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  SUPER WHOPPER BOPPER

BRIAN ASMAN


All the real action at EXE happened at the after-parties. For most of the Joe Joysticks descending on the Vegas strip every year for the Electronic eXposition of Entertainment, such after-parties were mere whispers—an alt-underbelly that mirrored Sin City’s workaday netherworld of drugs and hookers, mainly video game industry execs talking shop. And doing cocaine with hookers. 
For me, said parties were my best hope of saving my company and career. Things were grim at R.J. Fluffernutter’s, the vaunted restaurant/laser tag chain. We’d been bleeding cash for years. As VP of Business Development, I needed something new and exciting to get people talking again, to coax them through our doors.
I was hanging in a high roller suite, three martinis deep, pitching some synergistic laser tag bullshit to Nina Fleming, creator of a brilliant augmented reality game that zombified passersby and let the user blow them to smithereens, when someone tapped my shoulder. I gave Nina a quick smile and turned to find myself face-to-face with a slender, long-haired man wearing horn-rimmed glasses and a 150-decibel Hawaiian shirt. It took me two blinks to realize who it was.
Harry Tanaka himself. 
“David, it’s been too long.” He extended a hand. 
“Good to see you, Harry. And surprising—”
Nina inserted herself between us. “Mr. Tanaka, I’m a huge fan. God, Infected Mob would not exist without you.”
Tanaka smiled. “You’re very kind. I played your game recently. Quite amusing.”
Nina looked like she might faint.
“How long’s it been, Harry? Fifteen years?”
“Thereabouts. You should’ve come up to the ranch.” Harry Tanaka founded Joibokkusu in the late ‘70s and created the seminal arcade hit Bopper Brothers and its first home iteration, Super Whopper Bopper. Then he retired to train dressage horses. 
“Have you played any of the new Whopper Bopper mobile games?” Nina asked.
A cloud roiled over Tanaka’s face. “I’m afraid not.”
I looked around for the kid with the shrimp tray, hoping to fill the silence with shellfish. No dice. 
“So,” I said, “What brings you to EXE? Getting back in the game?”
“Perhaps. I have something I want to discuss with you.”
“I get it,” Nina said. “You boys have fun.”
“Ms. Fleming, will you be around tomorrow?” Tanaka asked. “I’d like to talk further about Infected Mob. It has some interesting implications for my own work. Both practical and philosophical.”
Nina beamed. “Oh wow. See you at the Tsunami party?”
“Until then.”
She disappeared into the crowd of tech nerds.
“So, what’s up?” I asked.
“I have something for you. A new game.”
I gaped at him. “After all this time? It’ll be huge. Like when Jordan came out of retirement.”
“I hope not quite like that.”
“Oh, yeah.” Not the best analogy, but I’d once seen Tanaka projectile-vomit cheese fondue all over the craps table. I wasn’t some young punk terrified of embarrassing himself in front of the master. “I’m definitely interested. And don’t get me wrong, but why me?”
I had fuck all to do with consoles. I was at EXE for the racing games and maybe creating a laser tag version of Infected Mob with Nina.
“It’s not a console game. This is—oh, augmented reality doesn’t quite describe it. It’s something new.”
“What’s the concept?”
“I’d like to show you. If you have time.”
Nina and the racecars would keep. This was the only deal to make tonight. Harry fucking Tanaka back in the saddle. And off consoles.
“Let’s go.”
I followed Tanaka to the elevator. We descended to the casino floor and made our way through a buzz of activity and flashing lights—not unlike the inside of a pinball game.    
“I’ve a limo outside,” Tanaka said. 
I expected nothing less from the father of gaming. Well, not the father, more like the midwife who yanked video games out of their seedy arcade womb and into suburban homes, spawning a media juggernaut that hawked lunch boxes, cartoons, and one very shitty movie.
An aged driver opened the door for us, and we were off. The limo turned onto the Strip. I leaned back in my seat. “When Nina asked about the Whopper Bopper mobile game, you didn’t seem very happy.”
Tanaka grunted. “Insipid things.”
“You were pretty taken with Nina’s game.”
“She’s advancing the art. That Whopper Bopper game—it’s the same running and jumping and bopping, with a finger instead of a joystick. Like the FunTote in the early ‘90s. Who cares?”
“Rumor has it you still have approval on Whopper Bopper and Elfsong projects. Why’d you approve an insipid game?”
“It was necessary.”
“How so?”
“To keep the property alive, lest this new generation grow up thinking of Whopper Bopper as something their parents played. Something dated.”
Slot machine sirens wailed in my head. “Your game—it’s a new take on Whopper Bopper?”
