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            Foreword

          

          Alex Shvartsman

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to the eighth installment of the Unidentified Funny Objects series. This series aims to showcase lighthearted stories, from whimsical to downright funny, across the science fiction and fantasy genres. In this book you'll find superheroes dealing with government bureaucracy, cat cat-burglars, grandmotherly golems, literal-minded self-driving cars, and several sets of aliens visiting Earth for various and occasionally wacky reasons.

      This is also the first time a UFO volume has had a dedication. Mike Resnick, who passed away in early 2020, was a friend and mentor to me, and his fiction has appeared in every previous installment of this series. Mike was practically synonymous with writing science fiction and fantasy humor. He also encouraged and taught others, dedicating much of his time and energy to shepherding the careers of younger authors, whom he affectionately referred to as his "writer children."

      It is Mike's pay-it-forward attitude that, in part, has inspired me to always keep the door open to newer writers. Many anthologists fill their books by only inviting contributors directly. They rely on experienced writers who they know will deliver quality stories. This strategy is also a lot less time consuming than an open submissions call, which is something we do at UFO.

      Over half of our stories come from a submission window that is open to everyone. For this book, my associate editors and I read over 900 stories! The successful authors have their work appear alongside best-selling and award-winning headliners.

      Occasionally, we're privileged to find a brand-new voice and become the first venue, or at least the first professional publication, for that writer. There's hardly a more pleasing thing for an anthologist: after all, we may end up discovering the next Bradbury or Le Guin. So it is both thrilling and very fitting of Mike Resnick's legacy that I was able to feature several brand-new voices in this book.

      I won't single them out in this introduction. Instead, you can discover who they are in the brief bios listed at the end of each story. I don't think you'll figure it out sooner; their writing and plots are every bit as engaging and fun as the other stories collected in this book. I hope some of them go on to enjoy illustrious careers and their writing touches many lives, the way Resnick's did.

      Happy reading!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The 10:40 Appointment at the NYC Department of Superhero Registration

          

          Chris Hepler
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      When they called ticket number 57 up to Window F, I stepped over the sleeping guy in samurai armor, slipped past the liquid metal mom trying to persuade her liquid metal toddler to stay in the stroller, and put on my winningest smile. My origin story started back in July, but today was going to be the day I actually became a superhero.

      At my window was a woman who looked grandmotherly, by which I mean stone-faced and with eyes that were already tired of my crap before a word was spoken. So, my-grandmotherly. She also had two bristly steel antennae sticking out of her head and wore red-and-black spandex like she was daring me to comment on it. Her name tag read JEWEL. I set down my form and the thermos I was carrying with me. Bringing a drink did not seem to please Jewel, and I wondered if there was a rule about food and beverages here.

      "Fingerprints," she said, and I put my finger on the scanner. "Right hand," she said in a voice that could melt gravel. "Your whole hand." I complied.

      "Mister ... Amir al-Madani?"

      "Doctor al-Madani, but yes."

      She looked at me as if medical degrees were something incontinent dogs left on the floor. "What do you need?"

      I wondered if anybody came to the Department of Superhero Registration for anything other than the obvious, and bit back my sarcastic comment. There were probably all kinds of paperwork for insurance renewal and alien repulsion team sign-ups, and other stuff I didn't know about. "A superhero license," I said.

      "This is an AUSL-33/b," she said, handing me some paper. "Come back to this window when you're done." She pressed a button, and number 58 appeared on the monitor.

      I took a clipboard and returned to my seat, only to see it filled by a guy in a pinstripe suit talking on a smartphone and smelling like a tobacco farm. He seemed to notice my annoyance, and moved down.

      "'Scuse me," he said, then into the phone: "So we set up this summoning circle, and we put in what we value most, right? I put in my cigs, because honestly, I turn into a monster without them. We light up the pile, Bill chants a lot, and I don't see nothing, but I start hearing the voice. Not a demon, nothing so cool." He paused. "Okay, you handle that." He looked over at me, rolling his eyes. "Of course, she's on call waiting. Agents, am I right?"

      I managed a sympathetic nod. "Don't have one."

      "You should, man, this city's lousy with heroes. You need everything you can to stand out."

      "So, you were conjuring a spirit?" I asked, as I filled out the paperwork. It felt good to talk to someone else with superpowers. These people would be my brethren now.

      "Yeah, Bill took charge and said, 'We will release you if you give us powers beyond mortal men.' And I play good cop and am like, 'Also, who are we talking to, bud?' And it said, 'The people of this land call me Great Tobacco.' So Bill says 'Forget this, I'll get the next one.' And I'm all, 'Congrats, big guy, you got your freedom for half off. Do me up.'"

      I looked him up and down. If he had a power, it wasn't glamour. Sure, he wore a suit, but if I saw him on the street holding a Starbucks cup, I'd throw a dollar in. And maybe an insulin needle.

