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EDITORIAL

This weekwe introduce the comic art of Vincent DavidirCame from Inside the Inkwell!
Mearwhile, intruders in the Big Top get more than they talte of the magic of the circus. A
recently divorced man awakens to the true horror of his existence. Another fatal awakening
reality awaits a young cop out on the country roadsght. And an urhappy Iron Maiden fan
comes face to face with himself afgially learns how to escape.

Flora, Faungand the Challengdight LobsterMan and the alphaboldsbut who will triumph,
the forces of chaos or order? And which is which, anyv@y?in space he Dawnsmasheis
approachinghe Derelict Meanwhile, @ Mars,things aregetting dark. And finallycoming back
down to Earthyve announce with much pleastinhe firstinstalmentof our new classic seriah
MerrittGs renowned pulp classifirst publishel in All-Story Weekly a century agdhe Moon
Pool.

0 Gavin Chappell

Now available from Rogue Planet PreSsiordsagainstCthulhu I1l: A New Dark Age



http://www.lulu.com/shop/rogue-planet-press/swords-against-cthulhu-iii/paperback/product-23710601.html

Now available from Schlock! PublicationSarter Ward Space Raby Gregory KH Bryant.



http://www.lulu.com/shop/rogue-planet-press/swords-against-cthulhu-iii/paperback/product-23710601.html
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Carter-Ward-Space-Gregory-Bryant-ebook/dp/B07DNMGSFK/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1529173681&sr=8-1&keywords=carter+ward+bryant

CARTER

- 8

Return to Contents



https://www.amazon.co.uk/Carter-Ward-Space-Gregory-Bryant-ebook/dp/B07DNMGSFK/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1529173681&sr=8-1&keywords=carter+ward+bryant

IT CAME FROM INSIDE THE INKWELL!

T CAME FROM INSIDE THE INKWELL! by Vincent Davis

HOW MANY
Y _TIMES DO I HAVE ;
TO TELL YOU KEVIN?
DON'T EAT THE
FINGERS WITH YOUR
FINGERS, USE
YOUR FORK!

Vincent is an artist who has consistently been on assignment in the art world for over twenty
years. Throughout his career he has acquired a toolbox of diverse skills (from freehand drawing
to digital design,-shirt designer to muralist). His styles rarigen the wildly abstract to pulp
style comics.

In 2013, his work in END TIMES won an award in the Best Horror Anthology category for that
year. When Vincent is not at his drawing board he can be found in the classroom teaching
cartooning and illustratioto his students at Westchester Community College in Valhalla NY.

He lives in Mamaroneck NY with his wife Jennie and dog Skip
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NIGHT AT THE BIG TOP by Aaron Alan Pfau

filtés so dreamy,Karen said, appising the large yellow and red striped tent in the distance.
AOh, | just love the big top. The whole thing, really. | love the citcder eyes sparkled, like
fine diamonds.

AYeahp Susan agreed.

Al wonder where it came fromasked Steveilén surethat it wasi@t here yesterdagHe twirled
a Bic lighter casually between fingers.

AThey sure set up fast, dbithey?d Susan said.

fiPerhaps, it just sprouted up from the groomdren saidflike from a magic beaa.

There were no lights inside. Theatdooked like a burnbut lightbulb. The party of three gazed
yearningly at the spectacle from behind a gate. Around them hung darkness. The kind that
inspires dreams and magic.

Al sure wish it were oped Steve saidfildn just dying for a corndog.

AYeah, but the carnival doe&ropen for another weakSusan said.

AWell,0 Karen replied, wrinkling her nosBwhy card it be®

fiUh, have you ever heard of trespassingfeve said. He clicked the Bic lighter and it snapped
to life with a spark.

fiBy theway0 Susan addedinothings even been seip yet. You can say adios to that corndog,
palo

AOh, just a peek,Karen saidfiJust a peek inside.
fiHave you lost your bird?Susan saidiwhat if we get caugh@?

AWe wortt,0 Karen repliedfilf youée nottoo chickenshit, that is? She slid into Stsvembrace
with ease. Susan rolled her eyes.

Upon mutual consent, the party of three scaled the shehilglerchainlink fence. Steve went

over extravagantly. Susan climbed the fence prissily and came dowth#reside in the same
fashion, making it a point to keep her skirt tucked as she switched sides. Karerntiandgad
medal champion in gymnastics, topped them all and performed a remarkable somersault over,
landing gracefully on both feet.

To catcdls, she shifted her weight between legs and curtsied a bow.



The carnival was dark and unoccupied, not yet alive. The moon was out in force that night. A

full one. Viewed in unreal silhouette, the large rides and attractions took on the appearance of
somehing from a childreds popup book. All grotesque shapes and muted phantasmagoric
colours. The entrance to the waltzer seemed to be grinning, as if inviting patrons to step inside so
that it might eat them. The horses on the carousel were just as deactamival, despite the

lively prancing stances that they were eternally frozen into. All of the marquee signs were in
hibernation and the loudspeakers that perched on top of the wooden posts were unemployed too.
The Ferris wheel governed over all. Adaept the big top, that is.

It was August. The first real testimony of fall was in the air and painted on the leaves. The
summer warmth still lingered indigently but it now knew that it was unwelcome. Occasionally, a
rogue gust of October wind broke thgby like a time traveller racing backwards through time.
Dry leaves were scattered all over the ground like tiny ribcages. The kind the crunch when
stepped on.

fils that cotton candy | smeliBteve asked, taking a few investigative whifisis! Guys, |
smell cotton candyl

fiHey, youdre rightp Susan said, her nose upturned as well.

The sweet, sugary smell of artificial flavour floated like a wraith across the vacant alleys, where
performers would soon be entertaining, and the deserted thoroughflaees,olildren would
soon be seen skipping.

Steve lifted the lid to a display cart that adverti€€T TON CANDYin big alternating blue and
pink lettersfiBig gyp0 he said, at finding it empty.

fiNo, | think it,s coming from the big topKaren said, sffing first in one direction and then
another.

fiBut therés nobody heré,Susan contended.

There was no denying that. There was also no denying that the smell grew in strength as they
neared the big top. It was no longer just the ghost of a whiff,rbuttense alencompassing

smell. Mixed with at least a dozen others. An odour cocktail of sugary cotton candy, deep fried
corndogs, mint flavoured malts, salty peanuts, popcorn. It was as if the dead circus was coming
to life all around them. Like a windp toy being wound into animation. Or perhaps, like an
embalmed corpse done up in an effigy of the living.

ACAmon, | say we turn baakSusan said, shivering at a singular gust of chill witithe carny
just isr@ as cheerful without the lights and music.

AYeah, its getting pretty late too Steve added.

fil just wanna peek insideKaren replied.



She poked her head into one of the corners of the tent where two flaps met and created a fold.
AWow!0 she exclaimediOh, man, you guys have to see this!
AWhat® Steve said, sticking his head in above hers, for he was a head taller.

He saw light. Blinding light. Yellow. It stabbed his pupils, which were both retracted. He heard
sounds. Loud. No, very loud. Applause. Not just one set of hands but huradiredspncert.
Cheering and whistling. The inaudible clamouring of many voices. Muzak, light and festive.

Yet, when his eyes adjusted to the light, he could see no audience. The amphitheatre of seats was
all empty. But still, the mad jubilations of allfhouse were real enough to his ears. The brilliant
spotlights were real too, though they cast no illumination on the walls of the tent, which were
certainly translucent. From outside, the big top looked just as dark and as lifeless as the rest of
the canival. Inside, however, it was brimming with life.

By now, Susan had joined heads inside the tent as well. The three of them looking like a comical
totem pole.

fiHey, whaés the trick® Susan asked, her bewilderment showing on her face. Shi elem
have to look up to tell that the rest of their faces were perfect mirrors of her own.