“It’s my signature creation. Each new console has its own rendition. It’s fitting that as I break the LCD shackles confining gaming to living rooms and phone screens, I do so with the dearest of my old friends. Did I ever tell you how the first Bopper Brothers game came to be?”
“You haven’t.”
Harry chuckled. “I was seven, on a class trip to the zoo. I remember because Ms. Marisky, my teacher, always wore long, colorful striped socks.”
I flashed to Queen Petunia and her vibrant thigh-highs.
“I’d never been to a zoo. The hippos shocked me. I remember standing in front of their tank, fingers and nose pressed closely to the glass, my little mind trying to reconcile the majestic creatures before me with the smiling illustrations in my picture books.”
The limo took the ramp—north on the 15.
“I was awestruck. Agog. Somewhere south of the orangutans, I wondered what would happen if all the animals escaped at once?”
“And viola—Bopper Brothers.” 
“Precisely. I sometimes wonder if Ms. Marisky has any inkling that her class trip launched a billion-dollar enterprise.”
“Probably not.” Back then, he was Harry Wiederman. He’d taken his mother’s maiden name in the mid-‘70s in a bid to get Japanese investors to take him seriously. 
We passed into North Vegas. The hotels and casinos fell away as the neighborhoods flanking the freeway turned industrial.
Like most people my age, I’d grown up with Super Whopper Bopper. The original Bopper Brothers arcade game debuted in 1982. It followed two zookeepers, Ivan and Vasily Bopper, as they wandered through a maze with giant mallets, looking for their lost animals. Nets would have been more appropriate, but they were too difficult to illustrate with a handful of pixels. The Boppers bashed kangaroos and pandas over the head until they reached the center of the maze, where they had to bop the biggest and baddest critter of them all: Whopper, a hulking hippopotamus. 
Before long, you couldn’t throw a roll of quarters without hitting a Bopper Brothers cabinet. A gender-swapped follow-up, Bopper Sisters, hit a year later. Then came Super Whopper Bopper for the Joibokkusu Home System, a total subversion of nerd expectations. SWB saw the zookeepers fall through a portal into an alternate dimension ruled by anthropomorphic hippos. After a mishap involving an experimental cloning device, Hippotopia gets overrun with Bopper brother clones, and the mighty Lord Whopper must descend from his throne to set things right.
Bopper fans were taken aback. Their beloved zookeepers were now the bad guys? The hero was the diabolical Whopper himself? PETA cheered the move. The Religious Right lost their minds. Ronald Reagan tried to play the game during a campaign stop and nearly strangled himself with his own controller.
Somewhere in the cultural maelstrom, a phenomenon was born. At present, there were six mainline Whopper Bopper games, plus all the tie-ins—racing games, first-person shooters, RPGs. Various merch.
And that stupid fucking movie.
The limo turned off the highway, cruising past warehouses behind chain-link fences before turning into a driveway, where we waited for the gate to roll back. The limo pulled up in front of a loading dock.
“This is us,” Tanaka said, opening his door. 
I got out and appraised the building, a squat, two-story warehouse. A light desert breeze ruffled my suit jacket. “You have a demo unit set up in there?”
“This is the demo unit.”
“Say what?”
“You’ll see.”
I followed him inside. The corridor was nondescript—beige walls and popcorn ceilings. 
“This way,” Tanaka said, striding down the hallway, his Hawaiian shirt billowing around his skinny frame. He stopped at a door with a frosted glass window. “You’ll suit up here.”
“Suit up?”
The room beyond was small. A bench occupied the center, while cubbies stood off to the left next to a row of big, grey industrial lockers. The far wall held another door and a large observation window through which I could see nothing but darkness.
“We’ll build out real locker rooms, obviously. Sign this.” Tanaka pushed a clipboard and pen into my hands.
I scanned the papers, the same dense legalese we made prospective laser taggers sign before they strapped on their proton packs. Not responsible, death and dismemberment, yadda yadda yadda. I signed and handed it back to Harry.
“Thank you. Now.” He flung open the first locker, revealing a pink and orange hippo suit. A wooden mallet leaned against the back of the locker. “I’ll give you some privacy. When you’re ready, just walk through that door.”
I gaped at him. “This is a life-size version of Super Whopper Bopper? That’s crazy.”
“They’ve been calling me crazy all my life, David.”
“Wild. So, this is some kind of VR thing?”
“See for yourself.” He left the same way we’d come in. 
I eyed the hippo suit, feeling a little lost. But, as a child, I’d spent countless hours in my parents’ basement playing the console versions. How hard could this be?
