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"I don't want realism. I want magic! Yes,
yes, magic. I try to give that to people.

I do misrepresent things. I don't tell
truths. I tell what ought to be truth."

--Blanche DuBois

 


 


 


Bittersweet


The boys ordered the greatest hot drink ever
meant for a glass: Vietnamese coffee. The base of ivory condensed
milk. The top of so-brown-it's-black chicory coffee. The boys
marveled at the dichotomy. Only one coffee shop in Philly offered
their favorite. Posters and flyers covered nearly every wall. The
latest single from the Red Caps, a remix of Hungry Like the
Wolf, way overplayed, hung in the air.

Dault watched Jerrod tip his glass, the lip
pale from steam. Doughy and pale, Jerrod didn't like to break
margins. He must have been the first kid to color within the lines.
The sort that regretted spooning peanut butter from the jar
first.

"Would you date a gingerbread man?" Dault
asked. The distraction afforded him the chance to plunge a spoon
into his own glass and stir.

"Being diabetic..." Jerrod's forehead
creased, making him doubly serious. "I have you anyways."

Dault drank for several seconds to earn a
murky mustache. Anything to make his boyfriend grin. It worked.
"Someone made a cartoon of the fairy tale. Posted it on YouTube."
He wiped his lips clean with the back of his hand.

"That the one with a wolf?"

"Was a fox, not a wolf. Drink your coffee.
Would you rather date a wolf or a gingerbread man?" Dault had often
wondered what kissing a wolf would be like. Wolves kiss first and
ask permission later. Or maybe never even ask permission.

"Are you dumping me so I can date
make-believe people?"

Dault didn't dare hesitate to answer. Jerrod
had a list of worries, more than any other guy he'd ever dated.
Foot falling off had to be at the top, but the way he would
dare Dault to break up with him suggested Getting dumped was
high on the list. Jerrod's hazel eyes flickering on the table top,
as if he were suddenly consulting that list, made Dault regret the
joke. "No," he said carefully, "just curious."

Jerrod nodded and smiled. "I think a wolf
would snore. Well, maybe I'd date the wolf from the little pigs
story. The one who goes after Riding Hood's too straight. And
didn't the gingerbread kid run away?"

"Yeah, the whole ‘Run, run, as fast as you
can!' bit. But I think he'd hitchhike these days. Maybe be all
skater on a biscotti."

Jerrod's crutches began to slide down the
wall, tearing at band flyers printed on jam-red paper. Dault caught
them before they clattered. He'd trip over them, like he had when
they first met in Mr. Corlen's seventh period History class. Jerrod
had looked so guilty that Dault knew he'd say yes when asked out on
a date.

"Why'd he run away?" Jerrod finally took a
sip. Dault knew he'd never drink the entire glass. He worried about
his blood sugar.

"A pair of dykes made him. They wanted a
kid--"

"They couldn't adopt?" asked Jerrod.

"I was adopted."

"Liar. You look like your mom."

"She was adopted too. We came as a
package."

"I wish I wasn't related to my folks."

Dault knew that any moment Jerrod would
spiral down into some serious moping; his boyfriend's home life was
the Unmentionable Topic to be avoided at all costs. But lately,
Jerrod had been dropping hints, little mal mots. That a bad
divorce didn't prevent bad genes.

"I'll adopt you." Dault reached out and
ruffled Jerrod's thin blond hair.

Jerrod tried to duck out of the way. "You
just want to make me forget about tomorrow."

The flight to Indianapolis with his father.
Surgery the very next day. If all went well there'd be weeks of
physical therapy. If things went bad, there'd be a lot of therapy.
Losing a foot meant all sorts of therapy. Dault told himself not to
envision Jerrod trapped in a wheelchair.

"I want to see you walk off the plane."

"Hobble. I'll still have the crutches."
Jerrod pushed the glass away from him. "I don't want to go."

"I don't want you to go either." But Dault
did. He wanted a whole Jerrod, not a partial. He didn't know if he
could be with an amputee. That would make him an awful person--I
mean, only the worst guy in the world would dump his disabled
boyfriend, right?