ASFX 0 Steve said, at ladfiilt has to bed His voice betrayed thencertainty in which he spoke
those words.

fiHow about that light®Susan asked. She rubbed the coafi¢he tent between her fingefités
as thin as paper, an dsegmtbpgeneratedt atyale The sotund ethet. i g h t

Steve was the first to step fully into the big top. Outside, it was as quiet as a cemetery after
hours. Inside ite sound was magnified into a magnificent roar. Whereas before they had been
speaking in hushed whispers, Steve now had to raise his voice and shout just to be heard at all.
fiSomeoné messing with usg!

The rest of the group joined him inside. The unsaetience clapped and cheered even louder,

as if at their surprise entrance. Karen had half a mind to curtsey a bow. None of them could quite
shake the feeling that, although they were apparently alone underneath the tent, they were
simultaneously all undescrutiny.

Suddenly, the house lights dimmed, and the spotlights took sovereignty. The audience gasped
with amazement and then hushed, expectantly.

fiToo weirdp Steve said.

fiSteve, lookd Susan said, pointing.



Approaching them, walking stiffly and siby across the centre stage, was man. He was well past
middle-age. He walked with a dignified hunch and propped himself up on a black cane with a
golden brass knob. His bushy hair and curled moustache were both the sole colour of age. A
distinguished silve However, the evening suit he wore was a psychedelic smattering of every
colour in the spectrum. To be sure, it was a strange thing. The tie was striped red and white. His
slacks were green and blue polikat. The jacket was lavender, but the shirt undath was

lilac. The top hat that sat with providence on top of his head was as black as the night, in which
the group had just come.

No one stirred. The old man did not transmit a particularly hostile presence. Hetchaidn

stood more than five fe¢dll and he could@ have weighed more than one hundred and twenty
pounds. The ridiculous suit fit him like a potato sack fitting one potato. There was something,
Susan thought, remarkably sad about him.

fiGood evening) he said. He spoke casually, asef\were not in the least perturbed at finding the
unexpected guests. A faint Italian accent accentuated his voice with precision.

ALook, I1&m sorry that we trespassed onto your carmiv@ieve saidfibut, boy, you sure had a
good one on uéHe looked athe rest of the group, who all nodded in mutual agreement.

filédm not sure that | quite understamithe old man said, eyebrows cock&d/hat are you doing
here inside my tené?

fAh, so you must own this place3teve said.

AMy name is Doctor Prodigium.am the ringleader here.

Steve couldd help but laugh, hiding it behind the pretext of a cough.

Here, Karen stepped forward and bowed low, cutting Steve a sideward glance and displaying a
smile that she hoped would be disarmifigsten, we just wantetb peek in is all. Honest. We

didnd mean to come inside. But | suppose that when we heard all that noise we jusit ¢aljdn

ourselve

fiNoised Doctor Prodigium said. Suspicion and incredulity were both painted on his face writ
large.fil can assurgou that | am quite alon&@This last bit, he spoke with a trace of remorse.

fiYeah, the sound effectsSteve said, waving an enveloping arm around the bigi&ey,
wherds it coming from? It sure sounds convincing.

AANd how come you cahhear it ouside’d Susan addediOr see the light too?d like it stops
right at the edge of the teat.

Doctor Prodigium tilted his head down, as if in deep thought. He seemed to be searching the
recesses of his mind for some lost meaning. His brow was furroveespconcentration. At
last, a knowing smile stretched itself across his face. He snapped his fingers and composed



himself triumphantly.

AThe circus) he saidiYou can hear the circusHis toneless voice had transformed into one of
pure delight.

AOf course we cam,replied StevefiSo, whads the trick®

fWhat does it sound likeDoctor Prodigium asked. He looked nearly twenty years younger. His
face bathing in the warm spotlight like a Turkish bath. His eyes were closed, as if he were
drawing a mentgpicture. Both hands clasped preciously to his chd@és. marvellous, isi it?
Nothing else on earth can compare. Tell me, can you hear the magic?

AYou meany Steve saidilyou carit hear that®

The look of sheer bliss on Doctor Prodigiteniace sofned and then went out altogether, like
the flame of a candle. He opened his eyes, which saw only the greys and blacks of a desolate
tent. He held his hands out before him and stared emptily into the palms.

fil,0 he confessedicannot. | can hear them aglas a corpse might hear his own heartbeat.

Steve looked to Karen, doubtfully. Karen replied by sticking her index finger and thumb to her
head like a pistol and twirling the index in circles.

AWhere is it coming from®?Susan asked, agaifil hat soundthe audience, the music. And the
smells too; cotton candy and popcorn and all dhat.

A nostalgic smile refolded on the old n@afhips. He bared his teeth which were just as pale as
the moon, and quite shaifrhat, my deag he saidfis the magic of tl circuso

The group shared a thr@gy communication that was transmitted solely by the eyes.

fWhat a sound it makes, @hf?e continued, erupting into a burst of laughfi#ds been so very

long since dve heard it. Sincele felt it. 1t not the samthing being on the other side of the
curtain, you know? To watch the audience night after night, just as they watch me up on that
stage, and to envy them. To watch as their faces are kindled with inspiration and then ignited
with awe. To see the trapeadist working his magic and to hear audible gasp when he falterers.
Will he fall?0 Doctor Prodigium held his hand above his mouth, as if in shock. He then lowered
it, soberly.fil, of course, know full well that he wén Wires, you seé,he explainediiAnd yet,

now another season has passed with yet anotheoyear.

fiListen, P.T Barnuno,Steve saidilyour cockamamie sales pitch ésgonna work on us. |
stopped believing in Santa Claus when | was ten years old. We just wanted to see the inside of
the big bp is allo

If Doctor Prodigium heard Ste@gewords, he showed no sign of acknowledgment. He simply
gazed into the invisible audience wistfulif.o be among thermahe saidfiwhat a glorious thing



it must bed

Karen tugged on Ste@eshirt sleeve and gavan encouraging nod to the exit. Steve roused
Susais attention and she likewise followed.

fiMy friendsp Doctor Prodigium said, suddenly, upon nothing their retfelat,you not wish to
enjoy the magic of the circus with me? Stay and chat. It has béemgssince &ve had someone
to talk to without the spotlights betweendus.

fWe really oughta get go@yo Steve said.

AYeahp Karen addediWede awfully sorry for bothering you. Thanks for being a good sport
about ito

Doctor Prodigium looked hurt. Sddnly, the impression of an idea was planted on his face,
replacing the frown, and sprouted into a look of surmounting victory. His eyes gleamed under
the glow of the spotlight, just as white as his teeth.

fiMy friends, my friends) he said, beckoning theback forward with his handsl,én having a
good one on you, as you sa§mlpulling your leg. You do not think that | camear those
sounds®@ Here, he laughediThe magic of the circus and all that rubbish. No. Stuff and
nonsense. That | ddrknow thetransmission of the sounds that you find so curious? Allow me
to demonstrate.

There was laughter all around.

fAYou really had us going Steve saidfiPersonally, | thought that you had really blown your
top.o

Doctor Prodigium laughed even harder. Hert clicked his tongue in a scolding sort of way.

AYou know that all us circus folk are merely hucksters and charlatans. Here, watch carefully and
observed

He reached into his jacket and fished around.

fiRemote controf Steve muttered to Susan.

Alt won& work if you dorit watch carefullyy Doctor Prodigium reiterated, goddimouredly.

Steve cleared his throat and silenced. All three watched Doctor ProGdnamds with a rapt
attention.

His hand shot back out as quick as a flame is drawn from aiidgté was holding a silver
pendant that hung from a long silver chain and gleamed. It swung back and forth in his hand like
a pendulum.



fiForgo all amenities when traversing the wells of tinle, said, in a voice that was soft and
soothing,firecline yourhead, eat some popcorn, and have a gooddime.

When Susan awoke, her head was reclined back on one of the seats. The sounds were still
theré the murmuring of the unseen audience, the Mazaikd the smells tdb the popcorn, the
cotton candy, the peanutse®8 was sitting up in the seat beside her. He was still asleep, she
observed.