I disrobed and struggled into the furry hippo suit, feeling like a mascot at a minor league ballgame minus the t-shirt gun. The suit was heavily padded. I lowered the head over my own, adjusting it so I could see. The interior smelled like French fries and stale sweat. But the eye-ports were fairly wide. I tapped one with a plush finger. Hard plastic.
Hidden speakers emitted a burst of static, followed by the familiar Whopper Bopper theme: Woop boop a doop, woop woop a doop. I picked up the mallet and gave it a few test swings. Decent heft.
You could bop something good with this thing. 
The door on the far side of the room buzzed, and a green bulb mounted above lit up. Resting the mallet against my shoulder, I crossed the room and put a paw on the handle. Struggled to turn it through the gloves. We’d need to convert to an automatic door in the real version—more dramatic, anyway.
After a few fumbling attempts, I opened the door and stepped into a black-lit chamber. The walls were blocky faux stone. The air was pleasantly cool, stirred by fans twirling in the darkness above. The place felt like a laser tag arena.
“Welcome, player one!” Tanaka intoned over the intercom. “As Lord Whopper, ruler of Hippotopia, you’ve sworn an oath to safeguard your realm. Unfortunately, your castle has been overrun with Bopper Brothers. And maybe even some Bopper Sisters, if you look hard enough. Now, raise your mallet and GET READY TO BOP!”
Wall sconces burst into flame. Unseen fog machines filled the chamber with haze. The theme kicked in again, more bass this time, the woop boop a doops rattling my fillings. 
Dramatic.
The floor lit up with a series of arrows, beckoning me into the maze.
I turned the corner into the next hallway and was confronted with a dozen mallet-wielding hippos—mirrors lined either side of the passage. The costume did look pretty good.
The suit couldn’t be cheap. Not to mention maze construction, pyrotechnics, all the fucking permits. Plus, this was a one-player game—letting a bunch of drunk people run around in a maze swinging mallets willy-nilly was a lawsuit waiting to happen. Monetizing this would be a bitch.
Something moved at the end of the corridor. 
Definitely not my reflections because I’d been standing still. I gripped the mallet in both paws and advanced. A little shadow separated itself from the dark pools at the end of the hallway, moving quickly but with a tottering gait.
The thing moved into the light. Rabbit-sized, except it walked on two legs and wore navy blue coveralls. A wrinkly little face peered up at me with glassy eyes, its apple-sized skull covered in wrinkles and topped with a dollop of wiry red hair.
“Bop,” it said. 
I screamed. The thing approached on unsteady legs, white-gloved hands outstretched. The mirrors lining the passage compounded the bizarre little creature into an army.
“Bop bop bop.”
But why was I so scared? Tanaka told me what to expect. I was the Whopper and Boppers had infested my castle.
As ruler of Hippotopia, it was my sworn duty to eradicate them.
“Whop-a-bop-bop,” I yelled and rushed down the hallway, mallet raised high.
The Bopper wobbled forward, bopping softly, a look of serene stupidity on its face.
I swung the mallet as hard as I could. The Bopper juked sideways, spinning away and careening into its own reflection. It bounced off the mirror and fell on its back, legs spinning impotently like an overturned cockroach.
I brought the mallet down again.
Red goo squelched out in all directions, the impact reverberating up my arms.
I lifted the mallet and saw what I had done.
The Bopper looked like it’d been run over by a semi. Gloved hands and booted feet twitched in a crimson pool. Its face was already going slack.
“Bop,” it said weakly, then stilled.
I stumbled back and dropped the mallet, sickened. I’d been expecting a robot or…or something. Give it a good smash, maybe it’d light up, play the theme song. This thing wasn’t a robot; robots didn’t fucking bleed. 
Maybe it was VR—lenses in the eye holes? I reached around, feeling for the Velcro clasp. It disengaged with a sickening ripping sound. I yanked the head off. The crushed Bopper was still there, roadkill-flat, leaking fluids. 
What the fuck had Tanaka made?
I dropped the costume head and ran toward the dressing room. I’d get dressed, forget this ever happened. Go back to the party and find Nina.
I reached the door. It didn’t have a knob. 
“Hey,” I yelled, slapping the door frame. “Let me out!”
“Lord Whopper, your kingdom is still infested. You can’t quit now.”
“What the hell are these things?”
“Ivan and Vasily Bopper fell into your lordship’s cloning machine. Now your castle’s overrun!”
“Harry, seriously, you need—”
“Lord Whopper, don your sacred helm and pick up the mallet of your ancestors. The Boppers are coming.”
“Harry!”
The music cut out. I leaned against the door, panting. Tanaka had gone crazy. I didn’t know what the hell I’d smooshed with that mallet, and I didn’t want to know. All I wanted was out.