They had slept together a few times, and it
had been awkward. Awkward sex because of blood flow and neuropathy;
Jerrod couldn't really get hard. So Dault had to lie back and let
Jerrod do things to him. It felt selfish and he found himself
making tiny jokes to keep from being anxious.

Afterwards had been just as awkward. Dault
would drift off and then suddenly wake, terrified he had kicked
Jerrod's bad foot. He would feel his muscles cramp against the task
of remaining still for hours while Jerrod's feverish body made the
bed feel like an oven.

"Perhaps I can run away," Jerrod said.

"As fast as you can?"

Jerrod nodded. "They really need to change
the album. Has it been the same song?" He reached for his crutches.
Dault noticed how the others in the coffee shop stared at Jerrod as
he struggled to his feet. The protective boot looked enormous, like
something an astronaut would wear.

"How did it end for the gingerbread
boy?"

"You want another lie?" Dault asked.

"Sure."

"Happily ever after. Met a very handsome
fritter and they ran off together."

"Just desserts?"

"I should smack you for that."

"A kiss instead." Dault wished he didn't
have to ask.

 


 


----

 


Dault wandered around Philly for hours,
trying not worry. Summertime should have been trips to the beach,
dripping ice cream cones, exploring underneath the pier and making
out in the shade. Not moping. The text message Jerrod sent him
hours later didn't help. Jerrod's texts were always so perfect.
Never an error, never any shorthand. They had once sat through a
bad horror movie and texted back and forth and it took Jerrod three
times as long to type his messages.

 


What if the gingerbread boy wasn't a victim?
What if he was a lure? Dropped onto people's plates. He'd have
folks chasing him, boys chasing him, and he'd run to that witch's
house. The one also made of gingerbread. Think I'm wrong?

 


Dault replied.

 


Relx every1 likes gbread how was the flight?
Dont b worried luv ya.

Maybe you should run, run as fast as you
can.

 


Dault groaned. He tried calling but Jerrod
wouldn't pick up.

That night he fell asleep with the open cell
phone hot against his pillow.

 


 


----

 


By the end of the week, his mother hid the
cell phone. She dangled the car keys in front of his face and told
him to go out, take a long drive, get some sun and not worry why
Jerrod had not returned calls, texts or emails in days. She
threatened to spend his college savings on liposuction if he didn't
listen.

She only gave him back the phone when he
reasoned it wasn't safe to be out on the road without one. Cars
break down. Curfews get broken. People get lost.

Like his boyfriend. He wondered if Jerrod
had gone all cowardly and decided to end the relationship with
silence. Or maybe he had decided to be a martyr--yes, Dault could
imagine him doing that, deciding that Dault would be better off not
dating a cripple. That word made him sick and ashamed.

He escaped to New Hope with its tidy streets
filled with tourists and motorcycle gangs. The restaurants either
charged nearly twenty dollars a dish or served hamburgers on paper
plates. Leather shops and Wiccan stores and stained glass art.

He sat on the steps outside a tattoo parlor
and watched the people walk past. He considered getting a bitter
tattoo, something like Bite me. Or Eat me. He ended
up smiling, trying to imagine where on his body would be most fun
to get inked.

Three boys passed by. Their hair was spiked
with product, their tanktops glaring white over tanned skin, shorts
drooped below thin waistlines. Golden-brown skin. The last of the
three met Dault's stare and actually turned around down the block
to smile at him.

Later, he saw them across the street,
entering the ice cream parlor. The third boy dawdled in the doorway
a while, offered Dault a slight wave to which he couldn't help but
smile. That same boy came out with two cones and ran across the
street. A Volkswagen almost ran him down.

"Hey, you look sad." The boy had
ginger-colored hair below the lighter streaks. He held out one of
the cones. "Go on, take it."

Dault couldn't help but have his fingers
brush the other boy's while gripping the waffle cone.

The boy sat down beside him without asking.
"So are you browsing or buying?"

"What?" The ice cream tasted like a cinnamon
stick that nipped the tip of his tongue.

