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BAM BAM BAM BAM BAM BAM BAM!

C'mon, man..., Hap thought; was all that pounding really coming from outside, or was it just in his noggin?

"Hurry! You gotta see! You gotta see it!" shouted Nathan, slapping the door one last time for emphasis. Then he was gone, on to the next unit, like some clueless Paul fucking Revered who couldn't appreciate the fact that Sunday mornings were meant for nursing hangovers.

Hap rolled-fell out of bed, dragged himself into the bathroom, urinated, swallowed two aspirin dry – then, after moment's reflection, two more – then slipped into a pair of knee-length denim shorts and threw his leather vest on over his bare chest. Might as well see what that idiot was going on about.

He stepped outside his trailer – all six feet, four inches of him – and looked around. Nathan was two units down, banging on another door. "You gotta see! It's red! A red rainbow!" He lost his goofy, old- fashioned geezer hat as he ran to the next trailer, and had to go back to retrieve it.

Across the road, Melanie Whatsername, in her bathrobe, morning coffee in hand, was shielding her eyes from the sun and staring at something in the sky. Now there was someone worth getting up for, even with the king bitch of all hangovers. "Mornin', Miss Mel!" he said, his southern drawl in full effect.

"Mornin'," she said mechanically. Then, to herself, "Oh, I oughta run inside and get my phone. But by the time I come back it'll prolly be gone..."

"What's all the excitement?" Hap asked, joining her. The sun was a beast, but the upper atmosphere was spotted with solitary, roiling clouds, dark and dense. Sun shower weather.

"Take a look," she said, pointing over his shoulder.

He looked.

And damn if that crazy spaz nerd Nathan weren't right. A rainbow, stretching from the earth into the sky, but instead of all the basic Crayola colors it was six or eight distinct shades of pink and red.

"Ain't never seen the like," Mel said, shaking her head.

"It ain't even rainbow-shaped," Hap said. It wasn't – just a straight line, lost in the whitewashed morning sky on one end, disappearing behind the copse of trees between the trailer park and the highway on the other.

Nearly everyone was outside looking now. Nathan had roused damn near the whole park. "It's a red rainbow!" he kept saying. "It's an incredibly rare phenomenon! What happens is..."

Hap blocked him out. It was a pretty crazy thing to see, at that, but given his current state he would have been just as happy to check it out on YouTube later. Excusing himself with a nod to Mel, he went back inside and climbed back into bed.
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It's still there. How in hell's bells is it still there?

It was four in the afternoon, and Hap had finally, reluctantly, started his day.

Crazy old Dave Houdini was out front, filming the red rainbow with his cell phone. Dave claimed to be a direct descendant of the famous Houdini, but no one believed him. Among other things, he also claimed to have once done big-G Government contract work, and insisted that, as a result, he knew, without any smidgen of a doubt, that extraterrestrials were real.

"That's no rainbow," he said when he spotted Hap out of the corner of his eye. "Six hours and it's just now starting to fade."

"Maybe it's pollution," Hap suggested, pausing at the door of his minivan truck.

"Pollution? No way. It's aliens."

"Well, could be."

And now Nathan was coming, barreling down the center of the road, wearing that determined look he got whenever some idiot scheme took hold of what passed for his brain. Emmett, the retarded fella, was trailing behind him. Nathan was constantly roping Emmett into things, because Emmett was the only one around without the good sense to tell him to take a flying leap.

"We're, uh, going to look for the end of the rainbow, if you'd like to come," Nathan announced. "The red rainbow," he quickly emphasized, in order to stave off any sarcastic comments at his expense. This was a reflex he'd been forced to develop early in life.

Dave rolled his eyes.

"You can't locate the end of a rainbow because it doesn't actually touch the earth," he said. "It's an optical illusion."

"I know that! But this one looks like it does touch the earth!"

"Yup!" Emmett chimed in.

Dave sighed.

"Do you know what optical illusion means?" he asked.

"Yes! But this is different! It comes down right behind the trees! You can see it!"

Dave sighed again.

"You think you're gonna find a big ole pot of gold?" Hap asked, trying not to grin. Nathan's face went almost as red as one of the facets of the rainbow.

"N-no! We just wanna see what it looks like where it touches the ground!"

"Yup!" Emmett agreed.

Undeterred, Nathan marched off, headed for the trees. "Come on, Emmett!"

"Okay!" Emmett trailed after him.

Dave shook his head.

"I just... I don't know," he said. "I just want to... push that guy down. Not hit him, or beat him up. Just... push him down."

