, the fisherman yanked the hook free from her guts and 
dropped her into the dark pot of beasts she’d been used to 
catch. They tore at her, fought over her remains.

“Please,” Molly begged from some distant mouth. “No 
more.”

“I’m sorry,” said a distant voice whose owner was Grace. “I 
wish there was another way.”

That didn’t make sense. Voices couldn’t have owners, 
could they? No, certainly not. They weren’t even real. Neither 
were their owners named Grace or Molly Most. 

Pain and terror were real. 
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“Is it almost over?” Wherever it was, it didn’t make sense 
for her mouth to ask that.

“No,” said the voice of Grace from some place that didn’t 
exist. “Be brave.”

A fresh wave of agony raked her body. A fresh wave of hal-
lucinatory dread arrived close behind.

Portions of the preceding were brought to you by the 
Department of Municipal Relocation. It is your civic duty to 
report homeless individuals to the DMR for relocation and 
rehabilitation. Keep your city clean!
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Chapter 14

Something stirred in the darkness. It discovered it had a 
mind, perhaps even a body. It… no, she could feel different 
parts of her body. The parts had strange names, like hand or 
foot or head. She heard things through her ears, which she 
found quite strange. She smelled with her nose, which she 
found even stranger than the thing with the ears. Certainly 
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nothing could be stranger than that.
“I think she’s awake,” said a man.
“How can you tell?” said a woman.
“She’s smelling the air.”
“She could still be in the Agony.”
“Nah, she’s done.” He grabbed her foot and shook it. “You 

done now, Molly?”
Molly. That was her name. Molly Most. Molly Most is 

Mostly Moist. What did that mean? Was it important?
Her eyes were doing something. They opened the tini-

est bit and light flooded into them. She squeezed them shut 
again. They’d have to stay that way until she got some more 
things figured out.

“Molly,” said the woman. “It’s me, Grace. You’re okay 
now.”

“Can you understand us yet?”the man asked.
Molly moved her head in a way she knew he’d under-

stand as yes, but she wasn’t quite sure she meant it.
The woman sat by Molly and held her. “I’m sorry you had 

to go through that.”
“It builds character!” said the man. “Everybody oughtta 

do it!”
“Jasper, please be quiet,” said Grace. “She’s putting her-

self back together.”
If she moved her mind in a certain way, it connected with 

a part of itself that held impressions and visions of things 
that had happened to her before. As she opened her mind to 
the flood of memories, Molly Most was reconstructed. Every 
beautiful and horrible thing Molly Most had done or seen or 
heard of… they all filled her like air in a balloon.

“Molly?” 
“Yes, Grace?”
“Are you okay?”
“Okay?” Molly opened her eyes a little. “I’m not sure I’ll 

ever be “okay” again. But I think the Agony is over.”
Jasper chuckled. “It’s not so bad once it really gets going, 

huh?”
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“I worried about you, Jasper.” Molly sat up. “I worried 
about your bullet wounds, and I was angry at you for leav-
ing.”

“They patched me up, and I made some deliveries. Now 
I’m back, just like I said.”

“Did you know they were going to put the baby tick on 
me?”

“I had a hunch,” he said. “If they didn’t, you’d be dead now. 
Or at least dying from a thousand tumors. These boglands 
are kinda toxic if you don’t get a tick.”

“Thank you,” said Molly. “Where are we?”
“This is an abandoned refinery,” said Grace.
“Before that it was a Cruce arena!” Jasper had trou-

ble containing his excitement. “The Dunerunner Quadcar 
Desertplex Arena! Busted a lot of teeth out of motherfuckers’ 
heads here. Shitty stadium. And they abandoned it when the 
fallout blew in from Cali.”

Molly sat up, with Grace’s help, and looked out the win-
dow. The arena floor was filled with heavy machinery and 
giant storage tanks—all broken and collapsing.

“One of the energy corporations built a refinery here.” 
Grace spoke softly. “The fallout got the workers sick, even 
though they had their special suits on. There was an explo-
sion.”

Squinting, Molly could see the far side of the stadium had 
been reduced to rubble. Beyond, the landscape stretched far 
to the west.

Molly tried to stand.
Jasper rushed to help her. “Best not to do too much too 

soon,” he said.
“I want to go to the window.”
He helped her to the thick, blistered glass, mostly car-

rying her, and stood with her as she looked out. Her eyes 
adjusted to the brightness after a moment.

“Blue sky!” Molly gasped. “How is it…?”
“Prophit King’s so-called Sky Wall doesn’t stretch as far 

as he says.” Jasper eased Molly to the floor, so she could 
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stand on her own. “Good thing, too. It doesn’t work how he 
says. It actually makes the surface temp hotter.”

“I never thought I’d see it with my own eyes. It’s amazing!”
Hanging high over the shattered stadium was a cloud 

that looked like a bird. A birdcloud. It floated there like a 
blessing. Molly couldn’t imagine anything more beautiful to 
see in the sky at that moment.

“Do you see the birdcloud?” she asked.
Grace stood beside her. “We see it.”

“It’s amazing… And you can see so far,” Molly said. “You’d 
think it’d be kind of hazy, being a big polluted desert. Wait… 
is there a storm coming? All the haze has blown off in front 
of it?”

“That’s a good observation,” said Jasper. “You might be 
getting a slight Gwetch connection already.”

