Shermany
Jeremy Seeley


Drowning In Shermany

By Jeremy Seeley

Copyright © 2004 Jeremy Seeley

Chapter 1


It had all come so easily; I wondered why. I had never really made a decision. I just ended up here. I was drifting and the great thing about drifting through life is that it requires no concerted effort, and only one decision –to drift. Once that decision is made it is all about going where the current carries and hoping it leads to happiness. At least that was my hope as the helicopter jumped into the air and sped out to sea. I was alone in the passenger compartment on my way to Sherman Island, a perpetual paradise where the weather was always just right, the food was always free and the people were always friendly.


I stared out the window and watched as the American mainland faded slowly into the vast blue of the Pacific. As the coast disappeared into the mists on the horizon, I started fiddling with the gadgets and conveniences of my new surroundings.

Brad Sherman’s private helicopter was nothing short of flamboyant, like everything else attached to his name. The interior was mostly unremarkably furnished, with the exception of the seats. Mine was a soft suede leather recliner. But it was so much more than that. I flipped back the left armrest revealing a panel of buttons and a small, thumb-sized joystick. I pushed the joystick toward the front of the helicopter and my seat moved smoothly forward. I piloted my seat around the small compartment, delighted by my discovery. I tried out some of the other buttons. Several of them moved the seat to preprogrammed positions in the cabin. Another extracted a small, high definition TV from the back of the head rest. It swiveled around automatically and stopped about eighteen inches in front of my face. A voice activated menu prompted me to choose a movie. I opted to turn it off instead. I pressed that TV button, then the button to bring my seat back to its original position. The excitement generated by the electronic toys had started wearing off.

Sherman was, without contest, the richest man ever. At the moment, Sherman was a few billion dollars shy of becoming a trillionaire, and by the end of the week he would reach that milestone. He owned hotels, factories, a movie studio, several professional sports franchises and an airline that actually turned a profit. Sherman Corp. was the world’s largest and most powerful business and it was built on the foundation of Infusion. Infusion was a catalyst for cold fusion and the chief product of Sherman Corp. Sherman alone held the secret to producing it, giving Sherman Corp. an international monopoly on the power source of the future.


One gram of Infusion coupled with a gallon of water could maintain a fusion reaction that would power a sports car for 5,000 years—the half-life of the compound.


In its first two years, Sherman Corp. had turned a profit of more than a trillion dollars. Sherman still held about 95 percent of the company stock, so most of the earning went straight into his pockets. Along the way, though, he had made a few other people outrageously rich. I was about to become one of them.

A year before, I was just another sales account executive for Sherman, Corp. I had done well as an account executive, but compared to the wealth Sherman had accumulated, my net worth did not amount to a drop of water in the sea. Sherman liked me, and though I had no management experience and protested the appointment, Sherman promoted me to Executive Vice-President. “Do not try to protest,” Sherman had said. “Take the job or find a new company. You are a good man – hard working and honest. That is exactly the kind of management I need around me.”

I accepted the position when Sherman told me my weekly salary would be more than I had made in the past year. Now I was on my way to my new post. I was doubtful of my abilities to perform the task ahead of me, but money talks when logic walks.


“We are now approaching Sherman Island,” piped the captain’s voice over the intercom. “You should be able to see the main hotel through the right-side window.”


My automated chair swiveled to face forward and rolled to the other side of the helicopter so I could look out the window. I was 50 miles off the coast of California, but I could see a tower in the distance. A moment later, the small island at its base came into view. The first thing I noticed about the island was how out of place it looked.


And it was. Sherman Island was entirely man made. It functioned something like a submarine, mostly submerged with just the main turret sticking out of the water. The pilot lifted the helicopter high in the air, so I could see the outline of the sub-sea network of ballasts and tunnels that kept the island afloat. It almost looked like the molecule models we had made in high-school chemistry. 


The main island was about a mile across, and nearly a perfect circle. The only break in the circular beach was the marina, where a triangular notch gave the island a Pac-Man look. Lodged between the beach and a green band of trees and parks were small, thatched-roof huts. There were hundreds of them. In the center on a hill, sat the twenty, cylindrical stories of the Hotel of the Pacific. Its golden windows and smooth marble finish caught the afternoon sun and scattered it outward across the tips of the waves. 


Eight smaller islands surrounded the main island. From my aerial viewpoint, I could see the metal arms that connected the main island to the outer islands. Those islands were small, but provided stability and balance to the main island. Without them, Sherman Island would roll over and sink. 


 All this was expected. I had spent months pouring over blueprints for the island. What I hadn’t anticipated was a large ship just yards from the closest outer island. As we got closer, I could see gun turrets. It was a battleship. It flew a flag I had never seen before. As it flapped in the breeze, I made out a large red “B” set against a yellow background. It was strange that I noticed the flag first, because all of the guns seemed to point straight at me.

Tiny fire daisies spouted from dozens of barrels. The whole scene had a surreal quality, and I stared, dumbfounded. I heard a sound that reminded me of that day in July when I dropped a bag of marbles on the roof of my neighbors tin shed. I heard screaming from the cockpit. The whole world seemed to be spinning outside the helicopter. Something burned my calf. I looked down and saw blood dripping out of a hole in my right pant leg. I looked back toward the window; the glass exploded, showering me with tiny ice cubes. Only a few jagged shards remained.

Somehow, the ocean had jumped up from its place of rest and was surging upward at the helicopter. We met it with a jolt. I felt cold, wet. The salt water stung my face and bit at the burn on my leg. The helicopter was gone. I started to panic when I could not tell up from down, but the billions of tiny air bubbles in the water around me showed me the way to the surface. 

I launched out of the cold blue like a well-trained dolphin. I gasped for a breath.

The salt water stung my unaccustomed eyes. I tried to wipe them, but the salt water on my hands made the attempt useless. I could see one of the smaller islands a good distance away. The main island was much further. I didn’t see the battleship anywhere. As I swam toward the small island, my mind started catching up with the action.

“Whoa!” I said aloud. “What just happened?” 

Of course, the waves could not answer my question. Sifting through my memories was like flipping through someone else’s photo album. Yes I could see the pictures, but I had no idea what they represented or how they fit together. After swimming for a few minutes, I found myself further from the island than when I started. Again, I realized that the shock of whatever had happened had dulled my mind. 

“It must be an ocean current,” I thought. 

I started getting dizzy, but didn’t mind too much because the pain in my leg had abated. I tried to look at it through the water and only saw a red cloud. I was bleeding! A lot! 

I heard something humming ahead of me, but my vision was going blurry. I imagined a great, steel ship bearing down on me, anxious to crush my body beneath its barnacle-crusted hull. I read the name as it approached: The Grimy Hand. As the world around me went out of focus and blurred into a vast, bright blue, my thoughts finally cleared. We were shot down. But why? My vision went dark and I felt faint.

“Am I dead?” I thought. “If I were, I really couldn’t be thinking.”

Chapter 2.

 “Good morning, Thomas.” 

The booming voice broke through my dream and pulled me back to consciousness. It was deep and thick, spoken from deep in a barrel chest. That voice could only belong to Sherman. I blinked and squinted as my eyes tried to hide from the light like a child retreating to the warmth and comfort of its bed on a winter morning. 

Sherman stood next to me; his huge belly hung over my bed. Light glanced off his shiny head and dodged the few remaining gray hairs. He looked, as usual, perfectly average. But when he spoke, his natural charisma seemed to lift him to high esteem and humble those around him. 

“It is good to see you awake,” he said. “We have all been on pins and needles, hoping you would pull through.”

Completely unaware of the great care that had been taken to save my life, I was utterly confused. “What’s going on? Where am I?”

“You are in the Sherman Island Infirmary,” he said with a sweeping gesture. “I would have liked to welcome you under simpler circumstances. Somehow, your helicopter crashed. Can you tell me what happened?”

“There was a ship…,” I struggled to connect the words and my memories. “The flag was yellow….” I trailed off. My mind was clouded over with the mists of whatever drugs I had been given. I struggled to arrange my memories into a coherent plot, but could not get past my confusion. “I am not sure.”

“Well, it is not too urgent. Rest up, boy.”

Sherman walked across the room and talked with a brown-haired woman who had just entered the room. My eyes were just as cloudy as my brain, so I couldn’t make out her face.

“Any sign of the pilots?” I overheard him say.

“No,” the woman said dejectedly. Somehow, her voice seemed familiar. “No wreckage, either. I wish I had something good to tell you.”

“Thomas is awake, finally, and that’s good news,” Sherman said. “We just might figure out what happened.”

Both of them turned toward me. I felt extremely tired suddenly, and fell back asleep.

***

The next time I woke, it was to a throbbing pain in my right leg. I pulled up the sheet that covered me to look at my leg. I saw only a bandage. I spent a couple more days in the infirmary, watching DVDs and thinking about the attack. Neither Sherman nor the dark haired woman visited me again. A man named Branson visited to ask me questions about the attack, but he seemed to doubt my credibility. Maybe it was because my mind was so clouded. I did not make sense to myself, so why would Branson believe me? 

Occasionally, a cheerful nurse would bring me food and reading material. The food was terrific. I ordered each meal off the menu of the island’s five-star restaurant. While I waited for the next meal, I caught up on sports, news, teen trends and various small target interests. 

The doctor would stop in and check up on me. He said a piece of shrapnel from the helicopter crash and grazed my leg and left a nasty flesh wound. I had fainted from loss of blood as a rescue party dragged me out of the water. I had been in a coma for two days. The wound, he said, was really quite minor – “all things considered” – and I would be back on my feet in no time. 

“You heal quickly,” he said. “That means you have a hearty personality. Nothing will slow you down.”

That was the most surprising news I heard. I felt pretty slowed down. I could not even get out of bed. Bored might be a better description.

At first, I tried to figure out who that dark-haired woman was. She never visited the infirmary again. I remembered her voice from somewhere. It sounded so familiar, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. I gave up my conscious effort, but somewhere in my subconscious, the thought pestered me.

Most of my time was spent alone. As hard as I tried to avoid it, I kept slipping into a state of profound thought: the kind of thought that forced me to examine my life and evaluate my progress as a human being. I ran into several problems. First, I realized that although I had been successful financially – Sherman had always paid his employees generously – I really hadn’t accomplished much with my life. I did not own a home or a car. In fact, I had stuffed all of my worldly belongings into two suitcases prior to my disastrous helicopter flight. Gone. I now owned nothing.

As a student, I had received a Bachelor’s degree and had graduated with Summa Cum Laude, but in the business world, my grade point average in the history of modern film-making was not worth the spit used to shine an executive’s shoe.

My situation with family and friends was most disturbing to me. My family was all gone. My parents died while I was at college. They were out on a walk – they walked together every night – when they were hit by a dozing driver. My older brother Robert had gone on a backpacking expedition across Europe and Asia ten years earlier and had never shown his face in Lakeshore, Oregon, our hometown, again. My younger sister Danielle was always a tough one. She was always getting mad and starting fights, most of which she won. It didn’t matter who she fought, either. She fought girls, boys, and once, when she was really drunk, a lamppost. She got married to her high-school boyfriend right after graduation. My parents had objected to the wedding. There was some falling away and she broke off all ties with us. I hadn’t talked to any of my high-school friends for years, since graduation, really. My college acquaintances were always so caught up in their own self-destructive behaviors that we never really formed any solid relationships. Since I started working for Sherman Corp., I had spent most of my time traveling, so I never made any office friends. I guess Sherman was the closest thing I had to a friend, but he seemed more like a father who was always away on business.

In short, my life seemed hollow. That was the first problem, and as bad as it may sound, it was the lesser. The second was far more depressing. I discovered it during my evaluation thoughts. I was not sure how my life was progressing. I spent several tedious hours on the problem, with naught success. Finally I realized that progress cannot be measured without a defined objective; reference points of where I was and where I was going. 

I had none.

With all that I was lacking staring me in the face, I could not decide what I really wanted. I was just drifting, without a cause, without a purpose. I know a lot of people go through life this way, but somehow, I felt out of place. I knew I did not belong among the lost, but some part of me seemed to tell me that no matter how much I tried, I would never find a course, that I would perish in a desert of apathy.

This thoughtful self torture only lasted a couple of days. Then the doctor told me I was ready to “get back to things,” whatever that meant. I took off the hospital gown and tried on a suit that had just been delivered. It fit perfectly. I found a note attached to the package: Try on the suit. My assistant, Petrus Johann, will be with you shortly. He will show you around, and then we will talk. – Sherman.


I had just finished pulling the dimple of the knot of my tie into place when a lanky, blond haired man stepped into my room.


“Good afternoon, Thomas,” he said. “I am called Petrus. You would please follow me and I vill give you ‘the tour.”


I limped gingerly down a hall to an elevator. It seemed to take me ages. My leg was sore and stiff, but the doctor had said it was fine. The elevator door slid shut and the elevator jumped upward. The inertial effect was too great for my tender leg and I collapsed just as the elevator stopped and the doors opened.


“Es tut mir Leid, er, uh, I am very sorry, Thomas,” Petrus said. “I did not ‘sink of your leg.”


I just shrugged and scowled as he helped me to my feet. 

“Sorry about ‘the German, too. Sometimes, when I am surprised, it just pops out.”

I really didn’t have anything to say in response, so I just nodded. Then a thought came to me: be courteous.

“Oh, you are German? I never would have guessed it. Your accent is terrific.”

“Danke – Thank you,” he said. He was blushing. He knew very well that his accent was horrible. My mentioning it had embarrassed him. I made a personal note to avoid flattery as I was not good at it.

We stepped out of the elevator onto a rooftop. The Pacific was a dark gray, merging into the dreary rain. A light drizzle glazed the roof and my new suit.
 


“You are shtanding on the roof of the Hotel of the Pacific--the world’s only Six-star hotel. Your suite is on the eighteenth floor. Sherman’s office is on the nineteenth floor, and he lives on the twentieth. All other offices on the island are below. By below, I mean everything below water level.”


“Each floor up to the seventeen, excluding the lobby, contains eight rooms. At the hotel of the Pacific, each room boasts an ocean view,” Petrus said. “What other hotel can make such a claim?”


“This hotel is truly fabulous, but under our four eyes, it lacks one amenity. I have been here for four months without a spritzer. All I want is a glass of water, und not filtered or out of the tap.” 

“No spritzer? This really must be a six-star establishment,” I thought. Back in the elevator, I felt my insides hit my jaw as the high speed elevator plummeted 20 stories in a few seconds. The doors opened and my equilibrium caught up.


“This is the lobby. We will not get out and look because I am sure you can find your way around it without a problem. The hotel restaurant and lounge are outside, by the pool,” Petrus said, gesturing to one side of the lobby. 


The lobby looked more like a fixture of the Acropolis, with its domed ceiling and a row of columns surrounding the circular room. I noticed brilliant chandeliers and a polished marble statue of a nude woman mounted on top of a fountain. Sherman had spared no expense.


We skipped the next two floors, the hotel maintenance area.

“Beyond this point is the island’s top secret area,” said Petrus. “Only authorized employees and special guests are permitted. You have clearance to the entire island. If you want to go further, you will need to place your right thumb on this pad and speak your name and worker identification code. You thumbprint will be cross matched with your voice command. If you do it right, everything should work perfectly. It is already set up for you. Your worker ID is zero-zero-zero-two. Give it a try.”

I touched my thumb to the glowing green pad and a panel slid open, just above the floor buttons. Behind the panel were a small video screen and a speaker. Petrus nodded for me to continue.

“My name and worker number?” I asked Petrus sheepishly. He nodded.

“Thomas Carver,” I shouted. “Zero-Zero-Zero-Two.”

“What area of the hotel would you like to visit, Mr. Carver?” came a female computer voice from the panel. It reminded me of my Aunt Betsy.

“Headquarters,” Petrus filled in. “And Thomas, you do not have to shout.”

The elevator plummeted again, and then did something new. It moved sideways.

“This elevator is really a transport. It can take you to any part of the island in seconds. It goes up, down, left, right – where ever. We should be there just about, now.”

The door slid open to an office bustling with people, fax machines and telephones. The room was round and about 100 feet in diameter. The main area rose three stories in the center, with ring of offices on each floor overlooking the main floor. It was contained in a sphere floating in the ocean, only its top peaking out of the water. I was beneath one of the smaller, outer islands. Of course, there were no windows and the only light came from fluorescent bulbs, giving the whole room a corporate-office like feel. The main floor was filled with desks where operators were busy fielding calls for reservations.

“In case you were wondering, each person has access only to those parts of the complex that its position requires. That is where you come in. You have unlimited access to everything on the island and your main duty will be coordinating the various sub-systems. This is our administrative nerve center and will be your home away from home. Let me show you to your office.”

My office was on the third floor of the administration complex. Interestingly, my office couldn’t be reached using the transport. To access it I had to climb one set of stairs, walk around the circular walkway and climb another stair case.  

My office reception room, my office and my executive bathroom occupied half the floor. I wondered if I would ever have enough people waiting to see me to necessitate a reception room. 


As we walked into the reception room a frazzled man met us. His curly, gray-peppered hair reminded me of the tangle of wires behind my parents’ old entertainment center. His gray shirt was half un-tucked and his blue tie was just slightly off center. Thick, square-framed glasses rested on the delicate bridge of his long, thin nose. He was ruffling through a pile of papers on the desk.


“Good morning, Mr. Carver,” he said, looking up. I glanced over his shoulder at the digital clock on the wall: 6:30 p.m. He extended a hand. “Nick Flint. I am your executive assistant. Sorry about the appearance of the place. Even my own appearance has been degraded by long hours and too much coffee. Much work needs to be done.”


“It’s a pleasure,” I said as I shook his hand.


“If any pleasure has been had, it has been had by me,” Nick said politely. “If anything is needed, I can be paged, but, for the next while, at least, I will be occupied with the tasks already before me. The work must be done.”


He turned back to sifting papers.


“He is much better zan he looks,” Petrus whispered to me.


“I’ll trust your word,” I said. I was lying, of course. Nick looked like he couldn’t organize a checker board.


We stepped carefully over the debris into my office. It was unimpressive, as executive offices go. It was much too large for an office; the emptiness of its exaggerated dimensions dwarfed the oak desk in the center. Empty bookshelves lined one wall. There was a small plant, some sort of palm, in the left corner of the wall opposite the door. A high-backed, brown-leather chair was nestled snuggly behind the desk. The entire arrangement seemed uncomfortable to me. 


“I hate it,” I blurted.

“Good!” said Petrus. “Sherman vanted you to feel uncomfortable here. The whole office is more of a technicality, a trifle. If you are doing your job right, you will never use it.”


I was more than excited to leave when Petrus gestured toward the door with a sweep of his arm.


“Mr. Flint can fill you in on the particulars of your duties, later,” said Petrus. “There is a storm coming and I have to show you the rest of the island.”


As we left, Nick tripped and dropped a box of files on the floor. The now loose papers fluttered like parakeets just released from their cage, not sure where to go, but excited to be out.


We got back in the lift. Petrus went through the identification process then said, “Surf Beach, Central.”


Again, I felt like the transport was outrunning my balance, but before it could become a problem, the brass doors slid open. They opened to a dance club. The music was playing and lights were flashing, but the room was empty. It was eerie, like being the first couple to arrive at the prom.


“This will be the island’s hot-spot for the youth, when they get here,” said Petrus, “But what concerns us is outside.”


The club sat just a few feet from the beach, and the music was playing outside, too. 

Sherman stood on the beach, waiting.

“Thomas!” Sherman said. “Welcome to my little island. I trust Petrus has given you the grand tour? What do you think so far?”


“I can’t say it has been the best time of my life, so far, but the island is amazing, though. It is hard to believe all of this was man-made. It is absolutely incredible!” I said.


“It has been a long road, but we are nearing completion. We have been working night and day to be ready for the grand opening. The island is booked solid with the rich and elite of the world. 


“As you might guess, we are extremely busy, and it is almost time for the evening meal. I hope you will join me and the other company officers for dinner tonight? Good.”


Sherman said something to Petrus in German. Petrus nodded and disappeared back into the club. Sherman turned back to me. He was now talking at an excited pace, which he tended to do when things were going according to schedule. Not allowing others to answer his questions was something he did when he was excited. He only seemed to slow down when he was upset.


“This is the southern beach, where the waves are best for surfing. Of course, they are artificial, but you would never notice.”

Truthfully, I never would have guessed. The real ocean was separated from the island’s coastal waters by a seawall that blended the two water bodies nearly seamlessly. Sherman handed me a pair of binoculars through which I could see the wall about a quarter mile out. It stuck out of the water just a few inches, but with every swell in the ocean, it rose and sunk. The ocean swells lapped against the barely visible wall.


“The top ten feet of the wall is buoyant, so the outside ocean can’t get over it, yet it always remains visibly unobtrusive, just a few inches above the water. We set it up this way to control water temperature and aquatic life,” Sherman said. “Plus, we wouldn’t want any non-native creatures to get in. We actually imported a section of coral reef with animal life, but it’s a delicate balance. The reef is thriving here, thanks mostly to the expertise of our chief marine biologist. We will meet her tonight over dinner.


“The real reason I brought you here was to show you the storm and how we defend our island from it.”