      "So you captured it and now ... what? You've got magic?"

      "Yeah, I can smoke all I want, no health problems. Throw fire, too."

      "Right." I considered that maybe the paperwork and regulations were a good idea. I stayed polite, though. "That always seemed like a really dangerous power for a hero."

      "You ain't telling me the news. Why d'you think I'm signing up? They catch me shooting fire from my fists, I'll be in Rikers for twenty to life." He leaned toward me conspiratorially. "But you get a superhero license? You can get away with the world. Why else wait in line, am I right?"

      Oh, boy. I could smell this one. In a year's time, this guy was going to be a villain. "It was different for me," I said. "I survived this accident, and pow, I became more. I wasn't just destined for the job my parents picked out for me. Whatever force runs the universe was saying, 'You can be what you wanted when you were a kid.' I couldn't just say, 'Sorry, schedule's full, gotta get back to testing Uncle Tarek's dairy for bacteria.' I dropped everything to come here."

      "Mmm," the fire guy said.

      I had more, mostly about helping the needy, but I'd never win his type over with morality lectures. "You, uh, got a name picked out?"

      "Coffin Nail," he said, pointing gun-fingers at me. "Hold on." He saw something on his phone's display and brought it back up to his ear again. "Latoya, baby, let's make me famous."

      Looking around to see if some hall monitor was listening and would disqualify him, I only saw heroes signing forms, on their phones, or in the case of the samurai next to us, still asleep. I finished as much of the AUSL-33/b as I could manage and headed back up to Jewel.

      "Here you are," I said, expecting a smile. No way.

      "Two forms of I.D.?"

      "Brought three, just in case." I handed over my driver's license, my UAE work visa, and my American passport. Jewel took a look at the Arabic writing on the visa and oriented some skeptical eyes on me.

      "You a citizen?"

      "Yeah. American parents, born in the United Arab Emirates, raised in New Jersey, kinda bounced back and forth a bit for school—"

      "Yes or no is fine." She finished scanning the American documents and picked up my AUSL-33/b. She scowled, probably trying to decipher my handwriting.

      My attention wandered to the floating girl at Window G. She couldn't have been more than eighteen. She was in bronze armor and was casually resting a spear over her shoulder while signing something with the other hand. Strands of her long black tresses blew artfully over her chiseled face. It took me a second to realize that there was no fan blowing. I wasn't feeling anything, and I was five feet away from her.

      "Excuse me, miss, do you make that breeze?" I asked. "That's nice."

      She looked at me with a patient smile. "Side effect."

      "Of what?"

      "Genetically engineered progeny of a battle goddess," she said. "My pen doesn't work."

      I loaned her my pen. "You new to this?"

      "I'm forming my third supergroup."

      Jewel finished digesting my form. "All right, Mister Madani, I have to confirm a few things before proceeding. You checked 'act of God' for how you got your powers, but also 'radiation.'"

      "Uh ..." I said. The demigoddess next to me met my eyes. I tried to squash the higher registers of my voice and explain myself in a smooth Leonard Cohen bass from the good albums. "I do microbiology, and I was testing a flash-pasteurizer that got hit by lightning."

      "Flash-pasteurizer is radiation," Jewel said. The demigoddess frowned and floated a few feet farther away.

      "Yeah, but given the probabilities, wouldn't you say that 'act of God' would be a safe bet, too?" I grinned at the demigoddess, saying help-me-out-here with my eyes. She rolled hers.

      Jewel had even less sympathy. "Do I look like an expert? I'm putting down accident, radiation. Now, here it says 'catalyzed cellular reproduction dependent on consuming vitamins A, D, and bovine growth hormone.' What's that mean?"

      "Milk," I said, tapping the thermos I'd put down. "I drink milk, and I heal myself."

      "Anything else?"

      "I have the proportional strength of a cow," I said. "Considering cow weight, it's, um ... about ninety-five percent ..." I glanced at the goddess girl, "Maybe up to a hundred and five percent of human normal."

      "Anything else?"

      "That isn't enough?"

      "That's fine, but you left this assets list blank."

      "Uh ... I wasn't sure what it meant. I mean, I have a car—"

      "Is it designed for battle?"

      "It's a leased Prius."

      "Sweetie, we ain't the tax man. Assets as in 'what you fight crime with.' Black belts in karate. The sword Excalibur. A milk truck with machine guns. Supercomputers, secret lairs, all that."

      I swallowed and realized the demigoddess next to me was watching, her arms folded. I actually did have a black belt, but so did anyone who put in three or four years at my tae kwon do school. I led with the unique bit. "I'm analyzing my regenerative tissues using my M.D.," I said. "I figured it'd be pretty dumb if I didn't use them to try to cure cancer."