"Just browsing the boys or looking to take
one home?"

Dault blushed. "You bought me ice cream not
a ring."

The boy nodded. He had a chipped front tooth
and bit at the scoops of ice cream. "Hang with us. Have some
fun."

He felt his cell phone vibrate in the pocket
of his cargo shorts. Jerrod's ring tone, Average Superstar's
Radiate.

"See, someone wants you to come with us,"
said the boy who wore sandals and had painted his toenails
jam-red.

He shouldn't ignore the phone. He'd never
before. But in the hot sun the smell of cinnamon hung in the air
about the boy, who bumped against him, and Dault told himself if he
answered and it ended up being that painful conversation where
Jerrod tells him he won't be coming back, at least, not to him,
then he'd be left broken. Better to pretend the call never
happened.

So when the boy offered a hand to help Dault
to his feet, he took it and followed him across the street back to
the boy's waiting friends. All their names began with R, but Dault
couldn't allow himself to remember any of them, not the least the
ginger-haired boy. That would be something like dating.

By the afternoon, the four of them had
walked along to the river. Dault worried about getting lost by the
trees. The boy held his hand and guided him around birch and cherry
until the path had disappeared. So had the others.

"Chase me," said the ginger-haired boy.

"No, I think I better get back." Dault's
cell phone had chirped a few times. Jerrod had left a message.

The boy slapped him on the chest. "Bet you
can't catch me." Then he started to run through the tree line.
Dault watched him strip off his tanktop. His heart raced as if he
were the one being chased. I shouldn't, he thought, but already he
had begun to follow.

The way was marked with discarded clothes. A
sandal. He saw only one. Shorts. He expected underwear, was curious
whether it would be boxers or briefs, when a hand grabbed his arm,
pulling him to the ground.

The ginger-haired boy rolled atop him and,
without asking, kissed him hard. The tongue that worked its way
past Dault's lips tasted sweet. He discovered the rest of the boy
less so.

 


 


----

 


On the drive back home to New Jersey, Dault
listened to the voice message. Route 295 seemed deserted. He was
hours late. He still smelled the other boy on his skin.

"Dault, he stole it." Jerrod's voice sounded
so weak. Either he whispered or he could barely speak. "The
gingerbread boy stole my foot." Nothing more. He tried replaying it
but the message, the voice, had vanished. Maybe he had been so
tired he pushed the wrong button. He caught himself beginning to
swerve onto the shoulder and kicked the brakes. The tires squealed
and he almost cracked his skull on the steering wheel. His chest
ached from where the seat belt restrained him. He put the car in
park and decided that a good cry might be the best thing.

The porch light remained lit at his house.
When he pushed the key into the lock, the wood around the doorknob
cracked like stale pastry. He pushed a finger past sharp slivers
and felt splinters bite.

On the bottom step of the hall staircase was
the yellow pad where his mother wrote down phone messages.

Jerrod called. Twice. You got lucky.
He felt sick that she had guessed right about spending the night
with another boy.

In his bedroom, he threw his wallet on the
desk. A scrap of paper, the receipt for the ice cream cone had the
third boy's digits scrawled on it. The desktop computer, sleeping,
rumbled to life.

New email blinked over the blurred desktop
picture of Dault and Jerrod kissing. Blinked over their eyes, his
closed, Jerrod's open and wary of the cell phone taking their
picture inches away.

 


Hey, Dault,

 


Sorry I have been out of touch. I had to
have two surgeries in a row and been mostly sleeping. Guess now you
can tease me about being a dope fiend. I have to tell you whatever
they put in my IV was amazing stuff. No pain whatsoever.

 


My foot's all wrapped tight. The doctor
(he's this cool guy who's worked on the local football team... does
that make me an honorary athlete?) said I should be wiggling toes
in no time. But no dancing. I don't dance, remember.

 


Please, please forgive me. My father's only
wanted me to rest.

 


I must have made your mom crazy tonight with
calls. She told me you went out. Please, please call me tomorrow.
Hearing your sweet voice would make everything better.

