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Wally Crimson’s
journal.

Every year, the Army randomly selects a
bunch of us to go through a psychological exam. This year, General
Nunes seems to have recommended me personally, claiming that I’m
his “top guy” and he wants to keep my brain in “tip-top shape”.
Thanks a lot, sir! After sprinting through a burning hot desert and
being shot at by Ikrajii insurgents, a Freudian rectal exam is a
great way to relax!

After stretching me out on a couch and
asking a bunch of questions about my personal life, hobbies,
family, that sort of thing, the doctor asked me to come back for a
follow-up exam. He told me to keep a journal of my thoughts for a
week, basically anything weighing on my mind, that might
potentially distract me while I’m on a mission. Like some
starry-eyed teenaged girl writing ‘I heart Justin’ on the back of a
99-cent notepad during study hall.

In a nut shell, the only thing in the
back of my mind, the only thing that draws me back home to the
mountainous slums of New Hampshire afterwards, is my son. I have
been divorced for a few years now and I can honestly say that I am
100% over my wife. I have nothing harsh to say about her, a woman
who expertly takes care of my son like she was born to be a mother.
But it’s over. She’s dating a new guy. I don’t care. I knew Jeremy
from school. He’s good for my son, to be honest. They’re both
nerds. Last time I went over to the house, they were talking about
‘Dr. Who’, back and forth, like Elaine and her girlfriends talk
about makeup. Speaking of Dr. Who, if time travel was a thing, I am
conflicted as to whether or not I would actually go back in time
and stop myself from getting married. Because then Keith would
never be born. And I love that kid.

I know Elaine and I didn’t
date long enough before getting married. That was the problem. I
should have known that leaving all the time for military missions
would get in the way of our marriage, but in hindsight, it got in
the way of our dating too. Dating someone long-distance, you only
do about three months worth of actual dating in a year, depending
on the situation and how much time you spend in their world, their
environment. Hard to get to know someone, I mean,
really get to know
someone, that way. We should have dated longer. I took her word for
it that her panic attacks were winter-related and that she only
gets them in February. That was during our prolonged ‘best foot
forward’ phase, a phase we never really moved past until we were
actually married. I only found out how bad her condition was, how
bad her anxiety got (and how often), after we were already married.
And I was stuck.

Weird how the sense of
justice that makes me a good soldier and a good dad made me a
terrible husband, especially to someone like Elaine, who, when we
were married, didn’t know how to control her panic attacks. So,
whenever she got nervous about something, she would take it out on
whoever was around, yelling at me like a little boy or like it was
my fault. I’m glad she never yelled at our little boy like that, but yelling
at me for no reason, for something one of her coworkers or
relatives did, even in front of the kid, was pretty emasculating.
It wasn’t fair to me at all, as I never had the opportunity to
defend myself before I was so disgusted with her that I didn’t care
what she thought enough to defend myself. I stayed married for so
long, just believing that it was the honorable thing to do before I
started lining up girlfriends in all the different cities I would
travel to for the Army. Like my dad used to say about marriage,
“You made your bed, you lie in it!” Well, with all the traveling I
did, I made quite a few beds.

I spend just as much time away from
Keith being divorced with joint custody as I did going on missions
and coming back home. So, my relationship with Keith is pretty much
the same. Just no Elaine. Keith and I talk a lot. We text. We
Skype. I keep up with his schooling and I’ve even tagged along on a
few parent-teacher conferences. Keith has regular visits with a
school counselor about his own mom-inherited anxiety issues.
Talking to that counselor has taught me a lot about panic attacks,
how to handle meltdowns, what triggers them, that kind of thing.
Again, if I had that time machine, I would send a lot of these
pamphlets back to my younger self before I got married. To make
this whole thing easier, whether I actually married Elaine or
not.

Our intense, mini family reunion during
the attack on the Kingly Chalice Hotel six months ago reaffirmed
what I’ve already known about Elaine’s rock-hard, soldier-like
determination to protect Keith the best way she can, no matter
what. In hindsight, taking her to the shooting range when we were
dating and teaching her how to shoot guns wasn’t the smartest thing
to do, considering all the arguments we used to have. I guess I
dodged a bullet there. (Ha ha.) But since I’m the only one of the
three of us who can generate a bullet-proof insect exoskeleton from
his skin, Elaine’s maternal instincts are going to have to be good
enough, to keep my head focused on the mission. Because I know my
son is safe back home.

I mean, he has Jeremy too.