      "Okay, so fill out 'cancer cure' on your sheet here."

      "Uh, no, I'm just working on a ... okay, it's kind of a back-burner project. I can heal, I can punch people, and I've got no criminal record. I'm pretty sure you've got heroes running around the city with just that much."

      "And you were immigrating, Mister?"

      Oh, for cripes' sake. "Doctor. American citizen. I worked in the UAE, that's all." I tried to help her out. "Little country, near Saudi Arabia?"

      "You left 'religion' blank, too."

      "Why do I need to state that?"

      "Standard information."

      "Yeah?" I pointed at Miss Lovely, who had turned in her form. "Does she get questions like that?"

      "Actually, they did ask me that," said the goddess girl. "It's for your ID tags." She pulled out two stainless steel plates on her necklace. I could read KHARIS PROMAKHOS—PAGAN. "Superheroes get a state-sponsored funeral. They need to know what type of service to give if you jump on a grenade."

      This reassured me until it totally didn't reassure me. My gaze went back and forth to both women. "Uh ... do you get a ... lot ... of grenades here?"

      "Do I look like an expert?" asked Jewel.

      Kharis patted my hand, then seemed to remember I might be radioactive. "Look, you seem new to how New York does heroes. Just sign what you want, the road test is going to be the tough part for you."

      "Road test? What does driving have to do with it?"

      "Doc, don't pay attention to her," said Jewel. "You're going to need a religion, or declare atheist, whatever, just write something that fits on a tag. Then, we get to superhero name."

      I was distracted, but not so much that I forgot my moniker. "Fine. Put down 'expensive,' and it's Doctor Awesome."

      She typed it into her desktop, then swiveled the monitor to show me the results. "Name's taken."

      "That's a thing?" I had no backup. I had wanted to be Doctor Awesome since I was doodling it on my notebooks in seventh grade, and it was my e-mail besides. "Can't we both be Doctor Awesome?"

      "Not even if you were his clone. There've been lawsuits."

      "Does he have a Ph.D. or an M.D.?"

      "He doesn't need to. He has precedent. He's had it for six years."

      "Well, I only got my superpower in July. I pretty much came here as fast as I could, you know?" I didn't want to get into the first month, which had all been arguing with my mom.

      I was starting to notice Jewel had a remarkably long streak of being unimpressed. "Name's still taken."

      "Right ... Doctor Mystery?"

      Clickety-click went the keys. "Taken."

      "Well, what the frick isn't taken?" I asked. "I got it. I'll do Doctor Awesome, but in Arabic."

      Jewel looked at me as if I were a particularly dense kindergartener. "Doctor Awesome holds the trademark to his name worldwide, in all localized versions, for his merchandise. That's why your AUSL-33/b is 'Application for Universal Superhero License,' we register it all over the world." She must have seen my crestfallen face, because after that, she added, "Okay, sweets, you're not the first one this has happened to. You check that box on sheet two there, and our department will assign you one appropriate to your background and power. For fifty bucks, you can expedite it to be delivered before you leave here today, and after that you can appeal for a change if you develop new powers or join a themed supergroup. You want to just do that?"

      "Want to? No. What I want is to be Doctor Awesome." Then I paused. "What sort of names do they come up with?"

      "Well, if you're Arabic and your powers rely on milk, odds are they're gonna call you the Milk Sheik."

      Kharis looked like if she had a drink at that moment, she would have spat it. She covered her mouth with her hand, but then took it away when the giggles stopped. "Oh, gods, that's terrible. You're gonna get jokes about bringing all the boys to the yard."

      "That makes me sound as legit as the damn Burger King!" I yelled, then lowered my voice because I got a glare from the liquid metal mom, who was now a window away and holding a bucket into which she had coerced her toddler. In a stage whisper that I hoped sounded threatening, I said, "I will give you the fifty bucks with the one express condition that I am not the fricking Milk Sheik. Can't I beat someone up around here to get to choose my name? I mean, that's how it works, right? I just throw down with whatever twerp took the name Doctor Awesome?"

      "Save it for the road test," said Jewel. "'Cause that's next."
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      Jewel keyed in the code to a door that looked like it belonged on a bank vault. There was a hiss of air as she opened the seal, probably because you don't want crime-fighting sleep gas getting out of your testing chamber. The cavernous place on the other side smelled funny, like ozone, and I saw the walls made of twelve-inch steel plate had turned to slag in places. I was pretty sure the whole room was an Office of Safety and Health violation, but when I turned to Jewel to tell her, the vault door slammed shut, leaving me alone with only my thermos and my newly stamped AUSL-33/b for protection.

      Well, that's not strictly true. I had my khakis and a button-down shirt on, because when I came in, I expected to have my photo taken.

      "Hello?" I called out.