“Gwetch.” Molly looked back to the birdcloud. “Am I one 
of them now?”

“No.” Grace held Molly’s hand. “Not yet.”
“The Ecstasy.”
“Yes. When that happens, you will have no doubt about 

what you are.” Grace rested her head on Molly’s shoulder.
“What about you?” Molly said to Jasper. “Have you gone 

through the Agony?”
He smiled wide. “The Hellride. Yeah, I rode that train.”
“What about the Ecstasy?”
Jasper shook his head and looked back out the window. 

“Fucker’s coming fast.”
Molly could make out the front edge of the storm in the 

distance. To her, it resembled a monstrous living creature, 
crawling across the land on spider-legs of lightning. It was 
a creature of blind pain and mindless fury—limping and 
churning and rearing back—like the Agony given form.

At her side, Grace swayed with a touch of a smile on her 
lips.

“I guess you’ve seen a lot of these,” Molly said.
“I guess I have.” Grace sighed. “Still, storms like this are 

fairly new to the human experience.”
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“Oh. What kind of storm is it?” Molly put a hand on the 
glass. 

“Electro-chemical,” said Grace. “This room is reinforced 
with very thick, special glass. Even so, you can see that glass 
is failing. Once that first drop gets through, this place is 
done for. Change is constant.”

“Look down there.” Jasper pointed to the arena floor, 
where dozens… no, hundreds of Gwetch were gathering. “I 
believe this is for you, Molly Most.”

The Gwetch all looked up toward Molly, Grace and 
Jasper. They showed their bare chests, heads held high. 
Their chests began to glow, all in different colors. Tendrils of 
light snaked out of them, stretching higher and higher. The 
tendrils twisted together in a swirling, rising column.

“That’s for you.” Grace squeezed Molly’s hand.
“They’re bioluminescent.” Wonder oozed from Molly’s 

voice.
“It’s why they keep those suits and gasmasks on all the 

time,” said Jasper. “Otherwise they’d be beacons for patrol 
drones.”

Molly watched the swirling column and the approach-
ing storm with mouth and eyes open wide. She glanced up 
to see her birdcloud had blown away. She didn’t think she 
could ever forget it, though.

“What about the Ecstasy?” Molly turned to Grace. “How 
long before—” 

“When the time is right.”
Jasper grunted in agreement.
“The plan,” Molly said.
“The plan,” Jasper agreed.
“How do we start?” Molly asked.
Grace let out a long breath. “We’ll start the way the 

Gwetch do. We pray for each other.”
“Pray… to who?” said Molly.
“To each other,” said Grace.
The electro-chemical storm lightning-crawled its way 

across the desert and into the ruins of the stadium. Through 



Cruce Roosters

124

the lightning and the raging winds, the Gwetch maintained 
their column of swirling light in salute to Molly Most. She 
stood with her forehead against the glass and watched them 
brave the storm.

The preceeding is sponsored in part by Skandry Nature 
Parks. Get in touch with nature and BREATHE CLEAN! 
Group rates available. Mention this ad and receive 50% off 
your next visit! Some restrictions apply.
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Chapter 15

Stacked in the drone, Molly and Grace lay on top of Jasper. He 
was so strong that their weight didn’t even affect his breathing. 
Or, if it did, he didn’t bother to mention it.

He stretched his arm after over an hour of lying motion-
less. Molly, having put her gasmask back on, saw the letters 
RDBRN on his forearm.
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“Red Barn,” she said. “Or, more likely, Roadburn. Sorry. 
Red Barn was the first thing to pop into my head.”

“It’s funny,” he said. “My family name is not Roadburn. It 
is Redbarn. The Roadburn thing was Cruce image consultants 
at work. Here’s a secret: I like Jasper Redbarn a helluva lot 
more than I like Jasper Roadburn.”

“Jasper Redbarn,” Molly said. “It’s nice to meet you.”
“Jolly good, jolly good,” said Jasper. “How about you keep 

those elbows out of my ribs then?”
Molly used her elbows to push herself up. “What? I couldn’t 

hear you down there at the bottom of this pile.”
“Uuuugh,” he groaned.
Molly saw Grace’s eyes were closed, and she had a trou-

bled look on her face.
“Grace?” she asked. “Anything you want to talk about?”
Grace’s mouth curled downward in a deep frown. Tears 

escaped the corners of her eyes. She rolled over to hug Molly 
(much to the discomfort of Jasper).

“Just… tell me something beautiful,” said Grace.
Molly thought for a moment. “The birdcloud. The sky was 

so blue I thought it was a dream. Nothing could harm it up so 
high.”

“Nothing could harm it up so high,” Grace repeated. 
She was quiet for a while, and neither Molly nor Jasper 

dared to break the silence.
“If you knew what I’d seen,” Grace said at last, “you’d cry 

too, seeing what it had become.”
“Tell us,” Jasper said. “Tell us about the beginning.”
Grace breathed deeply. “The trees receded, and the ances-

tors had to live on the ground. They followed herds of wild 
cattle—big, shaggy beasts that predators feared. The ances-
tors found mushrooms growing in the beasts’ leavings. Some 
of the mushrooms were special. Hunters could see and hear 
better when they ate just a few. The gatherers ate just a few 
more and they started to create language. The tribe ate many, 
and they discovered divinity. People thrived. Tribes grew.”