It was then that I noticed dark clouds far off on the horizon. Every few seconds, they exploded into glowing bulbs as lightning danced below them.


Sherman pulled a remote control out of his suit pocket, pointed it out to sea and pressed a button. 


“You will get one of these, as soon as you pass the user qualification exam,” he said to me. “We really can not have anyone pressing the wrong button and sinking the island, now can we?”

Out of the seawall rose a giant, glass-like shard. Looking around, I noticed dozens more from around the island. They looked like arced, glass pie slices. They extended upward and inward until they locked into place against each other and against the hotel, forming a bubble cover for the island. I noticed that only the top floor of the hotel extended beyond the bubble.


“That is our watertight, weather bubble. It’s probably not strong enough to stop a tidal wave--we have wave breaks further out for that purpose--but it does a great job breaking the wind and rain. The other main problem we face with storms is lightning. The bubble was also infused with microscopic lights and electrical conductors that create a kaleidoscope effect on the dome. It is quite impressive. ” 


“We made all our weather breaks retractable, to keep the island as aesthetically pleasing as possible. Of course, we get all of our electrical power from a fusion plant below.


“Unfortunately, we couldn’t find a viable way to reproduce sunlight during storms, but this is the best we can do.”


“How can all of this be economically sound?” I asked. “I mean, there is no way that any amount of vacation money could pay for this. You could be booked solid for a thousand years and never pay off that bubble, let alone the entire island.”


“You are right, Thomas,” answered Sherman. “We will not try. I have spent most of my fortune constructing this island and hiring personnel. I do not expect to make good returns on this place. My dream of building this centered in its greatness, the scope of its wonder, not economic practicality.

“I was poor for most of my life. When I discovered cold fusion, I became outrageously wealthy almost overnight. I still have no idea what I should do with such money, because I had no practice in spending it. No one understands what a burden billions of dollars in liquid assets can be. I couldn’t even keep track of all my bank accounts. I tried investing, but my picks weren’t good. I bought everything I could think of, but that only used a few million. So I invented a better way to spend. You can not imagine what a relief it is for me to be on the verge of bankruptcy, again.”

“I’m sure I don’t understand,” I said.


“Some day, Thomas, you will realize that some things simply are not important. You will have to figure out what is important to you. When I became rich, I found out what things were important to me, and I tried to put everything else behind me.”


“What is important to you, Sherman?”


Then the storm hit. The entire island trembled when the first gust of wind hit the shell. The aerodynamic shape deflected most of the impact. Still, the island tilted slightly and the metal frame groaned under the force. I noticed the ground tilt slightly, cowering before nature’s unrelenting wind. Lightning struck the dome, creating a firework show of fluorescent light as blues, greens and reds pulsed across the sky with every rumble of thunder.


I was awestruck. The shear magnitude of this entire project had finally struck me. I had been working for months, setting things in order on the mainland and securing contractors. It was all just a paper idea, then. Now it was reality. 


Sherman didn’t let my mind drift with the colors long, though.


“Come, Thomas, our dinner is waiting.”

Chapter 3

We retired to the dining room at the Pacifica Restaurant. The Maitre D’ showed us to our table where we waited for the rest of the company. 

I had learned over the past years that most of the young executives hired by Sherman could pass for brothers, but each acts like an appendage of the same entity. I called them Shermbots. Each of them was about 6’3” with an athletic build and short, black hair. They would all be considered handsome, but boring. At 5’11” with a wiry frame and sandy hair, I wondered how I would ever fit in such a homogenized corporation.

Dozens of company officers showed up—mostly Shermbots, but a few women as well—and took their places at their respective tables. The accountants sat at one table, the events coordinators at another. The dinner was a shining display of Sherman’s ideals of efficiency. He wasn’t trying to segregate the different groups, he just wanted order. Interdepartmental functions were completely foreign to Sherman Corp.


“Miss Carter, our marine biologist will be here, too” Sherman said as he pointed to an empty chair directly across from mine. “She’s always a bit late. I guess the dolphins forgot to give her my message.” 

The Shermbots laughed.

“I think you will like her,” He winked at me.

I almost fell backwards out of my chair when she walked into the room. Her figure first caught my eye—her black, sleek evening gown left just enough to the imagination—but it was the face that shocked me. It was Heidi! I had heard her in the infirmary. I hadn’t seen her in years. She had aged, but only in the good ways. Her green eyes sparkled just as much as I remembered and her face seemed to glow when she saw me and smiled. Her dark hair was pulled up into a French twist, revealing her slender neck and dainty shoulders.

“Thomas, it’s so good to see you again,” she said. Instantly I recognized hers as the voice of the woman in the infirmary.

I was speechless, just like I had always been around her.

***

Heidi always had a certain power over me, mostly because I have been in love with her for so long. If I were to call someone the love of my life, she would be it.


It started as a junior high crush. She sat across from me in home room--Mr. Farner's Social Studies. Because of our names, Heidi Carter and Thomas Carver, we were both sentenced to spend our first year on the front row. I was not a big fan of assigned seating, but that year, I did not complain. At first glance she became the sun and the moon for my early pubescent hormones. You might call it silly puppy-love, and I would not argue, yet I have not felt such a powerful emotion since.  


My problem was I was so shy. I only said “hello” to her three times. I remember each one. I just never worked up the courage to talk to her. That never changed. We went through junior high and high school. My locker was always near hers and we had many of the same classes, but I never had the self-confidence to approach her, at least, not until senior year.


I had girlfriends and other interests along the way, but she was always there, in the back of my heart. I suspect that had something to do with my short-relationship track record. I never dated a girl for more than a couple months.


In March of my senior year, Peter Jones and I were sitting in a booth at C-C’s, a grease-pit restaurant across the street from the school. C-C’s was short for Cheeseburger Charlie’s, which should make it blatantly obvious why no cool kid ever ate there. It was the lunch spot for kids without cars and kids without friends with cars.


"Dude, these fries suck," Peter said.


"Huh," I replied. I wasn't really listening. Peter had been talking about how much he wished he had a car so he could go somewhere else for lunch.


"We're seniors and we're still eating in the same dumb place and doing the same dumb things the freshmen do," he continued. "When I graduate and get a car, man, things will be different. Why can’t my dad just forget his stupid rules for once?” 

Peter’s face contorted into a scowling fish-face. 

“’You need to show your maturity and responsibility by graduating and getting into a good college. Then we'll talk about an economical car,’ he says,” Peter said in a raspy voice. He was imitating his father, who smoked about two cartons of Marlboros a day. He had lung cancer and to his dying day, he blamed the exhaust fumes from his daily commute. Some people never face reality.


He was right, you know. Peter, I mean. We were stuck in a high school rut. We had an easy way out, with graduation just two months away. I was convinced things would be different afterward. Then Peter changed my mind.


"Man, after we graduate, we'll still be the same two losers we are now," Peter said, "Except we will have to find different losers to be our friends.” He was really rambling now, even for Peter. “We'll be just like Warren Butler."

Warren was this guy who had graduated a few years earlier. My older brother said he was a quiet, smart kid who played a few sports. Everyone knew him, but he wasn't what you would call popular. Everyone liked him, but no one invited him to parties. He was just too quiet. He went off to school at some liberal arts college in Pennsylvania. He moved back to Lakeshore after he finished and started his own internet business. I'm not sure what kind of product they had, but it failed. Then he took a job as the assistant manager at C-C’s. He probably would have stayed in that position until he died from inhaling grease fumes, but C-C’s went out of business first. 

“Peter, you're right. For the first time in your life, you said something that makes sense," I said, slapping my hand down on the sticky table. "We have to change now, or we never will."


Peter just stared at me, eyes wide with disbelief. I had never made a public outburst like that in my life, and he knew it. I guess that is why we were such good friends. He spoke both sides of the conversation, and I could just sit and pretend to listen.


"I'm going to ask her out."


"G-great," stuttered Peter, still in awe. "What about..."


I was already on my way out the door and I never heard the end of his question, but I know what it was. "What about Tank?" was what he said. Tank was a big, nasty linebacker on the football team--a typical jock. If I had a nickel for every time he slammed my head in my locker.... He picked on me regularly, but what really made me despise him was he was dating my dream girl. I do not recall his real name, in fact, I don't know if anyone knew it. Even in the yearbook his picture was followed by just four letters T-A-N-K, no last name.


Why would a great girl like Heidi date a jerk like Tank? I didn't understand it then, but I do now. Love is blind, they say. I do not know who “they” are, but they have said it a lot. What they forgot to say is that love is also stupid and foolish. Like I said, I understand this now.


There was a pizza place about a block from C-C’s where all the cool kids with cars went. I never understood why only the kids with cars went there, even though it was only a block from school. I guess that is what popularity is all about. Anyway, I knew Heidi would be there, because she was cool and her boyfriend, Tank, had a car; a black trans-am.


Two minutes after I left C-C’s, I was in the pizza place parking lot. Ten minutes later, I was still in the parking lot. I really wished Peter had come with me instead of just staring. I really could have used a wingman. 


I summoned a knights courage from somewhere in my toes and walked into the pizza place. Normally, it would be an unpardonable teenage crime for someone like me to go to the same place as the popular elite, but because I knew they would be to preoccupied with themselves to notice me, I was safe. I was invisible. 


To my luck, Heidi was alone in a corner booth finishing off her salad. Tank was on the other side of the room chugging Mountain Dew with the super-sized, Neanderthal defensive linemen. Of course, I recognized all of them by last name only: Smith, Johnson, Montague, etc.


In Lakeshore, football was Mt. Olympus and the players were gods.


I passed unnoticed to Heidi's booth. 


"H-hi, Hi-Heidi," I stammered as I slid onto the bench across the table from her. I could tell Tank had been here by the salad dressing smeared all over the table. A pile of pizza crusts was spilling off a plate.


"Oh, hi," she said. "It's Thomas, isn't it? I didn't notice you come in."


Of course she did not see me. I was invisible.


"How's it - How's it going?" I asked. I was in trouble and I knew it. I wanted to run, slide under the table and ooze out the door, but I was past the point of no return. To stand up and leave the table would be ridiculous. At the same time, I was playing the fool to this girl. My words failed and my voice trembled.


"All right, I guess," she answered. No one was ever doing well, or even good in high school. You were either all right or not answering.


"I know you, like, have a boyfriend, but, uh, do you, can I...." I babbled on. My nervous nature took control of my speech. I do not really know what I said after that but she got the drift of things and answered.


"Sure. Pick me up at 8:00?" she said.


"Yeah," I said in my most nonchalant way, but I know I failed to mask my excitement because she laughed at me. "But, um, what day?"


"You just said Thursday." She was starting to think something was wrong with me. She was probably right. It was time to get out and I knew it.


"Oh yeah, I guess I'll see your then," I said and got up.


"Later," she said and turned back to her salad.


I made it out the door without Tank noticing me, and I felt like I had escaped. I felt like a pirate who had courageously sailed into dangerous waters and had plundered a Spanish galleon before making a quick escape from the sleeping armada. As I strutted back across the parking lot, I noticed that Tank's trans-am really was a piece of junk. I had never noticed before. He had always looked so cool and important in it, but it was just a rusted out, past-it's-peak, pollution hog.



Tank caught up to me after seventh period. He came up behind me, grabbed me by the hair and slammed by my face into a locker door. I felt warm blood dripping out my nose. I turned around and he shoved his fat finger in my face and started yelling something about "mine" and "stay away" and "I'm going to kill you," but I wasn't afraid. Fear and love can not occupy the same space and I was full of love.


Then he pushed me. I smacked against the lockers and banged my head.


"Come on, pansy!" he yelled. "Come on." He had fist raised to his face like a boxer. To me, he looked like a mad clown, the way his face twisted and boiled red. A few places where the skin was drawn tight remained pasty white.


A crowd had gathered. I heard some one yell, "Kill him, Tank." Then I saw a fist. I thought it was funny because it was coming so slow. Even funnier to me was that I made no attempt to move. It seemed like hours passed as I watched those giant knuckles. I almost felt like I was steering them with my eyes. 


Tank had been bullying me since Kindergarten, but he had never hit me. Usually it was asinine comments about my clothes or something. Occasionally he tripped me or pushed me down in the hall, but he never hit me. I thought about all this as I watched his fist. I also thought about how he was dating Heidi and I wasn't. I thought about how great it would be to be popular. I thought he was exactly what I wanted to be. Then I thought about his stupid car. I realized that he was just like that car. Then I got angry.


For years I had suffered injustice at his hands because I felt too inferior to stand up to him. The blood running down my chin felt cool as my anger blazed inside my skin. 


BANG! I was a little surprised that such a slow moving fist could flatten my nose so quickly. My face hurt, but not as much as I would have expected. I had never been in fight before and I would never have expected what came next.


"Come on!" Tank kept taunting.


The anger flooded my body and I felt my fists tighten, but I did not throw any punches. I just spit a mouthful of blood in his face. 


I could tell he was mad because veins were poking out of his thick neck, but he was as surprised by my spitting as I was. We just stood there staring at each other with our most angry eyes for what seemed like an eternity.


I began to think that I might escape with just one blow, then someone yelled, "Hit him," and Tank heard it. BANG! I was on the ground, pinned under Tank's bulk before I could blink. He hit me square on the chin and I saw stars, but I wasn't out yet.


"You're nothing," I yelled.


He hit me again.


"Just like your piece of junk car."


Again he hit me. And again. I do not know how many more times he hit me and I do not know what else I said, but somebody told me later that I made him so mad he cried. I made Tank cry. He beat me within an inch of my life, but I never cried. 


I ended up in the hospital, and Hank landed in jail. He had turned 18 two weeks earlier, making him a legal adult. I was pleased with the news, but I was truly happy when I heard that Heidi dumped him after the fight.


She kept her date, though she waited for a week until I was out of the hospital. My jaw was wired shut, so I could not say much. Fortunately, she talked enough for the two of us. 


We ate at the pizza place. She ate pizza and I had a something puree my mom had whipped up and poured into a thermos before I left. It was the worst tasting concoction, but I didn't mind. 

We went to the movie; another featureless, plotless anomaly in the cinema universe. It did not bother me because I was too happy to watch it. 

After the movie, I drove her home--the long way--and just listened to her talk. And could she talk! She spent most of her time telling me about the rock concerts she had been to, but she also showed some depth of character. She told me her parents were ex-hippies who moved around a lot because they were still trying to experience life and expand their horizons. They must have experienced enough, because they hadn’t moved for almost six years, a family record. She hated moving and leaving friends. She also hated grade school because she was made fun of a lot--her parents still bought her clothes when she moved to Lakeshore. 

“That’s why I said yes when you asked me out,” she said. “I know what it’s like to wish to be invisible. And I know what it’s like to accept that you can’t be and move on.” 

Invisible. I was so surprised when she said that word that she must have thought I was offended.

“It’s not like a pity date or anything. I was just impressed that you were brave enough to ask. Not many people would have done it, especially with Tank around.” She looked at my bruised face.

“I’m really sorry about all that,” she said as she looked down at her hands. “I guess I never realized he was such a jerk.”

She was really sad about that. Her chin trembled just a bit and she had to wipe her eyes. She smudged her mascara a bit in the process.

We pulled into her driveway. I tried to tell her how much fun I had, but she didn't understand my hmm-hmm-hmms, so I wrote her a note on a paper napkin.


"I really wish I could talk," I wrote, "Because I want to tell you what a good time I had tonight. Don’t feel bad about Tank. It was worth it. You’re great. Good night."


She read the note, smiled and gave me a kiss on the cheek. I like to think it would have been on the mouth, were it not for all the pokey wires. I really wanted to smile back, but my jaw hurt too much. I got out of the car, and opened her door for her. She gave me a hug, another kiss on the cheek and walked up the path to her door. As I watched her, I smiled even though it hurt. There is something about the way a girl walks at the end of a first date that has always gotten to me. She looks excited, either about the date or at it finally being over, but the net effect is the same. She links her fingers behind her back, either because she is self-conscious or wants to direct your attention, and then half skips, half walks to the door. She opens the door a bit, then turns, gives a half wave, and disappears. That’s what she left my mind to tinker with on the way home.

***

Dinner was a fantasy, except for the premature ending and Sherman’s speech. I ate swordfish while Sherman gave a speech about his plans and dreams for the island. He said nothing about the attack on the helicopter.  He spoke and his Shermbots would listen and give adulation at opportune moments. I didn’t get much out of it, though. I tried to focus, but my mind and my eyes kept drifting back to Heidi. More than once I met her drifting gaze.


“To close my remarks, I’m looking forward to this adventure. What we are attempting has never been done. With dedication and a bit of luck, we can look forward to a successful first year,” Sherman said.


I was happy the speech had ended, partly because I have never been too keen on parties and speeches, but mostly because I was aching to talk to Heidi. She was absolutely radiant.


“All I vant is a glass of seltzer wasser served at room temperature,” yelled Petrus at the waiter as he threw a glass of water. 


Heidi looked across the table at me. I was just about to strike up a conversation when Sherman announced the piece de resistance. Four waiters brought out a large silver platter with a large silver lid. They set the platter on our table and, in a blink, the silver lid and the waiters were gone. We were left staring at a roasted pig. It was garnished with pineapple, in the Hawaiian fashion. 


Peculiarly, a piece of paper was stuck to its back with a hunting knife. 


Sherman grabbed the knife and the paper. As he read the note, I saw something like anger flash across his face. His eyes moved across the page in a sporadic, uneven fashion. I’m sure he could not read the note that way. He quickly regained his composure and spoke slowly. “I am sorry to cut the festivities short, but something has just come to my attention. Thomas? Would you please come with me? The rest of you, please enjoy your dinner.”

Chapter 4

I followed Sherman out of the restaurant to the elevator. I tried to ask questions, but Sherman ignored them. Sherman pressed his thumb against the green pad and said, “Sherman, zero-zero-zero-one, suite.” 

The elevator sped upward; I felt my knees wobble a bit. 

Ding.

“Welcome home, Mr. Sherman,” chimed Aunt Betsy. Sherman handed me the note. It was a bit greasy from the pig, but the writing was clear enough.

Sherman, give me the head or I will destroy you and your island. You know I have the means – Bing

Feeling left in the dark, I handed the note back to Sherman. He ripped it up and dropped the shreds on the floor.

“Doubtless, you are wondering what that note could mean,” said Sherman. He still held the hunting knife. “This knife belonged to my granddad. I used to go hunting with him every year. My cousin Bing Parcels would come with us. He was a nice enough guy; he was never very well, though. Mentally, I mean. He came from an unstable home and had some sort of detachment disorder. He was always running away. Anyway, Granddad gave him the knife, hoping to create a bond and help him. It worked, for a while anyway. The three of us had a great time, but Bing and I also became friends. He used to spend the summer at my house. That lasted through high school. We roomed together in college. Then we met Jezebel. The name should have been a dead give away, but she was drop dead gorgeous. 

We were both a bit blinded by our passions, but she saw clearly. She tried to date both of us, and ended up tearing us apart. In the end, she picked Bing, but she gave me a gift at parting. She was an aspiring sculptor. After she met us, she started sculpting a giant head out of a redwood stump. She told me it was a conglomerate of me and Bing, because she loved us both. She gave me the head, and Bing her love. They got married two months later. I always resented that and he knew it. He gloated and rubbed my face in it every day.” Sherman clenched his jaw and roared like a vicious predator. “I could kill him.”

Sherman’s face was red again. He was breathing heavily through clenched teeth. Spit hissed between them with every breath. Slowly, he gained his composure and went on.

“That was not enough for Bing. He was insanely jealous of my gift. Truthfully, I kind of enjoyed spiting him. We three graduated together, though I had not spoken with either of them since the wedding. Jezebel was killed in a car accident a few months after that. It broke Bing’s last connection with hope--and reality. He has been trying to get that head from me ever since. He has tried almost everything, including violence, but so far, I have been one step ahead. I keep beating him and that infuriates him more.

“The head is here, in my suite,” Sherman said as he pulled back a curtain, revealing a hideous, contorted face. 

The head was probably 10 feet tall and six feet around. Its nose was much too long and its nostrils seemed to hang like garbage sacks. The forehead was too short and its thin lips were surrounded by spiky whiskers. It had almost a cavity where the chin should have been, and after a closer examination of Sherman, I determined that all of these attributes must have been Bing’s. I did recognize the eyes. They were Sherman’s. Jezebel had managed to capture the determined blaze thinly masked by his large pupils.


The head was ugly, though I never told Sherman what I thought of it. The detail was exquisite, but something about it seemed to trouble my soul.


“Bing has purchased a decommissioned Russian battleship. He bought it with my money, too. He was subcontracted to build this island. If I had only known…. But, I guess you have,” Sherman paused, “seen the ship. Bing has also fired warning shots at some of my workers. That note was more than just a threat.”


“Why don’t you just give him what he wants,” I said. “It’s just a big head. Anyway, it almost got me killed.”


“Shut up!” yelled Sherman. His face turned red and he grabbed me by the collar. I stared into his contorted face, not quite sure what to do. Now he looked a lot more like the head. 

Just as quickly as he exploded, Sherman regained his calm, collected demeanor. “I can not give it up. It means too much,” he said. “You do not understand, but I do. I can not give in to Bing’s lunacy.