      There was a mechanical whine, quickly eclipsed by the roar of rockets. A rack of lights flared on, illuminating an eight-foot-tall monstrosity that could still be called humanoid if you went by silhouettes alone. Judging from the sound it made when it landed, it was five hundred pounds of metal, and its rocket boots weren't kind to the floor. I had the sinking feeling I now knew where all the slag came from. A voice came from a hidden loudspeaker.

      "OO TENFORDY?"

      "Uh ... what?" I said.

      The face plate moved up, and beneath it was a human. He looked like he'd spent high school denting lockers with his head and kept a flawless win/loss ratio. "You made appointment online," he said, with a notable Russian accent. "You are ten-forty?"

      "Oh, yeah, I'm here for the road test. I'm, uh ... I'm Amir."

      "I am Cold Fusion," said the technological terror. "I control nuclear energy. Powers my suit."

      He punched some buttons on his arm and a holographic screen came up with my info. "What you got? Superpowers?" He didn't seem like the kind who liked to read.

      "Well, if I drink milk, I can heal injuries fast—"

      "Ah, regeneration. What is upper limit?"

      "Um ... it varies by organ system—"

      The faceplate snapped down again over Cold Fusion's face. "WE TEST!" he yelled.

      My vision flared to white for a second, and I heard a pop like both my ears got something jammed into them at the same time. I felt like I got hit in the back, but that was just me landing on the hard metal floor. My face was numb from the trauma, but after a few seconds, the agony kicked in.

      "YOU HEAL BROKEN JAW?" Cold Fusion boomed.

      I was in pain, but already the A-frame of my jaw, now splintered, was trying to mend itself. It burned—all the soreness a normal person has over the course of months was crammed into a few seconds for me. I made the mistake of trying to talk.

      "Nuh puhblum," I said, getting a little more coherent as I spat out my four front teeth. "Ah be guud in a shepind." I looked around for my thermos, but saw nothing. I was glad I had cereal for breakfast that morning.

      "YOU HEAL HEART BRUISE?"

      I hesitated. I'd never tested lethal injuries. Cold Fusion took silence as a yes. But pain is a great motivator, and I managed to interpose both my forearms over my chest as his second rocket-powered punch slammed into me. Once again, I flew backward, but I only had two fractured ulnas instead of broken ribs jabbing into my internal organs.

      "Are you looking for a wrongful death lawsuit?" I yelled, a little more coherently now that my jaw was healing. "This can't be standard procedure!"

      The metal monstrosity clanged as it stomped toward me. "YOU SIGN RELEASE FORM. IS IN SMALL PRINT."

      He reached for me, probably to pick me up and slam me into the ground, or possibly to help me to my feet. I didn't wait to find out which. I was going to impress this psycho if it was the last thing I did.

      My arms were in agony, so I whirled around, simultaneously slipping his grip and executing a spinning hook kick. He was bent over a little trying to reach me, which was good, because otherwise my heel would never have reached his head. It slammed into his temple—well, his helmet—with a metallic whang.

      I dislocated my ankle, but at least it was satisfying.

      "YOU FIGHT BACK." Cold Fusion sounded as pleased as one could be through a speaker that Metallica would consider obnoxiously loud. "GOOD, IS PART OF TEST. KEEP FIGHT."

      Gun ports in his forearms opened up, but I was already jumping out of the way when the shots came. I say that like I was polished and smooth, but the truth was, my newly dislocated ankle gave out, so after stumbling to the ground again, I tried rolling to evade him. I was certain the robotic monstrosity would hit me if I stayed still. Unfortunately, rolling with banged-up arms was arguably just as painful as the rubber bullets that slammed into me when I stopped said roll. It'd be pretty lousy power armor if it couldn't, you know, aim its arm.

      The bullets hit my chest, my neck, and one broke the orbit of my left eye, as the recoil took the spray upward. Everything flashed gold, but I had so many endorphins in my system that the wonky senses didn't bother me much. The real problem, of course, was not the pain, but my deep desire for it to be over. There was no point to this. Cold Fusion would do what he liked, and there was nothing and no one that could stop him.

      I got to my knees, and when he lifted me up by the hair, I used my last remaining good limb to kick him in the groin. My sneaker slapped against the power armor, but of course the armor had a codpiece that bulged outward and was pointy enough to feel like a metal fist smashing into the center of my instep.

      Cold Fusion's expression was unreadable, but he cocked his helmet to the side a little. "OKAY," he boomed. "FINAL TRAUMA CHECK." With that, his armor whirred, and a spray of what I guessed was liquid nitrogen vented all over my body while he brought his fist back. Cold fusion, indeed. The fist glowed with some kind of energy that I hoped wouldn't sterilize me, and then he slugged me in the stomach. I landed twenty feet away, tumbled another ten, and couldn't breathe.