She let out a nostalgic sigh.
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“They gathered around fires at night, telling stories beneath 
the moon. They danced and sang—”

Grace paused and sniffed back a sob.
Molly thought of the fire they’d shared under the moon 

that first night. People had done that every night and with 
their whole tribe. They danced to songs that no one would 
ever hear again. Molly thought she understood why Grace had 
gotten choked up.

“Tribes united and made villages. They found out fruit fer-
mented when they tried to store it, and the mushrooms that 
helped them before were forgotten. The memory of divinity 
remained, but then it was just passed down through stories 
told round the fire. New songs were sung, and new dances 
were danced.”

Molly squeezed Grace’s hand. 
Grace said, “Cities grew, then little nations. Nations fought 

wars for territory. People killed and suffered and died so rul-
ers could have a little more land. Then the rulers died. The 
countries they bled to create or preserve, they all fell apart 
anyway. None of them are left. The Wars saw to that.” Grace 
got quiet then.

The Wars. 
Molly hadn’t thought about the Wars in a long time. It was 

a topic most people avoided, but everyone was touched by 
them.

“They take the first-born,” Molly said, even though she felt 
sure Jasper and Grace already knew. “I must have been about 
five years old when they took my older brother. I don’t know 
how old he was, and my parents would never talk about him. I 
have an idea he was twelve.”

“The Wars,” Jasper rumbled. “I’m old enough to remember 
when people came back from them. Nowadays, you fight for 
Mamabear until you—”

“I used to wonder if he was alive,” said Molly. “I used to 
imagine he’d come home. Then I forgot him.”

“So much pain and death,” Grace said. “For what? A spe-
cies that succeeded in the first place thanks to mind-boggling 
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luck, struggling through the ages to take the reins of its own 
destiny. Here it is, finally holding those reins, driving itself off 
the first cliff it could find.” 

“We’ll save them,” Jasper said. 
“Some of them,” she sighed. “I’m okay. I just needed to let 

some feelings out.”
“You’re only human,” said Molly. 
Grace squeezed her eyes shut and faced away.

“Where are we going?” Molly asked, hurrying to change the 
subject. 

“The Cruce Championship,” said Jasper.
“How will we get in?” 
“You won’t like it.” Jasper shifted at the bottom of the pile. 

“A lot has happened back at Halo City.”
“A lot?” Molly asked. “A lot of what?”
He didn’t answer.
Molly had chosen to drop the subject when Grace whis-

pered a word.
“Death.”

This portion is sponsored by Prophit Cock Casinos. Don’t be 
a cuck—Grow some balls and get rich!
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Chapter 16

Having spent the better part of a day nestled among several 
dozen corpses in the back of a dump truck, Molly was at a loss 
for ways things could get worse. Thankfully, others among 
them wore gasmasks, too. All she had to do to fit in was not 
move if she saw anybody. But she hadn’t seen anyone. The 
smell, she supposed, kept the curious at bay.
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Not far away, production crews prepped for the Cruce 
Championship, live from Prophit Casinos Stadium in Halo 
City. Tickets for the game started at $10,000 and went way 
up from there.

Old cars, buses, appliances, and other junk had been placed 
in the arena first—all to be used by Roosters for creating cruci-
bles. Next, truckloads of corpses were dumped, one after an-
other, to make certain the Roosters had plenty of dead bodies 
to use in their crucibles. Half of the corpses were dropped on 
the Halo City Hardpumpers’ side. Half were dumped on the 
G-1 Longdongers’ side.  Once the last of the dump trucks left, 
the Fog of War filled the arena floor.

Molly had no idea if she’d been dumped on the Londgongers’ 
side or the Hardpumpers’ side. There was little she could do 
but wait. If a Rooster saw her moving in the Fog of War, there 
was a good chance he’d kill her for spying. In that thick fog 
there were no witnesses. She came in with the corpses… She 
was supposed to be a corpse. If she wound up dead for real, 
there’d be no questions asked.

Cruce Roosters toiled in the fog, silent as angels of death. 
They wore gas masks, too—likely because the stench of all 
those corpses was unbearable even for a Rooster. 

Molly used the corpse piles as cover, so Roosters wouldn’t 
see her moving through the fog. Walking upright was a bad 
idea, so she crawled—slowly, slowly—over the dead. Some 
were mangled, with jaws hanging off or torsos split open.

People. These had been people. Each dead body here had 
once had dreams and aspirations. They’d been afraid of things, 
comforted by other things. They’d tried to make the best of 
their life.

Part of her wanted to lie down. To give up. To close her 
eyes and wait for death. Once the Cruce match began, waves 
of carnage would surge through the arena. No doubt she’d die 
in the action.

Molly looked at the broken man closest to her and put 
a hand on his torn cheek. She looked down into his single, 
murky eye and said, “I’m Molly Most…”
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Tears fell inside her gas mask as she searched for right 
words to say to the dead man.

“I’m Molly Most, and you deserve better than this.” She 
touched another busted face. “We’re going to put a stop to 
this. As long as I’m alive, I’ll fight.” Then, more to herself than 
to them, she added, “Be brave.”

Slow as a snail, Molly crawled away.
She caught motion in her left peripheral and froze.
A massive figure stomped over and stopped by her feet. 

Huge hands grabbed her by the ankle, along with a couple oth-
er nearby bodies, and began dragging. Molly had a choice: get 
mashed into a wall of dead bodies or try to break free. Either 
option was likely to get her killed.