A noise echoed from the hall of mirrors. I willed my ragged breath to slow, straining to listen.
“Bop, bop, bop.”
Not one voice.
Many. 
I gave the door a final, futile smack. Apparently, Tanaka wasn’t letting me out unless it was on his terms.
I wiped sweat off my forehead with the back of a paw. Whatever these things were—rubber-suited squirrels with tiny speakers, maybe—I wasn’t going home until I gave them a good whacking. Not like I’d never gone hunting before. I’d just have to bop my way through the maze, get the fuck out, and let my therapist handle the rest.
I gulped and turned the corner into the hall of mirrors.
Coming face-to-face with an army. 
Boppers swarmed the corridor, gibbering in unison. The vanguard reached the hippo head. One climbed inside. Others stopped at the mallet and tried to lift it but were quickly trampled by the oversized orange boots of their fellows.
I looked over my shoulder in case there was another door out of the antechamber I’d missed. No such luck—the only way was straight ahead, through the Boppers. And no sacred mallet to help me.
Then I remembered Super Whopper Bopper 2. Previously, avatars could only jump and swing mallets, but SWB 2 gave players the ability to stomp as well.
I charged into the hallway, lifting my hippo heels in the air like a fuzzy majorette and slamming them down. Bopper bodies collapsed under my feet. Some of them went for my ankles, but I lashed out with a series of kicks, sending their tiny bodies flying down the hallway. Their bops took on a desperate keening tone as they sailed through the air, splattering against the mirrors. 
Hidden speakers blasted the theme song again, louder this time. The wall sconces roared their appreciation.
I stomped and kicked my way down the hallway, every attack magnified to infinity by the mirrors, until I reached my hippo head. I snatched it off the ground, shook it vigorously. A couple of Boppers tumbled out, landing head-first on the ground.
I crushed them beneath my heels.
Sticking the head back on, my panic dissipated. I felt like a plush tank.
I snatched up the mallet and swung it wildly, crushing Bopper after Bopper, pulping their tiny bones, blood and gore spurting in every direction. Beneath the hippo head, I grinned like a madman despite my lingering reservations, a river of sweat trickling down my back. This was fun. With every Bopper I smooshed, my pulse raced faster. 
“It’s Boppin’ time!” I shouted but doubted any of the creatures heard me over the music. Or understood. They seemed quite simple-minded.
Whatever the hell they were.
I reached the end of the hallway and glanced back at the destruction I’d left in my wake. Crushed Bopper bodies lay piled on top of each other, a viscous and fleshy carpet. I could hardly see the light-up arrows on the floor for all the corpses. A few still twitched, faint bops on their dying lips.
I felt sick and excited at the same time. But I could sort through my conflicted feelings later over a cold martini.
Leaving the hall of mirrors behind, I entered the next chamber. One passage branched left, another right. The glowing arrows on the floor didn’t seem to favor either direction. 
“What the hell?” 
I went right.
I shuffled down the hallway, smashing the occasional Bopper. Another fork followed, and another, a maze of dark passages, sparsely populated by Boppers. If the bulk of them gathered near the entrance and I was now just picking off stragglers, well, that wasn’t very good game design. What’s the point in solving the maze if the fun’s already been had?
I rounded a corner and spotted another Bopper, twice the size of the others I’d encountered, with shiny silver skin.
A Beta-Bopper. 
“Lord Whopper! Welcome to level 2.”
The silver Bopper cocked its head. “Bop,” it whispered. 
And charged.
It was faster than the other Boppers by far but still unsteady on its legs. I stood my ground, letting it come to me, holding the mallet above my head. 
Ready to bop.
The Beta-Bopper entered striking distance. I brought the mallet down; the hammer crashed off its head. The Beta-Bopper wobbled but didn’t fall.
Shit.
I raised the mallet for another strike, but the Beta-Bopper jumped at me and latched onto a leg, crawling up my suit.
I dropped the mallet and grabbed the Beta-Bopper. The thing was slipperier than a trout. I tried to wrench its little neck around but couldn’t get a grip.
“Lord Whopper, better do something about that Beta-Bopper.”
The Beta-Bopper was halfway up my chest. I couldn’t dislodge it. As it crawled higher, a sickening thought barged into my brain: What the hell was it going to do, exactly?
             I had every reason to think this was just a game. But after seeing what happened to the Boppers, the gushing blood and cracking bones, I wasn’t sure. Maybe Tanaka was playing for keeps.
Plus, I did sign that waiver. 
The Beta-Bopper jumped off my chest and landed on my nose, covering the eye ports. I couldn’t see anything. I stumbled around blind, careening into walls.