"Takes all kinds," Hap said, climbing into his truck. It was Sunday, and he had a couple of errands to run before everything closed.
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"Now be careful when we break the treeline," Nathan said as they paused at the edge of the copse. "There are pricker bushes," he explained condescendingly, "and no one wants to get pricked."

"Prick," Emmett said. Nathan assumed he was agreeing with him.

Slowly, almost fussily, Nathan began to push his way through the vines and tangled foliage. There was no trail, as there was no real reason to cut through. It was easier to go around. Emmett followed.

"The funny thing about the pot of gold that's always supposed to be at the end of the rainbow," Nathan continued, "is that most people think it's guarded by a leprechaun, but in fact if you can find it, it's pretty much up for grabs. Leprechauns have their own cache of gold that they keep hidden underground or in some other secret place, and if you want to get your hands on that you have to catch the leprechaun and not let go, no matter what happens, until he cries uncle and tells you where it is..."

"Yup."

"...but you can never let him go until you actually have your hands on it, because leprechauns will trick you. You can't take your eyes off them for a second!"

"Yup."

It was dark beneath the canopy of trees, and it got even darker as the sun slipped behind a cloud.

"There's this old story where a farmer's son captures a leprechaun and wheedles the location of his gold out of him, which it turns out is buried beneath this field of nettles and everything. So he ties a red ribbon around the nettle the gold is buried beneath then goes home to get a shovel. Well when he gets back, every single nettle in the field has a red ribbon tied around it! Thousands of them! He tricked the farmer's son, see?"

"Take it off."

"What?"

"Take the ribbon off. Easy."

Nathan froze. Emmett was right. It would have been infinitely easier for the leprechaun in the story to simply remove the one ribbon, rather than create thousands of decoys.

"Well, if, well...," he sputtered.

Emmett grinned.

Nathan took off his hat and scratched his head. They were almost through to the other side, and there was nothing here. He'd expected, at the very least, a spectacular pink glow where the red rainbow met the earth, but...

Emmett made a weird, strangled sort of noise.

"What is it?" Nathan asked. Emmett pointed, his eyes wide.

At a tree stump.

"What about it?" Nathan asked.

"Moved."

"Moved? Stumps can't move, because they're rooted to the ground and everything."

Emmett let out a squawk as, as if on cue, the stump in question suddenly stood up, on five root-like appendages that now resembled spider's legs, and scampered off, away from them.

"Uhh! Uhh! Uhh!" Emmett shouted, not taking the time to turn around or get his bearings but simply barging through the trees in the direction he was already pointed. Nathan, frozen to the spot, watched, slack-jawed, as the tree stump skittered away, disappearing into the overgrowth.

Motion, to his left.

He turned, shocked to see another one, approaching him this time. It had eyes! Three of them, narrow and red, invisible when closed but open now, examining him. Yet even as his brain struggled to process this the image wavered, ebbed and flowed, a strange tingling in his nose, like invisible fingers tickling a path up, up, into his brain, and now he wasn't staring at an ambulant spider/tree stump but rather at a small man, maybe a foot tall, clad in green, a mischievous grin slashed across his face, eyes sparkling with

(hate)

glee.

And the little man wasn't alone. Another, similar man appeared, as if out of nowhere. Two more. Six.

Nathan was surrounded.

And, suddenly, he felt funny. Like that time he'd been tricked into drinking a "near-beer".

Eyes heavy. Lips numb. Simultaneous confusion and euphoria. A weird smell, like metallic violets. He toppled, never quite comprehending the fact that he was losing both elevation and consciousness until he hit the ground.

At which point, it was too late.
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Hap stashed the beer in the fridge, and dropped his pizza unto the Formica counter.

Missions, as the man used to say, complete.

He plucked a piece of double bacon out of the box, folded it in half, and shoved it into his mouth.

He barely had a chance to chew before someone was pounding on his front door.

"Jesus Christmas," he sighed aloud, spitting pizza crumbs all over the counter.

It was Dave.

"Take a ride with me?" he asked.

"Where to?"

"Well, they found Emmett hauling ass down the highway, in full panic mode. He's at the police station, needs to be picked up."

"I don't know about walking into no police station," Hap frowned. "You know I spent some time in jail."

"They aren't going to arrest you if you haven't done anything wrong," Dave reminded him.

"Man, I get arrested just for thinking about doin' something wrong. I got bad luck."

Well, Dave considered, picking up a hooker while on probation, taking a swing at said hooker when it turns out she's a) a man in drag and b) a cop, then trying to evade and elude at fifty per while said cop is hanging onto the car door for dear life, wig and high heels flying hither and yon, maybe that could be defined as "bad luck". Or maybe there was a better word for it.

"You can wait in the car. I just don't want to have to drive, and handle Emmett, at the
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