“I said we got enough for now!” somebody hollered at the 
man dragging Molly.

“Fuck off!” he yelled back. He let go of Molly and the others, 
then strode away.

She was able to creep right up to where the Roosters were 
outfitting themselves and building traps. They made shoul-
der-shields out of car doors. They made long spiked clubs 
from car axles. Some fashioned helmets and chest-plates. The 
dead were piled hastily in a bulwark blocking a frontal ap-
proach to the roost.

The majority of the Roosters weren’t dragging corpses 
around, though. They seemed to be working on something 
large. Molly had never seen a trap that big in her time as a 
Crucecaster. She couldn’t even figure out how this one was 
supposed to work, only that it was long and wide at one end.

A massive hand grabbed her by the shoulder and yanked 
her into the air. She tried to play dead, but the Rooster shook 
her until she had to hold onto his wrist. The jig was up, and 
Molly was powerless. She couldn’t give up. Not now. Maybe if 
she lunged for his neck…

“Who’s under here?” he growled as he peeled her gasmask 
off. “Molly fuckin’ Most?” he blurted. Then, quieter, he said, 

“What the fuck are you doing here?” He pulled his own mask 
away.
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“Theo Loko!” said Molly, relieved to see the face of a Rooster 
from the G-1 Longdongers. She’d interviewed Theo plenty of 
times. “You can’t let anyone know I’m here.”

“Don’t worry,” he said. “Longdongers stick with their own. 
Come on.”

“I have to find my friend Grace,” said Molly. “We got sepa-
rated, and—”

“I know who you’re talking about. Come on, I said.”
He led her to where Grace hid behind a van tipped on its 

side. They stayed there, huddled, for the next few hours as the 
Roosters worked.

~

The stadium doors opened, and fans poured in. With over ten 
million seats, it took a couple of hours for the stadium to fill 
up. Molly kept hoping to see Jasper come stomping through 
the fog.

Sirens wailed, guitars growled, and fireworks blasted, all 
to get the crowd amped up for the Cruce championship game. 
Announcers did call-and-response gags with the audience, 
making sure the energy level never dipped.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” an announcer said at last, “re-
move your hats, stand, and join Kletus Karver in the singing 
of your national anthem.” 

A cheer went up, and the singer began.

Oh, let our enemies tremble
And cower and quake in fear!
Let no man speak ill or else
He’ll taste our iron spear!

From raging sea to desert,
Mountain to frackbog foam,
No greater land in creation
Than the land that we call home!
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The envy of all other nations,
The greatest the world has known,
No country is as good as the one
Where Prophit King’s Light is shone!

Fireworks erupted like cannon fire. So loud was the sound, 
Molly wondered if they’d been spotted—if they really were be-
ing fired on.

The crowd went crazy then, and a moment later the reason 
was obvious.

“That’s right!” came the hooting, imbecilic voice of Prophit 
King. “Nothing but the best for you assholes, right?”

(cheer) 
“Isn’t this the greatest stadium you’ve ever seen? 
(cheer) 

“Anybody wanna guess today’s attendance? I’ll tell you. 
Today we got 13,214,686 people here! There’s never been a 
bigger crowd in history, did I tell you that?”

(cheer)
“We got some special surprises for you before we get to the 

game. Top notch stuff, believe me. First, I want to talk about 
the hoax we had, remember? The other day, we had aliens 
come. They were floating around in space, and they said, ‘We 
don’t make deals.’ I said they can go to Hell, is what I told 
them!” 

(cheer) 
“Automatically, automatically.” 
(cheer) 

“And when it got to be clear that they really did have no in-
tention of negotiating anything, we weighed our options, and 
believe me, I don’t take it lightly, the decision to launch nucle-
ar weapons at them. But that’s what I did!” 

An especially loud cheer blasted through the stadium.
“And as you know, the alien sons o’ bitches flew the hell 

away from here before I lost my temper!”
More cheers.

“But there was a hoax that came after, remember?” Prophit 
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King asked. “Somebody hijacked all our phones and TVs and 
PA and everything, pretending to be the fuckin’ aliens! Well, 
we caught him. We caught him, and you know him! Get him 
out here… Ladies and gentlemen, I present you tech wizard 
and drone pilot extraordinaire… and hoaxster, can’t forget 
that… Mister! Swag! Richman!

Molly’s body tensed.
“Back in the old days of Cruce, we used to start these cham-

pionship games with a nice execution, you know? But why’d 
we stop? Today, Swag Richman gets to take us back to those 
golden days!”

The crowd went apeshit.
“But you get the old, you gotta have a slice of new, right?” 

Prophit King went on. “This piece of human trash likes his 
little remote-control bugs so much, we’re gonna drive one 
through him!”

The crowd went even more apeshit.
“And he’s got some goggles on, so he can see exactly what 

his little bug friend sees! We’re gonna give Swag Richman a 
tour of his own body, from the inside! I’d tell him not to look 
away, but he couldn’t if he wanted to! Whaddya say, Swag? 
Ready to take a little tour?”

“I’m innocent, and he knows it!” Swag screamed into the 
microphone. “If he can do it to me, he can do it to you!” Swag’s 
voice got muffled.

“He knows what he did; he knows what he did,” said 
Prophit King. “Watch the big screen folks! Here comes Mr. 
Gut-Cutter!”