At first, a levelheaded kind of confusion swam over her. If a ldweded confusion sounds like
something of a contradiction, it was nothing compared to the insane realihabtame next.

Karen was walking gracefully across the centre stage. Her feet were easy and light, and she was
swaying her arms all around in delicate, sika movements. The spotlights observed her
progress from above.

fiKarenb Susan called out. Hevords were drowned out in the excited chattering of the audience
and the music still playing.

She tried to raise her arms and found that they were fastened to the seat. Her legs too. Thick
knots of rope secured each of her wrists to their respectivesasmider ankles were tied
together, and the rope doubled back behind the seat.

A hysterical scream issued from her throat. It woke Steve, who reacted in fashion just as
passionate. Their screams echoed around the big top, but Karérsdeim to hear the She

seemed to be stuck in a sort of hypnotic trance. Her eyes were completely closed, yet she moved
across the stage with precision.

fAh, you are coming arourwla voice spoke. It belonged to Doctor Prodigium. He was sitting in
the row behind theniiT he first performance is about to begin, eh? | had just begun to worry. |
said, they will not see it. Fortunately for us all, you are right in time.

fiPerformance®Steve askediWhat the hell did you do to ug?

fALet us gob Susan protested.

AHypnotism¢o Doctor Prodigium replied, not choosing to notice Sas#ast remark.

AElementary hypnotism. | fear that it was the only way that | could convince you to join me on
this very special night. | feel that we are all in for a real teat.

AWhat do you want bm us® asked Steve, fighting the ropes.

AThe greatest gift that one can give to another. | want magic. | look around this tent and | see and
hear and smell nothing but the emptiness of dull reality. | want to feel what it feels like to be on

the other sie of the spotlight again. To see and hear and smell what you see, what you hear,
what you smell. Tonight, is a very special night, indeed. The magic of the circus iscstrong.



Karen approached a tall wooden pole with a black ladder that dived fathonlesstg the

depths of the big top. She began to climb it. To the two who made up the captive audience, it was
a spectacular sight. The spotlights fencing aerobics around her. The audience gasping and
gesticulating with amazement. A drumroll sounding pfénticipation.

AYou knowp Doctor Prodigium said, in a tone of great reminiscefite first really vivid

memory that | have is of my father taking me to the circus. Lord, sixty years ago, it must have

been. | was just a wee lad than. | can still tésa¢ first bite of cotton candy. How it dissolved in

my mouth like snow melting in the hot saitle giggled.fil can still hear the audience cheering

wildly. In my head, you see, they never stopped. 8casuddenly, the expression on his face

changed. Itvas as if he had just been struck by lightniifgnd there they arélhe remarked,

genuinely awestruck.ii can hear t hem! |l cané is that cott
and just listen to that mus@Doctor Prodigium then cupped his hands dvereyesiiAh, how

warm and bright the lights adceHe allowed them the opportunity to adjudthat beauty! What
fantasticbeautd he uttered, breathlessly.

He now witnessed the same incredible scene that his two hostages did. Karen was nearly halfway
up the ladder by now, which reached almost to the peak of the big top. The drumming had grown
faster and more intense. The audience clapped, egging her on, trying to keep the same frantic
beat as the drums. Doctor Prodigium joined in, clapping enthusibstiod looking

affectionately from side to side, as though he were reuniting with old friends.

fiMake her stopl Steve pleadediOh, God, make her stap!
Doctor Prodigium just chuckled.

He then leaned forward in his seat and g&@u know, my favourg performance in all of the
circus has always been the tightrope watker.

Susan gasped as Karen finished her ascent up the ladder. A thin rope, no thicker than the edge of
a razor blade, charted a path from the d@omest in which she stood to anothenmikr pole
nearly fifty feet away. She muse been a hundred feet off the ground.

Al believep Doctor Prodigium said, raising his hariithat the show is about to bedgiiie
snapped his fingers together.

fiLadies and gentlemei& voice boomed loudly. tame from nowhere but everywhere all at
once.

The black ladder that Karen had climbed fell to the side and landed with a thud on the stage
below. Karen opened her eyes, blinked, observed her surroundings, and screamed.

fGive three good cheers for thghtrope walkeid the voice echoed, accentuating each word
with emphasis.

Karen looked like a helpless rabbit caught in a snare trap. She huddled close to pole and wrapped



her arms tightly around it. Her face registered sheer insanity.
Doctor Prodigium plcked a kernel of popcorn into his mouth and reclined his head.

fANnd,0 the omnipresent voice adddif, that isnd enough excitement for you. Just to heat things
up a bito

A yellow spark suddenly sparked to life at the base of the pole. It lickedlihtesgal wood and,
finding it tasteful, began to feast.

Susan and Steve could do nothing but watch in horror as Karen unsuccessfully looked below her
for anything soft to land on.

The base of the thick pole grew an ashy black as the flames begarst¢kei;, aonquering the
fertile ground above. The sturdiness of the pole still held, but it watlainlong.

AiYou know what the best part is of allRoctor Prodigium leaned forward to exclaifiNo
wires!o

Karen looked down to her friends, who ntustlooked like ants to her. They waved her on
urgently with their heads.

She stretched one foot out and met the thin line. Possibly recalling her gymnastics
championships. Doing backflips and headstands on the balance beam. Possibly telling herself
that it wasfar from the same thing. The drumroll ceased. The big top was as silent as a tomb.

Sobbing and overwhelmed with hysteria, Karen removed her other foot from this ciest,

The line bobbed. She retreated back and tried the manoeuvre again, this tictiegxipe

sudden drop. With another careful step both feet were now on the tightrope. Her arms were
stretched out wide at her sides, like a pair of wings. Not that they would do much to keep her in
flight if she were to fall.

The flames climbed higher t@cant space. Karen took another step, moving as slowly as the
hour hand on a watch. Allowing her foot to hover above the line for nearly a whole minute
before bringing her weight down on it. She bobbed, righted herself valiantly, and then froze.
Simmeringin the back of her head was that often spoken, rarely followed advice, whatever you
do, dorit look down!

Doctor Prodigium was practically squatting above his seat, watching through clasped fingers.
Susan was not watching at all. She had her eyes clashpiedSteve was screaming and
convulsing in his seat as though it were an electric chair brought to life, but the ropes did not
give.

Karen lost her balance. She teetered agonizingly back and forth on the string like a spinning top
losing momentum.



fiNo! 0 Steve screamed.

The tightrope gave an audible twang, as if it were a guitar string being strummed. Karen fell like
a stone. She landed on the stage in an orchestra of gore. No one needed a doctor to assure them
that she was quite dead.

The smile on Dotor Prodigiunds face was smothered instantaneou®p,0 he said, lowering
his hands from his eyes. The charade was over. He looked around but all that he saw now were
empty seats and a darkened tent. The sounds had stopped and so had the smells.

To theother two, the tent was just as bright as before. The light withheld nothing. Crimson
stained the entire stage. The first row of seats had been splashed with the stuff. Fortunately for
themselves, they were not in attendance. The audience bellowed plabsg Whistling, feet
stomping, calls of encore. Not that Karen would be giving one. As if on cue, the flames stopped
devouring the pole and were extinguished.

fKlutz!6 Doctor Prodigium cried out in despdiShe was supposed to make it to the other end
The tightrope walker always makes it to the other endbAlg collected himselfiOh, well. |
suppose that we w@nallow one distasteful event to spoil the rest of this fine evening, wilbwe?

Again, he removed the silver pendant from his jacket gocke

Aldl kill you! 0 Steve screamed.

fiPleas&) Susan sobbed, but just bardigp mored

fWatch carefullyy Doctor Prodigium replied, simply, fishing the pendant before the two and
swaying it back and fortliForgo all amenities when traversing the welisime 0 The two

captives began to dos@Recline your head, eat some popcorn, and have a good time.