“I want you to double the security patrols to all parts of the island, Thomas. You and I will have to develop a plan of action.”

“A plan of action?” I was puzzled. “I hope you mean calling in the Coast Guard or the Navy?”

Sherman stared at the head. “Not a chance. The government wants this island sunk more than anything else. The oil companies want me dead and they have the politicians in their pockets. I alone possess the secret to Infusion. If they kill me, they kill it. How many times have they tried to kill me? I have lost count,” he said, then turned and looked me in the eye. “That is one of the reasons I built this place. It is my only hope. So, we must defend ourselves. We have already begun training our security force in combat tactics and heavy weapons. You will be in charge of overseeing the operations. They are your number one priority, now. Understood?”

“I guess. But I am not sure I want that job. It’s not really my expertise.”

“Neither is business. I did not hire you for you expertise, but because I trust you. Our security chief, Branson, is an ex-Navy SEAL. He will take care of the training. You need to find out if he is really on our side.”

“What do you mean?”

“Bing has someone on the inside. That knife did not stick itself in the pig and the letter did not swim over here from his boat. Bing knows when our supply ships are scheduled and he intercepts them. He knew when your helicopter would arrive. Somehow, he knows all my moves before I make them.”

“You think Branson is a spy?”

“He’s a mercenary and that raises a flag. Other than him, only Petrus, Nick and you are authorized to access that information. I have known Petrus for years and trust him as much as I trust you. Nick seems harmless enough and too spacey to be a spy. It has to be Branson.”

“I will keep an eye on him, then.”

***


Hours later, I found myself riding the elevator down to my suite. The doors opened and for the first time I saw my new home. As I stepped through the elevator door Aunt Betsy’s voice chimed, “Welcome home, Mr. Carver.”

I stumbled about, trying to get a feel for my new place. I found my clothes had been unpacked and neatly arranged in the closet. The blanket and top sheet on my bed had been turned down, but I flopped face-down on top.

Tired as I was, I couldn’t sleep. My leg throbbed, sending bolts of pain all the way up my back. My mind was still swimming through Sherman’s ideas of how we could defend the island. We had discussed and deliberated for hours after the conversation in Sherman’s suite. We never made it back to dinner. Remote control gun turrets would be placed on each of the outer islands. A radar dish on top of the hotel used for monitoring weather could also detect Bing’s ship. In addition, I was given the assignment of upgrading our security force to include a mercenary army. 

“How did I ever get myself into this?” I said out loud, knowing no answer would be spoken. “I never wanted to come to this island.” My words trailed seamlessly into unspoken thoughts. My greed had dragged me there, really. Plus, Sherman had done so much for me. He made me a rich man. I was 27 and could have retired in comfort.  I couldn’t seriously consider abandoning him. Anyway, Heidi was there, and she would prove more important than Sherman’s money. 

I really regretted not being able to talk to her at dinner. It reminded me of other regrets.

After that first date in high school, I did not get a chance to go out with Heidi again before graduation. She was on the market and every guy in school was trying to secure an evening with her. 

I got my jaw unwired just before graduation. By virtue of alphabetical order, I was standing next to Heidi in the procession, and for the first time in my life, I had a spoken conversation with her. 

“I’ll be leaving for New York tomorrow,” I said. “Classes at NYU start in a week and I need to get settled.”

“Wow, New York,” she said. “Are you scared? I mean, it’s a big city and you’ll be alone.”

 “Nah. My brother lives there and I visited him once. It’s not so scary.” I lied. My brother did live there and I had visited once, but I was terrified. I think she saw through my weak cover-up, so I tried to change the subject.

“What about you?” I asked. “What are your plans?” 

 “I’m going to San Diego in August. I want to be a marine biologist.” 

“Are you scared?”



“I don’t know,” she said. “I guess it hasn’t hit me yet. I still have a while before I move, so maybe that’s it.”


It wasn’t much of a conversation, but it was a big moment for me.

We walked through the graduation procession. Her name was read, the crowd erupted in cheers. After all, she was popular. 


When they read my name, the crowd cheered, too, surprising me. I had gained a lot of respect from my classmates after the fight with Tank, but I hadn't realized the extent. Now, I was popular.


I was invited to a couple parties after graduation. On the one hand, I was now popular and was invited to the “cool” party. On the other, I was still one of the nobodies and was invited to the nobody party. I went to the nobody party first, since it ended earlier, but everyone was just sitting around eating pretzels and playing Risk. Peter was winning, as usual. He always managed to sucker someone into an alliance and get them to do his dirty work before wiping them out. He did it every time. Even to me. He had a knack for conquest and global domination.


“Bow down before Peter the Great, pathetic, would-be rulers,” he yelled as he finished off the red troops. 

The only pathetic thing at this party was that the only girl at the party reminded me of a Wookie, except that I knew she was more into Star Trek than Star Wars. I never watched enough Star Trek to come up with a Treky equivalent of Chewbacca.


The Wookie girl--I do not remember her name--came up to me and said, “I brought my Star Trek TNG tapes! You want to watch them?”


I knew, from experience, what was about to happen. Jean Luc Picard was about to become the captain of the party. Soon, I would hear Klingonese curses shouted around the room. Peter would end up arguing with the Wookie girl about who was the better captain, Kirk or Jean Luc. Peter liked the original series, in spite of its “hokeyness,” as the Wookie girl called it. She preferred “The Next Generation.” She recorded every episode and watched them regularly.

It was usually pretty entertaining to watch, but I was in no mood for it. Knowing that Heidi would not be caught dead at (or forcibly kidnapped and brought to) that party, I got out of there as fast as I could. 

As I closed the door, Peter shouted, “William Shatner is twice the actor Patrick Stewart is.” It was kind of sad.

The cool party was not much better. Almost everyone was completely drunk when I got there, and the whole house smelled like vomit, spilled beer and sweat. An attractive girl, Lena, was dancing on a table to the pulsating beat of the insanely loud hip-hop music. Some of the football players offered her $300 to strip. Actually, they were waving three dollars in front of her, but they told her it was $300. I hoped she wasn’t wasted enough to believe them.


I did not stick around to see if she would take the offer. I had other things on my mind–like a certain brunette. I wandered through the house. 

The make-out room was dark and crowded. It smelled worse than the rest of the party. If Heidi was in there, I did not want to know about it.

There was a bunch of kids by the pool and one or two were swimming. As I looked around, someone pushed Tommy Parker and he flopped into the pool. Everyone laughed, until he puked. The chain reaction that followed would have been comical, were it not so gross. That was the end of the pool-side party. 

After looking around a bit, I gave up. I didn’t want to stick around because, although I was at the popular party, none of these people were my friends. I barely knew any of them and until a month ago, none of them had ever talked to me. I guess that’s what popularity is all about.


I walked out the door and there was Heidi, sitting alone on the front steps. Just as I closed the door, I heard cheering from a circle of guys over where Lisa had been dancing. It was kind of sad.


“What’s up?” I said as I sat down next to her. She looked distant, somber. I thought she would have been the life of the party.


“’Sup?” she replied. 


“Great party,” I lied. 


“It sucks,” she said, mustering a smile.


“It could be a lot worse,” I said. “They could be watching Star Trek.”


She was staring out into the dark, and I could tell she was really thinking about something.


Her breath smelled like mint – a refreshing change from the party. 


“So what time are you leaving tomorrow?” she asked.


I was pretty sure she was just making polite conversation.


“My flight is at eleven, so, pretty early”


“Oh. Well, good luck.”


She stopped talking and stared back into the night. I just sat there for a while staring, too. It hit me then that I was really leaving Lakeshore. My family moved to Lakeshore when I was six years old. It was all I knew. We went on vacation every year, but this was home. I felt homesick, and I hadn’t even left.


“You know, starting tomorrow, our whole lives will be different; everything will change, and none of them even have a clue,” she said, nodding toward the house. “High school is over. We’re all going off to college--most of us anyway. I probably won’t see any of them, at least not before our five year reunion. It’s goodbye and see you later, except I won’t see you later.”


I understood her perfectly. Most the kids in Lakeshore had grown up there. In the eighteen years of their existence, the biggest change had been the transition from junior high to high school, and that wasn’t much of a change since all their friends had gone with them. In the next three months, 90 percent of them would move away to college. Some, like Heidi and I, would be hundreds and thousands of miles from home and some would only be an hour away. But wherever they went, they–we–would go alone. The class of 1994 was about to have a head on collision with destiny. Both Heidi and I, as I had found out on our date, had moved around a lot as children, so we had a better grasp of what was coming.


“Change sucks,” she continued. “I’m so tired of it. You know, I think I really am scared about moving on. I’ve lived here for six years. That’s the longest I’ve ever stayed anywhere. This is home. Here, I am somebody. I’m important, popular; people know me. But out there, I’m just a grain of sand on the beach. What if I can’t cut it? What if I fail?”


I really wanted to say something to comfort her, but couldn’t thing of anything to say, so I just started talking.


“My computer programming teacher, Mr. Johannsen, always said, ‘If at first you don’t succeed, redefine success. I guess he meant that people tend to look at things the wrong way. Yes, you will be leaving your family and all your friends behind. Yes you will be moving to a big city where no one knows you. And, yes, it will probably be hard to adjust and you might fail in whatever you do. You can look at it that way if you want. It will only make the transition harder.”


“Yeah? Well how should I look at it, then?” she asked.


“We are moving on into LIFE! Anything is possible for us now. In ten years I could be a millionaire or I could be unemployed and living out of a rusty Buick.” At that time I believed the latter was more likely, but the statement was true. 


“It’s an adventure,” I continued. I was even starting to believe my words. “The greatest adventure of all. LIFE! And whatever happens to us, we can be happy if we want the right things.” I was really getting excited and probably could have kept going for an hour, but I could tell she got the message. At least she understood what I meant, if not what I said.


I put my arm around her shoulder and gave her a half hug. She leaned into me and rested her head on my shoulder. It felt good. We sat there for a long time.


Inside, the party was raging on. People were bumping around, smash-faced drunk and trying to dance. At another party, a great argument was ending without a compromise. And I sat on a step, somewhere in between, holding the girl I loved and dreading that it would not — could not — last.


I left for New York the next day. I gave Heidi my address and told her I would write her and she said she would write back. Honestly, I knew it would not happen. That’s just how things go. We were both swept up by our new lives and never looked back. After all, the whole thing had been short-lived and childish. We were just two teenagers, both lost, who found a common place to rest.

Chapter 5


I woke up feeling like I had not slept. My shoulders were tense and knotted. My head hurt and my leg was stiff. I had not even started my new job and already I needed a vacation. I got dressed and went to work without breakfast. 


Again, the elevator ride made me slightly nauseous. I found the office bustling and no one seemed to notice my arrival. I hobbled up the stairs. Each step seemed to be taller than the one before it. I was exhausted when I reached my office, but was overjoyed to find it immaculately clean and organized. Nick greeted me.


“Good morning, boss,” he said.


“Same to you. What is on the slate today?”


“Your precious time could be better spent on a list than on an oral report. If you were told, the day’s activities would be forgotten.”


He handed me an itinerary. I looked it over. My day was filled with meetings and more meetings. I noticed a two hour block was free around lunch time.


“Nick, call Miss Carter and arrange a lunch meeting. I have some ideas I want to run past her.”


“It will be done right away.”


A few minutes later, I was meeting with Branson, the security chief, and some of the other Shermbots. Branson was a big man. He stood at least six feet four inches and had a sturdy build. He had the tell-tale signs of an extraordinarily strong man past his prime: extra weight around his belt, a sagging chin, and drooping biceps. Despite his girth, I could tell by the way he carried himself he was strong and agile. It occurred to me that Branson never smiled. His thin lips and hollow black eyes never showed any change. There seemed to be a cloud of gloom and boredom that followed him and infected the good cheer of everyone else. 

The meeting was a chore. I felt a lot like I did when my grandparents made me pull weeds in their garden. I had to work, but I wasn’t even sure which plants were weeds. I ended up pulling up as many carrots as thistles. Grandma would chastise me, and then try to teach me, but for some reason I never understood, she sent me right back to pulling plants. Fortunately, the part of the meeting that really required my attention ended after the first few minutes, leaving my mind free to wander.


Seeing Heidi again had sent my mind on a sentimental trip. My parents always said I was the fortunate son; that good things always fell right into my lap. They referred to my jobs, girl friends, etc. That is how I got started with Sherman, Corp. What my parents never saw were the disappointments. Good things happen to me, I confess, but there are long stretches of bad for me, just like everyone else. 

Over the course of my life, I have been rejected hundreds, maybe thousands of times. So for every positive thing that happens, there are dozens, if not hundreds of negatives. The few successes seem to outweigh those negatives, though. 

My career followed this general pattern. I have never received any job that I applied for. In high school, I worked for a friend of the family during the summers. My dad arranged the whole thing. In college, a professor asked me if I would be interested in being her assistant. I once had a job waiting tables. I was just eating a BLT in some filthy grease pit in Manhattan. The owner said he needed some help and I had forgotten my wallet. 

Then Sherman found me. 

I graduated with a Bachelor’s degree in film studies from NYU. I knew what I wanted to do from the beginning. I wanted to make movies. My parents wanted me to get my M.B.A and work my way to the top of the business world.

Being a young, idealistic socialist, the last thing I wanted was to become a money sucking capitalist vampire. It’s funny how quickly my political convictions changed when faced with starvation.

I had a long term girlfriend in New York. I called her Mandy, but that was not her name. I met her in a dance club. She told me her name, but between the thumping of the Hip Hop and her Australian accent, I could not rightly make out what she said. After some deliberation, I settled on Mandy. I called her that for two weeks before she corrected me. Armandine was her real name. I told her I liked Mandy better and it stuck. She dumped me just after graduation. She said she needed to find a real relationship. That is when I found out, or was informed, that we had an unhealthy relationship. She said that although we had a good time together, our relationship “never really gelled.” That meant we never took it seriously. We never argued, but we never really agreed. We just were together. Two years we dated. It took me a few months to realize, but she was right.

A big part of the problem, she said, was that I had no direction. 

When I chose a career track, I felt that I would rather do something I liked than something that would yield a steady income. After I graduated, I found out that my choice had led me down the track to unemployment. For seven months, I tried to find a practical application for my academic training, without success. My savings were nearly exhausted and could no longer afford my rent in the city, so I piled all of my possessions into my 1968 Scout International and hit the road. I had no destination in mind, but I thought home sounded good. That is where unemployed, college grads go. I was in no hurry to get there, though, so I took a meandering route through the Deep South and back up through Kansas City and all the way to Denver before the Scout caught a glimpse of the Rocky Mountains and sputtered to a stop. It never ran again, but I sold her the tow truck driver for the cost of towing. I stashed my things in a storage unit. They are still there, for all I know. I only paid for a month and left my old address with the management. As I packed three hundred macaroni and cheese UPCs (which I was going to exchange for a wiggly, cheese clock) and an autographed picture of Neil Diamond into the locker, I decided all my stuff was junk. I dropped three boxes of textbooks into the Kiwanis recycling bin.


After paying for the locker, I was left with $21.67 and a coupon for two chicken finger platters for the price of one at any Kansas City Chicken Chunk Bucket restaurant. 


So I stuck out my thumb and hitched a ride. I think whatever force or being controls fate was once a hitchhiker, because no one ever trusts destiny more than when thumbing a ride.


I got lucky when a rusty Chevy Nova pulled to the side of the road.


It is hard for me to imagine, now, that Sherman would have ever driven a heap like that. I would call it a bucket of bolts, but most of them had fallen off. It looked more like a Junkyard Wars reject, but I welcomed the ride.


“I’m Sherman. Where are you headed?” 


“Home,” I answered. I gave the cutesy, telephone commercial answer instead of telling him I was on my way to Lakeshore. Sherman inquired about my circumstances, and I related my recent string of bad luck to him.


“Luck is a fickle thing,” he said. “It comes and goes at will, never stopping to consider how its customers feel. But I have learned that whether early or late, it always makes its rounds. It will be back.”


Judging by his car, I was not convinced by his optimism. Luck seemed to have removed this guy from her to do list.


He was right about fortune, though. He was right about a lot of things. Sherman has always seemed to know exactly what other people think and he had me pegged.


“My luck is changing,” he said. “Tomorrow, I’ll be a millionaire.”


I cast him a cynical look and wondered what kind of delusional wacko I had got myself mixed up with.


He told me about his catalyst for cold fusion. He said he was meeting with several major automobile manufacturers about using fusion to power cars.


“If these meetings go well, I’ll be set for life.”


Now I was really concerned.  This man was not just delusional, he was deranged. All I wanted to do was get out of that car before he turned it into a smoking wreck.


“Welcome to Kansas,” he said.


“What!”


I saw the sign and realized I was traveling the wrong direction.


“Uh, sir, I need to get out at the next exit. I’m supposed to be going west.”


He started laughing


“Maybe your luck is changing, too,” he said.


“It must be. I’ve got some coupons.”

**********


Everyone was staring at me. 


“Well?” asked the security chief. “What do you think?”


I had no idea what he was talking about. I focused on not blushing, and then scrambled for a few seconds. Then, an epiphany – or a lucky guess.


“I’m interested,” I said. “Draw up a final proposal and I’ll look it over.”


It was a good choice of words; I could tell by their faces. For the first time, I started to feel like I could fit into the management world. 


Hastily, I shook hands with the others. It was lunch time.

***********


Heidi was waiting when I arrived at the hotel restaurant. I saw her sitting alone at a table on edge of the veranda. The sunlight glittered off the deep blue of the Pacific and skipped through gaps between trees and souvenir huts. A short, marble railway with slender, polished posts was the only thing separating her from her one passion, the ocean. 

I nodded at the host, who stepped aside and I walked out to join my lunch date.


Heidi stood up when she saw me. She hardly looked like the same person I had seen at dinner the night before. She was still breathtakingly beautiful, but her hair was down. Sun bleached highlights warmed the straight brown hair it blanketed. Her slender legs were crossed and tilted slightly to the side.


“Tom, how are you?” she asked, smiling.


I felt a little more at ease around her than I had the night before. I could speak, anyway. As I got closer, I noticed her eyes again. Against the blue background, her green eyes grabbed my gaze. She had a deep tan, but her skin still looked soft and young.


“I’m much better, now.” I answered. “And you?”


“I am in paradise! I couldn’t help be anything but good.”


We sat at our table. We just sat there, staring at each other with smiles on our faces. It was one of those perfect moments where nothing matters except the person you are with. We did not need to talk; it might have even ruined the moment. A cool breeze fought the bright sun as it fluttered across the veranda and through our hair. Heidi seemed to blush a bit; I probably did too, so I broke the silence.


“It is really good to see you. You look fantastic.”


“Thank you,” she said, blushing a bit more. “So do you.”


She paused just a moment. “So, what have you been up to? It has been a while, hasn’t it?”


“Too long, I think.” I relayed my college experience, omitting some of the more embarrassing moments. She listened intently, interjecting a few witty comments. When I told her about my parents a couple of tears and a sea of sympathy streamed down her cheeks.


“I heard about that from my parents. I even went to the funeral.”


“Really? I didn’t see you. I wish I had.”


“I didn’t want to be seen. I was going through a hard time, too.”


Her lip quivered just a bit, but she held back her tears and stared out toward the ocean. There was an awkward pause as I though of what I should say next, but Heidi broke the silence.


“Do you remember my brother Jake?”


I nodded.


“He got into some trouble with some shady business deals,” she said. “Anyway, he lost everything. He sold his house and pretty much everything else he could to pay his debts. The financial strain was too much for his wife; she took his two children and left. He was never convicted of any of the crimes, but his story was so widely publicized that no one would hire him. Finally he lost his will to, uh, live. He killed himself a few weeks before your parents’ accident.”


 “I’m sorry,” I said as she wiped her eyes on the back of her hand. I fought back my own tears. I hurt for her.


“It hurt, but I got over it. Some things stuck with me, and in some ways, it was even good for me. It really changed my perspective. Since then I have tried to build my life on the things that matter; the things that make me happy.”


“Exactly what makes you happy?” I asked.


“My work, my friends,” she paused. “Hope. As you know, I went to San Diego State and studied marine biology. I really loved it from the first class. After my freshman year, a few of us went on a summer trip to Australia. The whole trip was great, but I fell in love with the Great Barrier Reef. From the moment I stepped into those warm waters, I knew I had found my calling. I learned everything I could about it, and actually wrote my graduate thesis about it. Then I wrote my doctoral thesis on it. By the time I finished that, I was one of the foremost experts on the subject. I guess that’s why Sherman hired me.”


“You must have moved through school pretty quickly, to do all that.”


“That’s just the start of it. It wasn’t because I’m super smart or anything; I was just really enthralled by the whole subject. It is pretty much all I thought about. I had finished my doctoral thesis and most of my friends were just finishing their Bachelor’s work. Then I moved to Australia and lived on the beach.”


“That must have been tough,” I said sarcastically.


“It was bittersweet. I loved my work, but it was hard watching what I loved slowly dying. The reefs are in trouble…,” she looked sad again. “Anyway, I was working, and that took some of the adventure out of life. It was a wonderful experience, all in all, but I kind of got tired of it. I really wanted more out of life. You know, settle down and all of that.”


