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Bravery is like bread,

You put it in the toaster,

Pop it out,

Butter it

And lather it with thick honey or jam.

But eating it,

Getting it down without choking on it.

Now that takes real courage.

Bravery is not a badge of honor,

Nor is it a flag to be waved carelessly in the wind.

It is a state of mind

We find when everything else has come and gone,

Seemingly to no good end,

Then we rise like giants of the earth

To battle the monsters, we have created.

-—The Einstein Doctrines


Pitch Black

“I hate it when it’s pitch black,” Anderson complained, his brain foggy from the tumble he had taken. He was face down on the cavern floor, eating dirt and rock. But not voluntarily. He started to spit it out when a strong hand clutched him hard.

“Don’t spit. Don’t move,” Higgins warned.

“Why are you whispering?” He asked in a muffled voice, then slowly moved his head to see what was going on.

“Move slowly.”

“I am,” he hissed back.

A hand clamped over his mouth.

“Look the other way. Slowly.” The hand removed.

He did. And almost lost it.

Something huge loomed within several yard s of them. It was so massive, he wondered that the whole cavern hadn’t come down from its size filling the space. It stared upward, its fierce ruby red blazing like hot coals in its serpentine head. A long, spiked red tongue flicked forth from between its jaws, as if tasting the air. Between its jaws was a red-hot furnace from which death dealing fire waited to spew forth and incinerate them all.

“Dragon,” he managed to squeal. So low that it hurt his throat to say it.

He felt someone else slide next to him. Gently. Slowly.

“I don’t think it can see us,” March whispered.

“Anyone know anything about dragons?” Higgins asked, barely audible to Anderson’s ears.

Anderson shook his head, a useless gesture in the dark, but managed to say, “Chinese only. They are blind as bats but have a great sense of smell.”

“Then we’re safe if that’s true for all dragons, because we all smell like crap,” Higgins spouted sarcastically.

“Speak for you,” Anderson chided her. “I always smell sweet as honey.”

March put a finger to both their lips. “I think it can hear us,” he whispered.

And its head began to move, as if in response to March’s words. Slowly it lowered its head, then they heard a loud sniffing sound.

“Not good!” Anderson hissed.

Sniff.

Sniff.

Sniff.

Loud.

Louder.

Loudest.

The eyes grew larger and larger as it slowly slithered towards them, its colossal body shifting broken rocks and dirt like a tsunami towards them.

Anderson groaned softly.

“You hurt?” Higgins whispered in his ear.

“No, that things breath stinks. And if it keeps coming closer, we’re going to be buried alive, if it doesn’t find fry us with its portable barbecue first!” Anderson hissed a bit too loudly.

Two sets of hands clamped over his mouth.

But too late!

The dragon let out a roar so loud that the whole space began to stink of its breath.

“Damn, we’re so toast!” Anderson hissed.

The tidal wave of debris before the dragon came first and they felt themselves being lifted up by it and rolled back, but even as it did, the dragon’s face was now over them and peering down.

No one spoke.

It obviously couldn’t see them.

Or smell them.

Silence was golden.

A blast of raw energy from March’s wand seared upwards and struck the dragon’s right eye. The huge eye boiled like an egg in superheated water and then exploded, pelting them and the wall behind them with eye matter.

Anderson wiped at the stuff all over him. “I hate my job!”

Then the dragon flung its head back and screamed horribly, shaking down more of the roof above.

Anderson and Higgins scrambled from the small mountain of dirt and rocks they had been pushed up on and went down the other side, rushing to avoid the tidal wave of tumbling ceiling. To find some kind of shelter from it.

March grabbed Anderson and Higgins and they fell back into an alcove that broke off from the main cavern. Anderson backed up further and then stopped. He felt a huge vase behind him.

“Colonel, I don’t think we want to hide here. And why didn’t you keep firing?” Anderson demanded, cautiously moving away from the vase so it didn’t more violently.

He also had his fingers crossed that the vase wasn’t the same one he and Norris had seen earlier.

The one the rattlesnake was in.

The glow of the remaining dragon eye made it easier for them to see now their eyes had adjusted to the stygian blackness. Trouble was, the dragon was not only badly hurt, but it was also doubly mad and used to the extreme darkness as they. It wouldn’t take long for it to find them as it twisted its gigantic neck about, striving to locate them again.