RIIIIIIIP!
The Beta-Bopper was digging into my head. 
“Oh dear,” Tanaka said. “If Lord Whopper falls, so falls Hippotopia!”
More tearing. Little bits of fuzz floated past my eye ports.
Tripping over my own feet, I fell heavily to my hands and knees. The suit’s padding absorbed the impact. I shook my head, once, twice, but the Beta-Bopper clung there.
One last idea. 
Rearing my hippo head back, I slammed it against the ground over and over. The Beta-Bopper’s grip loosened. By the seventh or eighth headbutt, my eye ports were streaked with blood.
Or something.
I wiped off the ports and struggled to my feet. The fake stone tiles of the corridor were smeared with silver and crimson. I leaned a paw against the wall and laughed.
I’d bopped that sucker real good.
I kept moving, every turn bringing more Boppers. I encountered more Betas and wasted no time violently dispatching them. My arms ached. Maybe I could sell this as some new workout craze.
Emphasis on the craze.
I came upon a corridor strewn with broken Bopper bodies, fairly certain I’d not passed that way yet. The stench was unbearable. Was there another Whopper in the maze? Tanaka? Or were these the remnants of a previous game?
No matter. I had bopping to do.
I turned into another corridor. Something glowed brightly around the corner.
The throne room, I figured. Disappointing. Despite the shaky start, I’d been enjoying myself immensely. For the last however long, I’d been Lord Whopper. 
Something in me wasn’t quite ready to relinquish the sacred mallet.
In the game, a golden Alpha-Bopper guarded the throne room. As a kid, I’d died time and again at its hands. Even though I was fairly exhausted, I found myself hoping the Alpha-Bopper would emerge for one last battle.
Instead, I walked right into the throne room.  
The chamber was circular and brightly lit by a massive chandelier. The walls were lined with tapestries depicting bygone Hippotopia royalty. My ancestors.
At the far end of the room, a black-and-white hippo wearing a Hawaiian shirt waited on a throne lined with red velvet cushions, an onyx mallet across its knees.
The dreaded Oppos-Hip—Lord Whopper’s evil brother.
The music cut off. The hippo on the throne raised his paws and clapped slowly.
“Lord Whopper,” Tanaka’s muffled voice said. “Congratulations. You’ve rid your castle of those pesky Boppers.”
“Thanks, it was—”
 “Well, most of them.”
Dozens of Boppers poured into the room. Multi-colored Boppers, black and white and yellow, Bopper Sisters, Betas. The United Boppers of Benetton. 
“Can’t we just go get a drink?”
“You can’t quit now, Lord Whopper. Not until Hippotopia is safe!”
“Bop, bop, bop,” the Boppers said, their voices combining into a perverse om. 
“Harry—”
“Bop, you bastard! Bop if you want to live!”
“Asshole.” I charged, swinging my mallet viciously. Crushing Bopper after Bopper, stomping them, kicking them. I scooped one Bopper up with a padded paw and chucked it at the throne. Oppos-Hip caught it one-handed, squashing it in his paw. Goo squirted out either end.
Boppers swarmed, crawling up my legs. I staggered under their weight, listing from side to side.
“Bop,” they cried.
They were too heavy. I fell to my knees. Dropped my mallet. Boppers tore at my suit. I swatted them, to no avail.
And then I saw it across the room.
Harry hadn’t forgotten the Alpha-Bopper, after all. It approached, golden and gleaming, twice as big as a Beta-Bopper, mallet held high.
One Bopper wheedled its way into the space between the head and the neck of the suit and crawled up my throat. I cringed as it brushed against my Adam’s apple. White gloves yanked at my eyelids while the thing’s boots scrabbled against my lips. 
Fuck it, I thought and sucked the Bopper’s legs into my mouth, biting down as hard as I could.
“Bop!” the thing screamed, its voice reverberating throughout the hippo head.
Bopper blood tasted sweet, with a slight kick—maple syrup seasoned with habanero. The flesh was chewy, the skeleton brittle as a chicken’s. The creature died in my mouth, and I spit it out. Rolling over, I crushed a few more Boppers in the process.
Just in time to see the Alpha-Bopper’s mallet poised above me.
The mallet crashed down and bashed me on the head. I saw stars. My ears rang. Tasted blood again.
My own this time.
I struggled to my knees, horribly dizzy. The Alpha-Bopper bashed me in the crotch. My whole world exploded in pain.
“Things are looking grim, Lord Whopper.”
“‘Bop, bop, bop,” those awful voices repeated, over and over again.