      I blacked out. It might have been ten seconds, or it might have been ten minutes. All I knew was that I was frozen. I was broken. I was burnt. And he was stomping over again. His faceplate snapped up and his gauntleted hand dropped a piece of paper near my face.

      "Your form. Read up," he said.

      "I'm kind of seeing double right now." At least I was talking and getting oxygen into my system. "What's that say?"

      "Here is, all printed and signed by office," said Cold Fusion. "You need do more."

      I wasn't sure if I heard him right, because my ears were frozen rocks. "Your test is the dumbest thing I have ever experienced."

      The man's blue eyes glittered. "No, I say wrong. You pass, but not superhero yet," he said. "You have superpower. You fight and not give up. Now you turn in papers at registration for metal tags. We 3D-print them. One set for home, one set for superhero identity. Here. See? All is processed."

      He held the paper in front of my face. Through my good eye, I could see my name, birthdate, assets, non-secret address, patrolling location preference, and down at the bottom, the words, "PUBLIC NAME—MILK SHEIK."

      I looked at the paper, and back to him. Then back at the paper.

      In the distance, I heard a low roar, rising in pitch. I thought for a second it might be a police siren, but it wasn't as varied. Cold turned to the door with a look of alarm on his face as we both realized it was the air raid horns scattered throughout the city. They were usually tested on Friday afternoons at one o'clock, but it was Tuesday morning. That meant one thing, and the whole world knew it.

      "That is defense alert!" Cold yelled, seeming more afraid than menacing without his speakers magnifying his voice. Lights blinked in his helmet, and I could faintly hear something coming over the radio near his ear. "Is aliens again! Morgai terror platform is flying over Bronx! All superheroes help now!"

      His faceplate snapped down and his rocket boots ignited. He hovered over to a set of steel shutters and punched some buttons on his forearm. The shutters rolled open, and I could see a kind of garage, complete with a car up on a mechanic's lift, and a wall full of tools you'd use to maintain power armor. He grabbed some kind of laser attachment that definitely didn't shoot rubber bullets.

      But what I focused on was that on the floor next to the open garage door was my little plastic thermos.

      "YOU HEAL LIKE YOU SAY. COME FIGHT SOON AS POSSIBLE!" boomed the speakers, and Cold Fusion soared out into the parking lot and then to the sky. On the ground, I could see Kharis the battle goddess conjuring a wind that lifted her, and Coffin Nail huffing his way over to an armored Humvee with a turret on the top. That guy in samurai armor sprinted past Nail and jumped into the turret while Nail took the wheel. Every detail after that was lost in the multitude of heroes running, jumping, teleporting, and driving toward the imminent danger.
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      Me, I limped to the thermos, opened it, and stuck the plastic spout between my broken teeth.

      After a little sucking, the pain in my body eased, and heated me up as I burned energy to heal. A minute or two later, my ankle and arms faded back to a comfortable soreness. My mouth stung as new teeth formed and pushed their way through my gums. I'd probably need braces again, which prompted me to question whether or not I was really serious about going outside.

      I couldn't fly. I didn't own a laser gun, or even a normal gun. My sole contribution would be running out onto the battlefield and getting sniped by particle beams, no doubt playing possum in the hopes that I could maybe kick an alien in the head if it got really close. If my own brains got splattered in the street, I might heal and come back dumber. Or I'd just die.

      I would not be a hero. I would be a joke. The Milk Sheik.

      I went back to the processing department, figuring I knew what sidekicks and such did in times like this. I'd find civilians and encourage them to take cover in the testing chamber. But the department was empty. I saw the liquid metal mom ushering the last civilian into a storm-cellar-like shelter, way ahead of me even with a bucket in her arms holding her liquid metal toddler. I limped after her, and she yanked the door shut behind us.

      The rest of the day was endless. We watched news, worried about loved ones, kept quiet when we heard nearby gunfire. I waited for someone confined with us to need a doctor. No one did. My abiding memory of helping during that time is loaning out my thermos of milk. Because, you know, toddler.

      When we emerged into the light, I crumpled up my AUSL-33/b form and threw it in the trash.

      In case you're wondering, Mom approved.
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      Three and a half years later, I was running an internal medicine practice in the Bronx, focused on oncology. My family was proud, I never lacked for patients, and it beat bacterial work. That day I was in the examination room with a Mrs. Alyona Brusilova.

      The first thing I noticed about her was that she looked dangerously thin, taking up only about half of her wheelchair. Alyona's hair was bone-white, making her look much older than the reported age we had in our database: she was supposed to be only sixty-six. She was also pale, more so than the younger man standing behind her, a towering sort of guy I would have cast in a boxing movie as the nigh-invincible heavy. He was wearing overalls, like he didn't care much about fashion; Alyona, for her part, was in pajamas. I was pretty sure he was her son.