Swag screamed, and Prophit King taunted. It went on this 
way for far too long. At one point, Molly tried to put her hands 
over her ears, but Grace stopped her.

“We must bear witness,” said Grace. “We can’t look away.”
For just an instant, Molly thought she saw something like 

hungry fascination in Grace’s eyes. Molly stared, but not at 
the screen. She watched Grace’s eyes to see if that hunger 
would return.

Eventually, Swag’s screaming stopped, much to the 
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disappointment of Prophit King and the audience.
“Oh well,” he said. “There’ll always be another one! I kinda 

liked that, though! I think I’ll have to practice up on that, so 
we can put on a little bigger production next time, eh?”

The crowd showed their approval with a round of cheering.
Grace giggled.

“Are you okay, Grace?” Molly leaned away from her.
Grace’s face went grim again. “No one’s okay.”
Molly wondered if having Grace along was a good idea. If 

she truly was some kind of avatar of the species, what hap-
pened if the species really was toxic? Grace had to be watched.

“Now then,” Prophit King growled from the P.A. system. 
“In conjunction with Rooster Juice Infini-Dawg Energy Gulp… 
Feel the Pump, Taste the Cock! And in partnership with 
Tropical Capricorn Resort, Give Your Cock a Vacation! And—
extra special round of applause for this one—and sponsored 
most of all by Prophit Casinos!”

He waited for the crowd to settle.
“You remember the riots the other day? Well, our friend 

Swag here, he was one of the guys behind that. Lots of bad 
people, believe me. Between the alien hoax and him trying to—
look, he got a lot of people rioting, and everybody knows we 
don’t have that here. You riot, you’re out! We had to have the 
Prophit Bros go in there and shut that down.”

The crowd didn’t know what they were cheering for, just 
that they were supposed to be cheering.

“I nuked the aliens for you. He started riots to grandstand. 
Where’d that get him? I’m right here. You’re right here, so 
what now?”

The crowd roared.
Something landed nearby with a sickening crunch, and 

Molly knew Prophit King had shoved Swag’s body off the plat-
form.

Grace clutched her stomach. Veins stood out on her pale 
skin like they were drawn on by a black marker.

“Well, here they are!” Prophit King yelled. “Here are your 
rioters! Lift the Fog of War!”
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The fog blew off, and 13 million people screamed with in-
toxicated glee at seeing a field of corpses.

High overhead, the perma-haze of the SkyWall blew off, 
too. The sun… The sun shone down on the stadium. 

Molly could have cried.
Dark lines crawled across the sky, branching off and squig-

gling in different directions like veins growing. And then the 
sky darkened, like a layer of skin.

The fans didn’t notice the sun come out. They didn’t notice 
the veins growing across the sky. They didn’t notice the skin 
growing over the veins. They guzzled their Rooster Juice and 
screamed for their team to murder the other.

Grace shrieked manic laughter as she tore out handfuls of 
her own hair.

Molly wasn’t sure which thing horrified her the most.

This section is brought to you by Nasty Manager, the 
Automated Response Droid with attitude! Workplaces with 
Nasty Manager ARD’s have 68% increased survival rate. 
Coming soon… Nasty Principal!
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Chapter 17

With the Fog of War lifted, the Roosters howled and snapped 
to action. The long trap they’d built wasn’t a trap at all, but 
a sort of ladder. They raced to stand it up vertically and, to 
Molly’s surprise, their opponents did the same. Their ladders 
slammed together at the top, and within seconds Roosters 
clambered up the sides with more supplies in tow.
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Soon they had the ladder-tower braced and sturdy 
enough to send up the next segments. Up and up they built, 
together. As they neared the screen complex over the center 
of the arena, Jasper Redbarn sprinted through the corpses 
to Molly and Grace.

“Time to go,” he said, his attention fixed on the top of the 
structure.

“Jasper, you have to look at Grace.”
“Wha—” He turned. “Oh, fuck.”
Grace threw her head back with more wild laughter.

“Help her!” Molly shouted to be heard in the chaos.
“Get over to the boys by the ladder,” he told her. “I’ll take 

care of her.”
Molly ran toward the tower but screams of horror from 

the crowd made her skid to a stop. From the skin-sky above, 
tendrils stretched down with large pods at the end.

What had the alien message said? Humanity had be-
come toxic. And here was the universe’s immune response. 
A cleansing.

Riding down on the pod tendrils were shadowy creatures 
that looked like giant, bristling porcupine-men with freak-
ish long arms and glowing purple eyes. Purple vapor swirled 
around them and trailed behind. They had short legs with 
clawed feet. Their thick arms moved like bristly tentacles 
ending with long, black talons. When they called to each 
other in guttural barking sounds, purple light poured from 
their throats.

“This can’t be real,” Molly peeped, frozen.
The bristlemen leapt from the pods and flung their spikes 

into the masses of spectators. Men and women shrieked as 
they were skewered by alien spears.

The skin that covered the sky vibrated like the stretched 
membrane of a drumhead. The sound it made was so heavy 
and low, it was more felt than heard. Vibrations from the 
sky shook the stadium like an earthquake. The crowd’s howl 
of terror grew as an upper level section of seating collapsed. 
A cloud of dust rose from the debris and hid the place where 
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the section had been. Emergency sirens wailed uselessly in 
the chaos.