“Bop you,” I muttered through gritted teeth, but my words lacked steel. The strength seeped out of my limbs. I was very, very tired. Is this what it was like for the real Lord Whopper, that 8-bit sprite cavorting across millions of television sets? Crushing cloned zookeepers until his own arms felt like they might fall off? What kind of a life was that? What the hell had I been part of all these years?
I assume now that was just the concussion talking.
The mallet descended again, in slow motion this time, and I had the presence of mind to roll away.
I ran my paws down the front of the suit, knocking loose a half-dozen squirming Boppers. My mallet lay a few feet away. A trio of Boppers tried to lift it, sweating profusely and bopping to themselves.
“Mine,” I hissed, knocking them away and raising the mallet high. A forty-seventh wind rushed through my tired body. 
I was Lord Whopper. This was my castle.
They would not defeat me.
The Alpha-Bopper charged, mallet cocked back, a look of murderous glee on its shriveled, golden face.
I bopped the fuck out of it.
After that, the others fell easily.
Finally, I stood in the middle of the throne room, covered in Bopper gore, surrounded by broken bodies. Utterly spent. I hoped Tanaka didn’t have any more surprises up his hippo-sleeve. 
“You’ve fought well, Lord Whopper,” Oppos-Hip said, tacking on a theatrical cackle.
“We done? I don’t have to fight you or anything?”
Oppos-Hip stood, twirling his mallet in one paw. Then he leaned it against the throne and pulled off his hippo head, setting it on the seat. Tanaka grinned at me, lank hair plastered to his forehead. “Of course not. So, what did you think?”
I pulled off my helm. Tanaka and I regarded each other. Just two regular guys dressed up as hippos. 
“I thought those things were going to kill me.”
“They might have.”
“Are you fucking—”
“Easy, easy.” Tanaka held up a hand. “I would have stopped things, if needed.”
“I could have been killed!”
“But you weren’t. That’s the point of the game. And the point of the waivers. Now, what did you really think? Be honest.”
Honestly, I was a bit punchy from the mallet to the head. I could still taste Bopper blood. I could still feel their little hands yanking my eyelids. 
And I wanted nothing more than to go again.
“Honestly? Fucking fantastic. You’re a genius.” 
A sheepish smile crossed Tanaka’s face. “I wouldn’t go that far. But thank you. Is it safe to say we’re in business?”
Millions of kids who’d grown up playing SWB were now upwardly mobile adults who’d gladly pour their salaries into nostalgic distractions. This game might be dangerous, but it was exactly what I needed, and maybe we could mitigate the risk with “lifeguards.”
Still…
“I’m worried about the costs. And I know this is just a prototype, but the maze needs more complexity. I only got lost once.”
Tanaka spread his hands wide. “None of these issues are insurmountable. Yes, the start-up costs are significant, but no one else in the world can offer an experience like this. We can charge whatever we want and recoup your initial outlay in months. So, what do you say?”
He had a point. I started to offer a paw to Tanaka. “Just one question.”
“What?”
“What the hell are these things? It’s not VR, and they sure as hell aren’t robots.”
Tanaka laughed. “I tried robots. Smashing them to bits wasn’t very satisfying, but it was expensive. A total non-starter. I despaired of ever finding a solution, thought I’d be spending the rest of my days training dressage horses. But then, I met some very forward-thinking individuals. You’d be surprised how many rogue geneticists one can find lurking around the stables.”
I shouldn’t have been surprised, knowing what they weren’t. The process of deduction only led to one possible conclusion. I’d been so wrapped up in the game, both playing and figuring out how to monetize it, that I’d ignored the implications.
Now that I knew or allowed myself to realize, I felt sick. 
“So, these things are—they’re alive?”
“Well, not these.” Tanaka indicated the corpses splattered about the throne room.
“Harry.”
Tanaka sighed and sat down on his throne. “They were experimenting on horses, figuring out how to make equine muscles break down lactic acid more efficiently, things like that. We got to talking, and they solved my problem. These Boppers are perfect—cheap and highly programmable. We insert a few electrodes in their brains, barely bigger than a human hair.”
I surveyed the room in disgust. These had been living, breathing things. And I’d hid behind my hippo suit while I killed them all. Tanaka hadn’t given me much choice. But still.
“Harry, PETA’s going to be up our asses. So what, you grow these things in test tubes?” 
“Sort of. Do you remember the Whopper Bopper movie?”
I groaned, memories of that garbage flick cutting right through my attempts to make moral sense of the evening. “Unfortunately.”
“As a piece of cinema, I’ll admit that it’s not very good. But they had one idea I co-opted for this project. Do you recall the de-evolution serum?”