      "Thank you for seeing her so soon," said the large man. "Last night, she collapse. Emergency room doctors take blood. They get results to you?"

      "Yes," I said. These poor people were probably up all night. "Mrs. Brusilova, we've got your white and red blood cell counts here, along with many of your enzymes. The results are ... well, we often see these numbers in patients with chronic leukemia."

      Alyona looked at me confused, but then she and her son spoke a lot of rapid-fire Russian. She nodded, and suddenly said very little.

      "She understands," said the big man. "Do you need more tests?"

      "Yes," I said, "it would help to do a bone marrow biopsy. If you could get her into a hospital gown for the examination, we can get that underway."

      "I help," said the son, and a vague memory stirred in me. It nagged at my mind as I waited in the hall, and when the man emerged from the room, clicking the door behind him, I wanted to bring it up.

      "Is she okay in there?" I asked.

      "She is scared, but she is strong. More than me. I cannot lose my mother."

      I nodded. "I don't think I caught your name."

      "Misha," he said.

      "Misha, is she still employed, or is she retired?"

      "Employed," he said immediately. "We work in government. She is at Department of Motor Vehicles. I am at superhero registration."

      That brought it all back. I said to him in a low voice, "Cold Fusion?"

      He looked taken aback. "Yes," he said. "Tell no one real name. Understand?"

      "Of course," I said automatically.

      His voice trembled a little. "Do you think ... I cause her cancer? With nuclear energy?"

      "Well, no," I said, clarifying quickly, "We don't know everything yet. You're a potential cause, but it's just one of several. There's genetic history to be considered, and then there's the Morgai factor." Misha looked blank. I filled in the gaps. "You know all the buildings that got vaporized in the battle over the Bronx, right?"

      He shrugged. "We got off easy. Better than last invasion."

      "Yeah," I said. "I saw the footage." Of course I did. Everyone not still in utero had seen the footage, heard the story, watched the cartoon. Some teleporting guy named Doctor Awesome got Coffin Nail into the engine room of the terror platform where he melted stuff, and sploosh—there was one more mothership in the Hudson River. Kharis Promakhos had dueled some bigwig or other to get him to leave Earth alone, which if you ask me, was much more convenient than having the United Nations negotiate an armistice.

      Just to put the cherry on top, Doctor Awesome joined her latest supergroup, the Unlimited. Every Halloween, I see kids in my office dressed in his merchandise.

      "What you say about buildings?" Misha asked.

      "Sorry." I came back to Earth, so to speak. "All the dust and asbestos and gunk got into the air. Breathing that causes lung problems. Ugly problems. Silicosis, lead and mercury toxicity, pulmonary fibrosis, and of course, cancers. So it's highly likely you didn't do this."

      He nodded, but he looked down nervously. That didn't scan: he should have been relieved. I added, "That's probably not your real question, is it?"

      "Yes," Misha said. "I want to know what you do."

      "I promise you, we've seen this sort of thing before. We can isolate probable causes and then we'll work on a treatment plan."

      He nodded, though he looked as lost as I've ever seen a person. "Is there cure for her kind? My friend fight villain Coffin Nail after he go nuts. He breathe in smoke, got worst cancer I ever hear of. His funeral ... very sad."

      I tried to give a truthful answer, rather than sell false hope or drop into false fear. "Well, my office specializes in diseases like this. Due to an awareness campaign we ran with metahumans donating regenerating tissues, we understand a lot more about biomedical engineering solutions to unchecked cellular division than we did just a few years ago." My tissues, mostly. Even other regenerating heroes weren't fond of cutting off salami-thin slices of their own flesh. But me ... I like science. 

      Misha's brow furrowed. "I not understand quite what you say."

      I simplified my language. "There are some treatments my office has worked on that are very promising. We can now, uh ... we've got a really good success rate."

      It was then I saw a light behind his eyes. Not literally, of course. What I mean is, Cold Fusion didn't give a crap about nuance. He grabbed me in a bear hug that, to my surprise, didn't hurt at all.

      "I understand," he said. "You are awesome doctor."
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      Dominus the Vexatious tapped his computer mouse and cursed the screen for the ninth time—real curses with unholy hissing, not the language the mortals used for emphasis or to look cool amongst their peers. But the arch-devil’s soul portfolio only sank deeper, its value eroding before his infernal gaze.

      “I tell you, Valhernius,” he said to his lesser servant demon, “this cannot be!”

      “Aye, most despicable one,” answered the small amorphous blob of tentacles. “The television reports this is the greatest soul recession since the invention of pacifism.”

      “I don’t care what the devils say on TV. I’ve been on TV. I know it’s nothing but lies. Gaze upon this!” The tall fiery fiend brandished a scroll of glowing parchment before Valhernius with his clawed hand. “It’s a contract for one soul. One soul! How in damnation can its value drop below one? There’s no such thing as a tenth of a soul!”