Fans poured from the stands onto the field, perhaps hop-
ing to hide among the corpses and the crucibles. One poor 
guy not far from Molly yelped as a bristleman harpooned 
him from behind. The bristleman grabbed the spear-like 
quill sticking out the guy’s back and dragged him toward a 
waiting pod. He clung, begging, to the bumper of a wrecked 
ambulance. The bristleman put a foot on his back, yanked 
the spike free, and impaled him again a little higher up. The 
guy lost his grip on the bumper and clawed at the dirt as he 
was dragged away. 

“God, no!” Molly started toward the guy when a huge arm 
grabbed her.

“You can’t help him,” said Jasper.
The bristleman pried open a pod and stuffed the wail-

ing man inside. The pod closed on its own, and the tendril 
pulled it up into the sky. Another pod descended

“Up!” Jasper roared and shoved her toward the tower. 
“Climb!”

Three bristlemen had Molly, Grace and Jasper cornered 
against the base of the structure. He defended them as best 
he could from the flying alien spikes. Grace kept right on 
shrieking her mad laughter as the bristlemen closed in.

“What the fuck are you waiting for? Go!” Jasper screamed 
as he snatched a spike from the air. He heaved it back at 
the thrower, straight into its open, purple-glowing mouth. 
It thrashed and barked as it fell backward, clutching at its 
head.

Molly dashed to the tower and started to climb.
A trio of Roosters arrived to help Jasper hold off the bris-

tlemen. A fourth Rooster scooped her up under his arm as 
he climbed past her. He made his way up the structure ten 
times faster than she could on her best day. 

“Let’s go, Molly Most. You got a message to deliver,” he 
said through his mask.

Either he hadn’t had a shirt, or it had been torn off in 
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fighting. She could feel the ballistic nylon weave beneath his 
skin, smell the sweat and dirt that covered him. The way he 
carried her under his arm, her face bounced very close to 
his stomach at times. When he moved a certain way, she got 
a good look at the gray, blood-filled tick in his belly button.

A Gwetch tick.
This Rooster had taken the Agony of the Gwetch.
“How did you… get that tick in your stomach?” she man-

aged.
“Your boy, Roadburn brought ’em to us the other day. 

Most amazing fuckin’ hellride I’ve ever been on!”
She looked out at the chaos of the stadium, then down at 

Grace and Jasper. She might have been dancing, might have 
been convulsing from an injury. Jasper had fallen beneath a 
bristleman. Molly buried her face in the ribs of the Rooster 
who carried her.

“Be brave,” she said.

This segment is brought to you by Mars Ministry Rage Caves. 
For individual and family berserko-therapy. Unleash Your 
Inner Beast in a Mars Ministry Rage Cave!
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Chapter 18

“I say who lives and who dies!” Prophit King’s voice thun-
dered from every speaker in the stadium, cutting through the 
screams of the masses. “I have brought this on you!”
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The Roosters waited for each other at the top of the lad-
der tower. The screen complex had a hatch at the bottom, and 
they got ready to smash through it.

“Get ready, Molly Most,” said the Rooster carrying her. 
“You’re on in five!”

She hadn’t thought about what she’d say. She knew the 
basic idea, but the exact wording of the message hadn’t really 
been passed around a writing room yet.

“What do I tell them?” she asked, more asking herself than 
him.

“Tell them to join the Gwetch,” said the Rooster. “It’s their 
only chance.”

Molly focused on those words as other, uglier words 
boomed.

“Anybody who wants to live today, you kill the man next to 
you!” Prophit King’s voice carried a touch of gleeful insanity. 
“Are you a lion or a pig? Kill or die!”

The thunder of a Block-Rocker smashed through the cha-
os, then another, and another. Security personnel manned the 
heavy machine gun nests around the stadium’s upper rim and 
opened fire. They spat lines of glowing metal at the pods and 
the bristlemen, with no regard for the people around their tar-
gets. Security drones targeted anything and everything, add-
ing to the bedlam.

The Roosters smashed through the hatch, and at least a 
dozen climbed up through it in a matter of seconds. There 
came the flashes and crashes of gunfire, but only for a mo-
ment. One of the Roosters stuck his head out and waved the 
others up.

In the dark belly of the screen complex, the madness out-
side seemed far away. The Roosters had pressed their assault 
around the corner on their way up to Prophit King’s broad-
casting center, and they too seemed far away. Molly stood in 
the middle of the walkway, unsure how to move. Maybe if she 
just stood there, everything would be—

The Rooster who carried her up the ladder tower scooped 
her up again. “It ain’t no time to ponder the fuckin’ architec-
ture!”
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More Roosters followed, frothing and ready for a fight.
“Kill or die!” screamed Prophit King through the P.A. 

“Prophit Bros! Kill fucking everybody!”
Block-Rockers thundered. Heavy machine gun nests 

sprayed streams of death through the crowd. Molly could no 
longer remember why she was there. 

Twenty-some well-armed Prophit Bros formed a crescent 
in front of their boss. Prophit King stared wide-eyed at the 
wall of giant screens, each showing a different drone’s view 
of the insanity below. As he ranted into the lens of a blinking 
feed-drone, the Bros took aim.

“Put the guns down, boys,” said a Rooster. “We ain’t here 
for you.”