March tossed his wand down.

“Colonel, why’d you do that?”

“Same reason why I only fired once.”

Higgins chuckled nastily. “Don’t let it bother you, Anderson, men are like that. Not much good past the first time they fire.”

“You’re confusing me, Higgins,” Anderson complained, but then he got it. “Not funny.”

“I agree,” March added. “You’re out of line, Higgins.”

“It wouldn’t be if you were half the man now you used to be, Higgins scolded him. 

Anderson got between them, if not physically, at least verbally. “Ah, can we shitcan this for now; we got something looking for a snack...that’s us!”

“And even if it’s a bit deafened right now, it’s still big enough and close enough to snack us!”

Something huge came weaving through the air.

“Tail!” Anderson hollered.

He threw himself towards the tail, the same time as the others did.

The tail dropped to the floor but missed them.

The dragon roared again, but this time with a satisfied sound. They were now directly below its head.

It slowly lowered its head, its massive eye spearing them with a horrible glare, jaws widening to release spumes of burning gases to incinerate them.

“Don’t say it hasn’t been fun,” Higgins told March.

“It hasn’t,” he told her. Then he jumped to his feet and did a really stupid thing. Or maybe a really brave and desperate thing since all options were off the table now and nothing else was left.  

“What now?” Anderson asked. “Kick it?”

March almost kissed Anderson on the spot.  But instead, he released the blade in the toe of his right shoe that the weapons master has made for him and lashed out with all his might between the right and center toe webbing of the dragon.

Another tool I never thought I’d have to use flashed through his mind as he dropped back, staggering beneath a sudden gush of blood that spurted against him and the others.

The dragon screamed even louder than before, if that were possible, and what was already loosened on the walls and ceiling began to break away and fall towards them.

As Higgins and Anderson fell back, March stumbled against a fallen rock, unable to see it.

The dragon lashed out with its foot then and side swiped March, sending him flying into the air, his mind fleeing into the safe harbor of unconsciousness before he struck the wall.

As he was sucked down by a whirlpool of pain and confusion, he had just one thought.

But he couldn’t hold onto it.

He only knew it had something to do with a woman.

One he loved.

Then his consciousness was gone.

Snuffed out by a consuming darkness.


The Big Ben Demon

Jeremy stood at the windows with Marion between him and Chekov. She watched in horror as the huge demon rose above the Big Ben.

“It’s horrible!” She moaned.

“It’s exquisite,” Jeremy countered with a light smile on his lips. “Is it not, my dear?”

“Yes,” Chekov replied.

“No,” Marion shot back. “It’s terrible. Just like the two of you. Lifeless and cold!”

Chekov and Marion both looked at each other in surprise.

Jeremy chuckled. “Life can be so confusing sometimes, can it not?”

Chekov grinned. “She does come up with some interesting epiphanies.”

“Why are you making me watch this?” Asked Marion, her voice thick with disgust at these two.

“Because I am an artist. As is the love of my life,” Jeremy replied, smacking his lips, like a man who has just consumed something tasty and wants one last taste of it.

Chekov gave Jeremy a sweet look with his right face, but the left face frowned deeply at her, as if angry and puzzled at the same time. “Her words hurt me.”

Not lost on Marion, who moves as far away from him as possible. But Jeremy is so lost in the moment of his glory that he hasn’t noticed this last insult, instead his eyes glow with the luster of a man lost in the grip of his lust for power and conquest, lips trembling, drool wetting them.

The display outside the window is giving him sexual excitement, which makes Marion feel even more disgusted. But she has nowhere to go. The two have her fenced in. She trembles with fear; but remains determined to escape...somehow.

Jeremy, finally aware of himself again, turns his attention to the woman he has captured. Ponders what he shall do next with her. What he and Chekov, his lover will do next to her.

He speaks simply, but calmly, once again ignoring her previous insults, “Artists cannot survive for long without an audience. They seek an audience like morning flowers seek the kiss of the morning sun.”

He turned to her fully. “And I am the greatest artist alive. Because I can change the canvas of this world and paint it into my image. One that will last forever!”

He breaks into a merry chuckle, as if someone had just spoken a cute joke to him, his eyes dancing with merriment.

Marion spit the next words at him, like acid flung from a pewter, “You’re mad!”

He gave Chekov a wink, who smiled
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