      “Forgive me, most horrid of horrids!” said Valhernius. “But what you say is exactly right. It is not a soul but a contract. And right now, it’s in default. They all are!”

      “Those blasphemous soul brokers assured me these contracts were too dastardly to fail.”

      “Junk souls, my lord of lies,” answered the diminutive demon. “Our souls were all packaged into bonds. Our quality murderers and thieves were mixed with the lesser tainted. Questionable souls: those who plagiarized book reports, or peeked at cards in cribbage.” He could not meet his master’s gaze. “Redeemable souls. We’ve been buying risk for decades!”

      Realization dawned upon Dominus like a fiery sun. “I’ve got to sell. Sell it all now—before there’s nothing left to save!”

      “The Infernal Consumer Bureau warns against panic selling, most vile one. The more devils who jump out now, the worse it’s going to become.”

      “If the hells think we’re going to suddenly prioritize unity over self-interest they are sadly mistaken. We didn’t invent the concept of betrayal for nothing.”

      Dominus stopped himself; the smoldering fire encircling his body slowly crackling in tune with his tsunami of emotion. “Still, you are right. What if this is some sort of trick by that fiend Sumarlisan? Maybe he’s driving down the price of souls so he can buy them on the cheap! It’s what I would do.”

      “Not so, my lord. You would do it better!”

      “Of course I would. But my point remains: what is causing this hell-wide depression? I follow the trends. Virtue is on the rise again this quarter but that’s nothing new. Human decency has been increasing and dropping for decades, natural ebb and flows. This was sudden and spectacular.”

      “It was Bill and Melinda Gates, my lord—or at least so claims the television.”

      “The founder of Microsoft has been messing with the economies of hell!?”

      “His loathsome philanthropic foundation commissioned a new report. Apparently, it proves the world population is slowly stabilizing and will cap out by 2100. Something to do with a sustained drop in infant mortality promoting a dramatic decrease in birth rates and family size.”

      “Numbers!? A report cannot devalue a human soul!”

      “No, but if its contents are true, the global stabilization has the potential to trigger a reduction in strife and a spike in generalized contentment.”

      “... which means all of the sub-prime sinners in my portfolio will go into default. By the spawn of Satan, himself! Humankind was a Ponzi scheme.”

      “Those detestable mortals are unworthy of your torments, oh fiendish one.”

      “But this Bill Gates. He is a conniving mortal. I would have him know suffering. Who lays claim to his soul?”

      The servitor tapped a series of buttons consulting a public registry. Then gasped. “No one, most terrible!”

      “Impossible! There’s no such thing as a billionaire who hasn’t sold his soul! Let me see that!”

      Dominus chortled as he gazed upon the fiery screen. “This is devils’ work, Valhernius. Someone has freed his soul and concealed their machinations. This Gates is a pawn in a greater game.”

      “Insider trading, my foul lord, soul market manipulation.”

      “Better! I mean, worse! It’s been completely engineered. I feel it now with the infernal flames of my very being. Compile me a list of all the greater fiends who put in orders to sell short and capitalized on today’s collapse. Someone is benefiting. Someone who has crossed a very dark line.”

      Dominus smiled. Whoever was behind this, he already admired them.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The short sellers had covered their tracks well. Almost all of them were corporations (a concept which had originated in hell long before it was ever taught to mortals). But the ownership of souls could always be traced, and it wasn’t long before Valhernius brought Dominus a short list of suspects.

      “Excellent work, my toadying minion,” praised Dominus. Although the devil’s portfolio had been reduced to ash, his fiery anger had at last found focus: revenge.

      A simple perusal was all Dominus required. There was only one name on the list brazen enough to have dared to cross the other lords of hell.

      Mephistario.

      It all fit. A young, self-entitled fiend, only a handful of millennia old. Mephistario was skilled with technology and prideful enough to think this made him better than the other fiends who failed to keep up with the mundane inventions of creative mortals.

      Dominus wasn’t the type to burden himself with meaningless concepts like evidence or proof. He had his man, or planar being, as it were. He made his preparations and then it was time to confront.

      The arch-devil arranged himself before his scrying pool and opened a mystical connection, demanding Mephistario receive him.

      A frothy swirl of mist materialized over the pool of ooze and a vision of Dominus’s new-found foe appeared before him. Unlike Dominus’s classic look of cloven hooves and an expertly coiffed goatee, Mephistario sported a more modern appearance. His grotesque flesh was concealed by a cotton hoodie complimented by an oversized set of headphones.

      For a frozen moment in time, Dominus began to doubt himself. How could such a clown have bested him?

      “Dom!” Mephistario said, his greeting uncharacteristically pleasant. “S’up buddy?”

      “Me? An arch-devil? Your supplicant? I think not!”