Three of the Bros had Block-Rockers. The rest either had 
sub-machine guns or shotguns. A Bro with a Rocker replied, 

“You ain’t here for shit. You got a five-count to fuck off before 
we shred. One—”

“Go!” snapped the lead Rooster, and they all charged. 
Some bounded sided to side, some leaped up and some-

how bounced off the ceiling. Some flew straight forward, 
while others flung shrapnel at the Bros. Gunfire tore the air, 
and Molly could do nothing but collapse in a ball and cover 
her ears. A Block-Rocker found its mark on the left rib of an 
unlucky Rooster. His torso half-gone, he fell in a bloody heap. 
The small arms fire peppered the Roosters’ backs and chests 
and arms, but the Bros had failed to consider the ballistic ny-
lon Roosters wore beneath their skin.

Another Rooster fell to the crash of a Block-Rocker, but 
then the Bros were being overwhelmed. Roosters tackled Bros, 
smashed heads, stole guns. Block-Rockers were powerful ri-
fles, but they were slow to reload and next to useless in close 
fighting. Soon the Roosters had them, too.

With guns pointed at Prophit King’s back, the Roosters 
inched closer. One of them helped Molly to her feet and 
walked her over to join the others.

“Kill or die!” Prophit King had screamed himself hoarse, 
but he showed no signs of stopping.
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“Enough outta you.” A Rooster punched him in the back of 
the head.

Prophit King collapsed. 
“Kill him,” said a Rooster.
“No,” said another. “I got a better idea.” 
“You sons o’…” Prophit King mumbled. “Traitors to…”
The Rooster took Prophit King’s belt and tie, then shoved 

the golden whale-cock staff under Prophit King’s back. Prophit 
King’s arms were spread apart, and his wrists were bound to 
the staff. 

By then, Prophit King was alert again. He started to buck. 
“You whore-cunt traitors! You think you can just betray me 
like this? Do you know what I’m gonna do to you?”

A Rooster stepped forward and brandished a jagged chunk 
of metal at Prophit King. “I know exactly what you’re gonna 
do, you little bitch.”

“Let me go! Let me fuckin’ go!” Prophit King yelled.
“Should shove that whale cock up his bottom-ass and out 

his top-ass,” another Rooster said.
Prophit King spat at them. “You’re in the middle of the big-

gest mistake you’ll ever make, you goddamn dirty mutts! This 
is your last chance!” But his words had lost all their authority. 
He wasn’t commanding so much as begging. 

Molly could barely breathe. Bristlemen aside. Sky-skin 
aside. Fucking everything aside… Prophit King was helpless. 
This was a man who’d never been at another’s mercy in his life. 
All his power meant nothing now.

“Hang him up,” said the first Rooster. “By his feet.”
“Here’s wire,” said a Rooster with an armful of A/V cables.
The Roosters grunted approval, and soon Prophit King 

hung upside down from the ceiling braces.
Prophit King ranted as he swung.

“Molly Most,” said a Rooster. “Grab that feed-drone and 
talk. Everybody else, get high and low. Defend this fucking 
complex as long as you can. Rockers up top.”

The Roosters left, and Molly was alone with Prophit King.
She sat on the floor with the drone pointing at her face. 
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Maybe it wasn’t the most flattering angle, but none of that 
mattered anymore. Molly peeled off her gasmask and looked 
into the eye of the drone.

“My name is Molly Most,” she said. “If you can hear me, I 
want you to know I love you. It’s not too late. You don’t have 
to die. You can live. Find the—”

The word stuck in Molly’s throat. Her lungs couldn’t seem 
to find the air to push it out. She felt it then, a sharp pain 
in her back. A thin arm snaked around her neck, and a voice 
whispered in her ear, “Did you think we wouldn’t fight you?”

“Grace?” Molly managed. 
“I hate that fucking name!”
“Jasper…”
“Somebody cut his throat.” Not-Grace giggled in Molly’s 

ear.
“What… are you… Ungh!” Molly moaned as Not-Grace 

stabbed her again.
“Kill!” Prophit King shrieked from his hanging place, laugh-

ing like a crow. “Kill! Kill! Kill!”
“Do you think I’d let the Gwetch replace me?” said Not-

Grace. “They’re fucking abominations!”
“This isn’t you,” Molly strained to say.
“What do you know about me, whore?”
The screen-complex shook and dropped about ten feet as 

one of its support cables gave out.
“Kill! It’s all for me!” Prophit King swung in a wide arc as 

the violence on the screens reflected off his sweating face. “I’m 
God now, and it’s all for me!”

The fall had sent Not-Grace tumbling away, and every 
word hurt as Molly spoke into the feed-drone again. “I’m 
Molly Most. I love you. Be brave. Unity is our only chance. 
Find the Gwetch.”

Prophit King swung, mesmerized by the screens. “Kill for 
your god! Kill for me!”

Not-Grace clawed at the slippery, tilted floor trying to get 
back to Molly. “Here I come, sweetie! Give the folks at home a 
good show, Molly. They want to watch you die as bad as I do.”
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“I’m Molly Most. I love you. Be brave. Unity is our only 
chance. Find the Gwetch.”

Covered in blood, insanity burning in her eyes, Not-Grace 
stabbed at Molly with her metal spike. The room lurched 
again, and the stab missed its mark.

“I’m Molly Most. I love you. Be Brave. Unity is our—” 
Something exploded inside Molly’s gut. Something like poi-
son, but not exactly. Something more like bliss.