There was a pause as she quickly met my gaze then looked back out to see. She was absolutely gorgeous. The more time I spent with her, the more I fell in love. I realized right then that my youthful crush was still controlling my heart. I wanted nothing more than to be with that woman forever, though I knew better than to tell her that.  


“I hope you don’t mind me changing the subject back to you. How did you ever get set up in Sherman, Corp?”


I told her about my hitchhiking experience.


“We stopped in KC for some chicken and we talked for a while. We got along pretty well and he gave me a phone number and told me to call him if I ever wanted to get my life in order. I thanked him and went on hitchhiking around. I wanted to see everything. I crossed the continent a couple of times over the next few months. It was an enlightening experience. I realized that if I spent my whole life doing it, I would only see a fraction of my own country, so I gave up on that and called Sherman. By that point, he was outrageously rich and needed a traveling salesman, so he gave me a job. The rest is history.


“That was pretty simple,” Heidi said. “Does everything happen so easily for you?”


“I’ve heard that one before. Actually, it just happens. Drifting is an interesting thing and it is mostly misunderstood. Most people seem to think that drifters just go somewhere then decide to move on. In truth, they don’t decide anything; they are carried. That’s why they are called drifters. I think of myself as a life drifter. I just go with the flow and the adventure is in seeing where it takes me. So far, it has been good.”


“I guess that’s kind of why I came here, too. The adventure, not the drifting. I have a chance here to do something that no other person has done. I get to manage an ecosystem.”


“I guess this is a dream come true for you, then?”


“It really is. Have you seen the reef?” she asked. I shook my head. “It is incredible. We actually imported an entire corral reef ecosystem. We took it from a part of the Australian coast where pollution is killing the reefs. In a way, we saved it. I supervised the whole project, to make sure the balance was maintained.”


“That must have been a challenge?”


“Yes, but I’ve learned so much from it. I think I could write the definitive paper on the subject now.”


“Wow,” I said with a sarcastic tone. “I’m eating lunch with the foremost authority on corral reef transplantation. I can’t wait to tell my friends.”


She laughed a bit, probably out of pity for my weak joke.


“Really, though, you have to see the reef. Come down some afternoon and I will get you set up with some SCUBA gear and show you around.”


“I’ll come down tomorrow.”


“It is settled then.”


As we waited for our food, the conversation turned from catching up, to getting to know each other. Politically, we were almost complete opposites. Heidi was fairly liberal in her viewpoints, mostly as a result of her upbringing. I was a reformed capitalist. I say reformed because, during college I had become a socialist, but then graduated and returned to reality. 


The only thing that we agreed on was that, although politicians were mostly corrupt and self-serving, we could not be too critical of them because nothing more could be expected. Heidi compared it to children.


“Some children, though young, write beautiful concertos or have an astounding grasp of advanced mathematics. We call them prodigies. These children amaze us with their early achievements, but just because these few excel, we do not expect all children to do the same. That would be unreasonable.


“Politicians are the same way. There are a few of them who do what is right, but we can’t expect the exceptions to drive the rule.”


We were also separated in our faith. I was raised to be a good Christian and had tried to hold to those beliefs. Heidi was raised to be a good Atheist, but her parents had failed in that attempt and left her an agnostic. 

“A lot of people believe in God,” said Heidi. “I can’t say that I do, but I certainly hope he is there. Most of our suffering and pain is self induced. We think of ourselves as individuals, but we are a collective. A kind deed today will in some way, affect every other human on earth. Unfortunately, there are more unkind actions. It is not just the bad deeds, either. The majority of the problems are the non-deeds. Most people never consider them. If I don’t hold the door open for someone with an armful of groceries, what is the net effect? Does the world get better? I doubt it. If inaction made the world better, even in one-one-hundredth of a percent of instances, we would have a global utopia by now. Does it stay the same? I don’t think I need to convince you of that impossibility. By default, the world becomes a worse place.”


“That is a great way of looking at it. I have never really considered that.”


“I guess that is the philosophy that results from hippy parents and growing up in a Christian community. Make Charity, not war.”


We both laughed over this twist on the old phrase.


“Anyway, my parents taught me that there is no right or wrong; everything is subjective. When I was sixteen I asked them how that could be possible. If there really is no right or wrong, then they could not be right or wrong about that belief. They called it a ‘paradox.’ I called it confusing. We never saw eye-to-eye about religion after that.”


“It seems to me,” I said, “That a lot of people try really hard to make life complicated and difficult to live. It’s good to meet someone who wants to make it simpler.”


I leaned forward and reached across the table and placed my hand on hers. The action surprised me, but I was glad I did it. She glanced down, then looked at me and smiled. Her hand turned over and clasped mine.


The waiter broke our moment of intimacy when he came to our table and took our orders. Heidi ordered something off the vegetarian menu. I ordered a steak, but she didn’t seem upset by it.

 
 Petrus and two Shermbots ate at a table across the patio. I heard him complaining about the poor quality of the seltzer water. 


We heard a boom in the distance. I couldn’t see anything through the thin haze on the horizon, but I heard a whistling. An oblong object tumbled through the air and landed on surfer beach. It popped on impact, squirting a brownish liquid across the beach. We heard several more booms and more projectiles crashed down on the beach. Another gust of ocean breeze swept across our table, but this time it carried a rotten stench.


Chapter 6


Heidi and I arrived at Surfer beach just minutes after the bombardment ended. A security detail and the beach maintenance crew were already there. At least fifty cracked, plastic shells littered the beach. A few bobbed unbroken on the artificial waves. The shells would be easy enough to clean up, but the stench left no doubt as to the contents of those projectiles – raw sewage.


“What in the…,” said Sherman as he stormed out of the dance club doors. A look of bewilderment slowly spread across his face. The bewilderment did not stay long. Burning fury scattered the weaker emotion.


Already the stink was unbearable, but soon the warm sun would add its finishing touches to the fetid odors. I felt my stomach turn over, then full-fledged nausea. I choked the reflex back and tried to regain my composure. I watched Heidi go pale, too. Again I fought the urge as it tickled the back of my throat.


Another shell crashed into the dance club behind us, shattering the roof joists and completely destroying the palm-leaf roof. The four security guards rushed to assess the damage. Sherman did not move. He now stood, staring out to sea. A battleship dominated the horizon. I recognized it immediately by its flag: a red “B” set against a yellow background.


A single word escaped Sherman’s clenched jaw.


“Bing.”


I turned as a security guard approached Sherman. He carried an envelope.


“That last shell was empty, except for this envelope,” he said. Sherman did not move. I took the envelope from the outstretched hand of the guard. “Sherman” was written across the front in oversized block letters.


I ran my finger under the seal and pulled out the enclosed sheet of paper.


Sherman, consider your island besieged. Give up the head.  – Bing


I looked up at Heidi. Her look of panic startled me.


“I need to check the reef,” she said.


We commandeered one of security’s ATVs. Because of my limp, Heidi beat me to the driver’s seat and I sat behind her. She drove like a possessed teenager, weaving between sewage bombs, beach chairs and lifeguard stands. Momentarily, we saw the rock dike that separated the Surf Beach from the aquarium. I knew from the design specs that the two systems were independent, but a few stray sewage shells could have done a lot of damage to the reef.


“Keep an eye on the water, I’ll watch the beach,” yelled Heidi over her shoulder. “Yell if you see anything.”


As we sped down the beach, we were relieved to find no sign of any plastic sewage bombs. The water was a clear blue and the waves were smaller than those at the Surf Beach. The beach was also fairly narrow, just a few yards wide. It took us a couple of minutes to work our way across the aquarium. One unbroken shell bobbed in the water. Nothing else disturbed the area. When we reached the far end of the aquarium, Heidi relaxed and leaned back against me. We sat there for a minute in silence.


“What am I doing here?” she asked. “It’s like a good dream about to go bad.”

Chapter 7


The maintenance crews started cleaning up the beach and Branson and I continued planning for the island’s defense. Bing attacked again early the next day, this time torpedoing the propulsion and anchoring systems. Nothing else was seriously damaged because he knew the island so well. He had built it, after all. But, the island was a sitting duck, drifting on an ocean current. Sherman summoned me to his office.

“Thomas,” he said as he crossed the room and extended his hand. “I’m glad you could make it.” 

He grabbed my outstretched hand and applied a vise-like grip. His handshakes always hurt, like he wanted to remind you of his superiority. Megalomania is hard on the sane.

“We need to beef up our security force,” he said. “Things are about to change for the worse, I’m afraid. Bing has been blocking our supply ships. I don’t need to remind you of his latest antics. Sewage! Now he has disabled the propulsion and we are drifting further and further out to sea.”

“We have to call for help. The government will help.”

“I tried that! The Coast Guard says that because we’re in international waters, it is not their jurisdiction. The Navy is more concerned with ‘Bigger’ problems. The Feds say both parties involved are citizens of California and state lines have not been crossed, so it is a matter of state or city business. The State of California says it is not their concern because we are not in California. I guess I was right about the government. It would appear that we’re on our own.”

“I would have to agree,” I admitted reluctantly, “But what do you have in mind?”

“Mercenaries, Thomas, Mercenaries. We will need them after we break away from the U.S.”

“What!”

“I’m declaring Sherman Island an independent and sovereign nation.”

“But… You can’t just… It’s insane!”

“If the government will not carry out its mandate of protecting its citizens from each other, what good is it? They will not protect my island, but I don’t care. I will do what they will not.”

I was dumbfounded. All of my experiences and knowledge had done nothing to prepare me for this. What do you say to something like that? I couldn’t think of a thing, so I just stared.

“Anyway, I’m putting you in charge of procuring the best army money can buy. I know it is a bit out of your area of expertise, but I know you will do a bang-up job. Keep me posted.”

“But, sir,” I said. “Wh-, wh-.” The words just wouldn’t come.

“I know what you are thinking. ‘Sherm’s really off his knot this time.’ Maybe I am, but this move makes perfect sense. The purpose of government is to protect our ‘inalienable rights’ which are:  ‘Life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.’ This island is my life, represents my freedom and is the only thing that makes me happy anymore. I will do whatever it takes to defend it.”

Finally, I had gathered my wits enough to speak.

“That is treason. You know where that will lead. Are you willing to war against your country?”

“My ex-country. I had my citizenship revoked yesterday. I am a free man. But no one will war against me. My country is so small and unthreatening, but I will protect myself from those who would destroy me. That is my right.”

I didn’t agree with his actions, but, oddly, I could see the merit of his reasoning. 

“What about the workers? They’ll never go for this. Most of them are staunch patriots. They’ll leave.”

“I understand that, but they can be replaced. Of course this changes everything. I am offering everyone a premature opt-out of their contracts without penalty, if they want it. I now consider your contract void, unless you wish to stay onboard. If you want to leave, you can. If you stay, I will reward you for your loyalty.”

I could not believe I was considering going along with him. Until that time I had not really thought of ever leaving Shermany. The weather was always perfect. The food was always exquisite. I was respected as an authority and liked as a person. And most importantly, I made more money in a week than most people will make in a lifetime. 

When Sherman started talking about leaving my homeland, I started thinking about leaving my new home.

“You could revoke your own citizenship and become a Defender of the Realm of Shermany or I would issue you a lifetime working visa. If you went that route, however, you would still be obligated to pay taxes to the United States.”

“This is big. I’ll need some time to think things over.”

“Naturally, but before you go, there is just one other thing,” Sherman said. “I need your help Thomas. I need your friendship. You are my right-hand man you have stood by me as a friend. This plan may sound crazy, but I am no fool. I know I can make it work, but not alone. I need someone I can trust to guard my back. You are the only one I can trust.”

“Sherman, I just don’t understand why you would do all this.” 

“This is all I have, Thomas. When I said I was on the verge of bankruptcy, I meant it. Now that I am not a U.S. citizen, even that is not an option. But there is more to it than just money. Money is nothing. This is where I belong. I can not just let some one take it away from me. 

“But you are risking your career, your friends and your life?” I asked. “And why? Not because this is your home, but because of some hideous head. Just give it up!”

“That is not possible,” he replied. “I can not give the head up for the same reason I can not give up the island. It is a matter of principle.”

 “This goes beyond principle. This is borderline suicidal.”

“That may be, but this is who I am. This is all I have. Money? Power? Prestige? They mean nothing; you will find that out someday. It may seem a bit twisted, but I must stick with what matters to me. Will you stand with me?”

This argument was headed nowhere. I felt a bit dumbfounded as I turned and left. I turned to Sherman as I stepped onto the elevator. “Yeah, I will stand with you.” I didn’t wait to listen to his reply. I didn’t want to hear any more of my friend’s lunacy.  He asked for my passport and pasted in an official working visa.  It bore a seal with that strange sculpted head in the center.  He handed it back to me.
 “Before you go, I have arranged for peace talks with Bing later today. I do not doubt they will be fruitless, but I hope you will join me, anyway.”

“Sure.” 

“Meet me at the Marina at 2:30 this afternoon. We will take the Grimy Hand to the rendezvous point. “Oh, welcome to the Republic of Shermany.”

***

I went straight down to the aquarium to meet Heidi. The conversation with Sherman had left me feeling drained and empty. I hoped that spending some time with Heidi would strengthen me. When I saw her I knew my hopes were well founded. I hobbled down to the edge of the water where she was waiting. She fit nicely into the black swimsuit which left just enough to the imagination.


“Where is your swimsuit? I hope you didn’t forget because I only brought you a Speedo,” she said as she smiled and waved a tiny swimsuit on her finger.


“Fortunately, I planned ahead.” 


I had my shorts on under my suit, so I left the suit lying in a pile on the beach. Heidi handed me some flippers and snorkeling gear. I slipped my injured leg into a wet sock to cover the wound. We waded out into the warm water, which proved difficult with the rubber flippers on my feet. Heidi led me out, then dove into a wave and disappeared. I followed. The beach dropped off abruptly and I caught my first glimpse of the reef. Schools of small, colorful fish patrolled the tiny cervices and cracks in the coral. Both the plants and the fish seemed to thrive. Heidi was my superior in the water, but she was patient and waited for me. We swam for a while, and then went up for a breath of air. As we submerged I noticed something large out of the corner of my eye. The shark brushed against me as I turned toward it. It was a small shark, just a couple feet long, but I was terrified. Heidi looked at me and seemed to manage to laugh through her snorkel. 


Her laughter must have emptied her lungs, because she surfaced, again. I followed. This time she just waited for me. I poked my head out of the water. She had pulled the goggles back on her forehead. As I pulled back my foggy mask, I noticed how close she was. A drop of water clung to her lower lip. I swam forward a few inches and kissed her salty lips.


For years I had wanted to do that, and I should have years ago.

***

I met Sherman and Nick at the marina. The Grimy Hand rocked anxiously, as if aching for an adventure. It was a small ship, perhaps a Coast Guard Cutter at some point. A double machine gun turret was mounted to the bow. 


“Isn’t this kind of risky?” I asked. “We could be walking straight into a trap. Bing could just blow us right out of the water.”


“No,” said Sherman. “I spoke with him yesterday and promised him that if anything happened to me during this meeting, the head would be incinerated. I wouldn’t do it, but Bing believed me. I think. I’m sure.”


“There really is no choice in the matter,” added Nick. “Without propulsion, Bing couldn’t be outrun and we are outmatched in firepower.”


Unconvinced, I followed as we joined the crew onboard the ship. The moment we stepped on deck, the ship lurched forward, ignoring the no wake zone. We sped out of the harbor and followed the island’s outer wall clockwise. We passed two outer islands before veering and bearing down on the third outer island. 


A battle ship was clearly visible, docked on the far side of the small atoll. It flew the flag I had seen as my helicopter was shot down – a red ‘B’ on a yellow background. The name inscribed on the bow was “Bingland,” with no letters of national affiliation. We docked on the opposite side. The outer island was about two hundred yards across. Like the main island, it had a buoyant sea wall. Machines created a 360 degree wave ring around the interior, a hundred-foot wide, sandy knoll with a few palm trees. A wooden catwalk led over the wall and waves to the beach.


“Do you recognize this island, Thomas?” asked Sherman. I shook my head. “This is what your office looks like from above. Fabulous, is it not?”


“It looks a lot better from up here,” I answered.


“This beautiful scene was just polluted,” added Nick, nodding toward the opposite shore. A small man and four henchmen crossed the catwalk and walked to the center of the island. The four cronies were large, each of them towering over Bing. They wore pin-striped suits, gangster style. There they stood in a half-circle and stared at us. Sherman led us off the ship. We crossed our catwalk, but Sherman stopped when his shoes touched the sand.


“What’s wrong with this picture?” He asked rhetorically. I had already noticed that every gun on the battleship was pointed straight at us.


Bing laughed when he noticed our nervous glances. “Now don’t be frightened, dear mouse droppings,” he said. “I won’t hurt you, at least not while you have what I want.”


Nick’s face hardened, erasing every last bit of fear. He stepped forward with a resolved stride and a bit of swagger.


“Enough balls couldn’t be bought for you to be brave enough to try,” he said, “You spineless maggot.” He turned back to Sherman and me, winked and said, “Well, there’s no turning back now.”


Sherman and I followed him to the center of island. Sherman’s hate-filled eyes were locked on Bing and seemed to smolder around the edges. His face reminded me of the statue, but not so much as Bing’s did. Bing was a thin, weasel-looking man. His skin was tight around his mouth and cheekbones, as if were being pulled back by tiny hands. His eyes were oversized and bug-like. His whiskers were unshaven and seemed to grow in random splotches.  He was small and sickly, but the same fire of hate that burned in Sherman consumed his miniscule frame.


Bing spoke when we were still several yards away. “My terms are simple, Sherman,” he seemed to hiss while saying the name. “Hand over the Head and I will leave in peace.”


Nick turned to Sherman and whispered, “He is a fiend and a liar and can not be trusted.”


Sherman averted his death gaze and focused on Nick. Somehow, Nick’s comment had yielded a look of disbelief – not directed at what was said, but that it was said at all. “I know that, Nick,” Sherman glared. “I will not compromise or bow to this fool.”


“Right,” muttered Nick.


“Shut up!” Sherman yelled at him.


Judging by Sherman’s apparent anger and Bing’s condescending tone, I realized there would be no peace talks, just angry words. For peace to be discussed, the parties involved must come to the table with peaceful temperaments and the desire for its presence. Neither Sherman nor Bing had either.


“I will give you Jezebel’s great gift – gift to me – just as soon as you confess, under oath, that she cared more for me than you and that she only married you out of pity.”


Bing roared then lunged at Sherman, who was still too far away for Bing’s pathetic attack. Bing came up a foot short on his first punch and fell face-first in the sand. Two of his henchmen jumped forward, fists cocked and ready to fight. The other two grabbed Bing and lifted him out of the sand. I swallowed my laughter, but Nick was less restrained. A threatening feint by one of the thugs silenced him. Sherman never took his eyes off Bing and stood his ground.


Once on his feet, Bing shook himself free from his helping hands and spit at Sherman’s shoes.


“You won’t dodge me so easily when my battleship is breaking your island to splinters, Sherm,” he sniveled. “I’m starting to believe you will never give up the head. If you won’t give it to me I will have to take it.”


“It will never be found, weed,” Nick interjected, seeming to enjoy taunting the smaller man. Sherman turned and back-handed Nick across the face, sending him staggering backward.


“I said, I would take care of this,” he said. “Shut your mouth or get off my island.” He turned back to Bing. “If you, your ship or your filthy pirates ever come near my island again, I will use the head to make smoke signals, and then I’ll find you and slit your throat.”


I would have thought it impossible, but Bing’s eyes narrowed even more. They now appeared closed, but somehow I knew they were still trying to burn a hole in Sherman’s skull. He stared for a moment, and then grinned, revealing a mossy smile.


“I don’t think so,” he said. “You won’t do it – not while you’re alive, at least. It is probably written in you last will and testament, somewhere. So, I will leave you alive and you will watch, helplessly, as I take it from you. For now, I have to return to my ship and plan my next attack. By the way, I would like you to meet the former captain of the Bingland and my right hand man, Frank Drake.” He raised his hand, pointing behind us. We turned to see the captain of our ship wave as it lurched from the dock and headed out to sea.”


“Nick,” I asked, “What was that captain’s name?”


“Frank, I’m sure,” he answered.


“You are not as dumb as you look, Nick,” Bing said. “I was wrong about that. You also don’t look like much of a swimmer, but, since it is quite a swim back to the main island, I hope I am wrong about that one, too. Goodbye, Sherm.” He turned and ran from Sherman, while his henchmen menacingly stood between them. When Bing was nearly on board his battleship, they turned and walked slowly across the lowered gang-plank to their ship.


I looked at Sherman. Still, his gazed was fixed on the spot where he had last seen Bing. Sweat seemed to boil on his forehead. Nick was pinching the bridge of his nose, trying to hold back the blood that was dripping down his face. He looked strangely satisfied with himself, as though he had just climbed Mount Everest. I felt empty. I had hoped that this problem could have been resolved without violence. My yearning for revenge had abated when I saw the anger in Sherman’s eyes. I stood on that white sand trying to figure out how I could get back to the main island, but I only wanted one thing: to be far away from Bing and Sherman. 


