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The One Thousand

I:  In Which Benny Finds Something Nasty

Rust-red late afternoon light suffused the ravine as Benny climbed down the rough trail.

From the two-lane highway he had been plodding along he had seen a glint of metal.  Curiosity drew him to the piece of scrap, and then he caught a glimpse of the wreckage below.

The possibility of unexpected plunder overcame his hunger and thirst; he scrabbled quickly to the bottom as if trying to outrace opponents intent on beating him to the treasure.

Far above, a vulture circled.

The point of impact was just ahead.  It appeared that whatever had crashed had skid briefly, then bounced up again and shattered against one granite wall and then the other.  Metallic pieces large and small littered the bases of the walls, but the main part of the debris was out of sight beyond a narrow defile.

It must have been a small plane, Benny decided.  Maybe even a Lear Jet.  Owners of private aircraft were rich; there might be something worth salvaging after all.

It didn't occur to Benny to be concerned about possible survivors.  That wasn't his way.  He hoped the passengers were all dead; it would avoid complications.  Whatever loot he found was his now, he figured, and he would protect his interests however he had to.

At the cleft between the rock walls he paused.

He heard something like flies around a carcass.  

But oddly enough, there was no stench.  Usually in this heat you could smell the putrefying flesh long before you heard the flies.

In Benny's opinion, the wreck was old.  He had been walking along the highway for a long time and had not seen the plane come down, nor was there any flames or smoke.

In the narrow draw was some sort of fuselage, twisted and split open, but it didn't look like the fuselage of a plane.  There was no evidence of the remains of the wings, and it had no top or bottom but was cylindrical, without windows.

The buzzing became louder.  Reflexively Benny swatted at his face, but looking around he could see no evidence of the flies he heard.

Invisible flies?

A first hint of foreboding struck Benny.  Still, greed caused him to press onward.

There were no corpses or remains thereof anywhere, and the only smell was that of the hot dry rock and the bitter weeds growing in its cracks.

Wires, circuits, and pieces of instruments spilled out of the broken fuselage like guts out of a shattered body.  The hole was big enough for Benny to crawl through.  Jagged spikes of metal cut his flesh like fangs.  Inside, though, he could find nothing worth scavenging.  In his anger and disappointment he began spewing forth expletives.

But then he shut up.

Those flies, or whatever they were, had followed him inside.  Their hum was so loud as to be almost deafening.  But instead of lighting on his skin as flies usually did, causing a tickling sensation, they went inside his head somehow.  It was sort of like being on acid with a group of people, and when you start peaking all the defenses break down and you feel you are somehow becoming a part of each other.  When that had happened the first time to Benny he had felt he was being violated and had lashed out with his switchblade; he'd cut three people and would have kept going if they had not all risen up and beat the crap out of him and tossed him out onto the roadside next to a set of dumpsters.  But here there was no one to cut.  Those fly things went right into his head and started playing around in there like it was party time.  He lay back in that machine, whatever it was, and let them do what they wanted, because the sensation was not unpleasant at all.  It was as if they were checking him out, calling up memories one by one and inspecting them.  Whatever they looked at became illuminated, and he saw it as clearly as they did.  He saw his father come home drunk and slap his mother around until she was black and blue and bloody; he saw himself compensate by bullying classmates, finally being expelled from school when he put one of them in the hospital.  He saw the petty thievery and then the armed robberies, culminating in the botched liquor store job where he had got caught and sent for three-to-five.  Those fly things took particular interest in his prison experience for some reason.  It had been rough and he'd had to fight for survival, and sometimes he'd won and sometimes he'd lost.  He'd been roughed up and even raped but he had never given in and become anyone's bitch.  He'd seen the virtue of being the predator and not the prey and had joined one of the largest gangs and had even maneuvered himself into a position of responsibility.  Recently released on parole, he'd gotten into a bar fight and had had to leave town fast.

Once the memories got up to date, there was a pause.

He almost thought those flies were trying to tell him something.  But how do you communicate with a swarm of flies?  There were a lot of them, and how could he possibly differentiate one voice from another?

At that thought they all quieted down; the buzzing stopped.

It was as if they were waiting for him to do something.

And he remembered something a priest had told him once long ago; it must have been in his childhood because that was the only time he had ever set foot in a church or talked to priests.  That priest had called the Devil the Lord of the Flies.

That was it; that was what he had been trying to remember.

The Lord of the Flies.

But what did that have to do with him?  He wasn't the Devil.

Then he realized what was really happening.  He was being recruited.  And to accept the commission he had to let that swarm of flies in.  He had to listen to them and co-operate with them.  In return, he would become powerful - more powerful than he could imagine.  He would become a leader of men, not a loser like he was now.  People would obey him, because if they didn't he would be ruthless in punishing them.

Yes, thought Benny.  Yes, yes.  I want this.  I want this power.  Come on in.

And they did.  They came in through the gaps ripped in his skin when he had entered the fuselage.  They flowed in through his bloodstream and made themselves at home.

II:  In Which William Stafford Gets Busted

He'd wanted to catch the Grateful Dead at the Filmore but it hadn't worked out; somehow he'd gotten the date wrong or something, and so he ended up at a party of a friend of a friend, sipping white wine and toking on the occasional joint that passed, watching the people mix and mingle, wondering if he should take off back to the one room dump he rented in the Haight and crash out.  He wasn't really so tired though, so he hung on hoping something interesting would happen.

Then Paula walked in, with her long dishwater-blonde hair and flared faded torn blue jeans and rainbow-colored fleece poncho under sleeveless parka.  She was obviously high but in a pleasant party way; she danced, almost floated, from one group to the next, listening, adding a comment or two, laughing, and moving on, as if she were too ethereal for anything to hold her down for long.

Will was interested almost immediately but held back.  He had a theory that if you moved too fast you would be tagged as overanxious and hard-up; he figured all good things that were meant to would come to he who waits.

And sure enough, once Paula had traversed the living room, the kitchen, the bathroom, the hallway, and the open bedroom (the other was closed for some sort of intimate activity) she got around to confronting him.

She smiled.

He smiled back.

She sat on the arm of his chair, took his cigarette out of his hand, breathed in smoke, and exhaled in a long thick cloud.  "So who are you?" she said.

"I'm Will."

"I'm Paula."

"I know.  I've seen you around."

"Have you?"

Will's cigarette had burnt down to the filter so he offered her a fresh one, which she accepted.  He was just about to light it when the front door burst open and a very blonde, very fit young man in corduroy slacks and a San Jose State letterman's jacket entered.  Obviously inebriated, he glanced about, spotted Paula, and shouted, "What the hell are you doing here?"  Tromping over, he demanded, "And who the hell is this guy?"

Paula answered back, "It's not really your business any more, is it?"

"It's always my business."  He stood there a moment, swaying slightly, then said, "I need a drink," and wandered off to the kitchen.

"Ex boyfriend," Paula said.  "He's a big shot on the intercollegiate swim team and a real pain in the ass.  Give me a minute; I'll be right back.  Uh - you want a drink?"

"Sure.  Tequila."

"Coming up.  Wait right here."

When she returned a few minutes later she didn't have merely a couple of shots, but decent portions in coffee mugs.

As she settled back onto the arm of the chair she took a good snort of tequila and said, "That bastard.  We haven't gone out for months but he thinks he owns me.  I don't know what got into me.  We've got nothing in common, he
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