Once more, Susan awoke in bondage, in the very same seat. Her voice weak and husky, for she
remembered a good deal of screaming. All the evidencedfitintmare persisted. She opened

her eyes and there it was. The extravagant sights, sounds, and smells were as described before.
Steve was, Susan observed with a surmounting horror, absent from his own seat. All that
remained in his chair were the loos®ks of rope that he been bound by. Her own were sitill

quite intact.

fiLadies and gentlemeaithe loud booming voice return€ité not easy being a tightrope
walker, thafs for sure. For starters, your job is always on thedine.

The ghost audience exjled with laughter. A drumbeat punctuated the bad joke.

fiBut hopefully yodve all had the chance to grab a wedlanced mead,more laughter, another
drumbeatfin the meantime, because we have another act for you that has a real edge to it.

Al alwayslove that moment right before the lights dirdoctor Prodigium said, quite suddenly.



Again, he was sitting in the row behind thdi@and you just feel the anticipation? You can
practically taste it in your lungsHe brought a grotesque swirl of blue gndk cotton candy to
his lips from a stick and devoured it. He was swept up in the realm of fantasy.

fiBut,0 the voice of the tent said, the lights dimmifigllow me to get to the poidt.

At this, a brilliant spotlight penetrated a dark corner of thgestSusan immediately found her
voice to be in working order.

Steve was fastened to a large wooden sphere. On it, the face of a dartboard had been crudely
drawn. His limbs were stretched out into the shape of X. His mouth was gagged, but the
gesticulatims of terror emitting from it were quite clear.

The audience boiled over with excitement. Doctor Prodigium bit into his hand and squealed like
a schoolboy.

fiThe Impalement artgéhe cried, from his sediHow | can remember my first act. Lord, | was
justa boy living in Turino He then clarifiedfitaly, the land of wine and debt, oh my. All my
youth, I had no greater ambition in life than work for the traveling circus. At the age of fourteen,
| got my first job. The knife throwés assistant. How proudynfather wa

Steve was fighting the ropes to no prevail.

fiHere, ladies and gentlemen, we require one lucky voluotter'big top saidiHow about it?
Anyone out there want to take a stab ai it?

Doctor Prodigium pounced from his seat, throwing b@hds wildly in the air as though they
were on fire. He craned down momentarily to $iaise your hands, raise your hands! &eu
going to miss your chance, you knawie had either forgotten about the ropes binding Sasan
wrists in place or simply chesnot to heed them, for he seemed very earnest.

AHMmMmM!O The voice of the big top seemed to circulate around the arena of seats, as if looking
over candidates. It had the same gradual increase/decrease effect that a passing tfiidikedoes.
man in the toatloit said, at last.

Doctor Prodigiungs face rose in utter surprise. In another moment, he was skipping gaily to the
centre stage, waving off into the crowd, blowing kisses. The audience cheered him on. He took
centre stage with a formal bow, removimg top hat.

Hedoes@ want wus to di e, Susan thought, madl vy, r
after Karen had fallen. No. We have to pass i
intact. What do you call it? It didhmatter, sheancluded, if was mass hypnotism, a living

nightmare, or LSD. Doctor Prodigium was not trying to kill them, at least not actively. The best

thing to do was to play by the rules.

AiSopthe big top saidfiyou think you have what it takes to make the guughter. A drumroll.



AON the table before yawa second spotlight suddenly illuminated a small table camouflaged in
the darknesdjyou will find five razorsharp knives. Inspect them, if you wall.

Indeed, there were. Five knives all stuck into theetdlyl the tip, to illustrate their fine edge.
With some effort, Doctor Prodigium dislodged one of them and studied it closely. There was no
cheat. Satisfied, he held it up to the audience and nodded.

fiBut,0 the voice continuediif you think thaés just dittle too dull, will you please hold up the
object on the table before yau?

Doctor Prodigium removed a small black object from the table and held it above his head. It was
a blindfold.

The audience quieted with anticipation. Doctor Prodigium placedlitndfold across his eyes
and tied the end off. With mental precision, he turned in the direction of Steve and brandished
one of the knives far back above his head.

Hebs just gotta stay perfectly still, Susan thoughtisHest gotta survive. If he killSteve, the
charade will end.

Thwack! He threw and recoiled his arm as quickly as if it were on a spring. A gasp issued from
the crowd. The knife found a home right between Skehgys, missing the goods by a mere inch.
A round of applause flooded theesaa. Susan withdrew from a flinch and sighed.

The second knife was quickly unsheathed from the table. Again, Doctor Prodigium thrust it
forward with a stunning accuracy. It dug into the wooden sphere just abové3tevelder.
The thwack of the blade wadoud and reverberating in his ear.

Susan swallowed. Beads of sweat created streams on her forehead. Her fists were done up so
tight that her nails left red crescent indentations in her palms.

The third knife. Thwack! It hit so near Sté&sermpit thatt caught some of his shirt and pinned
it to the wooden board behind him. More applause from the audience.

Doctor Prodigium threw the fourth knife. It struck right above SEeweist and severed the rope
that bound his right hand in place.

fiNo, no, nod Susan shouted.
Steve had brought his right shoulder down and was trying undo the rope around his left wrist.
Doctor Prodigium was clearly oblivious to this, as per the blindfold. He dislodged the last of the

knives and cocked it above his head.

fiStopmoving!o Susan called out. Her voice ditlimake it far. The audience was exploding with
a macabre glee.



This time, there was no wooden thwack when the knife hit. The report came in the form of a low
gurgle.

For Doctor Prodigium, the audience became satyjdmuted. The music had stopped as well.
There were no more delicious smells. He removed the blindfold in confusion and saw, to his
horror, that the fifth knife had pierced Stév¢hroat. He glanced all around him. Dull reality
hung were fantasy had anbeen.

Almbecile'd Doctor Prodigium roared with fury. He then pranced around the stage desperately
humming snatches of music to himself, inviting the fantasy back. Null.

AThats two acts that have spoiled my eveniritg scolded, walking headlong bagkthe aisles

of seats that were, to Susan, still magnificently lit and quite empléifetwere just one, |

could excuse. But two! Why, we only have the one left. The evening is almost over! It is already
going by much too quickly. We must not allowdtget away from us.

Doctor Prodigium once again removed the silver pendant from his jacket pocket.

AAh, well,0 he saidfil just know that the next act will be even better. The circus has never before
disappointed me. My dearhe then addediyou mustwatch the pretty silved.

But Susan had her eyes clamped tight.

In an offended tone, Doctor Prodigium sdiDjd you not hear what | said, the evening is almost
over. Why, we still have one act to go!

filédm not gonna be another one of your puppetisesaid.

fiPuppet® Doctor Prodigium laughedilém giving you an opportunity. Is there anything more
exciting than being a circus performei?e spoke the words circus performer in a grand,
majestic tonefiNo? Well, tm afraid that if you will not participatthan | must resort to more
unscrupulous mearts.

He pulled on the brass handle of his cane and unsheathed a small dagger. After a minute or two
of diligent work, Susas eyes were wide open. She would not be able to shut them now, for the
eyelids had ben removed.

fiNow, then9 Doctor Prodigium said, distastefully, putting the dirty business behindietys
progress. Forgo all amenities when traversing the wells ofdimethegan, again, swaying the
pendant teandfro like a pendulum. Susémeyes sftened and then closedRecline your head,
eat some popcorn, and have a good time.

At the snapping of fingers, Susan awoke. She was no longer in her seat. The spotlight was
blinding and warm on her face. She was on the other side of it now.

fiLadies ad gentlemem,the big top bellowedjyoudl find that our next act has a real bite toit.



The sound of a metal gate being unlatched. At this, the audience went wild.

The house lights flared up in an incandescent splendour. The spotlights drew sighyrtissik.
Nothing was withheld from the crowd. Nor Susan.

Instinctively, she gazed out into the wide uproarious crowd. Not expecting to see them, of
course. However, she could not shake the feeling that hundreds of watchful eyes were glaring
down upon he Doctor Prodigium was in his usual seat. Not exactly in the seat, per say, but
prancing merrily above with a hadfaten corndog in hand. Back in his euphoria, she gathered.