“Nothing to be gained by standing here,” said Nick. He walked a few feet and started digging in the sand. A minute later he had unearthed a submarine style hatch, complete with a wheel crank. “It’s about time you were shown the back door to your office.”


As Nick swung the hatch open, I touched Sherman on the shoulder and shook him lightly, like a mother wakes a sleeping child. Without a word, Sherman walked over to the hatch and climbed down the hole.

Chapter 8


That hole led us down a ladder and a short passage. Pipes ran along the walls of the passage. Dull, yellow lights gave us just enough light – if we strained our eyes. It seemed strangely submarine-like until I realized that we were underwater, so it was a submarine. That was my first experience with the non-polished infrastructure of the island. 


Sherman silently led the way. He stopped at a porthole and swung it open. He pushed back a wood panel and stepped through the door revealing my office. The wood panel was my bookcase and I marveled at how easily Sherman had shoved it aside. Then I realized there were no books on it. And it was not really wood, either, but a thin, wood laminate on plastic. If it were fully loaded with books, I doubt it would have born the weight.


“Here you are,” said Sherman. “You and Nick can finish planning our defense. I have other things to look after.” Without another word, Sherman left my office. He slammed the door on his way out.


Nick pushed the bookcase back into place. He dusted his hands together as though he had just accomplished a hard day’s work.


“The work needs to be done,” he said. He turned toward the door and walked out. Curious, I followed.


“The plans have already been drawn up, actually,” Nick said. “I hope my presumptuousness will be forgiven. The thought occurred to me that peace would not be reached between Bing and Sherman. Their hatred is well known.”


He handed me a final proposal. It was already signed by Branson and Sherman, dated the day before. A spot for my signature remained. Sherman never meant to make peace with Bing, but after that meeting, I was not surprised.


Sherman had left a sticky-note on the top of the papers.


Just sign the paper and Nick will take care of the rest. I am not leaving the decision up to you and I will not hold you responsible for anything negative, but by my country’s constitution, which I wrote, the signature of my second in command is required to initiate any military action. Thank you – Sherman


The proposal called for 200 mercenary soldiers to be hired and brought to the island immediately. Branson would be the commanding officer, but Sherman would be commander and chief. Several mercenaries groups had been selected and contacted. They awaited the final word and ship out. The mercenaries were apparently well known to Branson, who recommended their loyalty to money and dedication to following through with a deal.


They would be armed with assault weapons, hand-held rockets, grenades and several undisclosed weapons. It also empowered Sherman to do whatever he deemed necessary for the defense of the island. This made me a bit nervous, and if were it up to me, I would not have signed it. Of course, I would have given up the head and gone about my peaceful ways. But it was not my decision. I wondered why Sherman would draft a constitution for his private empire that would take power away from him. It did not make sense, but from everything I knew about Sherman, I should have expected it.


I mindlessly fulfilled my charge and signed the document. After all, it was his island and he was the boss. Nick took the paper, placed it in a manila envelope and dropped it in his outbox. As the packet hit the desk, it sent the neatly stacked papers on Nick’s desk fluttering around the room. Nick made no attempt to catch them and left them to lie where they landed. We left the office, stepped into the elevator and went to see if we could find Sherman.

************


Nick and I silently searched for Sherman for a couple of hours, and then gave up. Wherever he was, he did not want to be found. I went back to my office, looking for something to do. The normally busy main office floor was quiet and empty. I heard the fluorescent lights buzzing like maddened bees. I climbed the stairs to my office and rested my hand on my bookshelf. With a quick push, I slid the faux-wood shelves aside and it surprised me how deceiving its appearance was. It lacked any real substance. I swung the porthole door back and stepped into the dim tunnel. I retraced my steps from earlier in the day and climbed the ladder back onto the small island. 


I looked around and noticed the remote beauty of the place. The white sands radiated with the light of the setting sun, which was drifting into eclipse with the main island. From there, the hotel, designed to shine in the sun, was nothing more than a dark finger, vainly trying to block the light. An evening breeze rustle through the palm leaves overhead. Artificial waves lapped rhythmically at the beach. I was almost alone. Only the sea, sand, sun, and trees kept me company. The simple beauty caught me for a moment, almost erasing the memory of what had just transpired here a few hours ago. 


It seemed wrong – what Sherman had done. He ruined this place, spoiled the peace. He could have made amends with Bing, if he had wanted, but he only wanted hate and war. My next thought frightened me. A shudder ran through me and I swallowed hard. I was jealous of Sherman. It was not about money or power, but passion. He would fight and die for whatever cause he held dear--whether it was the head or some deep felt betrayal, I did not know – but he would risk everything for it.


Where was my passion? A gray cloud of apathy had hid that from me long ago.


I still wasn’t sure what I wanted, or if I wanted anything, but there were a few things I did know. I felt good around Heidi. She gave me a reason; a reason to want to feel. Maybe she just reminded me of what living was all about. Since my parents’ death, I had not really wanted anything. She was like a ray of sunshine breaking through the haze to show me the path. 


She reminded me of a weeklong backpacking trip from my teenage years. A group of us had planned an excursion into the Sawtooth Mountains of Northern Idaho. We set out on a beautiful day in late July. Our packs felt light and our feet were clean. We covered ten miles in a few hours and stopped on a mountain ridge overlooking our first destination, Jacob’s Lake. The rugged mountain jutted a thousand abrupt feet and encircled the lake, leaving only a narrow outlet for the small stream to escape. A thick pine forest surrounded the lake and fanned out in all directions, but the same cliff-faced mountains that held the lake threatened to swallow the trees. From our perch, Jacob’s Lake glowed like a sapphire in the summer sun. There were only two ways to reach the lake. The outlet stream was one; Jacob’s ladder was the other. We stood at the top of Jacob’s ladder. It was a narrow artery of loose shale, pinched by massive cliffs. We zigzagged our way down a steep, shale slope. With each step, I sent a stream of pebbles bouncing past those unfortunate few who had gone before me. Then the guys behind me restored my karmic balance with a river of dirt and stone. Amazingly, we made it to the tree line without injury. We threw our inhibitions to the wind and verbally thanked the solid ground.


We set up camp a few feet from the lake. A snow bank met the water on the shore across from the campsite, reminding us why the lake was so blue. We reviewed our plans that evening as we sat around a dangerously large campfire. Its orange flames reached for the sky and licked at the stars. We would hike out of the lake basin along the outlet stream, and then follow a fifty mile loop that would leave us at the trailhead where we left our vehicles. Along the way, we would visit several lakes, climb a few mountains and spend a lot of time fishing. We had already caught some fish, which we cooked over the fire. Then the wind blew. It howled through our camp, picking up sparks and cinders and dropping them haphazardly on our tents. The nearest tent, mine took the brunt of the fire wind. The tiny fires melted the nylon walls, leaving black crusted holes. My tent was finished before it had ever been used. 


Nature had another surprise in store. It started raining. It was not a heavy rain or a torrent by any stretch. It was a light rain, with fat, mountain rain drops. They splattered the ground and dripped off tree branches. This lasted a few minutes, and then it drizzled. All night it drizzled, as I huddled close to the fire trying to stay dry. I would face the fire until my front side dried off, and then I turned and warmed my backside. I could only keep half of me dry at a time. The misty rain penetrated the other tents, too. After an eternal half-hour, we were all standing around the fire. We took turns gathering wood until morning. But the sun did not rise that day. The clouds hung over us, claustrophobically close. Our packs, clothes and sleeping bags were all soaked. As I shouldered my soggy load, I thought how nice it would be to turn back and go straight home. But I realized that Jacob’s ladder would be impossible to climb in this weather. We would have to go on – for five days and fifty more miles. Besides, we knew the mountain weather was fickle. The sun would shine again soon, or so we thought. 


It never stopped raining. As far as I know, it could still be raining there. I never touched my fishing pole. At the end of the day, we couldn’t even start a fire because everything around was dripping with water. So we huddled under dripping tents and waited for morning. I managed to catch a few minutes of sleep, but only because I was completely exhausted. The third day was just the same, but by this point, I did not remember what it meant to be warm or dry. I also stopped noticing the world around me. While we walked only my feet, puddles and mud existed. I trudged forward all day, not thinking or caring where I went. I just followed the trail. One of the other guys had taken over the leadership role, mainly because his tent had not been melted by the fire and he was able to sleep. We walked until dark, not wanting to stop. I sat with my back against a giant pine tree and closed my eyes. I sat there as water ran down my nose, down my back, down my legs, until it started getting light again. 


The third day started out the same way. The rain kept coming, but I hardly noticed. Again I trudged forward, following the boy in front of me. We stopped to snack on granola bars and trail mix just after noon and the most incredible thing happened. For a moment, the cloud cover broke, the rain stopped and the sunlight rushed through. I unshouldered my pack and stood with my arms outstretched, trying to catch as many rays as possible. Warmth surged through my body and revived my spirit. It was glorious. Never before and never since have I loved the feel of sunlight on my skin so much. The pine needles on the trees sparkled with captured drops of life. I noticed the beauty of the world around me, and then I remembered how much I wanted to be home. I bathed in the moment, then the clouds filled in the breach in their cover and the rain started again. Because of our misery, we had spent our whole days marching and had covered twice as much ground as planned. We covered the last few miles of trail quickly and drove straight home. 


Heidi was like that moment of sunshine surrounded by rain. She woke me up from my drudgery slumber and reminded me of what I wanted.


That was my last thought before the sun finally said its goodnight to this part of the world and slipped out of view. As darkness fell, I realized how tired I was and laid myself down on the warm, soft sand and fell asleep.

Chapter 9


I woke up with a mouth full of sand. The first light of dawn cast just enough light to remind me where I was. Somehow, I had slept through the night on that beach. My neck was stiff, my leg ached and I shivered in the cool breeze. My business suit was wrinkled and ruined by millions of grains of white sand. I never liked wearing that suit, anyway.


I stumbled back toward my suite in the hotel. As I crawled down the hatch and walked a bit, my leg loosened and the pain subsided. Aunt Betsy welcomed me and I noticed the clock. 6:00 am. I showered and put on some slacks and a green shirt. It reminded me of Heidi’s eyes. Immediately, I started planning some way to spend time with her. I looked at my planner. The whole day was booked with meetings and none of them with Heidi, so I thought I would call in sick. I grabbed my phone to call Nick. Before I could dial, it rang. 


“Thomas, it’s Sherman. One of our supply ship made it past Bing’s blockade. It was badly damaged and it’s about to pull into the marina. I’m not sure what it is loaded with, but whatever it is, we need it. Take Petrus and a security detail and check it out. And be careful.”


“I will.”


Moments later, I met Petrus and four guards in the hotel lobby. We walked past some thatched huts and through a thin band of transplanted forest before arriving at the marina. Restaurants, tackle shops and souvenir stands lined the water front. We walked between two of them and stopped at the top of a long stair case. Twenty-seven steps led down to the main dock and bluish water. 


The marina was the only part of the main island truly open to the ocean, but not entirely. It was walled in by thick titanium disguised as a pier. The titanium wall only stuck out of the water a few feet, but the wooden pier structure stood at least twenty feet above the waves. The only gap in the wall was about a hundred feet wide and could be sealed off by two giant arced arms. When sealed, they completed the perfect circle of the outer wall. When opened, they swung outward, allowing small ships passage. The marina was separated from the aquarium on the left and the fresh-water Fun Beach on the right by six-foot thick rock dikes. The dikes served as walkways to the Piers.


Inside the wall, the marina was about two hundred yards deep, and ran for a quarter-mile along the island. Several docks housed dozens of boats. Sail boats were lined up on the left side of the marina and motor boats on the right. They were all a clean white. They reflected enough light to remind me of a sunny day in a field of snow. I could barely see. 


The main dock stood in the center of the others, pointing straight past the great gate arms and out to sea. It was about thirty feet wide and two hundred feet long. Crates were scattered up and down its sides, but no boats were moored there. A sign carved on a wooden archway served as a gateway to the main dock.


Welcome aboard the Grimy Hand.


We walked under the sign and on to the wooden planks. They were rough and unfinished – not for bare feet. The air on the dock smelled just a bit more refreshing and a bit staler than the fake beaches; in short, more like the ocean. 


The boat had just pulled through the marina passage and lined up to dock on the left side. It was not a large ship; more of a fishing boat than a freighter. It had several holes in the hull, just above the water line. The windows were all broken and the engine was smoking.


“Was do ve have here?” asked Petrus rhetorically as a man jumped off the boat and onto the dock. He never looked at Petrus, just examined his damaged ship.


“What we have is a busted up ship full of imported beverages. My boat is ruined.”


“We’re just glad you are okay,” I said. “My name is Thomas Carver.”


“I’m the captain of this ship, and I want the damage paid for in full.”


“We will take care of everything, Mr…. I’m sorry I didn’t get your name.”


“You will get my name when you read my bill. But I will need to discuss that with Mr. Sherman. So where is he?”


“Excuse me,” interrupted Petrus, “There vouldn’t by chance be any spritzer vater in zat boat, would there?”


“It’s full of it,” the man answered. “I don’t know if it’s still in the bottles, though. Most of the cargo was ruined.”


“Mineral Wasser!” Petrus yelled and ran past the man. He jumped on the boat and disappeared beneath the deck.


“I’ll go find Mr. Sherman,” I said.


As I turned the captain whispered, “Run, boy, it’s a trap!” 


Something in his voice convinced me he wasn’t joking, so I ran. A sharp pain shot up my leg as the wound tore open. I stumbled and fell. I looked up to see dozens of security guards pouring out of the woods, weapons drawn, ready for battle. Branson led them. 


“Get back to the Hotel, Thomas,” he said. “We’ll take care of this.”


“Take care of what?”


“The hostage situation,” he replied and pointed behind me with his machine gun. I turned around and saw a dozen heavily armed men standing on the dock. They were dressed in black from boot to beret. One of them wore a red bandana and held a gun to Petrus’s head. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Another boat was pulling in to the Marina – the Grimy Hand. It was lined with men holding guns.


“Invasion!” Branson yelled. “Hold your ground.”


Before his men could move, the man with the red bandana shot Petrus through the head. Petrus’s body fell to the dock like a soiled rag. At the same time, another of the invaders caught the boat captain with a burst of fire from his M-16. Then armageddon broke loose. The marina erupted in gunfire popcorn. Men on both sides of the fight fell as bullets cut through their bodies. Branson pulled me behind a crate. His men, at least those uninjured, had taken cover, too. 


I looked at Branson. He was smiling. “Beautiful, isn’t it.”


People were dying and, somehow, this man of endless ennui was happy. He lived for war. Like a drug, he could not be happy without it.


“Of course you wouldn’t understand. It’s the smell of blood and gunpowder. I’ve missed this.” He studied my face for a minute then realized that I really didn’t understand. “Oh well, some people just aren’t cut out for war.”


Branson’s men exchanged a volley with the invaders. Another of Branson’s men collapsed as bullets tore through his body. He twitched and then gasped. Another man was dead. Strangely, I felt nothing. I searched through my soul, but could not find a kernel of emotion. That was emptiness. Branson shook me by the shoulder. I snapped out of my state of shock and into reality. 


“I got this note tipping me off about the invasion. What do you make of it?” He handed me a wrinkled piece of yellow paper. It looked old, like something out of a pirate movie. The note was unsigned.


Branson, invasion is imminent. Consider all packages hostile. Marina, 07:00. 


“I am not sure,” I answered. “I better take it to Sherman with me.”


“Good idea. We’ll provide cover fire; you get back to the hotel and leave the fighting to the warriors. Tell Sherman the reinforcements will be here soon. Until then, barricade yourselves in the upper floors of the hotel and deactivate the elevator. Ready?”


I nodded. “What about all the other employees?”


“They were all still in their quarters and have been alerted. They should have sealed themselves below by now. The only place for this invasion to go now is up, or away.” He said the last sentence with a grin.


He yelled and his remaining men turned and fired haphazardly toward the enemy. I ran as fast as I could. I heard a shout and someone swore behind me. “Fall back!” Branson shouted. I looked over my shoulder. The Grimy Hand had reached the dock and its soldiers spilled out onto the dock and surged forward. Branson and his men retreated to the woods, then reformed and waited for the attackers. Bullets whirred overhead and kicked up dirt as I cleared the other edge of the woods and hobbled up the hotel steps.

Chapter 10


I limped up the last steps to the hotel veranda and hobbled through the door. My leg throbbed in rhythm with the popping of gunfire just down the hill. As I neared the glass doors, Sherman and Nick ran out and grabbed me. 


“Where is Petrus?” asked Sherman.


I just looked at him, unsure of what to say. I know he understood me perfectly by the way his faced dropped, like it was standing on a ladder and the rung broke.


They pulled me inside and to the elevator. The doors slid open immediately and we stepped inside. I saw my reflection in the smooth brass paneling of the elevator car. I noticed a red spot on my pant leg. My wounded leg was bleeding, again. The elevator leaped upward, and I could not hold myself on my weak leg. I crumbled to the floor. Nick and Sherman picked me up quickly and propped me between them.


We stopped at the eighteenth floor – my suite – and the doors opened to a room full of people.


“I hope you do not mind,” said Sherman. “Your suite is double timing as our refugee camp.”


I surveyed the faces in the main room. There were at least thirty people, mostly hotel staff. Heidi rushed forward and threw her arms around me. She held me tightly; I was surprised by her strength. I embraced her back and we stood there for a moment, grateful to see each other again.


“I was so worried,” she whispered in my ear.


“Me too,” I replied.


I felt a warm tear on my neck. Heidi was crying. Then I noticed my own tears.


“That wound needs to be looked after,” Nick said behind me.


Heidi abruptly pushed back from me. Her face had gone pale and her eyes ached with worry.


“Just the old wound acting up,” I said as nonchalantly as possible. It hurt – really hurt. I could feel warm blood on the back of my leg. Heidi and Nick helped me hop into the bedroom. I laid face down on the bed. I heard Nick tear my pant leg. Heidi disappeared and returned with a first aid kit.


“The stitches were torn through the skin a bit, but it doesn’t look too bad,” Nick said. “Considering the fire fight down there, receiving this little wound seems pretty lucky.”


“I know,” I said somberly. 


“It’s too bad about Petrus. He was a good man. He will be missed.”


Heidi knelt at the side of the bed and reached one of her arms out. I rested my right cheek on the bed and looked her in the eye. There were so many emotions on her face: happiness, worry, sadness and passion all rolled up together. I grabbed her hand and held it tight. 


Over her shoulder, I saw Sherman sitting on the floor. He was on the other side of the room by the window with his back against the wall. His knees were drawn up against his chest. His left hand covered his eyes, but could not hide his sobs. Tears streaked his cheeks and squeezed between his fingers.


“That wound should be covered with a bit of superglue,” Nick said. I felt something cool on my leg, and then Nick continued. “That glue must be allowed to dry before you move. Fifteen minutes, then we will pick you up and walk you around a bit, okay?”


I didn’t answer. I did not want to talk. Nick went to the bathroom and washed his hands. Then he left the bedroom. The images of what had just happened started playing over and over in my head like a twisted commercial. I just wanted it to go away. I had never seen someone murdered. It is something no one should ever witness or even hear about. People were still dying down on those docks, and I kept thinking about how it could have been me. Guilt swept over me when I recognized my selfishness.


Tears welled up in my eyes. I looked down at the blanket on the bed, as though I were examining the pattern. I just did not want to look at Heidi while I cried; it embarrassed me. 


My father was a man’s man. I only saw him cry once. That was when my brother left. My parents wanted him to go to college after graduation, but he had adventure on the mind. He said there was a world out there too big to be seen in three lifetimes. Since he only had one, he had to get started. My father tried to show him the benefits of the practical path, but it resulted in a big argument. My dad yelled at my brother, and my brother yelled at my dad. My mom tried to intervene, but they did not pay attention to her. The blood was already boiling. They kept yelling until my brother went to his room, grabbed his backpack and stormed out the door. My father went out after him, and he was no longer yelling. He begged my brother to come back, but Robert could not be dissuaded. My father came back to the house defeated. He sat down on the front steps and cried like a baby. My mother sat next to him and put her arm around him. They sat and cried together for hours.


Anyway, my dad taught me that men should not cry. That kind of rubbed off on me. I felt like less of a man; like Heidi was losing respect for me. As my own eyes cleared, though, I saw she was crying with me and I felt ridiculous for ever thinking it would be a problem. 


Nick came back into the room and wrapped my leg with a gauze strip. I got up off the bed.


“I have news of the invasion,” Nick said. “Come see for yourself.” 

Sherman pulled his hand from his teary eyes and looked out the window. I limped to the window. My leg was sore, but seemed to work fine. I saw a cloud of black smoke rise in a puff. As I got close to the window, I saw fire. I could just make out the roofs of the burning huts before. The floor blocked my view of the rest of the island. Sherman got up, wiped his eyes and said, “Come with me.” 


Heidi, Nick and I followed Sherman to the elevator. He activated it for his voice commands only and then opened the door. We rode the elevator to the roof. The roof was flat, with a helicopter pad. Sherman jogged to the wall and leaned over. We followed and did likewise. From the roof, I could make out the whole scene.


All the huts around the marina burned. A few mercenaries worked their way around the island in each direction, spreading the flame as they went. A few dark spots remained on the dock. The Grimy Hand had turned itself and had backed into the dock, ready to speed away at any moment. Two of the black clad soldiers stood guard at the dock gateway. 