 


Love,

 


A whole Jerrod

 


Dault glanced at his cell phone. That creepy
message. Had he imagined it? He rubbed his face and wished the
whole day had been a hallucination.

He hit Reply.

 


Jerrod

Glad the surgery went okay. You need to
relax and get better. Don't worry about dancing. I promise I won't
ask you to dance.

 


Dault stopped typing out of fear what he'd
write next. He thought about hiding behind some lies. Jerrod would
never have to know about the gingerboy. Or would the phone ring
again with his conscience on the line whispering to him? He didn't
want it eating away at him.

 


I'll see you when you come back home.

D

 


He might not be the good boyfriend, a
seventeen year old Prince Charming, but Dault swore he needn't be
the villain. He wished though that he was made of sugar and spice
and everything nice.

 



Author's Note

 


Terri Windling invited me to write a story
for a young adult-themed issue of the Journal of Mythic
Arts. I agreed, of course, without much thought. I tend to do
that a great deal. But as the deadline neared, I realized the story
I'd been working on was nothing more than a patchwork of scenes
without the needed narrative. I decided to write something
different, even though I had two days time. Staring at the
SurLaLune website, I closed my eyes and stabbed my finger at the
screen--whatever fairytale my fingertip touched would be the
inspiration for a story. I don't recommend this method. I was
desperate. The link for ‘The Gingerbread Man' brought little
relief; it's not a fairy tale at all but a mnemonic device for
storytellers to entertain children. Despite digging deeper, I found
little folklore about pastry on the loose.

The notion of a gingerbread boy did, though,
summon a memory. At DragonCon 2002, I met a handsome guy who wore a
complicated footcast and a gauzy shirt that stuck to his torso with
sweat. His diabetes put his foot at risk and in a few days he'd
visit a surgeon and see if he needed amputation. But he never
seemed distraught. I fell for him. Despite my fear, while we lay in
bed or as we showered, that I might take one wrong step and be the
real reason why he lost his foot. Surgery saved the limb. But I
lost him. He stopped writing, calling. Should I blame the many
miles that separated us? Or perhaps my words failed to move
him.

As for the ending, well, that's a dash of
guilt over losing someone special. Sometimes the sweetest of words
are not enough.

 




 




Secrets of the Gwangi


Tuck Kirben had never hidden from danger
once in his thirty-four years--not when he outrode a wild twister
in the Kansas territory, not when that crazed Chinaman with the
hatchet had wanted to settle a gambling score, and certainly not
when an entire saloon had been ready to lynch him after learning
what he'd done on the piano the very night before. But damn it, he
now found himself hiding underneath a rock outcropping like a snake
without its rattle and only half a fang.

From where he crouched, he couldn't see any
of the gwangi, as T.J. called the fucking things, but Tuck
knew they soared above, just waiting to pick him off like he was
some scampering jackrabbit. Beads of sweat rolled down Tuck's body,
and his unbuttoned soiled shirt stuck to his chest and back like a
second skin. Even as the sun set, the jungle valley held the heat
like scorched Texas dirt. He cursed that map promising silver veins
as thick as a man's arm, but if there was any ore down here, he
doubted they'd ever live to find it. He wiped the brow beneath his
wide-brimmed hat. Salt stung his eyes and sweat dripped onto the
coarse paper, as he scribbled in his journal. That old schoolmarm
who'd done taught him letters would be all hobbled if she ever read
his words.

He heard the crunch of gravel from behind
him, reached for his pistol and nearly shot poor T.J. full of lead.
He offered the vaquero a sorry grin of apology. Tuck had traveled
down to Mexico looking to challenge the infamous Tiago Josue Sanz
to a gunfight. He'd found the man holding court in a vast cantina.
T.J. had pushed the painted whore off his knee and accepted the
challenge. But first tequila. Though he'd been bottle sharp since
knee high, Tuck had never drank so much in all his days, matching
the dreadfully handsome tawny-skinned devil glass for glass.
Finally, somewhere between toasts to el de atras and ir a
un entierro, Tuck had found himself wanting to fuck T.J. more
than shoot him. The vaquero had eyes like Spanish missionary
chocolate, and his carefully groomed mustache ached to be messed by
fierce lips. The painted stripe, red like fire, running down T.J.'s
tight pants had taunted Tuck.