She found herself in a large enclosure. A metal gate surrounded her on silésimearly ten
feet high. A low growling suddenly startled her.

An enormous lion capered ferociously before her. Its white teeth just as eager and as hungry as
its two eyes.

AWelcomeo the big top announcedthe lion tamem

Susan thrust herself dagat the cage, too horr@truck to move. The screams loaded in her throat
but not finding voice. In one palm was a long leather whip. In the other she discovered a small
wooden stool.

The lion circled the enclosure, standing between her and the aki¢ @averse side. It jousted,
testing her. Susan merely shrank back. The lion seemed to grin as it engaged her again. Playing
with her like a cat padding a mouse back and forth in its paws, knowing full well that it will
eventually kill it.

Susan bravelgnapped the whip at the creature to no effect. It only served to anger the brute,
who charged headlong. With a shriek of fright, Susan brandished the wooden stool above her
head. The lioés jaws caught one of the legs and removed it with ease. Temporarily
inconvenienced, it drew back.

The crowd cheered, approvingly. It spread infectiously across the amphitheatre of seats.

The creature charged again, coming at her like a cyclone. She snapped the whip. The lion
snatched it away. Its teeth found her bloasd removed it as easily as a banana being peeled of
its skin. She rebounded clumsily, stumbling and falling-frs¢ on the stage, the wooden stool
gyrating out of reach, another leg snapping off. She was helpless. Like a limp gazelle.

The side of heface met the stage in a reprise of pain. She heard teeth cracking. Then, it was all
gone. Not just the lion and the enclosure, but everything. The lights, the audience, the sounds, the
smells. All that remained were herself and Doctor Prodigium, faritiffigsalone in a dark and
colourless circus tent. It all returned just as quickly. Like an old photograph being brought to

vivid and colourful life.



ItGs not real, she thought. None of it is real.

The stunning world around her began to crackle, l&e BV reception. Reality and fantasy
clashed inharmoniously. Shades of both, alternating in intensity.

Ités just like a curtain.

Like the emerald city in the Wonderful World of Oz, the facade began to crumble. The air held
nothing but dust and darkne3$ie unoccupied seats watched with a bland indifference. The only
sound to be heard was that of Doctor Prodiggisole jubilations and the only smell was that of
age and decay.

Slowly, painfully, she rose to her feet. The lion was gearing up for andihege. She merely
stood there. The face of the creature was all distorted now. Its eyes were drooping as though they
were melting off. The jowls of the beast sagged almost to the stage. Its eyes were empty portals.

When the beast pounced, she recoilechsaaised in defence. But there was no blow. When she
lowered her arms, reality had claimed dominance. The party was over.

Soberly, she stumbled across the empty stage, which now lacked life.

AYou cheated Doctor Prodigium screamed in an outrage, nmgglier centre stage. Now, just a
tiny old man in a ridiculous suit. His cohort, the big top, unaddivhy, you have ruined my
entire evening! No. | resist to return to this dreary reality. We shall have one more act yet!

He reached a hand into hiskat. Susan screamed as she confronted Doctor Prodigium. This
time, it was not a scream of terror. No, it was a battle cry.

The two collapsed to the stage in a heap. Doctor Prodigium wielded his cane and beat her
violently over the head with it. A blow lded squarely between her eyes and drew blood.
Another one found her nose with a satisfying crack.

fiThe showd Doctor Prodigium said, doggedly, unsheathing the dagger from his cane, the one
with the brass handléhe show must go oa!

Susan groped bldty with her hands. When her fingers discovered the wooden stool, she grasped
it tightly. Just as Doctor Prodigium swung the blade, Susan thrust it forward with all of her
remaining strength. It was flimsy, but it served. The last two legs found Doctligieroés eyes

and brought it all home.

He screamed in mortal agony and buckled to his knees.

fiThe shows over, you bastaral.

His cries echoed loud throughout the empty walls of the big top as Susan staggered headlong
towards the exit.



On her way, shelmserved the reality the horrific realityy of Doctor Prodigiungs traveling

circus. Karen lay on the stage with a broken neck, very much dead. Beside her was a standard
steel ladder, no more than thirty feet high, from which she had fallen. There had thaegim no

wire act. Stevés lifeless body sat in a crimson pool. There had been no knife throwers act either.
He had simply been stabbed to grisly death. His corpse bore five puncture holes, including the

fatal neck laceration.

In a moment of inspiration, Sais fished the Bic lighter out of Stegepocket. After making her

exit from big top she snapped it to life and held the flame to one of the corners of the tent. She
had to chase it with her hand, which was trembling. But when the thin polyester caceayinghit
quickly.

Doctor Prodigiunds demonstration of anguish issued loud from inside as Susan ran through the
carnival where a sign advertisde sure to come again! Open all season!

Suddenly, Doctor Prodigium stopped screaming. His hands fell frontdaidied eyes in a
stupor.

Was that?
It was.. Light!
(the tent ablaze)

He couldri perceive anything but the faint recognition of the light through his gouged eyes, but
it was there. Bright and blinding. The house

(the polyester smouldering)

Yes! The remarkable warm glow of the spotlights was back on him. Bathing him in an ecstasy of
euphoria. The music had also resumed.

(the flames rising)

Faint, but still audible. Crackling and popping sounds that could only haveheedrums. The
audience too! Hissing in communication with each other. Roaring with applause. And the smells!

(the smoke entombing the big top)

The burning of popcorn, the scorching of corndogs. He could smell the delicious smoke swirling
all around hin. The magic of the circus was back.

Doctor Prodigium rose and blindly groped among the aisles, waving to the empty seats and
absent spectators, announcing his triumphant return. Inhabiting the first seat that his feet found,
he reclined his head backdsmiled as the big top burned in a wonderful spectacle all around
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A CURLED MOUTH by Joseph J Patchen

Normally | would welcome merriment of all sorts in my house. Hell, these days | welcome
merriment anywhere between me and a five hundred mile radius. | have learned that a
meaningful life is a joyful life.

After an eternity shackled in a loveless marriag@se sober moments promoted a smiles free
agenda, | have devoted my remaining years to seek out places and people who believe simply in
fun.

But it is 3:30 am. That is in the morning. | need my rest from a long day which has been the
product of a long wek. | need my sleep so | can once again function in a world that | have
discovered with a wide eyed anticipation.

Are those glasses | hear clinking? | live alone. | live by myself. &idmren so much have a
goldfish or a parakeet. | live here solely aaldne by design. | have no guests; no roommates; no
girlfriends, not even a fiancée.

| seek my fun elsewhere; offsjteot seeking any entanglements that could later ruin things.
| am alone. Yet | can hear what | perceive to be a party going on devinalih

| dond own a television or a radio. | carstream on a computai/ith my divorce barely
completed it will be some time before | can access funds in such an amount to purchase such
luxuries.

My stomach and intestines are ill, but not my ming.iktellect is as sharp as any razor or knife.
And | am well versed in both. But then again if my stomach and intestines are ill it may be
because of a choice my mind made for nourishment or what my intellect hastily deduced to be
the best recipe.

| wantto shout at these interlopers. | want to call the police. But | am vulnerable here in the
bedroom. | am so tired, and | failed to bring any weapon with me. | never thought | should. |
have to be careful.

From the sounds | gather there are at least froerg women; full of life in my kitchen. They
are speaking hurriedly in short phrases and laughing at each pause. They are happy, so greatly
so.

As my feet touch my sleepers, their voices increase in volume; as | step to door | can discern
even more voicgand as | enter my hall, the light from the kitchen is blinding.

A strange slapping sound now enters the verbal fray; it sound as though pieces of something, a
wet something are falling from a height on the floor. With each slap, my invaders roardadder
louder in laughter.