Dozens of dark figures maneuvered between trees in the forest, inching their way forward. I saw Branson and what must have been the remainder of his forces. He had about ten men with him. They were on the veranda, hiding behind the marble railings and overturned tables. From above, the veranda looked like a fortune cookie, with a grand stair case rising up to the center point. Branson and two other guards had taken shelter at the top of the stairs behind the overturned salad bar. Lettuce, cherry tomatoes and croutons lay scattered down the white marble steps. The other soldiers were scattered along the marble veranda railing.


Branson had the high ground, now. The black clad soldiers charged out of the woods toward the stairs, only to be cut down by a barrage of machine-gun fire. The invading forces quickly retreated from their first assault, but left three bodies to bleed on the sculpted gardens.


The invaders dug in. Thirty of them formed a line, to ensure that Branson stayed put. The rest spread out across the island, probably searching for another way in. Thinking back on the passageways I had used, I knew they would not be found. To maintain the authentic island feel, Sherman had cleverly disguised every entrance to the under works. The mercenaries gave up after an hour. In their frustration, they burned the remaining thatched huts. A black ring of soot and ash circled the island. In his quest to build the perfect vacation island, Sherman had inadvertently built a fortress. 


One of the island guards got up and talked to Branson. They turned and looked up at us on the roof. The guard entered the hotel and we heard the elevator rumbling downward. 


“How did he activate the elevator?” Sherman asked with a confused look.


I did not know how to answer.


Moments later, the elevator doors opened and the guard stepped out and looked nervously at Sherman.


“Mr. Sherman, under Article 4, section 18 of the Island Constitution, which reads, ‘In time of imminent danger, the Secretary of Island Security is empowered to take whatever actions deemed necessary for the defense of the island by the Secretary of Island Security and his chief aides,’ Secretary Branson has seized control of the island and requests that you vacate this rooftop and return to the eighteenth floor.”


“I will not,” Sherman said resolutely.


“You will comply with the Secretary’s requests or he will relieve you of your position as President of the Island and Defender of the Realm, as defined in Article 4, Section 19 which reads ‘Failure by any citizen or official to comply with the commands of the Secretary of Island Security in a time of imminent danger shall yield said citizen or official subject to marshal law which shall be enforced swiftly and without bias by the Secretary of Island Security.’ Again, the Secretary most politely requests your cooperation.”


“Branson can come up here himself and escort me off this roof if he wants me gone so much,” Sherman said. His face was red and veins were bulging all over his head. A light froth built up in the corner of his mouth as he spoke. “I am the President and I will not take orders from you. I wrote that constitution and if Branson wants to play coup d’etat, he is welcome to try.”


“Listen, sir,” said the soldier, obviously frightened and a bit frustrated. His policy façade dropped. “I need this rooftop to snipe and once I start shooting, they are going to shoot back. You won’t want to be here when the bullets start popping over that railing like brimstone from hell, so just go back to the eighteenth floor. Okay?”


“Your request would have been followed the first time,” said Nick, “If it had been explained that way.”


We hustled back to the elevator. The doors slid shut just after the sniper cracked off his first shot.


When they opened again to my suite, I noticed a peculiar sound. It sounded like a small rock ricocheting off a windshield, but hundreds of time. 


“I am glad I put in those bulletproof windows,” said Sherman. His mood seemed a bit brighter than moments before. He was please with his island. “I just wanted something weather proof. They cost me a fortune, and I never expected them to deflect bullets. I am glad we are safe, at any rate.”


I realized we were safe, but there was something unnerving about the sound. Apparently, I was not alone in this thought, as the other people in the room had moved to the other side of the suite. They sat nervously, quietly on whatever furniture they had dragged over to the safer side of the suite. All the luxury and the modern amenities that filled the suite were useless now. No one noticed the polished floors or the velvet chairs. The hot tub was covered. The entertainment center sat quiet. Even the lights were off. Not that they were broken; they just were not important at that moment. Most of the people stared silently at the floor. Some gazed out the window nervously. They wanted only one thing: peace. And no grandeur, gizmo or gimmick could give that to them. That was, I guess, the irony of the island. Everything was provided for, except the one thing the people really wanted. 


Heidi and I took a seat on a sofa. I put my arm around her and she rested her head on my chest.

We sat there for hours, never speaking, never moving, just waiting for an end to the fighting. Darkness set on the Pacific and I fell asleep to the sound of guns firing and bullets ricocheting off glass.

Chapter 11



Something, I was not sure what, woke me just as the sun’s vanguard charged over the eastern horizon. The whole world seemed to glow red in the sunrise. It was quiet; that seemed eerily unusual. I stood up, gently lowering Heidi down onto the sofa cushion. Sherman stood in front of the window that overlooked the marina. He held a pair of binoculars. Everyone else was asleep. I walked over to the window and stood next to Sherman. 


His hands shook and his eyes shifted nervously. I got the impression that the man was cracking. His island had withstood the attack, so far, but more damage had been inflicted than could ever be repaired. All the buildings other than the hotel had been burned. Sherman’s dream smoldered in heaps of blackened palm leaves.

Sherman gave me a glance, and then pointed toward one of the outer islands. It was the island I had slept on the night before. A small ship rested at each of its docks, but the island and the ships showed no sign of movement. He handed me the binoculars and I looked at the island through them. The hatch was open. I lowered the binoculars and looked at Sherman. He mouthed the words, “My mercenaries.”

I looked back down at the Marina. The Grimy Hand was still moored at the main dock. The invaders still held the same position as the night before. 

Gunfire erupted again, this time it was much louder. Mercenaries popped out of secret hatches all over the island and started shooting the black-clad invaders. The remaining invaders raced back toward the marina as our mercenaries poured out of those holes like angry ants. As the enemy retreated, they were cut down in rows. A dozen or so – including the man with the red bandana made it back to the Grimy Hand before it sped off and left the marina. Its main guns fired off a couple of shots as it left, tearing the pier to pieces. The island was in shambles, but the invasion had been repelled. We had won! A jolt of adrenaline rushed through my body. For a moment I forgot about the death and destruction and relished the victory.

Sherman and I woke the others and told them the good news. They seemed relieved, but not as excited as a victorious team should have been. Then I remembered their faces the day before. They were happy to be alive, that was all.

Nick, Heidi, Sherman and I were the first into the elevator. We reached the lobby and found it intact. Outside on the veranda, Branson and his men sat resting on their guns. There were only five of them left. Branson’s face was caked with blood, but he looked just a bit beyond satisfied, like fat man who ate too much turkey on Thanksgiving and just needs a nap. He grinned and said nothing.

Another man walked up the main staircase to the veranda and approached Sherman. He was an old man – at least seventy. His face was chubby and wrinkled. A pot belly hung over his belt, stretching his camouflaged t-shirt. He hardly looked like a soldier of fortune, but his hands were thick and calloused and his boots were immaculately shiny.

“Colonel Donovan Trail of Guns n’ Razors reporting for duty, sir!” he said as he saluted. 

******


By nightfall the island was back in some state of order. The fires were out and the soldiers had erected barricades from the rubble and ash. Sherman, Nick, Branson, Trail and I sat around the boardroom table in Sherman’s office. The table top was a polished granite trapezoid. It was four sided, with Sherman’s seat positioned at the head, the side just long enough for Sherman to sit alone. The other three sides were long enough for three chairs each. I sat on Sherman’s right, with Nick next to me. Branson and Trail sat opposite us on Sherman’s left. Sherman always arranged things that way. Every action was a display of power and an exercise in supremacy.


This island was a sort of anti-Camelot. King Arthur used the symbol of the round table to show that each of his knights was his equal. Sherman used his table to create his hierarchy of preference.

Branson presented his plans for a counter-offensive. He called for a small force to board the Grimy Hand, capture it and use it to sink the Bingland. 

“The preparations for the offensive have been made, but we need to secure the island,” Branson said. “Bing will be back. My man on the inside has informed me that Bing has at least five hundred hired guns.”


“What do we need to do?” asked Sherman.


“We can’t fight a war while we’re worrying about civilians. We need to evacuate the island.”


“How?” I asked. “Bing won’t let any ships past. It would be too risky.”


“You’re right,” Sherman said. “We need a diversion.”


“Mr. Sherman,” Trail cut in, “We can provide a diversion.”


“Have anything in mind?”


“We’ve been playing around with a new invasion technique. It’s kind a’ like an aerial drop, but faster. I could explain it, but showin’ you’d be funner.”


We followed Trail to the marina. The two ships that were docked at the outer island during the fight were now at the main dock. They were identical. The boats were about fifty feet long and 15 feet wide with large machine guns mounted on the bow and stern. 

His men had built a cannon on the ashes of the restaurant above the marina. The ash gray barrel was about fifty feet long and ten feet around at the base. It was bolted directly to the titanium island infrastructure. They had also unloaded several large crates.


“I call it the Mannon,” Trail said. “It’s like a cannon, but it shoots a man instead of a ball. So it’s Man plus cannon, or Mannon.” He seemed amused by the name and started laughing. He laughed for a few seconds. Realizing he was the only one laughing, he coasted to a stop and wiped a tear from his eye.


“Could’a given me a courtesy laugh, at least,” he mumbled. From the look on his face, his feelings were really hurt. He signaled his men who cracked open one of the crates. The object inside looked like a seven-foot bullet. One of the men turned a knob and it popped open. It was filled with a foam liner with an imprint of a human form, split in two.


“That is the ammo. A man rides inside. The foam helps him not get crushed by the intense acceleration of being shot out of a giant gun.”


“What about landing? Do you just… crash?” Branson asked.


“Well, the shell crashes, but the man is ejected at the apex. Then he uses his special flight suit to coast to a smooth landing. No parachute required.” One of his men wore the suite. It had large flaps connecting the arms to the body and another flap zipped together to connect the legs. 


“Has it been used before?” Nick asked cynically.


“No.” Trail said. “But every weapon needs to be tested sometime. Besides, I’m so confident that I’ll be the first lab monkey – so to say.”


“Alright, so what is your plan?”


“We coordinate the whole shebang,” Trail answered. “We use the Mannon as the initial distraction. We can fire all twenty shells in about five minutes with the automatic fire setting. The airborne soldiers attack the Bingland in a paratrooper-style invasion. It will be a volunteer force, because of the danger involved. We’ll land on the deck and secure the bridge.


“The attack should keep the Bingland crew busy and it would certainly draw the attention of the Grimy Hand. We won’t be able to hold off Bing’s whole army, though, so the boats need to make a swift getaway with the civvies.”


“Bing’s Mercs aren’t stupid. They will chase those boats.”



“Right. That’s what we want. It will give us a chance to invade. We take eighty men on my combat cruisers and slip in behind the Bingland and the Grimy Hand. If we do it fast enough, they won’t notice until it’s too late. We’ll board the ship and make them fight. In the mean time, the civvies get away.


“We’ll also still have a hundred men to defend the island.”

“No,” I said. “It’s too dangerous.”


“You are wrong, Thomas,” Sherman said. “The plan is perfect. Bing would never sink any ship leaving this island until he was sure the head was not on board. He would not take the risk of losing it. We will go with it as soon as everyone is in place.


“Thomas, let the employees know that they need to pack their things and be on the boats by twenty-three hundred hours. Meet me in my quarters when you are done.”


I split the task with Nick. He passed the word below deck and I informed those still in the hotel, then took the elevator to the nineteenth floor.


When the doors opened, I saw Sherman sitting on a leather sofa with his feet on a stool. He stared at a blank wall where the Head had previously stood.


“Where’s the head?” I asked.


“It is safe. I hid it where Bing will not find it. Not until I am dead, at least.”


I remembered again how ridiculous the whole war was, to be fought over a wooden head. It irritated me and I did not want to be around Sherman any longer. 


“What did you want to see me about?” I asked impatiently.


“I never told anyone how I discovered Infusion. I think you have earned my trust, Thomas.”


“I don’t have time for stories right now, Sherman. I have to get the employees off the island. I thought I would go with them.”


Sherman looked hurt. “But you promised me you would stand by me,” he started to look more afraid than ever. “I still need you here. If you are a man of your word, you will stay.”



At that moment, I hated him for manipulating me. He knew I would not break my oath and he used it against me.


“Actually, I had hoped you would let me go, but I will honor my promise.”


“Good, that is why I need you. Trust can not be bought, but it can be rewarded. I have not been as generous with you as I should have been, monetarily I mean. You deserve untold riches and fortune, so now I will give it to you. Up to this moment, I alone held the key to the future of energy on earth. Now I give it to you.”


I was infuriated that Sherman would not release me from my pledge to him, but my curiosity overcame me and I listened.


“A few years before you met me, I was working in a market research call center in Seattle. I called people and interrupted dinner to conduct surveys. People hated me and I knew it. I would have hated me, too. The work was lousy to begin with. Things got worse. A couple months after I started, my team was told that a new supervisor had been hired. You can imagine my anger and frustration when that new supervisor was Bing. I had not seen him for years, but I still hated him. Worse, he still hated me. He told me if I did not give him the head, he would make my life miserable. I refused and before he could punish my refusal, I quit and left for good. 


“On the way home, I got caught in a traffic jam. After a few minutes of stop-and-go on the interstate, I started yelling and cursing. Just as things started clearing up and traffic started moving, a rusty green pick-up truck cut me off. I slammed on my brakes, just missing his tail end. My last inhibition snapped. I squealed the tires on my Corolla and chased that truck. I honked my horn and flashed my lights while riding his bumper. He zigged and zagged through traffic, but I followed his every move. I followed him for about an hour before he changed lanes too quickly and crashed into a concrete barrier. 


“My rage quickly dissipated as dread overcame me. I stopped, fearing the man had been killed in the accident. As I walked up to the wreck, he jumped out of the truck with a smile on his face.



“’That was brilliant driving,’ he said. ‘My name is Johnson and I want you to work for me.’


“Without so much as asking about him or the job I agreed. He left his wrecked truck on the side of the road, telling me that it would be fine right there. Johnson turned out to be the head of the Trans-American Automobile Traffic Agency. You have never heard of it, of course, because no one has, other than a few bureaucrats. I had never heard of it either, and Johnson told me why. After World War 2, Americans turned the war machine into a production frenzy. The result was mass-produced wares at the lowest prices ever. Cars were finally available to everyone. Government officials became concerned that the roadways in America would not be able to hold all the cars. So they formed an agency to collect information on traffic behaviors. It draws funding from a dozen different parent agencies. In 1955, the TAATA submitted its findings in what would be its final report. At that point, it should have been dissolved, but it was overlooked. 

“It was not set up as a top secret organization. In fact, all the documents and records of the agency are readily available to the public. The reason it remains a secret is that it is so buried in bureaucracy. If I were to diagram the TAATA and its parent bureaucracies up to the legislative and executive branches of the Federal Government, the diagram would cover the entire floor of this suite, so I will spare you. It suffices me to say that it will never be discovered. 


“Anyway, for the past fifty years, the agency has done nothing but perpetuate itself, much like all other bureaucracies. Unfortunately, that means annoying the common citizen. TAATA causes traffic slowdowns, accidents, gridlock and they mess up traffic signal coordination. Basically, ninety-five percent of traffic problems are caused by this bureaucratic anomaly. TAATA has agents working in every major city in America, except Los Angeles. They found that Southern Californians caused enough accidents on their own, so the agents were pulled out of the area.


“I was hired as an interstate agent. I drove around all day cutting people off. Sometimes I caused accidents, but usually just inflicted a slowdown, or slinky as we called it at TAATA.


“I loved my work. It was fun and the pay was decent. Plus, we had great benefits.  


“After a few months, I impressed Johnson with my driving skills and work ethic and he sent me to open a new office in Boise, Idaho. It would be a one man operation, which meant long, lonely hours, but as Johnson said, ‘The good people of Idaho have not been blessed with our trials of patience. It is your duty to take traffic problems to the people. Drive like mad!’


“So I opened a garage and office in Idaho. Because I worked alone, I had to perform mechanic duties along with my other managerial and field duties. I soon found there just was not enough time in the day. To better accommodate my busy schedule, I stopped cleaning the garage. Before long, the sawdust I used to soak up the grease and oil spills started piling up. In addition, one of the water pipes leaked. The net result was a soggy bog on the garage floor.


“One afternoon I was working on the rusted out station wagon I had been issued as my work vehicle. I scraped some rust off the muffler. The flakes fell into the grease-sawdust bog and started fizzling. After a moment, the bog started steaming. I ran for cover. I ducked through the office door just as the whole bog went up in flames. The flames were really just a flash, like unpacked gunpowder. After the flash, I went back to the garage to survey the damage. All that remained of the bog was a crystal powder. It was not hot, but it burned my fingers when I touched it. I soon found out that If I put a grain of that powder into a glass of water, it would boil until the water was evaporated, leaving the crystal powder at the bottom. 



“I was no physicist but I recognized the potential of the product. I scooped up as much as I could and put it in bags. All the while, the pipe continued to drip. Each drop that hit the powder burst into flames. I was never able to duplicate the initial explosion, but I had enough of the substance, which I name Infusion, to provide power to the world ten times over.


“Most of that powder is still in that garage, and here is the key. I’m the only one who ever knew where that garage was, because I had to keep it a secret – even from Johnson. Now the key is yours. When you get back to the mainland, you can become just as rich as you want.”


He handed me a business card. It bore a crest with TAATA below it. It also had an address in Boise, Idaho.


I was a bit astonished by the story. Sherman’s success was all founded on a lucky accident. All of his pomp and power was founded in his sloppiness. The feeling that overpowered my astonishment was the trust Sherman had instilled in me. A few minutes earlier, I wanted to storm off and leave that island forever. But by trusting me with his story, Sherman flattered me back under his control. This ability made Sherman a dangerous man, but as so often happens, my pride overpowered my intellect and I followed Sherman like a mindless lemming. After all, Sherman trusted me more than anyone else. That meant something.


I recommitted myself to follow through with my pledge to stand by Sherman. I did not really understand why I did; it just seemed like the natural course to follow. The current was pulling me toward Sherman.

Chapter 12


“Welcome home, Mr. Carver,” chimed Aunt Betsy. I stepped out of the elevator into my cavernous home. I had been so busy since arriving on the island that I hadn’t noticed how empty the room felt. And the last time I was here, it was full of cowering refugees. For the first time it seemed to try to impress me. It was fully furnished and professionally decorated. Each item was of the highest quality. The view was spectacular from any room, even the bathroom. It had high ceiling with bright chandeliers which bounced starlight off marble floors. 


“This is luxury,” I thought, but somehow, it all seemed hollow, like a dream that was too ridiculous to be true. I knew it was home in my mind, but never felt it. At least it was quiet. 


Mercenaries constantly marched around the island. The metal infrastructure carried their rhythmic cadence to every corner of the tiny island. But somehow, the hotel seemed to be detached from the pulsing march of war, and for the first time in what felt like years, I felt a semblance of peace.


I kicked off my shoes, leaving them where they fell, and plopped onto the couch. My leg throbbed dully, not quite hurting, but not comfortable either. My mind was still busy processing the death and destruction I had witnessed.

“War: such a terrible word. How has it come to this,” I thought. I could hardly believe it. I considered myself a peaceful person, but after meeting Bing at the peace talks, and seeing the bloodlust in Sherman’s eyes, I understood that there could be no compromise. Bing was a lunatic with power and would continue his idiotic crusade until either he or Sherman were ruined.

My mind started to lose its focus. I remembered my fight with Tank, my date with Heidi. Somehow, all the pain and hatred of high school had been sweetened by the time spent with her. If only things could be simpler: normal.

“You have a visitor, Mr. Carver,” said Aunt Betsy. “Miss Carter to see you.”

I jumped to my feet. I was sure Heidi would help ease my mind. She did the opposite.

****

 “Sherman is out of his mind,” Heidi said. “This whole war with Bing is stupid, and you know it.”

I had just told her I was going to stay. She was not happy about it. Her cheeks were bright red and there seemed to be a small fire behind her eyes. 

“Do I? He’s just trying to protect his investment,” I said.  “I-I mean…”

“That’s a load of crap. Sherman doesn’t care about money or he never would have built this. It’s a money pit. You can’t see that because Sherman’s got you wrapped around his pinky finger. He was a great man, but all of this has broken him.”

“How can you… I can’t believe you’re saying this. The man has been like a father to me. He took me in, gave me a job—“

“And now he’s going to get you killed. How fatherly!”

“I told him I would stick this out with him, and that’s what I’m going to do. If I die, at least I know I gave my life for a friend.”

“A friend? He asked you to die for nothing. What kind of friend would ask something like that? He’s not your friend; he’s a crazy old man.”

 “You know that’s not true,” I realized I was yelling, but couldn’t seem to control my volume. “I can’t abandon Sherman. He needs me!”

“Tom, I need you, too!” Heidi said, paused, then in a quieted tone: “I need you, because I love you. But, I need to know, what do you need?”

It was the most difficult question I have ever been asked. I could only stare, not knowing how to answer. The words “I love you” had hit me like a foot in the stomach and I could only manage to breathe. I had no idea Heidi felt that way. After all, we had only been together for a few days. 