CHAPTER ONE

WALLY IN HIS
ELEMENT

Drinking so much that the
flashing neon lights above him started to burn his eyes like a
mobile of rotating suns, Lt. Wally Crimson became increasingly
aware that he was out of place in this kind of
establishment. Why’d I get kicked out of
that honky tonk bar next to the base, insulting that woman who was
badmouthing her kids? Wally asked the empty
liquor bottle in front of him as a particularly busty woman
performed Olympics-worthy gymnastics on a metal pole about fifty
feet away. You can’t even talk to these
women. Not without paying them. This is otherwise a sausage
fest.

Wally glared at the sea of truck driver
hats and plaid that decorated the regulars here at the ‘Power
Strip’ club. They all seemed to be big fans of the woman on the
stage, identified by the announcer as “Mistyyyyy!” So much so that
one of them pulled out what looked to Wally like an air cannon, the
kind that would shoot T-shirts into the audience at NASCAR events.
He sprayed a hurricane of dollar bills onto the stage, bobbing his
head to the musical stylings of Def Leppard. These bills cascaded
over the curvy brunette as she was trying to pick up all the loot
from the shiny floor, performing the split that would end her
set.

She is good,
Wally had to admit, checking the time on a cell
phone that had a picture of his son Keith as a screensaver.
Too good for this place. Performing at 2:15 in
the morning for a bunch of freaks. Jesus, I have a mission
tomorrow. But I slept way too much all week, being sick with the
flu.

A few far-less-limber dancers later,
the crowd of regulars dissipated and Wally was on what he decided
was his last rum and coke of the night. Briefly looking down at his
phone again to check the time, Wally was surprised to see Misty
standing there when he looked up, in a much more conservative
outfit than a judgmental person might expect for one in her current
profession. Despite her figure, the way she was standing or Wally’s
best efforts, there was no way that anyone could look down Misty’s
shirt in this coral blue pants suit.

“Cute little boy,” Misty
remarked with a friendly, polite smile (and beautiful eyes) that
Wally found enchanting. “How old is he?”

“Eleven,” Wally replied,
trying to avoid, much to his own surprise, talking about his
beloved son. I’ve never met a woman in a
club who was a good parent, Wally
thought. They’re always dumping their kids
off on some babysitter just to party. She probably thinks I’m doing
the same thing, but Keith is safe with his mother.
Much to Wally’s surprise, though, Misty reached
into her small glittery purse and pulled out a picture of herself
kissing the cheek of her smiling toddler son.

“One good thing about this
job is that I get to spend all day with my little munchkin. And nap
with him when we both need it,” Misty told Wally, bypassing all his
preconceived assumptions as Misty beamed with pride in her little
bundle of joy. “He’s with his grandma right now. I feel bad getting
home from work this late…or this early. I usually wake one of them
up.”

“Your mom sounds very
supportive,” Wally commented with a smile, handing the adorable
picture back to the proud mom.

“Well, it’s actually my
ex-husband’s mom, Gavin’s father. He was a soldier. Like you, I
assume…” Wally nodded as Misty continued. “He was stationed on the
Bhelkashan/Ikrajii border, manning a check point when he got
ambushed by some black-market gun-runners.”

“Damn,” Wally replied with
much sympathy, wondering if he knew the guy. “I’m
sorry.”

“That’s why I wanted to come
over and say ‘hi’, because I saw your uniform and I know how tough
it can be, just being away from your family.” Wally nodded again.
“Anyway, I was just wondering, if you’d like…and if Coffee Hut is
still open down the street at this hour…would you like to grab a
cup…with me?”

The smile on Wally’s face seemed to
imply that he liked the idea. “You trying to sober me up?” he
teased, prying his backside off a creaky chair he had been sitting
in for far too long.

“I’m up for the challenge,”
Misty fired back, increasing Wally’s respect and attraction to
Misty with her quick wit. Misty offered her hand for Wally to shake
it. “My real name is Melissa,” she told him.

“Crimson,” Wally said,
kissing Melissa’s hand while trying way too hard to sound like
James Bond. “Wally Crimson.”

Ten minutes
later.

“So, how’d
Melissa ever get a name
like Misty?” Wally asked, sipping his coffee in the passenger’s
seat of Melissa’s car. They were in the Coffee Hut parking lot,
because only the drive-thru was open at 3am.

“It’s actually an acronym,”
Melissa replied. “For ‘mammaries in state of total
yuck’.”