      “No, I mean ‘hello.’ As in, what’s up?”

      “Heaven obviously. The planar order does not change simply because—”

      “Forget it. Dom, what can I do for you?”

      “You can quiver and quake before my might you loathsome maggot! I’ve uncovered your market manipulation.”

      “Wha?”

      “You can try to deny it, but it will only sweeten your ultimate comeuppance as I—”

      “I deny nothing, Dom. Is this about the crash this morning?”

      “Of course it is, you feebleminded—”

      “Yeah, that was me.”

      “Ah ha! And I know all about your deal with Gates. Don’t even try to weasel out of it.”

      “Yeah, that was me too. Awesome, am I right?”

      “Awe ... awesome? You virtually bankrupted half of the nine hells!”

      “But for my own personal advancement. That’s kind of our thing, eh?”

      Logic. It was the last bastion of those incapable of making an emotional appeal.

      “You fool! My portfolio has become the excrement of a cinder dragon. I’m coming after you. My only fear is some lesser devil will get to you first!”

      “Har, har! Chillax Dom. You’re all getting bailed out. Hell isn’t going to risk a total collapse of vice. You’ll get an infusion of souls until you can stand on your own two hooves again.”

      “A bailout!? You insufferable leach. You will flash freeze in the void for this!”

      “Take a chill pill, Dom. You give me way too much credit. (Literally this morning, and like, figuratively, just now.) I didn’t even do anything illegal.”

      “Nothing illegal!?” Dominus found himself utterly flummoxed, unable to do more than repeat Mephistario’s latest revelation, each more absurd than the last.

      “My succubae simply encouraged Gates to reveal factual information a little bit early. No big deal. As they say, there’s no lie bigger than the truth, right?”

      “Nobody says that. Nobody ever!”

      “Look, I get that you’re hot under the collar, or at least hotter than usual. But consider two things, all right? First, outside of market losers like yourself, I’m getting nothing but accolades for pulling this off.”

      “No one is giving you accolades; I assure you.”

      “And second, I am now beyond rich. I’ve got so many souls stashed off-plane I could buy you and your empire and a hundred other wash-up jobs just like you. In fact, the only reason we’re still talking is that I respect you. You at least had the balls to be angry. The rest of those impoverished paupers are lining up to kiss my ash-encrusted derriere... . Though I’m starting to think this is more of a failure on your part to appreciate your folly than an actual act of valor.”

      “You dare to threaten me? Me!?”

      “Of course. Let me put this in terms you can comprehend, my old fiend. Compared to me, you are officially ‘Arch’ in name only. If you do something stupid, I’ll employ my now infinite resources and wipe you from the hells, capisce?”

      “Oh, Mephistario,” Dominus said slowly, with an incredulous shake of his head. “Your vanity and avarice are vices worthy of an arch-devil, but that is the closest you will ever get. It is you who lacks the intellect to appreciate his own peril.”

      “I’m losing my patience here, Dominus.”

      “Your shenanigans may be lawful here in the nine hells, but they don’t play so well in the seven heavens.”

      “And I should care, because?”

      “Because our soul economy is pan-dimensional, you fool-of-fools. You can’t pull a stunt like this without ripples amongst the angelic. Your market manipulation has broken more laws in nirvana than they have harps and clouds.”

      “Well, I agree on that, but we both know there’s nothing the angels can do about it from up there.”

      “Then it’s truly a shame about our extradition treaty.” A horrid whoosh was heard as Dominus opened a portal of brilliant light, bridging the darkness of their netherworld to the heavens above. “Mephistario, I lie a lot and I lie now when I say: you truly will be missed.”

      “You jest, Dominus. Hell won’t hand me over. You’d never get the votes.”

      “You continue to underestimate the ‘hundred wash-ups’ who lost their fortunes. You may have greed well covered, but you’ve misconstrued our capacity for wrath.”

      The portal widened.

      “Impossible! You’d never get the signatures!”

      “I already have. Say hello to the saints for me, Mephistario.”

      The eye slits of the ash-encrusted devil flared open wide. “Dominus! Listen to me! You’ve made your point. I’m ready to bargain. You’re a clever fiend and you’ve just earned your cut.”

      “I don’t think you caught what I said earlier about wrath being greater than greed.”

      “Dominus! If they take me, they’ll take my souls. They’ll be welcomed in the celestial halls! Gone forever, free from torment. They could be yours, Dominus! Yours! A million souls. They could be—”

      The portal collapsed; the transfer complete. Dominus could have sworn he spotted a halo and feathered wings as celestial hands grabbed Mephistario and pulled him inside.

      “Oh, Mephistario,” he said, with a pensive wistfulness to his voice. “You’ve admired the humans for far too long. You never did understand our kind.”

      A wry smile escaped his lips.

      “We can always get more souls.”
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