I was having difficulty processing the words, but even more puzzling to me were her eyes. I had never seen them so full before. They seemed to reach out across the space between us and grab me. They were happy and sad, independent and needy, stalwart and afraid, all at the same time.

I would never have thought eyes could express so much and then, they expressed more. They filled with tears. Each tear seemed to steal something from her eye before escaping down her cheek with the loot. All I could do was stare because, at that moment, I couldn’t think of anything else.

“I need to, uh, go,” she said, sniffing and wiping her eyes. “The last boat is leaving.” 

I just stared. I stared while she grabbed her purse and walked across the room to the elevator. I stared at her while she pressed the button and waited. It seemed to me that an eternity came and went before the ring of the elevator chime broke the infinite silence. The doors slid closed leaving me staring at my own blurred reflection in the polished brass. 

I do not know how long I stared; my body just would not move. 

*******

When Heidi left, I thought I would never see her again. I had been given a second chance and had watched it pass. Most people never get a first chance at something that good, and I blew two.

She asked me what I wanted – needed – and I was not sure. I wanted to keep my promise to Sherman, but what if it cost me my life? I certainly liked Heidi, but did I love her? I just could not answer those questions.

I needed some fresh air, so I left the hotel. 

Everything was different that night. I walked around on the beach, looking for condolence, but found none. The stars stopped twinkling. The marble floors seemed rough and cold. Even the rhythmic pounding of the waves on the beach had been halted. I had never noticed how much loneliness can skew a perspective. I felt like I was looking at the world through double tinted sunglasses. It was a delusion of darkness, and although my mind knew the day would bring new light, my heart feared the night would never end.


My walk around the beach eventually led me back to the marina. The last boat was pulling out of the harbor with Heidi on board. The marina was now completely empty, except for a row-boat, not quite a dingy. Apart from the mercenaries, only Sherman, Nick, Branson and I remained on the island. The lights were all out, at least those that were not destroyed during the invasion. The island suddenly felt enormous and empty. For a moment, it almost felt like I was alone in a church. I raised my eyes to the sky and said a quiet prayer for everyone trying to escape on those boats. Then I said another for Heidi.


I heard the first blast from the Mannon behind me, then cheers. Before the cheers could stop, I heard a second boom. Blast after blast launched pieces of Sherman’s army toward victory or doom. The decision of which destination they reached was not up to any of us. Fate would decide. After a few long minutes, the Mannon stopped firing. The silence that rushed in to fill the void of noise revealed the heavy beating of my heart. It pounded my chest and rang in my ears. Heidi’s life depended on those mercenaries. 


Someone rested a hand on my shoulder. I turned to find Sherman standing behind me. He looked just as worried as I felt. He held a walkie-talkie in his other hand. Without speaking, he reached down and turned up the volume.


I heard Trail’s voice first.


“The whale has taken the bait…. Advise on status of sharks…. Over.”


“Sharks are prowling…,” crackled another voice. “Seal is moving to net…. Feeding frenzy inevitable…. Over.” 


“Harpoon set to capture whale…,” Trail said. “Get ‘em boys. Yeehaw!”


Static followed. Minutes passed while Sherman and I bent our every resource on listening for any sign or news of the battle. On the horizon, flashes of light marked explosions; seconds later came the thunder.


“The Tuna have slipped the net…,” Came a third voice over the radio. “Repeat, the School of Tuna is at safe at sea…. Over.”


I let out a deep sigh of relief. So did Sherman. Heidi and the rest of the staff were safe. Still, we could not quite relax as we had no news of the assault. 


“Fall back,” the yell, clearly Trail’s, came across the airwaves. “Repeat, Operation Ocean Mists achieved, Objective Deep Sea Fishing not feasible…. Fall ba….”


I heard gunfire and yelling gurgling and popping through the speaker, but Trail never finished the sentence.


Instead, I heard another voice that sent chills through my body – it was Bing.


“Nice try, Sherman. I guess I was just one step ahead. I knew about your invasion all along. You aren’t the only one with a man on the inside. Now your army is dead. Sorry, friend.”


Sherman dropped the radio. His hands shook and even in the dim moonlight, I could see the look of horror on his face. 


“It’s my move now,” Bing continued. The small speaker in the radio carried his voice and stirred up a cloud of ash – the remains of the souvenir stand. “I’ll come for you at first dawn.”


Sherman and I stood there speechless. Bing taunted and boasted for a few minutes, then grew tired. The static that followed seemed peaceful and serene compared to the voice of death we had just heard. Again it was silent and the island felt empty, like a morgue waiting to be filled with the dead.


After a short eternity, Sherman picked up the radio and hurled it into the now placid waters of the marina. He watched the ripples lap up against the moorings, then turned and walked back toward the hotel. I found a crate and sat. Heidi was safe, and that mattered more than anything else – to me, at least. But I realized that I was stranded on that island. Bing and his soldiers would be invading in a few hours. I knew Bing was out of his mind. He would kill me, Nick and Sherman if he got the chance. And he would not stop until he got that chance. The head didn’t matter any more. Maybe it never had. He wanted to express his hatred in the only way possible: destruction. There was only one way off the island, now, but that row boat would not take me far.

A few days earlier, beautiful boats with bleached white sails had lined the docks. Now those docks were stained with blood and the marina was almost empty. Only a simple rowboat remained, tied loosely to the mooring. It seemed to mock me for being foolish enough to stay here. I knew all along the assault would fail. Then one thought left into the front of my mind and anchored itself tightly. At that moment, I could have been on that boat with Heidi, celebrating escape, but I was sitting alone dreading my own demise. Tears rolled down my cheeks and for a moment, I wept. 

***


“I will be carried away by that boat,” Nick said, joining me on the dock. “Your company would be welcomed.”


“No thanks,” I paused. “No offense, but I think you are nuts to try it. You will never get back to the mainland with that.”


“Your hesitation is understood, if not shared. Farewell.”


He extended his hand in a gesture of friendship, but I spoke before I shook it.


“Nick, I never had a chance to thank you for pulling me out of the ocean.”


“You were pulled out of the sea by my hand, but it was by another hand that your life was saved.”


“What do you mean?”


“Your arrival was awaited by many, but by none more than Heidi. Such an excited person had never been seen before. When you were delayed, she was plagued by a horrific feeling. In a blur, I was being dragged aboard the Grimy Hand. The captain was guided by her instruction. Somehow, she knew right where you would be found. That is real love. You are a lucky man.”


“Was a lucky man. We didn’t part under the best of circumstances. I think I lost her for good.”


“There was never a problem between a man and a woman that couldn’t be solved with flowers, groveling and a true display of love.


“I hope you don’t mind me slipping out of character for a minute,” Nick said. “But, it was my fault your helicopter was shot down anyway. I leaked the information on your flight plans. I’m an informant.”


“What?” I was caught completely off guard. He stared at me while my mind churned. The façade had dropped and I saw who Nick was. “It was you? The spy?”


“It was.”


“You son of a….” 


I jumped up ran at him. He side stepped my charge and pushed me to the ground. He pinned my arm behind my back. I yelled and struggled, but he just twisted my arm a bit more and the pain silenced me. He let up a bit and I yelled again.


“You started this war, you traitor. I will get you and Bing if it’s the last thing I do.” I screamed as he wrenched my arm.


“Before you get yourself killed trying to kill me there are a few things you should know. First, I didn’t start any war. I didn’t kill anyone, either. Bing and Sherman started this. They were on a suicide course long before I met them. Sooner or later they would have killed each other, anyway. I just leveled the playing field and let them loose. Second, I have never worked for Sherman or Bing, although they both thought I was their pawn. I am a mercenary, of sorts. I was hired by a conglomerate of oil magnates who wanted Sherman out of the way. They wanted me to assassinate him, but that’s just not my style. I exploit the flaws of others, and then give them what they want most. Bing wanted nothing more than to kill Sherman. It was never about that hideous head, like Sherman thinks. Bing is driven only by hate. Sherman is no different. He hates Bing more than anything else. The head was a justification.” He let me up and as I turned around, he said. “You know I’m right.” 


“That doesn’t make what you did right. People died because of you.”


“I never pulled a trigger or threw a punch. I just passed on information.”


“People died because of it! It is your fault.”


“I don’t feel guilty, I just did my job. I do feel bad about the attack on your helicopter. It was uncalled for, and that is why I rescued you. My part is done, now I can go back to my life. You are a good man, Thomas--not like the rest of us. You should get out while you can. Sherman and Bing won’t last through another day. Tomorrow, Bing will sink this island. Come with me, and then you can go find Heidi and start living.”


As I stared at him, my anger abated. It was too late, now. I knew he was right – about everything.


“Last chance,” he waited a bit, but I shook my head. “Well, that boat needs to be rowed out to sea and between you and me, it just wouldn’t be right, leaving it here all alone.

“Well it has to be done. Goodbye.”


With that, he untied the boat and rowed slowly out of sight. Soon he was gone and so was the last boat off the island. I was stuck. I started thinking, again. Somehow, I felt this adventure was nearing its close, but I had no idea how it would end.


I stood up to walk back to the hotel. My leg was stiff, but the pain hadn’t bothered me all day. I limped back to my suite, took a shower and went to sleep in my bed.

Chapter 13


I was up long before sunrise. Somehow, when I woke up I felt at peace. I knew another invasion was coming and I could very well die. Still, I felt some hope and I could not figure out why. I went for a short walk on the Fun Beach to stretch out my leg. A platoon of soldiers continued its march from the night before.


Despite the reopening of my wound two days earlier, my leg finally felt strong. I did not feel like running, but walking was not as difficult. This added to my feeling of peace and joy. Everything would work out. I just had to figure out how to get off that island. The boats were all gone. The helicopter had been shot down. Unless there was a submarine hidden away somewhere, I was stuck. Something sparked in my brain and I remembered something from the plans for the island. One of the outer islands was left nearly hollow and had a garage door sized sliding hatch. Sherman had not officially designated it for any specific purpose, but I had a hunch he had stashed a submarine in that island. Unfortunately, I couldn’t remember which island. 

Then the first shell hit the island a few hundred feet from me. It sent a fireball into the sky as a blast of air knocked me over. More explosions followed. They seemed to be all around me. I felt warm air blow over my as I lay face down with my head in my hands. Each explosion showered me with sand. I do not know how long the explosions continued, but when they stopped my body shook with adrenaline and my ears were ringing. I jumped up and started running. Instinctively, I ran for the hotel. Above me, I saw the weather shell sliding into place. Each shard crept quickly upward. As I ran, my leg felt and seemed to work fine. The shell was locked in place before I reached the steps. Sherman’s mercenaries ran out of the hotel as I climbed the staircase to the veranda. I turned around and surveyed the island below me. Empty rubber rafts were piled up against the sea wall. Invading forces swam through the waters of the aquarium on the left and the Fun Beach on the right. There were hundreds of them. Sherman’s mercenaries scrambled to counter this flanking maneuver, but as they did so, a frontal assault came by way of the marina. Bing’s battleship floated just outside the mouth of the marina, guns pointed straight at the hotel. One of Trail’s ships sped into the harbor. Bing’s invasion was underway. The Grimy Hand was not in sight. I stepped into the lobby. Branson met me. I noticed a sparkle in his eye, just like he had the last time he shot somebody.

“I was beginning to think you had run off with that coward Nick. Maybe you aren’t as weak as I thought. Now get below,” he ordered.

“Where’s Sherman?” I asked.

“He’s below in the maintenance area. Now get down there before you get shot.”

I was not about to argue with Branson while he had that bloodlust look in his eye so I moved toward the elevator. Before I could push the button, the doors opened. Sherman was in the elevator with two guards. 

“Get in,” he said.

I complied, but was surprised when the elevator did not move.

“Branson wants us below, Thomas,” Sherman said. “But I will be a cockroach before I cower down there while Bing takes my island. I still have some surprises in store for him.”

He accessed the security access panel and said, “Zero-Zero-Zero-One. Submarine Bay.”


“Access denied,” Chimed Aunt Betsy. “Your access authority has been overridden.”


The speaker crackled and popped and we heard Bing’s voice.


“You see, Sherman,” he said, “I own you now. There will be no escape for any of you. My hackers have control of the island and I’m waiting for you.”


The lights went out in the elevator and we stood there in the pitch black for several minutes. Suddenly, the elevator car surged. I felt a wave of panic sweep through me as I imagined us plummeting down the shaft, but then realized we were going up. We slowed to a stop, and then the elevator moved sideways. We were going to the roof. Moments later, the elevator stopped on the roof and the doors opened. Sherman’s guards jumped from the darkness into the blinding daylight. Sherman and I followed. 

As my eyes adjusted, I first noticed a helicopter 200 feet away perched on the landing pad. Its blades whirred slowly. My first thoughts were that this would be our escape until I noticed the men standing between us and it. Bing and the same four henchmen that had joined us for the peace talks stood with lowered guns and smirks on their faces. Now they wore cacky military fatigues and body armor. Bing wore the same thing, but he looked a bit more comical, almost like a boy playing in his father’s clothes. 


Sherman’s guards lowered their guns. Then we stood silent, staring. Below us grenades exploded and gun chatted back and forth like a hundred woodpeckers on hollow logs. The smoke filled the stale air and stung the eyes. The sun struggled to pierce the blackness, the burning, but managed only a dull disc. What had seemed like blinding light after the dark elevator was really just dreary. 

The standoff held until the helicopter motor had silenced. “Give me the head, Sherman,” Bing shouted. 

“It won’t happen,” Sherman answered. There seemed to be a dull quality to his normally reverberating voice, like he was talking through a pillow. 

“Then I will take it.”

“You won’t do that, either, Bing.”

“You hardly seem to be in a position to tell me what I can and can not do. I have control of this island. Right now, my army is finishing off the last of your mercenaries. You just can not win. I shot down your helicopter; you did nothing. I bombarded your island with sewage; you asked for peace talks. I went to the peace talks; I stole your boat. You attacked my boats; I killed your men. I invaded; you lost. Now give me the head.”

“I wish I could, but while you were busy winning, I shipped the head off to the mainland.”

“You did not. No boats slipped past me. You are lying.”

“Where do you think the island staff is? What about all the boats? Did you think we sunk our own boats?” Sherman laughed while he said this. “You let the head slip right past you. Now it’s long gone and without me, you will never find it. I guess that makes me the winner.”

Bing’s face filled with rage. His face was red, his jaws clenched. Even the thinning hair on his head seemed to stand up and beg for a fight. “Oh well, this is not over. I have something better than the head. I have you. Now I’m going to kill you and I’m going to enjoy it. Then I will track down that head and you will be the loser. No head could ever compete with that.”


“You’ve had a beating coming your way for a long time, Bing. I’m about to give it to you, or are you still afraid to fight me?”


“I am not afraid. I never have been, but I don’t need to fight you. I’ll just have them shoot you.”


“That’s fine. I told my men to shoot you first, so if your men shoot me, mine shoot you. Then we both lose. Except I still have the head. So what’s it going to be Bing?”


“We fight then. But not like when we were kids. This time, it is to the finish.”


“Only one of us walks away? Fine by me.”


Bing turned and whispered something to his guards. Sherman turned to me. “No matter what happens, let us fight it out. If you interfere, I will kill you myself. Understood?” 

I nodded.

Sherman took off his suit coat and threw it aside. Then he pulled off his tie and his white over shirt. He had a white tank top on underneath. It revealed his sagging muscles and bloated belly. He looked soft all over. Conversely, Bing had taken off his body armor and fatigue shirt. His arms were scrawny and insect like. The two looked as far from peak athletic condition as the moon is from sea level. I wanted to laugh and cry at the same time. I would have, but they surprised me.

They ran at each other, full board. Just before the collided, Bing leaped into the air, performed a perfect front flip with a 180 degree twist and landed behind Sherman. Sherman stumbled to a stop and bent over, gasping for air. His hands rested on his knees as his back heaved. Bing jumped toward him in a flying kick, but he never connected.  With lightning speed, Sherman hopped sideways, grabbed Bing by his lead foot and neck and threw him to the ground. I heard Bing wheeze after the impact. Sherman lifted his right foot to stomp down on Bing’s chest. As soon as the foot moved, Bing Spun, landing a kick on Sherman’s left leg, sweeping it out from under Sherman’s bulk. As Sherman fell, Bing spun a second time, pivoting on his other foot and out of Sherman’s path. Sherman hit the roof with a thud, but was not stunned. He rolled backward and onto his feet. They stared at each other for a moment, each trying to figure out a new plan of attack.

I was stunned by what I had just watched. The two most unlikely martial art masters were fighting to the death in front of my eyes. I looked around at the guards around me. They were equally surprised. During that pause, while two master’s planned their moves to checkmate, the wind started blowing. It wasn’t the light breezes felt on the ocean every day. It was like a wall of energy that picked me up and moved me two feet.

Sherman and Bing both tried to take advantage of the change in weather and attacked. Their feet and fists were a blur. I stood, leaning into the wind, struggling to stay upright. The exchange lasted for minutes, but the two did not tire. Neither was able to get the upper hand.  With a quick move, Sherman dodged a heavy punch and grabbed Bing’s wrist. Using Bing’s momentum, Sherman pulled him past and landed a blow on Bing’s lower back. Bing collapsed. Sherman stood over him as Bing struggled to push himself up. They were both battered and bleeding. The wind whipped at them, now howling across the rooftop. Bing turned his head toward Sherman, unable to get up. Sherman landed a kick square on Bing’s jaw. The blow picked Bing off the ground, spun him and landed him back on his face. Bing was beaten. Again Sherman picked up his foot to stomp on Bing. His chest exploded in dots of red. Gunfire. All four of Bing’s henchmen fired round after round into Sherman as he stumbled backward, confusion plainly manifest on his face. 

The guards next to me opened fire on Bing’s henchmen. Two of them fell before the guards emptied their clips. The other two henchmen grabbed Bing and threw him into the helicopter. They never made it aboard. Sherman’s guards emptied another magazine of bullets into them. The helicopter blades started spinning. The engine hummed. Before the two guards could reload, the helicopter crew had the side gun pointed at us. We all dove in different directions. The gunner picked the guard on the left and cut him to pieces with high caliber rounds. I hit the ground, rolled onto my feet and dove behind the elevator shaft. The second guard met the fate of the first.


I cowered behind the elevator shaft. Bullets ricocheted off everything around me. I tucked my head between my knees, wrapped my arms around my head and feared. The gunner did not stop shooting until the helicopter was free of the landing pad. I heard its retreat. I peeked around the corner of the wall and it fly away. Each wind gust tossed it like a kite, but it did not crash. Instead, it disappeared into the encroaching storm. As it disappeared, I heard a dull buzzing through the air. A shell hit the weather dome and exploded. I heard the dome crack and shatter. As I ran to the edge of the roof it collapsed. It fell in sharp shards, tiny pieces and giant chunks. Below, men scrambled to find cover, but found none. I saw those pieces crush and cut down dozens of Bing’s soldiers. A large, circular piece fell flat on the man with the red bandana. Nothing moved below. A few jagged pieces of the shell remained intact, but the island had lost its protection from the storm.


I ran across the roof and past the two dead guards to where Sherman lay on his back in a pool of blood. His lifeless eyes stared blankly to the sky. The look of confusion, the expression of his last feeling, was still frozen on his face. I passed my hand down his face and closed his eyes. My hands shook.  My head spun and I turned away from Sherman and vomited in the red puddle. 


I grabbed Sherman’s arms and pulled him toward the elevator door. The rain hit as I pressed the button to call for the elevator. It came without warning. A sheet of water hit me sideways and knocked me to the ground. The wind picked up and howled again. I crawled back toward Sherman’s body and the elevator doors, and waited. But the doors did not open. I reached up and pressed the button again, but the doors did not open. I sat with my back against the cold elevator doors. The rain and wind whipped at my unsheltered face as I hung my head in defeat. I felt tears well up in my eyes and my lip quivered. Then I added my tears to the torrents of rain that dripped down my face. I cried for Sherman. My friend was dead. I cried for me. I would stay on that rooftop, trapped, until the wind finally gained enough strength to pick me up and fling me into the void. I cried for what might have been – the life I could have had. I had a good reason for coming to the island, but I never had any reason to stay after Heidi left. Why did I not go with her? She loved me! She said it to me and I did nothing. Now I was being punished for my foolishness and I deserved it. In my tormented state, I felt the Hotel tower sway in the wind. In my mind, I pictured it snapping at the base and tumbling into the ocean, burying me in a watery grave. 


Then the doors behind me slip open and I fell backwards into the elevator. I stared up at the dark silhouette above me, trying to blink away the rain and tears.


“What happened here?” Branson asked. 

I was rescued!

Chapter 14


Branson pulled me into the elevator and the doors closed. I tried standing, but felt wobbly. My knees buckled and I crumbled to the floor. I sat with my back against the wall. My head ached and I couldn’t stop shivering.


“It’s just you and me, now,” Branson said. He turned his head from me and stared at the polished marble floor. “Everyone else was killed when the sky fell. Communication center was destroyed in the attack, too. Can’t call for help now.”

He shook his head. “Did Bing get away?”


I nodded.


“Hmm. He knows Sherman is dead, so I guess he got what he really wants.” He looked at me for confirmation. Again, I nodded.