As my eyes adjust to the light | can see women, young and shapely women standing and moving
about and yet surrounding something in my kitchen. The arice me as | walk down the
hall. They doi stop their partying as | dravioser.

As | hit the doorway my throat clenches. My sinuses pour as the most acrid aroma smacks me in
the face. My stomach, already in turmoil, turns and | dry heave into the blood and animal tissue
that soaks the floor all around the room.

The women aréarefoot and young; each attractive and dressed scantily. They seem familiar to
me but | cad process why. | am overcome from the scene playing out in front of me.

| wave my arms and hands because my voice has now failed.
Still the women dod look up They doit look at me. They are otherwise engaged. They are
otherwise fascinated, each and together with mutilating a corpse; a levitated corpse just hovering

in the middle of their round just where their mouths are and where they can chew on it.

And if they are not biting on this body, as if it were a delicacy, their hands are digging into the
flesh so they can pull things out of it, picking away simply to eat.

They clink one anothé& glasses, filled to the brim, sloshing and spilling blood and apa¢ars
to be bodily tissue and waste with each chew and swallow. My, | do know who they are.

They are surrounding this body like a wild pack of animals, devouring and gorging themselves
on organs.

| try to touch one of the girls placing my hand on apsty bare shoulder, but my attempt passes
right through. | try to run but my legs stiffen and my feet are riveted in place.

And that is vihen | realize the greatest mystery of all is in front of me. The day each of us will
know has come to fruition. Myosvs have come home to roost with eight slices of karma. | am
dead, | can clearly see this and my physical form is disappearing before me into the mouths of
those bloated corpses | have left behind.

| should be horrified, but my nightmares have never chteseor.

| should be in pain but | am a disappearing piece of ectoplasm.

| should be angry, but | lived my life knowing that each day we can all be prey.

Fading, | understand where | will next be. | will have to atone for my life and my practides, jus
as the spirits of these women have long ago when | sent them to another realm.

Irony that while | may not be happy but | clearly understand; my only disappointment is the silly
smile they carved on my face leaving a curled mouth.



Despite my impeccablwork on this level of existence leaving the remains of throw away

women unknown and securing the remains of other woman to be unfound; just look at me. Is this
any way to end orie life?

What a stupid smile.

The Devil will surely make fun of me.

THE END

Now available fromAmazon
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CROSS COUNTRYoy Rob Bliss

Officers Briggs and Malone were on a routine patrol, fresh coffee from thetdriveteaming

in their cruiser, blping to wake them u@unday night in a county of small towns, dirt roads
passing darkened farm houses, the long sitagle highway that ran across the entire country.
Their patrol turf.The biggest threat to police were deer and moose crossing theoads.

Malone was driving, two years on the force, still learning the rdappesiad never fired his
weapon at a person, never even seen a suibid#ic stops, driving under the influence, teenage
parties cranked up too loud, the occasional pot gnpun a field.He felt like a babysitter to the
community, not a law enforcement officéigured hél have to do the hack work before he
made it.Was hoping to make detective someddg.and his wife had a sixonthold at home.

Briggs had spent thirty yes as a cop, in a city of millions first, seen it all, fired his weapon
multiple times, killed a fewHe had seen death in all its forms, corruption amongst the civilian
and police population&new which politicians were crooked and got away witiitd he knew
to keep his mouth shut if he wanted to keep his job, or@e¢.on with a rural force, hoping to
lessen his chances of catching a bullet in the tranquil country#édiead survived this long, and
only wanted to survive a little longer until hetired in a few years.

Retirement was all he seemed to talk about on the long drives.

fiY ou gotta think about the futurtehe told MalonefiThe goddamn pension they give you&an
keep you going into old agklell, I&ve heard of some cops dealing drtggut something away.
IGm not saying to do that shitust let your money make mondhey wanted to put me behind a
desk, but | said to hell with itdl move to another force, quieter, safi@m old but | air@t dead.
IGm telling you, Malone, as soos gou retire, yo&re deadl say, die some place warm with girls
in bikinis serving drinks on the beaoh.

Malone chuckled politely as Briggs laughed from the bdlhe younger man let the older talk,
and told himself that a cop coul@iithoose his partme

A truck on the road ahead had a busted taillightger than a cube van, dowarel diesel with
a rollup rear doorMalone hit the flashers and siren.

The officers got out of their cruiser, approached the truck from eitheMdadene asked the
driver for his license and insurance while Briggs shone a flashlight into the cab, onto the
floorboards, up to the drivés face An Asian man, Chinese, haatliged, pocknarked
cheekbones, sweating and nervous.

Malone took the information back to the cruias Briggs looked at the man, recognizing him
from somewhere.

AWhaits your name®Briggs asked.

fiwanp the man said with a thick accent.



Briggs peered at the man and nodd#dnow you, though wéve never metWe have mutual
friendso

Malone returnedo the driver, handed his identification back, told him to get his taillight fixed as
soon as possible.

A bang sounded from inside the truck, accompanied by the sound of a child crying.

Malone drew his weapon, told the driver to exit the van, opendtie ble didd see Briggs
shuffle back to the cruiser, dip inside the passenger door, turn off the camera under the rear view
mirror filming the traffic stop.

The back door of the truck clattered up and, in the ci@@iseradlights, Malone saw the faces a
emaciated bodies of Chinese women and children packed into the van.

The younger cop told the driver to lay flat on his stomach on the ground, hands folded behind his
head.The driver did, and Malone held his gun on him.

He looked up to see Briggs pting his gun at himBefore a word was spoken, the older cop put
a bullet through the young cégpforehead, then one through the chBsggs told the driver to
get to his feet, watch out for the blood.

Then he pointed his gun at the ropy door.fiPull that goddamn thing down before someone else
comes alon@.The driver did, telling the women and children to shut the fuck up oditlokés,
before the door slammed down and lockitlbw far you going® Briggs asked.

fArizona. Then switch, get more, tram-trailer for long haul to Chicag®etter truck,
soundproof) he said as he banged a small fist on the door.

Briggs sighed and put his gun back in his holstetter beldn too goddamn close to

retirement, | doé need this shit. Therirh outa thishackwoods shithole, probably outa this
countryMaybe head to your country €& where cops ar
bribeo He smiled and the driver smiled with hifiGet that goddamn light fixe&.ou got lucky

this time.Not a lot of us crossountry you can rely on to save your ass.

The driver bowed quickly and got into the truck, cranked the ignition, and rumbled back down
the dark highway.

Briggs looked down at his dead partner, swore to himself in a whiBpak.Malonés gun and
shot afew holes into the windshield and camera of the cruieot another two into the dark
forest at the edge of the highwayrew the gun far into the ditcfiook out his gun and fired a
few rounds into the asphalt road and gravel median at differentsaBpla out one of the
cruisefs headlights.

Saved the last bullet for his left thigbragged a blood trail through the gravel to the déver



side of the cruiser, reached inside to grab the mic of the radio, and called it in.

THE END
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THE FLAW OF ATTRACTIONDby Chris Tutty

GeorgeSpratthadheardthatthe desbwayto getwhatyou wantedwasto ¢rojectthefact that
youwantedit. A branchof New Thought,popularisecandenthusedverby a stupefyingnumber
of authorsandmediafigures,statecthatfate,theworld, the universe gverything,would conspre
to helpyou achieveyour goalsif you only hadtheright frameof mind. The zealousadherent®f
this dawb(alaw!) would insistwith thefervourof the newreligiousconvertthatthis
unfathomablyhugeuniverseorchestrate@ventso fall into alignment for youif thecorrect
mind-setwereassumedPseudoscientifiargumentgor the theorys effectivenessvereput forth
by butcheringscientificunderstandingf the electricalactivity of the brain,andthelack of hard,
empiricalevidenceof the theoryss effectivenesshouldhaverelegatedt to the New Age
movemends outerfringe. Georgecouldrd decidewhetherhe shouldlaughor cry thatthe
proponentsvereblind to this.