When they had stumbled out of the cantina
together, full as ticks trying to walk, too stubborn to collapse,
Tuck half-dragged, half-sweet-talked the Mexican back to the edge
of town. Behind some sagebrush he fought him to the ground. Not
with six-shooters but the red-hot iron unshucked from his wool
pants. He tasted every inch of T.J., sucked down his mecos
like marrow to a starving man. The stuff was fine as creamy gravy
on Tuck's tongue. He made sure T.J. knew he could break any bronco,
especially one who cussed as he moaned.

Afterward, well, there weren't any need for
the gunfight. He stayed in town for a while 'til T.J.'s amigos
began whispering and giving him steel glares. Tuck had been ready
to silence them quick, but T.J. by then had found the old
prospector's body and the map.

Shit. Tuck wished they'd never gone off
looking for silver. Taking on a dozen thick-headed
south-of-the-border hounds would be a heap better compared to these
giant flying lizard-vultures.

"I scouted the area. Counted four in the
sky." T.J. pulled off his sarape. His thick dark hair remained
askew, and Tuck gently cleared the vaquero's forehead, which felt
feverish. There weren't much water left in their canteens and only
crumbs in their packs.

The gwangi ate proper on their horses. Tuck
didn't think there'd be anything left of poor Stokes and Tana than
cracked bones and iron shoes. He needed to find them some water to
cool off in and drink. It would bring T.J.'s fever down. Then they
could think straight and figure out a way to get out.

 


----

 


Willis put down the yellowed sheets of paper
gently, but a curled edge still broke loose on his workshop desk.
He took out a handkerchief from his pocket and absently wiped his
fingers clean.

"Genuine?"

The Mexican fellow, who'd been staring at
the various armatures and half-made puppets, swung his head back to
face Willis and nodded, almost violently, while beginning a chanted
barrage of "yes" and "si." He nervously clutched the battered
leather satchel that had kept the journal safe for almost a
century.

Willis took out his wallet. The act silenced
the Mexican man, and then his eyes grew wide, no doubt in
anticipation. Just how long after his phone call had he been
waiting for some gringo to count out bills?

The story of the century only cost Willis
eighty-three dollars. Or the greatest hoax. Not that it mattered.
What was making movies than a combination of both?

 


----

 


Tuck offered the last of his water to T.J.
Together, their fingers held the canteen. He fought the urge to
kiss away the drops that hung on T.J.'s lips and mustache. Now
weren't the time for such things.

He cautiously looked out at the sky from
underneath the rock. Plenty of clouds in the clear blue, but it
looked anything but calm. Any one of those clouds could be hiding a
hungry gwangi.

Still, they had to move while there was
light. At night they could stumble through the jungle and miss a
pond three feet from them. Tuck put away his journal. He hoped he'd
have a chance to write more later. In one hand he held his shooting
iron; in the other he took hold of T.J.'s sweaty palm.

 


 


----

 


Willis arrived early to his meeting with the
studio executive. He paced near the receptionist who watched him
warily out of the corner of her eye. Her fingers went
clickety-clack on the typewriter keys. Normally, the sound
comforted him--he always considered it a cunning echo of creative
energy--but that afternoon he found the typing an uncomfortable
staccato. He tried not to glare at her, worried she might think he
was staring at her more-than-ample tits straining her fuzzy
blouse.

The phone rang, and in one smooth motion the
receptionist swept the receiver to her ear. "Yes, sir," she said.
When she told Willis he could go in she didn't even look at
him.

The studio executive's office had its own
personal fogbank, not Thames murk but Chesterfield bluish-gray
smoke drifting about the ceiling. Willis had never known the man
not to have a hand- or mouthful of a cigarette.

"Thank you for seeing me--"

"Willis, are you trying to give me a heart
attack?" The executive leaned back and stabbed at the front of his
vest. Ashes flickered about his person.