I nodded. At one point during the movie, Lord Whopper’s nephew gets injected with the serum by a henchman of Oppos-Hip, devolving into a Bopper brother clone. In the movie’s sole emotionally resonant moment, tears trickled down Whopper’s cheeks as he smashed his own nephew to bits with his sacred mallet.
“Same idea. We inject a retro-virus that rewrites the host’s genetic code. I call it ‘Boppifying.’ Silly, I know, but what’s the point of all this if you can’t have a little fun?”
“That’s beyond fucked. You’ve gone full-on Doc Despicable,” I said, referring to the final boss of Meteor Mash. “What’re the hosts? Rhesus monkeys?”
Tanaka smirked. “Promise you won’t be mad at me?”
“Harry?”
“The hosts are people. Vagrants, mostly. No one who’d be missed.”
“What?”  
“You heard me, David. All those Boppers you enjoyed bashing so much? You didn’t notice the lack of transients on the way here, did you?”
The room spun. I ripped at the hippo suit, needing it off.
“Calm down,” Tanaka said, grabbing my arms. “It’s okay. You didn’t know.”
I collapsed to the ground, dimly aware I’d landed ass-first in the remains of dozens of deceased Las Vegans. “What the fuck, Harry? How could you… I mean, what the fuck?”
“We tried animals. Nothing worked. But humans? They Boppify quite nicely.”
“Nobody’s going to care about verisimilitude when you’re kidnapping and murdering people.”
Tanaka held up a paw. “I didn’t murder anybody. You were the one with the mallet, Lord Whopper.” 
“Don’t put this on me, you never told me—”
“What if I had? What if, out there, I told you that my brand-new, cutting-edge game involved smashing things that used to be human?”
“I would have called the police.”
“Please. You’d have thought I was pulling your leg.” He gave my hippo suit a playful tug. “You had to see. To feel.”
“I wish I hadn’t.”
“What sort of lives could these people have, anyway? I won’t say anything so stupidly moralistic as I’m cleaning up the streets. I don’t care about that. What I’ve given them is the chance to be part of something transcendent. Look around. What do you see?”
“Dead fucking bodies!”
“No! Dead bodies are what they would be if left to languish in the streets, to die of exposure or drink or drugs. Rotting meat, nothing more. Now they’re something far better.”
“What?”
“Art, David. Art. Now, we might disagree on this point, but why let it spoil the deal? We could do such grand things together.”
I was starting to think Harry and I had vastly different definitions of the word grand. And yet, what I’d just experienced was undeniable. “It’s not just that. Even if I didn’t have any moral qualms, which I certainly fucking do, how exactly do I monetize this? Despite what the lefties might tell you, corporations don’t actually murder people. Directly.”
Tanaka sighed. “David, you misunderstand me. I didn’t bring this to you for R.J. Fluffernutter’s. This would never work for a corporate restaurant chain. This is an underground endeavor.”
“Underground?”
“How many Whopper Bopper fans run tech companies? This game isn’t for the masses; it’s for the elite. An entertainment both new and very, very old. I want you to help me run it.”
“Harry—”
“I know what I’m asking isn’t trivial. But I need you, David. Your expertise. And this is only the beginning. Imagine a real-life Elfsong! How wonderful would that be?”
Again, I looked around the room, taking in the destruction I’d wrought, the grisly scene warring in my psyche with the sheer elation I’d felt running through the maze. People would pay for this. 
People like me. 
Maybe it was like the drug trade. No one turned down a line of bathroom coke on account of the mass graves a few hundred miles south. If we kept things quiet, who’d care where Boppers came from? Who’d even know?
Besides me, of course.
I looked down at my fuzzy hippo belly bowing out, the cartoonishly large, purple-toenail-crowned feet. The gore-smeared mallet in my hand. For the last however long, I’d lived as Lord Whopper, fought as Lord Whopper. And what did Lord Whopper stand for?
“David?” Harry asked quietly.
But it wasn’t all Harry—just from the neck up. One part Harry, one part the diabolical Oppos-Hip. Maybe that was the joke. 
Who he’d really been all along, stretching back to that first day at the zoo. Further. 
Everybody wants to be the hero of their own story. What if Harry was the exception?
“This won’t work.”
Harry chortled. Or maybe Oppos-Hip did. “Sure it will. Especially with some modifications.”
“What modifications?”
“Eventually, we’ll have supply chain issues with the raw materials. Once we’ve run through the pool of local transients. Your friend Nina has some interesting ideas. There might be a great deal of synergy there. A great deal of synergy, indeed. So?”
Say what you will about Harry Tanaka. The man’s nothing if not an innovator.
“Of course, I could take it to Margot at your distinguished competition. Hmm?”  