Wally laughed out loud. “Oh, come on! I
saw your fan club of loyal hill folk when you were doing your thing
up there.” Wally twirled his finger in the air, recreating Misty’s
nightclub act as best he could.

“There’s still a lot of
scarring,” Melissa said, subconsciously covering her chest with her
arms. “That’s why I keep spinning around the pole like that. I try
to be a sexy blur!”

“Oh, did you have
an…enhancement…recently?” Wally asked, drunk enough to still be
blunt with his speech, liquor dulling his brain filter.

“Reduction, actually,”
Melissa said sheepishly.

“Oh,” Wally said, not sure
how to proceed. “And you already had it done?”

“Yes.” Melissa gave Wally a
playful ‘look’, realizing he was still tipsy. “They used to be
bigger.”

“Is that common in your
industry?” Wally asked, staring straight into Melissa’s bright blue
eyes. Gorgeous as they were, it was still a challenge for
still-high Wally not to look down during this
conversation.

“No, but it’s really not
common anywhere, having boobs so big it gives you back problems.
That’s why Victoria’s Secret doesn’t waste money making bras in my
original size.”

“So, it was a medical
thing.”

“Oh, yeah,” Melissa
responded. “People assume that a boob job is always cosmetic,
but…in my case it was largely chiropractic. Being pregnant with
Gavin didn’t help my back either. I have nerve damage, spinal cord
abrasions…”

“What was your original
size?” Wally asked, oblivious to how personal that question
was.

“What do you think?” Melissa
asked after laughing.

“Me?”

“What is the biggest bra
size you ever heard of?”

“Well, D. Triple D is the
biggest I’ve ever heard of.”

“I was a Q.”

Wally’s jaw dropped, despite the fact
that he initially thought she was joking. “Are you…geez, a
Q?”

“No joke. When Gavin was an
infant, I was able to nurse by just leaning over his crib. There’s
a lot of sag when they’re that big.”

“Well, I guess that makes
sense. You were wearing a Z-bra
print on stage,” Wally joked with a shrug. “So,
how did you…I mean, did you wear bungee cords under there
or…”

“There are a few places that
will custom make bras, fashion warehouses mostly…but it’s dumb
expensive. 200 bucks per garment,” Melissa explained.

“Sheesh!”

“Partially because they use
this very durable canvas stuff. It kind of looks like a straight
jacket, to be honest. Even has buckles on the front. But I’m a
girl. Girls like pretty undies. These things were
hideous!”

“Listen, any boob who would
charge 200 bucks for a bra needs to be in a straight
jacket.”

Laughing at Wally’s witty bluntness
again, Melissa continued her story, “That’s why I work where I do
now. Even though I’m still on my husband’s military health
insurance, the co-pay for this procedure was ridiculous, even
though three doctors deemed it a medical issue.”

Having heard similar stories during his
time in the military, Wally nodded with sympathy. “And you wanted
me to know that…”

“…because of where we met.
You don’t seem like a judgmental person, but people make certain
assumptions about strippers needing money for drugs or college or
having touchy stepfather issues.”

“From touchy
stepfathers…”

“Well. I just wanted to
introduce you to a college educated, former military housewife who
strips so she can play with her child when he learns how to walk
without agonizing pain.”

“Nice to meet you,” Wally
said sincerely, with a big smile on his face, clearly leaning in
closer to Melissa, his elbow on her arm rest.

“I know you have to ship out
tomorrow, but if you want to do something like this
again…”

Getting her words interrupted by a kiss
on her full lips was Melissa’s assurance that her proposal was
acceptable to Wally.

Waving goodbye to Melissa, leaning on
his own car in the parking lot of the Power Strip club, Wally still
had a smile on his face that would not die down until his
barely-two-hour power nap at the base.

Once he woke up, leaping to his feet
when his alarm clock sounded, Wally was ready to go. His bags were
packed and stacked in front of the door. He just had to put his
pants back on. Before he did, before he headed to Southeast Asia
for his mission, Wally took a long, glazed-over look at a band he
was wearing around his shin, a delicate woven band that was made of
blue flowers.

It was a sharp reminder of something he
had left behind in Bhelkashan.

The airspace above the Gulf
of Tonkin.

Two days later.

Sitting in the back of a loud cargo
plane with his machine gun in his lap, Wally Crimson eyeballed the
rest of his team, like he always did before an important mission.
He wanted to see if they were ready, if their head was in the game.
He could usually tell by looking.