"I don't understand."

"This dreck." The man slid a thick
yellowed hand over the pages on his immense mahogany desk and sent
them cascading over the edge in a magnificent paper waterfall into
the wastebasket. "The Valley Time Forgot. Pfeh. I wish I
could forget I read it."

"It's the queer thing, right? But this,"
Willis lifted his own copy of the screenplay, thirteen days of
sweat and blood spent over the keys of his Remington, his thoughts
consumed with imaging how metal wire and papier-mâché could bring
the creatures to life. "This is guaranteed drive-in gold."

"You're fucking nuts, Willis, if you think
anyone wants to see a movie about two faggot cowboys--"

"What about the ferocious pterodactyls?"

"More dinosaurs and less faygelehs.
That's what makes a movie." The executive flicked open his gilded
lighter, even though his last cigarette still smoldered at the
corner of his mouth.

 


 


----

 


Thirteen years after the filming wrapped,
the drive-ins of suburban New Jersey have gone the way of the
dinosaur. UHF features the horror and fantastical films on Saturday
and Sunday afternoons. Steve sits on the floor in the den, his
friend Chucky close by, and watches the movie on the bulky console
RCA television.

Steve holds one of the couch pillows in his
lap, almost as if hiding behind it. Not that the monsters on the
seventeen-inch screen are the least bit threatening, but lately he
finds Chucky to be so. Or rather, his thoughts about Chucky. He
turns back to the television and decides the movie would be a lot
cooler if the handsome cowboy--who has the silly name of Tuck,
which must have been just awful when the guy went to
school--wouldn't bother so much with the girl. Yeah, Steve thinks,
grabbing a handful of Fritos from the bowl by Chucky's knees, T.J.
ought to have been a guy. Then the kissing part wouldn't be so bad.
Not that Steve has ever kissed another boy, but he does wonder a
lot about it, especially when he's around Chucky.

On the curved glass screen the cowboys begin
to lasso the clay allosaurus. Chucky starts to laugh. His breath
reeks of corn chips. "That's so gay."

Steve winces, and then, with a steadiness
that surprises him, lifts a hand up in a pistol gesture. He takes
aim at Chucky's handsome features and clicks his thumb. Bang.

 


 


----

 


On the makeshift studio lot, the dust
settled to the earth minutes after the jeep stopped. Esteban looked
over his shoulder and saw the loco American leap from where he had
sat in the back, still clutching some sort of pole. Esteban didn't
understand why he had to drive around in circles while men tried to
rope the pole's end. But the movie business paid well.

In the passenger seat, Carlos laughed as the
movie folk scrambled like busy ants. Esteban loved the sound of
Carlos's deep laughter as it so often came before an embrace.
Making sure no one watched, he reached over and firmly squeezed the
crotch of his friend's denim jeans. Carlos favored him with a
smile.

"Tonight," Esteban said, leaning in close,
"let's steal away to the jungle set and pretend we are lost in
their valley."

"What of the monsters?" The crazy American
who had wielded the pole played with toy lizards, posing them for
hours.

Esteban squeezed more and felt the
reassuring firmness and heat beneath his palm. "I like some
monsters." He kissed Carlos, tasting a bit of the road dirt in the
man's mouth, but the grit did not last long. "Besides, we can play
cowboy." He made sure to say the word in English, feeling it
strange and wondrous on his lips.

 


 




Author's Note

 


 


Table 1-1

d8 Tale's Veracity


Die Roll - Result

 


1 - Story is utterly true

 


2 - Some names may have been changed to
protect the less innocent

 


3 - Happened to a friend of a friend

 


4 - Reminds you of an urban legend going
around on the ‘net

 


5 - Be suspicious of anything the author
says

 


6 - Make saving throw or be convinced

 


7 - Artistic license may have been abused

 


8 - Story is a complete fabrication; libelous
elements promise legal action

 


 


This happened when I was twelve. Or maybe
thirteen.