WhenGeorgehadbeena boy, evenup to his mid-teenageyears he might havethoughtthe
concepthadsomecredenceTheonsetof reality, the understandinghattheworld atlargeandon
amuchmorelocalizedscalewasa hatefulandsardoniching, hadbeenlatein hitting him. It was
probably,hethoughtnow, akind of face savingdenial, the delusionahopethatthingssimply
hadto getbetterandthatdismalschoolyearswould segudnto afertile, opportunityladen
adulthood.Themind-setengenderedy lack of opportunity,afacethatcould charitablybe called
homely,andjokesat his expensendjust within earshotmadewith the consistencyf dayinto
night, wasa mind-setthatwasenlightenedn away thatcheerful,cloyingly optimisticpseude
celebritiesandlifestyle punditswould not understand.

Georgeknewthathewasnot handsomenotrich, not charismaticnot likeable(althoughthis was
not for wantof trying), no, buthewasin tunewith reality. Essentially Georgeknewthattheway
theuniversereally workedwas:shit happenslf you wantedsomethinggcontraryto those
propagatinghesilly ideathata positiveandsaccharin@utlookwasthekey, you werealmost
certainto find hurdlesin competitionwith eachotherto seewhich could obstructyoufirst. You
did not attractthe thingsyou wanted.Thethingsyou wanteddid not somuchplay hide-and-seek
with you astakeout arestrainingorderagainstyou, especiallywhenyou possessethe dubious
blessingof someondike George He would be quick to askanybelieverin the dawbif perhaps
the countlessstarvinganddiseasedvretchesn poorandwar-torn countrieshadonly themselves
to blamefor notvisualisinghealth,nutrition andpeacenardenough This, heknew,wasthe
stupidityof this philosophyof attraction He wishedsomeoneavould askfor his viewpointsothat
he couldwatchthemsquirmunderhislogic. For him andmanypeoplelike him, life wasa
protractedkick in theteeth.

He finishedthearticlein the Sundaysupplemenaboutthe powerof positivethinking andits
guaranteedesultsandthrewthe magaznefuriously atthewall. He sacrificedaccuracyfor
velocity andsentthelron MaidenCD on the edgeof his stereatableclatteringto thefloor. It fell
agoodthreeanda-half feetandhe didn& needto investigateo know thatthe plasticcasewould
becracked He sighedandran his handsthroughhis hair, which waswavy andthe colourof a
freshcarrot.He would haveliked to haveseenlron Maidenin their mid-eightiesascendance.
Powerful,dynamic,creative exciting,andwith a catalogueof recording packagedehindthose
spectaculaberekRiggscovers.To havebeenborntwentyyearsearlierthanhehadbeen o live



thoughthe eightiesasa youngadult,to seethethingsof his childhoodthathestill cherished
throughanadultse y e shecotdldhave @attractedwhathe wanted hewould havelived asan
earlierversionof himself,onewho would live fearlesslyandgetwhathewantedthroughhard
work anddeterminationnot from nonsensicadvisualisatioor @lignmentdNo meekpandering
to teaches or co-workersor anyoneelse,either.

He crossedheliving roomandput the crumpledmagazineandthe crackedCD casebackon the
table.He sneeredl wantto bemeagain,in the Eighties,hetold himself.

He wasseizedby a crippling sensatiorof nauseaandfelt theroomspinningasthoughhewere
drunk.He retched gulped,andvomitedhis breakfasbverthe carpet.lt wasanold carpetin an
ugly patternof maroonandmustardyellow, anda voice somewhergeowardsthe backof his
mind told him thatthe regurgitationmight evenhaveimprovedthe décor.Breathingheavilyand
blinking to clearhis vision, hewonderedf he hadlost his mind whena voice broughthim
shootingbackto his sensed senseshal

Aot lookingtoo hotthere,Georgyboydsaida voicethatwasoddly familiar andyet camefrom
astrangeds lips.

He lookedaroundandfoundhisinterloperstandingoehindhim, offering a handto helphim up.

ANhothe bloodyhell areyou andhow did you getin?6 Georgedemandedignoringthe proffered
handandcertainthatthe doorsandwindowswerelocked how hadthis mangotin?

dNVhoindeedfsaidthe strangeiin thatuncannyvoice.

AVell?6Georgesplutterednot knowingwhetherto reachfor the phoneto call the police or take
aswingatthestranger.

dCant tell?6the strangelasked df | wereanyoneelsel shouldprobablybeinsulted,but |&ve
beenin yourshoed e f o r e é ladit happersi | vy ,

Georgewasnow surethatthe manderangeddNo, | cani fitello, andyou cantell menow or 18l

fuc éd
&ettledown pthe strangeiinterrupted dém you.d

ForsomereasonGeorgedidnd doubthim. Incredulousashe knewheshouldbe, thefeatures
wereall there.Themanwasprobablyin his mid-sixtiesbut therewasno mistakingthe
resemblancewateryblue eyes thin, slightly crookednose weakchin,theabundant r e c k| e s é

Georgdookedcloserstill. Themanhadareddishcomplexionandsnowwhite hair,andGeorge
knewthatin decadepastthosecolourswould havebeenreversedHe would havelookedjust

| i k e é GE&hemagwasdressedn aplaingreyshirtandloosegreytrouserghatGeorge
couldr@ quite fathom;therewassomethingndefinableaboutthe clothing, neitherold-fashioned
nor contemporaryandneitherstylishnor dowdy. It wasasthough the garmentglid not belongto



anyerabutwererepresentativef all thefashionperiodsof themarts life distilled into asingle
outfit.

ONell done lad 6saidthe manwho wasno longera strangerdYou recognizeyourselfd

Georgefor all thathewasbaffled at beingfaceto-facewith the Ghostof-Georgés-future,
noddedn acquiescence.

Oroudre anoddlookinglittle thing6futureGeorgesaid,dbut you arerét stupid.You knowthe
truth whenyou seeit, evenwhenit takesawhile to filter throughtheold synapsesYou wanted
to changehings,andyou cano

Comeoff it,6Georgescoffed.dYoude telling methatthe attractioncrapactuallyworks®

d didnd saythatpsaidthe strangerfuttherds alwaysaway out, evenif ités nottheway those
New-Thoughtpseudoscientistwould haveyou believe.Youd me,oncéd wantto live in a
differenttime, asa differentyou, andleavethe monotonyandthe disappointmenbehind.But it
would takeeffort, George Thequestionis, if you hadthechancewould you put thateffort in?
LetGs go andfind outd

Hereachedorwardandputahandon Georgés shoulderandtheroomspunagain.

After whatseemedike bothaneternityandaninstant,Georgés nauseandeyewatering
disorientatiorpassea@ndhefound himselfandhis olderself standingsideby side,lookinga t é
dMehecroaked.

orou, me,usPsaidtheolderGeorge Theywerestill in Georgés living room, but now therewas
athird playerin this bizarregame.The manbeforethemwasnot taller, beter-looking, or
otherwisemoredesirablehanGeorgehadbeenin thelife hehadsomehowust beensuckedout
of. Thisthird Georgewascladin tight blue jeansanda slightly too-smallt-shirtin ablue-and
white hooppattern.His hair waslongerandshagyier thanGeorgewould everhavewornit, and
hewassurprisedo seealit cigarettedanglingfrom third-Georgés lips. He wasinspectinga
twelve-inchvinyl recordin its sleeve andrealGeorgerecognizedt atoncefrom its cover:the
sandycolouredpyramid andstatuesandazuresky of Powerslavethefifth Iron Maideneffort. In
placeof thestereeCD playeron his tablewasa contemporartylus,recordsstackecheatly
behindit in placeof the CDshewasaccustomedo.

AVhats goingon®askedreatGeorgebemusedly.

dYoubre admiringyour newpurchasdésaidolderGeorge dté Septembe#dth, 1984.Therecord
cameout yesterdayout you finishedwork late andcouldrd makeit to therecordshopuntil
todayd

Georgdookedbackandforth betweerhis futureandwould-be pastselves.