“Maybe he will just leave, now?” I asked, but knew it was a hopeless question. Branson wanted to agree, but by his face, I could see he could not.


“The storm is letting up and as soon as the air is clear, Bing will sink it,” he said. “I’m sure of that. We have to get off this island, but how? No boats, no helicopter. It is too far to swim and last time I checked, I couldn’t walk on water. I wouldn’t know which way to walk, anyway. We’ve been drifting for days and the last attack took out the navigation systems. We could be anywhere by the end of this storm.”



“Sherman said something about….” I searched through the debris of thought in my head searching for the command Sherman had used for the submarine. I found it quickly. I went to the voice authorization terminal in the elevator.


“Zero-Zero-Zero-Two. Submarine Bay,” I said.


The elevator lurched, then dropped down the shaft.


“A submarine?” Branson asked. “Sherman was a man of surprises, bless his soul.”


After a few seconds of near free fall, the elevator car surged to the right, then forward, then to the right again. A few seconds later, it slowed to a stop. 


It opened to another hatch with a small viewing window. I swung the hatch open and we stepped into the submarine bay. Branson pulled the hatch closed behind us. The room was really just a half sphere, the hollow shell of one of the out islands. The floor was flat, unpolished steel. There were no distinguishing features in the room other than the metallic blandness and the tiny submarine propped up in the center by a steel frame.


The sub was the yellow, toy shaped kind I had seen so often on the Discovery Channel, but a bit longer. It had a single propeller on the back. An open hatch was situated just forward of center. A metal staircase climbed the framework and led us to a platform next to the hatch. Branson and I climbed on top looked into the dark hole. 


“Ladies first,” Branson joked, extending his hand toward the hole. He did it without so much as cracking a smile. If I had not known him, I might have thought he meant it.

I slid down the ladder. It was dark inside, but I managed to make my way to the cockpit. A row of buttons glowed, each a different color. A green button showed the words “auto-navigate.” A red button showed “caution.” A yellow button read “Eject Cargo.” The final button, blue, showed the word “on.” 

I pressed it.

The lights turned on, as did several computer screens, many other lights and the engine started humming. I turned around and surveyed our escape vessel. Branson climbed down the ladder. At the back was some sort of cargo bay. There was something large inside, wrapped in black plastic. I could tell what it was without opening the packaging. It was a giant wooden head.


Branson guessed it, too.


“So that’s where Sherman hid his head,” said Branson, obviously amused. He even chuckled. I guess war was not his only source of joy.


“Well, I haven’t piloted one of these since I was in the SEALs. Couldn’t have changed much since then. Hopefully, it’s like riding a bike. Close that hatch. We have to get out of here.”


I pulled the hatch shut. A lock clicked and buzzed. An LCD screen lit up with the words “Hatch Sealed.”


I moved forward to the cockpit. There were two seats set side by side. Branson sat on the left. It was a tight squeeze getting between the seat backs to my place on the right. Branson’s chair was equipped with a joystick style control stick between his legs. Mine was obviously a passenger seat. There were no buttons or dials on the panels around me.


Three monitors were hung on the hull in front of us. One of them showed the view of the room outside. I moved a small joystick at the base of the monitor and the camera moved according to the joystick movements. A second monitor showed various meters and numbers. Some sort of rough, polygonal 3-D representation of the same view. I asked Branson about it.

“That’s the echo representation monitor. It is how the world looks through the onboard SONAR. When you dive deep, there isn’t much light and the water is murky, so the video camera doesn’t work very well. The echo-rep actually works better under water. You’ll see just as soon as we figure out how to get out of this docking bay. You didn’t see any release levers out there, did you?”


I shook my head. We looked around for a minute, studying the buttons and controls in the sub. After a few minutes, we became discouraged. I sat back and let out a sigh. I was starting to think Sherman had taken the secret of our escape to the grave. Then I noticed a small panel right in front of me. I touched it and it rolled back, revealing a voice activation panel.


“How may I help you?” asked Aunt Betsy.


I looked at Branson. He shrugged.


“Get us out of here,” I tried.


“Please repeat access code?”


“Zero-Zero-Zero-Two,” I said. “San Diego, California.”


“Thank you for visiting. Have a pleasant trip.”


The panel rolled back into place. I watched on the camera monitor as water poured into the bay through the indistinguishable holes in the walls. It took a couple of minutes, but finally, we were completely submerged and the room was filled with water. I stopped watching the camera monitor and checked out the echo-rep. Now, it showed the submarine bay with near perfect detail and clarity. In front of us, the two flood gates slowly inched open. A rumbling groan reverberated through the sub and crescendoed until it was deafening. The gates opened and everything was still and quite for a moment. 


“Please sit back and prepare to embark,” chimed Aunt Betsy.


The sub inched forward, pulled or pushed by some unseen hand. The acceleration was smooth and gradual until we were flung clear of the gates. The rumbling started again, though not so loud now that we were out at sea. 


The engine whirred again, this time sustained. Branson took over. He steered us away from the island. 


“We made it,” he said just before the monitor with the numbers started flashing red. “Warning: SONAR Detection,” it showed.


“Blast, Bing’s seen us,” Branson said.


“Can we out run him?” I asked.


“Not a chance.”


“I guess fighting him is out of the question. What now?”


“We dive as deep as we can and hope the depth charges miss us. Whatever happens, we’re in for some excitement.”


The muscles in my neck tightened and my stomach turned. I just wanted to leave. Sherman was dead, the island was a wreck. I had blown it with Heidi and I had just experienced my first war. My time on that island was a waste and a mistake. I would have given or done anything to get away. Sometimes, that just is not an option.


As we dove deeper, the boom of each charge shook and rattled that little submarine. The explosions got louder and nearer by the second.


“This is as deep as she’ll go,” Branson said. “I guess we just try to sit it out?” 


I had no answer. Not that I needed one. He cut the engine power and we listened for the charges. The next blast shook the sub and rang in my ears. The echo-rep screen flickered and went blank. That was the last, though. Most of the gauges, buttons and controls seemed to be functional, but without the echo-rep, we were blind. Without that monitor, neither of us had any idea where Bing was or what he was doing. So, we waited in deathly silence for hours before Branson tried to start up the sub. The engine did not respond. Branson turned his head and looked at me. He looked worried, but said nothing. He tried again: no response. 



“We have to surface,” he said, “If we can.”


“What about Bing?”


“I’ll take my chances with him. I’m not going to wait down here and die.” Branson pressed a button. I watched the depth gauge slowly work its way back to zero. I took a few minutes, but the sub broke the surface. It bobbed lightly on the waves. I swiveled the exterior camera, surveying the surrounding area. I saw no sign of Bing’s ship.


“Go topside and survey the damage,” Branson told me. “I’ll see what I can do down here.”


I hesitated, realizing for the first time that I was tired. Unbelievably tired. My body ached, especially my leg, but it was my soul that was truly exhausted. All I had been through, all the death and war had taken a toll on my mind and emotions. So I sat, not wanting--or ready--to move.


“I said go topside and survey the damage!” Branson yelled. “That is an order!”


Despite his anger, I just sat in my seat. He grabbed me firmly by the collar with one hand and by my left arm with the other. He picked me out of my seat and threw me toward the ladder and the hatch. His foot connected with my backside, lifting me off the ground. “Do it, or else,” he threatened. He snarled just a bit as he finished his threat. His lip curled and his eyes burned with the fire of countless battles. I moved. I moved fast and found myself standing on the submarine above the hatch. 


The storm had passed. The sun shone brightly and the water was calm. For a moment, I forgot my circumstances and the world felt like paradise again.


I heard muffled curses from below. 


We were just a few hundred feet from the nearest outer island. Behind it, the Hotel rose majestically and scattered the sunlight across the waves. It reminded me of my first glimpse of that beautiful creation. I stared for a moment. It was a breathtaking sight. Then I watched its demise. It exploded in a cloud of fire and debris. The dark cloud rose high into the sky as the framework of the hotel melted and crumbled beneath its own weight. The last visible structure on the island was vaporized in an instant. It was all over before I heard the thunder of the destruction. All that remained for Bing now was to sink the ruins. 

Something in the explosion reminded me of my own danger and I returned to the task at hand, saying nothing of the explosion to Branson. From my vantage point, the sub looked fine. Its yellow finish was scratched in a few places, but could have passed for almost new. I leaned over the hatch and told Branson. 


“That’s fine,” he said, banging on something metallic. “Stay there and watch for Bing.” A moment later he spoke again. “I think I found the problem. The electronic starter is fried, but the motor is fine. I think I can start it manually.” He grunted, then banged on something metal. Whatever he did worked. The motor started whirling, although it was much quieter than before.


“It doesn’t sound right,” I commented.


“For some reason, I can’t get much power out of it. We will have to drop some weight if we want to get anywhere.”


“Get rid of the head. We’ll be better off without it.”


“For sure,” Branson said. “Shut the hatch and I’ll dump the cargo. Oh, stay up there for now. You may need to nudge the cargo out of the bay.” 


I consented and shut the hatch. I heard it whir and click shut. Another LED screen indicated it was shut tight. The hatch between the cockpit and the cargo bay clanged shut. Seconds later, the cargo doors on the port side of the sub split open just a crack. Water poured in and the head banged loudly against the bay walls, but did not move. As water filled the cargo bay, the sub sat just a little heavier in the water. The propeller started spinning in the back, but sputtered and ground to a stop. 

By then, the sub was sitting a foot lower in the water and was sinking fast. Branson thumped on the hatch door. I pulled the lever on the door, but it did not open. “Main Hatch Malfunction,” the LED screen blinked, “Cargo Hatch Malfunction,” and “Main Hatch Malfunction” again. The sub was taking on water, and not just the cargo bay. Branson kept banging on the hatch. I pulled the lever again. Nothing happened. I tried to dig my fingers under the hatch as water spilled over my feet. The sub kept sinking. The water was at my knees, my waist then over my head. Branson thumped on the hatch more furiously now. I held on, trying to pry the hatch open as the sub dragged me downward. My ears popped from the pressure and my lungs ached for air, but still I tried. My fingers broke loose and I floated to the surface. 


As I gasped for air, something struck my feet and sent me flying out of the water and into the air. It was a moment straight out of Sea World. I splashed into the water on my back. My skin burned after the slap that had been inflicted by the water. As I cleared the salty water out of my eyes I saw what had struck me.


The wooden head looked more hideous than ever before.

Chapter 17

I clung to that massive wooden head, drifting and bobbing with every wave. I had hated that head so much, now I was dependent on it. I managed to grab hold of its left nostril and pull myself up onto its thin lips. The sharp edges and prickly mustache grated my ocean soaked skin. It wasn’t a comfortable seat, but I was glad for it. So, sitting there, atop the ugliest head on the planet, I watched Shermany’s final moments. The hotel was nothing more than a burning stump. With the balance spheres sheered, the island had tilted to the point where Surf Beach was completely submerged. A few shards of the shattered weather bubble still jutted out of the water like pernicious crags. 

The Bingland continued its destructive course. Slowly, it moved around the island firing torpedoes, sheering the remaining outer islands. Bing never got to all of them. He must have noticed me, and changed course. He was a mile away, bearing straight down on me and that head.

I was all that stood between him and his prize. 

The island’s tilt quickly became a roll, and the last of the outer islands shot out of the water just ahead of the Bingland. It sprung high into the air on its boom arm. The weight of the outer sphere was too great for the thin arm. Steel beams and copper wires bent like warm taffy. The arm snapped and the giant ball dropped. Bing’s ship never stood a chance. It was crushed by the awesome weight of my old office. I like to think of that as Sherman’s revenge, his final attack. I watched a fireball ascend from the wreckage of ship and sphere, then a blast of wind and wave from the explosion knocked me off the giant head. I found myself buried under a mountain of ocean. I struggled to find my way out, but I couldn’t even tell which way was up. 

I thought then that I would die. But, the laws of physics took over where my humanity failed and I surfaced just in time to see the broken arm of a Sherman’s broken dream that had saved my life – or at least postponed my death--slip into the dark blue of the Pacific. The sinking island had created a large whirlpool which sucked me quickly into its abysmal mouth. Again, I had an appointment with doom, but came too late. The whirlpool gave its last spin just as I stopped spinning. I was floating right where the island had been moments before. I saw the head a few feet away.

Sad because of the destruction, yet happy for my life, I grabbed hold of the right nostril and pulled myself back onto the head. I sat for a moment, catching my breath. I was truly alone now. Sherman and Bing had ruined and finally killed each other. Petrus, one of the few innocent people I had met on the island was gone. Branson, Flint and so many other warriors were dead. Nick had rowed away, most likely to his demise. And Heidi was gone. I couldn’t help but think about Heidi. Why hadn’t I gone with her? Sherman and his island were gone and, strangely, I didn’t miss them. All that mattered to me was that I would die at sea and never see Heidi again. I let her walk away and I never said a word. I had not even tried to stay with her.

The dull, wooden eyes of the head stared at me.

“This is your fault,” I said aloud, almost expecting an answer. 

Its face showed no signs of remorse or a guilty conscience, only an innocent madness. Oddly, I felt a connection with that head. I understood. It was created as a physical conglomeration of two crazed competitors, but the genius of its creation was that it had become a symbol of their wasted lives. An informed art connoisseur would shun it like the plague. A couple misguided and ill-intentioned people had assigned it an enormously exaggerated value, but still, it was ugly. People had fought and killed because of it, but that did not change its inherent worthlessness. It was nothing and never would be anything.  
My own life was tainted by this crusade for nothing. I had ignored the things that mattered while pursuing my personal empty goals.

I would not make the same mistake again. I promised myself that if I could possibly survive my current situation, I would find Heidi and spend the rest of my life making up for my foolishness. 

As soon as I made this commitment, the ocean swelled up around me and exploded upward as the last of Shermany Island’s air escaped from its imploding hull and rushed to freedom. Again I found myself deep beneath the sea, fighting for life. I found air again, but the head had disappeared.

With no other course of action available, I started swimming. At this point I had no idea which way was home. I just followed my heart. I thought that because it ached to be with Heidi, it would do whatever necessary to be with her. Deep down, however, I doubted the scientific validity of this hypothesis.

I swam for hours. When darkness fell, I kept swimming. I swam through pain, cramps, shock and fatigue. I watched the sunrise for what I assumed would be the last time. I don’t know what kept me going. I would like to say it was love, but truthfully, the thought of stopping never occurred to me. Swimming just felt like the natural thing to do. Watching the sunrise, I noticed, for the first time that I was swimming toward it and toward home. My heart had not led me astray. 

My spirits leaped at this realization, but were quickly pushed down by reality. I was 500 miles from shore. If I could swim for a month straight, I would not cover that distance. Still, I swam. I swam through that day, but finally could go no further. The sun was setting at my back and I stopped. Treading water, I turned to face the retreating light. The source of all life on earth had turned its back on me again. It growled at me, as though I had in some way wronged it. Its growling got louder just as I chased it in its retreat into the waters.

I woke up in a strange, uncomfortable bed in a room with no windows. I heard the humming of the fluorescent lights and another buzz which seemed to emanate from the walls. I wondered if I was in heaven or hell, until a hatchway on the other side of the room opened and a familiar figure stepped through the door.

“Ahoy, mate!” said Nick. He was wearing an eye patch, now. “Welcome aboard the Grimy Hand. Arr, she tisn’t much to look upon, but she purrs like a kitten when we has somewhere’s to go.”

Normally, the pirate accent he was speaking with would seem out of place, but for Nick, it was better than his old habit of speaking in passive voice. I was almost glad to hear it. Strangely, all my resentment toward him seemed to have melted away. 

“I be the Cap’n, now. Cap’n Drake seems to ‘ave been lost at sea. Arr.” He winked at me. “The lads say ‘hee was walkin’ in ‘is sleep and stumbled off the plank with ‘is arms tied be’ind ‘is back. Har Har.”

Images of mutiny flashed through my head. I felt sorry for Frank Drake, the old captain who had helped save my life, but I had never met.

“Nick,” I said, “What am I doing here? How did….”

“Arr, Nick I no longer be. Tis’ Cap’n Flint who stands ‘afore thee.”

“Er, Cap’n Flint, what am I doing here? How did….”

“Me first mate snatched ye from the jaws of Poseidon, he did. Arr, but my boy, thar’s a time far questioning and a time far answers, but now ‘tis a time far resting. You’ll get yar answers soon enough.”

With that he disappeared back through the hatch. The clang of the door sent a sharp pain through my already throbbing head. With a groan I closed my eyes.

A few thoughts bounced through my head. I had lost my wallet somewhere at sea and with it, the card with the address of Sherman’s Infusion stash. I could not remember what was printed on the card. It was probably for the best. I did not want to live like Sherman had. Upon this realization, my thoughts cleared and I drifted off to sleep.

My dreams were amazingly calm. My memories of recent death and destruction were pushed back by the rising of imagined sun. I dreamed of a large wooden head bobbing at sea for hundreds of years, before washing up on the beach of a tiny island off the coast of South America, seeing other oversized heads and finally finding a place it belonged. In my dream, Aunt Betsy was alive again and had just baked her famous strawberry rhubarb pie. I dreamed of happy days, and long weeks. I dreamed of thunderstorms and sunshine. In my dream, Heidi and I bought a little house with a front porch. Tall trees herded the long dirt drive from the street to the house. Two of our sons played keep away from their younger sister, but she didn’t mind. Just happy to be playing. I dreamed of timely death—the happy kind that comes at the end of a life well lived. Mostly I dreamed of Heidi.

“Arr,” came a voice, interrupting my peace. “Rise and shine, ye scurvy lad, the port’s ahead and the landlubber’s be waitin’ to greet ye.”

I bolted upright at the thought of the mainland. Amazingly I felt refreshed and healthy.

“I’s beginning to suspect that ye’d never wake agin’, so long yeh’ve slept. Two days and nights since last ye stirred.”

“Two days!” I was surprised. 

“Arr, ‘tis true,” said Flint, “Slept like a stone. There be clothes on table for ye. A shower would surely help ye with’a ladies, too.” 

I tried standing up but had to prop myself up against the table while I waited for the world to stop spinning. It took a few minutes. I grabbed the towel and the clothes which I was surprised to recognize as my own.

“How did you…?” I tried to ask, but Flint was gone. After a shower, I felt strong again.


I stepped on deck. My eyes stung with the brightness of the noon sun. As my eyes adjusted, I saw a city skyline materialize before my eyes. San Diego. That beautiful city never looked better to anyone than it did to me. I could only stare.


“Aye, ‘tis nothing like sailing into port after a long voyage.”


Flint pointed toward the docks. With the exception of a few workers, they were abandoned.  Some part of me had hoped, even expected to see Heidi standing on the dock, waving and smiling.  But how could she?  For all she knew, I had died on the island.  Actually, she probably had not yet heard of the island’s destruction and thought I was still hard at work.  Flint must have sensed my disappointment.

“To drop out of character, again, I am a man of many talents and many secrets, Thomas. I can’t tell you how, exactly, but I find it easy to nudge people toward what they really want. I just level the playing field and let them loose. For Sherman and Bing, it was a fight to the death. For Branson it was war. For Petrus, it was a simple drink of mineral water. For you and Heidi… I guess that depends on your true desire.”


He handed me a small booklet.  It was warped and wrinkled.  


“My crew found this floating in the water not far from you,” Flint said.  “I guess it’s the last surviving trace of Shermany.”


I opened the booklet. It was an accounting ledger, full of forwarding addresses for the Shermany staff and employees who had been evacuated on the boats.  Much of the ink was faded, blurred and unreadable.  A few names and addresses were intact.  Miraculously, Heidi’s address on the mainland was perfectly clear.

“Like I said, it depends on you,” Flint said with a wink. “But ‘far the Buccaneer, the sea’s the only way,” he said, slipping back into character.  He shouted some orders to his crew as we pulled into dock.

Chapter the last


I stepped off the gangway onto the dock and back into reality. That twisted melodrama that was Sherman and his island seemed years behind me, a distant memory. The island, the boats, the friends and the enemies, were all behind me. Only Heidi mattered to me now. Through my whole adventure, I had carried confusion, and hesitation as to what I should do. My course was clear now, only U.S. customs stood in my way. I filled out some papers asking me to claim any items I had purchased while abroad. I laughed. I had nothing. I turned in the papers and proceeded through a metal detector and to a security checkpoint.

“Please take off your shoes and hold out your arms,” said a woman with a baton and a stern face. She waved the baton over my body. It hummed quietly, but did not find any metal. She searched my shoes and found only crusted salt. “Step this way please,” she said, pointing to a counter. A small man with thick, round glasses and a bald head waited behind the counter.


“Passport, please,” he said with a shockingly deep voice. I handed him my own wrinkled passport. He examined it with a look of disgust and stopped on the page with the Shermany visa. He cast me a doubtful look and shrugged. “Oh well, I guess I haven’t been everywhere.” 

He stamped my passport. “Welcome home, Mr. Carver.”

“Almost home,” I corrected as I thumbed through the accounting ledger and stopped at Heidi’s forwarding address: 362 Old Pine Road, Lakeshore, OR. 
Almost home.
The End

About the Author:

Jeremy Seeley lives in Salt Lake City, Utah. Shermany is his first novel.