On the other side of the block lived Chucky
G--. I'd known him soon after moving to the suburban neighborhood
years ago. The inside of the G-- house always had a peculiar odor,
not so much unpleasant as noticeable. Every room had its mess, from
the kitchen's Everfull Sink to the living room's clutter to
Chucky's bedroom littered with clothes and sports crap. Chucky
seemed the embodiment of his house too, his skin a shade darker
than everyone else I knew, like unwashable grime, gangly, and a
wide grin that promised playfulness.

Why Chucky wanted to play with little lead
figures, faceted bits of rolling plastic, and books of endless
charts and listings of monsters and magic never made sense. Chucky
played football. Chucky sweated, had soiled armbands and socks and
somewhere a jockstrap in the piles of his room.

During summer, we played all the time. Some
nights Chucky's father, a man with a bristly mustache and a new job
every month, would join them exploring dungeons or floating
castles. Now and then we'd abandon swords and steeds for ray guns
and jetpacks. But mostly it was just Chucky and me lounging around
the bedroom or living room.

One afternoon, as sunlight played across the
tired pale paint above the sofa, I decided there'd be no battles
that day. Chucky's warrior, a hero to them both, had come to a new
kingdom and found himself greeted by the young and beautiful
princess.

We both sat there, nursing Cokes in sweating
cans. Chucky and me, not the warrior and the princess; they sipped
wine from heavy golden goblets.

I am so happy that you graced my castle, Sir
T--. I have long heard of your exploits.

Chucky wiped his mouth but the few fine
hairs he'd achieved on his upper lip remained damp. Thanks for
the invite, Princess S--. I am tired from defeating the Forest of
Spiders and could use a bath and a soft bed for the night.

I stifled a laugh. Chucky looked like he
never bathed but his character craved soapy water after every
dungeon crawl. I mock tipped the soda can towards his friend. Of
course. My servants will prepare for all your needs.

All of them? Chuckey had a strange
smile on his face.

I remembered seeing that expression before.
Had it been last week? We'd been upstairs, playing a spy game and
Chucky's femme fatale had offered my agent a handjob. That had
given me pause, abandoning the storyline. What was a handjob, I'd
wondered, trying to remember if it was some martial arts technique
covered in the handbook. Finally, a bit embarrassed that Chucky
knew something I didn't, I asked him.

Chucky had laughed a while. It's when a
girl grabs your boner and yanks it until you're done.

Oh. The percentile dice in my hand
had tumbled down onto the floor. I never looked at the result. His
face had felt hot. The sex between his spy and the femme fatale had
lasted less than a minute or two, as Chucky described it, before I
was off to kill the Soviet mole. Later, during the five-minute walk
home, I'd used the rulebook to hide the stiffness in my crotch.

I found myself saying back, Of course,
good knight. Whatever you wish that is within my power to
grant.

You're alone here?

I nodded solemnly. A dragon came and
slaughtered many. My father, the king... his last proclamation
promised my hand to whoever killed the beast.

A dragon? I'm glad I came here. Tomorrow I
will slay the monster.

You would save us all?

Chucky put down his Coke on the dun-colored
carpet. He stood up and drew an imaginary +3 bastard sword. Only
if you agree to marry me. Chucky's brown eyes met mine.

I swallowed hard, feeling a bit unsteady.
Where and why was their acting headed? I normally second-guessed
his every move during a game--he always wanted mayhem. This was
something new.

More than the princess spoke. You want
me?

The hero of Iris Lane nodded, surprising the
princess by moving forward, straddling where she sat on the old
velour sofa.

I could smell the sweetness of the cola on
Chucky's breath. My asthmatic lungs seized for a moment and I
wondered if I'd have an attack right before... before something
happened. I realized how hard my dick was. I worried that Mrs. G--
would come home hours early from her nursing job to find us... I
didn't dare imagine how she'd find us.

Aren't you lonely?

The princess nodded several times. I'd been
lonely so long, even when among friends I'd felt outside their
camaraderie.

Chucky looked down at himself. I glanced
down his T-shirt to jeans with holes at the
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The High Cost for Tamarind
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