Of course, this task proved more
difficult than previously, as Wally’s team now consisted of
six-foot-tall mutant insects who walked on two legs and brandished
weapons. Their eyes were segmented and took up half their face,
impairing Wally’s judgment as far as telling how nervous this
soldier was as opposed to that one. This was the one advantage that
human soldiers had over these creatures, Wally being able to read
their eyes and facial expressions.

It had been six months since a treaty
was signed between the United States and the Southeast Asian nation
of Bhelkashan at a peace conference in New York’s Kingly Chalice
Hotel. This newfound political friendship resulted in this small
peasant nation giving up their nuclear arsenal (while the U.S. got
to keep theirs) and the United States military essentially became
the Bhelkashani Coast Guard.

The current members of Wally’s team,
dubbed the ‘Bug Force’, were once part of the swarm of lab-escaped
mutant insects that attacked the Kingly Chalice during the
Bhelkashani peace summit. Most surviving members of this swarm were
captured and now lived in a prison buried deep beneath a New
Hampshire landfill, warm and well-fed by the mountain of trash.
Others were retrained and fight for the United States under the
watchful guidance of Lieutenant Walter Crimson.

Wally’s Bug Force was on its third
mission and would soon be arresting followers of a bold, but
elusive rebel leader. He was a former Bhelkashani general who felt
that the Prime Minister was endangering their nation by signing
treaties with the U.S. and the U.N. Based on intel Wally had seen,
this man feared his nation’s long-time border enemies in nearby
Ikrajii. He felt they needed the nukes as a deterrent to keep their
enemies at bay, a potentially-world-ending Mexican stand-off. The
Southeast Asian news outlets who refused to use his real name,
fearing it would honor him, only referred to him by his
self-proclaimed moniker Mahng Mum, which means “Lone Spider” in
Bhelkashani.

Wally saw an orange light illuminate
above his head, turned on by the pilot. The light told him that
this plane was reaching its destination. Wally stood up, flipping a
switch on the metal collar he was wearing. The insect members of
his team were also wearing these high-tech collars, which, once
activated, allowed them to understand what Wally was saying. The
collar translated Wally’s English words into the buzzing language
that all insects speak, albeit in different dialects, depending on
species.

When the back door of the
plane loudly started to creak open, Wally lifted his machine gun
high into the air, immediately commanding the attention of the
entire troop as wind filled the cargo area. “What are you waiting for, ladies?” he shouted to the Bug Force as his words were wirelessly
switched over into buzzing noises. “Christmas?”

This got a reaction from the entire
team. The insects sprung up onto two legs, clutching firearms with
their other four appendages. Wings twitching behind some of them
while others clutched the air with their antennae, Wally’s team
started diving out of the plane, one by one. The insects who had
wings flew downwards, through the cloud layer below, as the insects
who did not have wings followed them with parachutes strapped to
their respective abdomens.

“Come on!”
Wally shouted at two houseflies who seemed to be
lagging behind, distracted by fistfuls of cow excrement they had
brought as food. “You wanna end up on the
windshield?” Tossing chunks of stinky feces
against the side of the plane before grabbing their own weapons
with poop-stained hands, both flies flew away in unison, per their
training.

Stepping towards this wide-open hatch,
Wally blinked his eyes, transforming them into the segmented,
bulging eyes of an insect. The adrenaline coursing through his
veins, running up and down his arms like many speeding missiles,
told Wally that his exoskeleton would soon be emerging from his
body, something that would make him stronger and faster. Wally
smiled at the mere thought.

“Let’s do this…”
he whispered to himself.

Black, gelatinous extensions started
seeping out of Wally’s skin, flooding out of his pores, wrapping
around his arms and torso (before hardening) as thin antennae oozed
through the frowning wrinkles on his forehead. Once Wally’s beetle
exoskeleton had covered his entire body, the soldier dove out of
the plane with his machine gun outstretched, like Superman if
Superman used machine guns. He started falling rapidly before his
own wings extended, slowing his fall before flying
downwards.

By the time Wally had passed the cloud
layer so that the cargo ship was in full view below him, a fire
fight had already started between these insect militants and the
Bhelkashani pirates. Unlike human-insect hybrids like Wally, the
giant insects on his team were not bulletproof, so their natural
speed, flight ability and ferocity came into play heavily during
battles like this one.