“The Ecstasy,” she said to no one.
“Kill for me! Die for me!”
Molly slid into a wall as the screen complex shifted even 

more, but she held onto the feed drone. “I love you. Be brave. 
Unity is our only chance. Find the Gwetch.”

Not-Grace pounced on her, screeching like a wild cat. “I 
hope all your little Gwetch friends feel it when I kill you, you—”

Not-Grace froze with the spike overhead, ready to plunge 
it into Molly’s face. Her arms lowered, and she dropped the 
spike. Gently, she touched something black sticking out of her 
chest—a thin, black quill-like thing.

Not-Grace screamed as the bristleman yanked her back. It 
dragged her away as another crawled into the leaning room 
like some kind of nightmare spider. 

It was upon Molly before she could react, but there was 
nowhere to go. Whatever it wanted to do, she wouldn’t be able 
to stop it.

“I love you. Be brave. Unity is our only chance. Find the 
Gwetch.”

The thing’s purple-eyed face pushed in close to hers.
“I love you. Be brave. Unity is our only chance. Find the 

Gwetch.”
Its attention snapped to Prophit King, and it forgot all 

about Molly.
“Die for me! Die!”
Prophit King’s voice finally failed him as the bristleman 

yanked him down.
Heavy machine gun fire tore through the screen-complex, 

narrowly missing Prophit King. The bristleman wasn’t so 
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lucky. Red-hot rounds cut the creature from hip to shoulder, 
splattering the area with purplish-black fluid. It thrashed with 
its bristly tentacle-arms and tried to put itself back together. It 
slid down the angled floor, leaving a trail of ichor behind. 

While that was happening, the gunfire had dropped 
Prophit King from the wall. He laughed maniacally as more 
bullets tore through the structure. As soon as he saw Molly, 
his eyes went wide. He scrambled toward her, his face a mask 
of hunger and madness.

Molly’s mouth repeated the message over and over, as if 
on its own. The air exploded around her as Block-Rockers and 
heavy machine guns fired wild.

Curled into a fetal ball, she didn’t feel the shrapnel pep-
pering her back and legs. She didn’t hear the screams as more 
and more people got dragged to pods by bristlemen. She didn’t 
fear anything.

The tick pushed more of its venom into her navel, and bliss 
cascaded through her with each beat of her heart. The Ecstasy 
wasn’t just a physical feeling. It was also a mental and spiritu-
al state. She prayed to everyone, for everyone. 

Her body went on speaking the message, but her mind 
had receded into a dark and peaceful patch of night sky in her 
head. As it went deeper into that blackness, twinkles of light 
appeared. Deeper she went and soon saw the twinkles were 
swirling galaxies. They grew as her mind got closer, and soon 
one of them filled her entire perception. It enveloped her and 
flung her into the black hole at its center. The thing sucked her 
into itself in an instant and an eternity. 

All was black, then white outlines formed. Red and yellow 
bloomed. Flames of living, moving ruby danced along the edg-
es of columns made of faces and eyes. 

“Gwetch,” she whispered. Or had she? And if she had, 
where had she whispered it? She was nowhere, but also many 
places.

The amber columns rotated, each connected with many 
others. Eyes circled through and around, each seeing things 
a little differently. Each adding their perspective to the whole 
they were part of.
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Tiny proto-awarenesses sprouted, which Molly knew were 
fetal and newborn Gwetch. She was in a birthing cave, simul-
taneously mother and child. She was in a deathbed under the 
stars, passing into eternity. She was a Rooster, fighting for 
other Roosters on the top of a screen-complex that was about 
to fall to the ground.

A hand closed around Molly’s body’s throat.
“I’m God!” Prophit King hissed. “Not you. Me! I decide who 

lives and who dies, and I say everyone dies!”
Her mouth ignored him and continued delivering its mes-

sage. 
He punched her and kicked her. He dug his thumbs into 

her eyes.
“I love you. Be brave. Unity is our only chance. Find the 

Gwetch.”
Her breast filled with warmth as the words poured from 

her mouth. She felt a love for all of her kind. Before herself. 
She could feel the suffering of other Gwetch, and she wanted 
nothing more than to give them comfort. She had no desire 
beyond the well-being of her kind.

Molly had no hate.
Molly had no enemies.
The heat in her chest swelled and grew into a new kind of 

energy. 
She breathed in calmly, even as the madman clawed at her 

face.
“I love you! Be brave! Unity is—”
A flash of green energy erupted from her chest. 
It blasted Prophit King off her. He tumbled away and land-

ed semi-upright against some debris. His head lolled down, 
so he could see the gaping, smoldering hole where his guts 
had been. Green vapor wafted from his exposed spine and liq-
uefied organs. He tried to speak, but all that came out was a 
choking sound.

The last cables holding up the screen-complex gave out. It 
lurched sideways and plummeted.

Molly felt weightless for a moment as the structure fell. 
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There were no more words to say. She felt all the Gwetch with 
her in that moment, giving comfort as the crashing structure 
crushed her body. Girders from above crushed her against 
marble flooring segments below. Chunks of debris ground 
through her flesh, and every Gwetch everywhere yearned for 
her suffering to end.

Her lungs were too crushed and punctured to draw breath. 
Her heart had no more blood to pump. Her consciousness 
faded.

The Gwetch oversoul reached out to her, cradled her. Molly 
and the Gwetch became one. 

Be brave.
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