Harry waited expectantly. I gripped my mallet tighter, seeing the bodies I’d broken, falling profits at R.J.’s, bygone days spent cross-legged in front of a black-and-white RCA bashing Boppers till my heart’s content. The noble warriors of Elfsong, the dastardly Squidbots of Meteor Mash, the shadows and shades of those who’d already been turned into Boppers, and those who might still. All regarding me with imploring, pixelated eyes.
Who are you? 
The taste of Bopper blood lingered in my mouth.
Harry’s eyes narrowed. “I need an answer, David.”
So I gave him one.






  
  BEFORE I SMELLED THE RAIN

THOMAS R CLARK


BREAKING NEWS
A scene of chaos envelopes a courthouse. Crowds of gathered onlookers surround the news crews. Everyone is either trying to see or capture images of what has occurred only moments before. Emergency medical personnel are present, tending to an unseen victim. 
A television news reporter standing the closest to the courthouse, illuminated by the light of her camera, speaks into a microphone. She stands in front of the courthouse’s marble stairs, and a trail of red can be seen dripping down the steps. Her demeanor remains as professional as possible due to the circumstances.  
“Yolanda Bakshi here, coming to you live from the Onondaga County Courthouse in downtown Syracuse, New York. Following the verdict, an unforeseen series of circumstances have turned the trial of the century into a bloodbath on the building’s steps. The case has caught the attention of not only the residents of central New York but the world. Yet nobody could have predicted this act of unbelievable violence. Or could they? Less than five minutes ago, the jury returned from a week-long sequester as they deliberated, and a verdict was delivered in the case of…”
THE RAIN
The sky darkens over central New York as twilight falls and gray shelf clouds promise rain. Carrying a bag of Chinese takeout, Gary Cook jogs up the sidewalk and opens the front door to the small bungalow he and his wife, Sophie, call home. Their dog greets him at the door, as usual, tail wagging, the little beast’s nails tapping on the hardwood floor. This routine occurs every evening when he arrives home after a long day at work. Gary ushers the pup outside. It sniffs for a few minutes before pissing on the property’s solitary tree. He praises the dog for its behavior. Then the two return to the house.
Gary doesn’t see the police car drive by. Shit, he might not have noticed the official vehicle even if he were staring directly at it as it passed. Why would he? Police on patrol pass homes daily, and unless you’re a criminal, you probably wouldn’t be alarmed by their presence. While he shuts the door, the cruiser’s brake lights glow, and the vehicle pulls over to the curb.
Inside, Sophie waits for Gary in the kitchen. He enters with the takeout and places it on the counter. The table is set for dinner. The windows light up from a nearby flash of lightning. Moments later, the house shakes from a rumble of thunder. 
“That was a close one,” Gary says.
“It sure was,” Sophia replies. “You know storms make me horny.” 
“I do.” Gary winks at his wife. 
She pushes the plates and silverware off the table. They crash to the floor. “I’ve never done this before. Get over here!” She giggles, then hops up on the table and pulls Gary to her.
“Just like in the movies!” Gary says before they embrace and kiss deeply. Sophia’s hands go down the front of Gary’s pants.
“Ooh. You’re wet,” she says, a devilish smile on her face.
“You better believe it, baby. I want your cock in my mouth. Now.”
“You do? Well, I won’t say no to that.” Sophia pulls her pants down. The bulge of an erection pokes through her panties, and she pushes her husband’s face into her crotch.
Then the doorbell rings, and the dog starts barking like mad. 
“Buzzkill!” Sophia declares.
“Were we expecting company?” Gary asks his partner, looking up.
“Um, no.” 
The doorbell rings again. The dog’s barking increases in volume. 
“Shush, you!” Sophie admonishes their pet as she pulls her jeans back up. The little terrier continues to bark.
“I’ll go see who it is,” Gary says, stepping away from his wife. “Better not be a salesman or a politician.”
"If it’s the latter, make sure they’re blue before you talk.”
“Ha! Of course. The red wouldn’t like us much, would they?” he replies, his words trailing off as he walks down the short hallway to their foyer. He stops and peeks through the front door’s peephole. A police officer stands on the other side. He’s wearing sunglasses, and his appearance gives Gary a brief sense of deja vu. 
Have I seen him before? he wonders before shrugging and opening the door. “Is something wrong, officer?”
THE 911 CALL
DATE: 09/19/2029
TIME OF CALL: 19:15:36
A tone sounds, followed by a bit of static, and then the call
THE TRIAL
THE WITNESS
THE TESTIMONY
BEFORE THE RAIN
THE CRIME SCENE PHOTOS
THE CROSS EXAMINATION
MEMORIES
THE VERDICT
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