After Wally’s feet hit the deck of the
ship, he knocked pirates airborne with the butt of his gun as
bullets ricocheted harmlessly off his armored body. Then, thanks to
the increased peripheral vision of his bug eyes, he saw a familiar
bumblebee to his left. This bee, named Zinger by the lab boys
(because Buzz Kill was too corny), wielded four samurai swords with
four arms. The world’s first mutant bumblebee martial artist was
deflecting bullets and slicing down armed gunmen with precision,
using a metal extension attached to his stinger as a fifth
blade.

True, bumblebees die if they lose their
stinger, but a metal reinforcement on Zinger’s stinger secured the
stinger to his thorax, turning it into a formidable weapon. After
pulling this bloody metal tool out of the chest of one fallen
pirate, Zinger fluttered down a flight of stairs, towards the cargo
area, followed by a gun-toting housefly named Kurode. There, they
discovered a foot-thick metal door that stood between them and the
cargo.

Twitching his horn-shaped, poop-eating
beak while making phlegm-filled hacking noises, Kurode spewed a
stream of corrosive acid all over the lock. The lock shriveled up
quickly as the door was burned. But when Zinger shook the door, it
was still bolted shut.

“Splat!”
Zinger shouted with frustration in his mother
tongue, using its worst profanity. “We have to wait for Raider.”
Kurode seemed to agree, wiping nasty acidic chunks off his mouth
with the thick hairs on his forearm. “Get
that bug zapper down here!”

A thud was heard as the feet of a
towering, heavy-set mutant beetle (wearing sandals) landed in this
lower section of the ship. Named after the Indiana Jones movie and
not the football team, Raider took two running steps before tucking
all his appendages into his shell, creating a large black ball.
Both Zinger and Kurode took two steps back as Raider rolled at this
door hard, creating a rumbling noise beneath him. He picked up
speed quickly, more than enough to damage the lock further. The
door sprang open as Raider bounced off it, skillfully landing on
his feet once again.

Cautiously opening the door and edging
into this pitch-black cargo bay, Raider and Kurode lit their way
into this new area with spotlights at the ends of their guns. A few
steps into this floating warehouse, Kurode could see something
encased in glass. The light was reflecting off what looked like an
insect’s eye. Only when Zinger found the light switch would Kurode
find out what he was truly looking at.

And he was horrified. So were Zinger
and Raider. When Wally finally made it to this cargo area, he would
be surprised to see these normally-tough mutant insect soldiers
quaking in their non-existent boots, twitching their antennae as
they emitted high-pitched buzzing. They were standing in front of
countless cylindrical glass incubators, housing lanky, beaked
mosquitoes. These mosquitoes were about a head shorter than Zinger,
attached to surrounding machines by tubes and wires.

Wally had never seen a mutant mosquito
before, as there were none during the Kingly Chalice attack for the
Army to capture and retrain for this mission. And he was puzzled as
to why these three insect soldiers were so frightened.

It’s just a
mosquito, Wally thought, radioing for
back-up that would result in these biological specimen being
confiscated by the United States military. I thought different breeds of insect all got along with each
other and spoke the same language. Why are my guys so
freaked?







CHAPTER TWO

TOP SECRETS

Null Tech. New Hampshire
branch.

Two days later.

When a long line of incubators was
wheeled into the Null Tech facility, one by one, for hours and
hours by U.S. soldiers, both man and insect, the effort was
intently supervised by lead scientist Dr. Andrew Boon. Dr. Boon
greeted Wally with the friendly tone of an old friend and the hug
of a father figure. He invited the deliriously-tired soldier over
to the coffee machine so they could chat over a mocha
latte.

“We’ve learned quite a bit,”
Andrew said honestly in between sips. “Since the Kingly Chalice,
studying the insects and deciphering their language. We’ve learned
a lot.”

“Thanks to our exoskeletons,
the way our antennae can understand them,” Wally replied. “You
didn’t have that advantage before.”

“Just discovering that all
insects speak the same language was like…ha, Promethean fire!”
Andrew agreed. “Do the collars work okay?”

“They’re amazing. Flawless.
The bugs on my team can understand me perfectly,” Wally assured
Andrew before changing the subject slightly. “So, just curious,
but…why do you think my guys were so terrified of these
mosquitoes?”

“Because mosquitoes,
basically any so-called insect
who drinks blood, aren’t considered insects by
other…insects,” was the answer. Realizing that Wally seemed
confused by this odd revelation, Andrew just kept explaining. “The
insects just have their own classification system, starting with
the fact that blood-sucking insects don’t speak their shared
language and are laughably
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