O0Vh éwhatdo| dofor aliving?6heasked.



orou sell electronicg)saidolderGeorge dTheyae all therage, theway internetbasedhingsare
in thetime youde morefamiliar with. Stereostelevisionscomputersith awhoppingeightbit
memorycapacity.Youde living throughthe Eightiesbut still dond havewhatyou wantd

ONhatdo youmean®

&implepolderGeorgeexplained dThisis youin the decadeyou wantedto live in. Doesrit
meanthatyoudl appreciatet. Doesréd meanyoudl seeit throughyour twenty-irst centuryeyes.
Doesrit meanyoudl find it anymoresatisfyingd

Georgés brow furrowedashelookedbackat his would-be Eightiesself. Thelatterwascarefully
removingtherecordfrom the sleeveandseting it ontheturntable.

dt mustbebettersomehowdGeorgeprotestedo his oldercounterpartéArend | richer?More
popular,morefulfilled or something®

OlderGeorgeshruggedoyou dond earnalot. You still work atthe bottomof the pile. You see,
Georgeyoude oneof thosesmall,sadlittle peoplewho alwaysdreamsbig but neverdoesa
thing aboutit. Therds still too muchof the scaredittle boyin youd

Beforethewordshadevensunkin, the dramaticopeningbarsof the albunts openingnumber,
GAcesHigh,6kickedin andGeorgewatchedasEightiesGeorgebeganmoddinghis headin
appreciation.

RealGeorgdookedimploringly at his snowhairedfutureself. dén € 6

dtés a sadfactdsaidthe olderGeorge tut ités theway thingsare.Do you know the saying,fithe
morethingschangethe moretheystaythe sam@?6

Georgecouldonly nodhis redheaddumbly.
Orhats theway it is for millions of peoplejust like you.6
Orhergs no-onelike m é 6Georgebeganwith suddervitriol.

drhereareplenty of peoplelike you!6olderGeorgecut him off with asperity.d_ook aroundthis
roomd notonebutthreepeoplewho arerit justlike you butareyou! You arerit special.lém not
special.Your would-be pastself banginghis headto the musicoverthereisnd specialno matter
how badlyyouwantto live ashim. Life is muchthe samefor the unambitiouswvallflowers of this
world, George This pastself sellshis appliancesteadsthe tabloidsandenjoysthe four TV
channelsjust like everyoneelsedid then.Justanotheryou. Justanothemobody6

Georgefelt his breathingosingits cadenceHe shookhis headandtried to focuson his pastself.
Thetruth startedo sink in; this Georgethatmight-havebeenwas,otherthantheembarrassing
mullet hairstyle little differentfrom the Georgeof the 21stCentury.He wasthe sametimid,



spitefullittle man.He wasthe samewageslaveliving in asmall,badlyfurnishedflat. He looked
aroundatthe placeandsawthatif anything,this alternate pastself he hadmanifestedvaseven
worsethantheonehehadleftd thenoveltyhehopedfor wasnotapparento EightiesGeorge.
How couldit be?Life wasnot novel;nostalgiaor longingfor anerapastwasonly thoveb
preciselybecausedt wasviewedfrom a positionof looking back!

He staggeredaverto thewindow andproppedhis weak,pastyarmson the sill. Theemotional
half of his brainreeledwhilst the analyticalsidescannedhe streetbelowin the hopeof
distraction,evenif justto give him afew second8respie. The buildingsweremostlyunchanged
from his owntime, otherthanthe shopfrontof the newsagentacrosshe streetbeingpaintedin a
differentfont andthe occasionafront dooror shutterbeingcoloureddifferently. Elsewherethe
mostnotabledifferencewastheboxier,lessstreamlinedshapeof the carsparkedalongthe
kerbside Otherthanthat,the sunshonetheearly-Septembebreezeblew, andthe odd pedestrian
wentnonchalantlyabouttheir business.

O6rakemeawayphesaidin thenumb,faint voice of onerealisinga miserableandinescapable
truth.

ddm glad youdre cometo your sense$isaidolder George.

Theroomspunagain,andGeorgestumbledoverandcouldnd helpreachingoutto graspat that
ugly carpetasthoughto hold onin caseit threwhim off into someabysswhich for all heknew
it might. Thefeelingof holdingon for dearlife to someweird metaphysicamerry-go-round
slowly easeff, andherecoveredenoughof his senseso feel afaint tickling underhis nose.
Raisingafinger to his upperlip, hewipedawayatrickle of blood;the shift in time hadburst
bloodvesselsn his sinuses.

doesit haveto be sonauseating®he stammered.

Al partof thelearningexperiencésaidhis future-self, who, Georgenoted,did not seem
discomfitedin theleast.

Georgestaggeredo his feetandlookedarounddr h i s @& rigst,éhe managed.

Hewasstill in hisflat, but quickly discernedhathis temporalmorality lessorwasrd over.
Thingsin theflat werenot astheyhadbeen.Things werenewerthanthetime he hadjust left,
but his stereawasnow larger,blockier CD/cassett@layerthanthe smaller,sleekerapplianceof
theagehebelongedo.

ANell spottedhsaidolderGeorge dté October7th, 19956

Thedoorto theliving room openedandGeorgesawhis third-self enterwith a smallplasticbag
in onehand.He briefly tookin thisincarnationof himselfcladin aflannelshirtandwith a
floppy, centrepartedhaircutthathewould neverhaveconsidered goodlook in thetwenty-first
century Third-Georgereachednto the carrierbagandremoveda CD which hesetit downin
front of the stereo.Thereal Georgebarelyclappedeyesonthe CD yetrecognisedt



immediately:The X Factor,the Maidenalbumreleased few daysbeforethis date.lts coverwas
adull greyillustrationfitting for adull greydecadeNot justfor him, butfor societyat large;
aftertheglitz andexcesof the Eighties,the newdecadéhadreactedasthoughseeinghe
Eightiesasa setof embarrassinghotagraphsof a debauchedight onthetown from the
perspectivef aregretful,hungovemmorning.Glitz andexuberanceveresuddenlyout, grey,
selfinducednihilism wasin. Most of therock starsof the Eightieshadlookedlike glitzy
superheroegheir Nineties counterpartsookedlike off-duty lumberjacks.

Georgewonderedaintly why hehadonly acquiredthe gloomynewMaidenalbumnow, on
October7th, insteadof onits dayof releaseafew daysbefore.Thenhetookin his third-selfts
lugubriousexpressin anddefeateodylanguagehis drabclothingandhis air of capitulation.
The Georgeof thetwenty-first centuryshookhis headanddemande@loudwhatelsehe should
know aboutbeingherein the Ninetiesasanadult.

If the Eightieshadbeenthe decale helongedfor, the Ninetieswereyearshedesperatelyished
he couldforget,or atleasttry againwith adifferentmind-set As if readinghis thought® and
why wouldnd he know them,giventhatthetwo werethe sameperson®d olderGeorge
explained:dNo, lad, you couldtry to beabit moreresilient,but youd give in sooneror laterand
showyourselfup for the samemilksop youdve alwaysbeend

Georgewincedasherememberedr-or him, thereal George the mid-to-late-ninetieshadbeen
his schoolyears.To be namedGeorgeamidsta generatiorof Aarons,DarrensandLeeswasto
invite ridicule andtauntsevenwithout beingred-haired,shortanduncoordinatedHe had
absorbedhebullying like aspongeandwould neverbe ableto getthe otherboychantout of
his head:

Ginger George Ginger George Ginger GeorgeSpratt
Is your Muma gingertoo, doesshehavea gingertwat?

He facedhis olderself. AVhatam| doingasanadulthere®

A fine questionjsaidolderGeorge He pointedat mid-NinetiesGeorg, who hadleft the CD on
thetableandwasheadingfor thekitchen.dT his versionof you stacksshelvesat a supermarked

Orheregs nothingwrongwith thatd Georgeprotestedimply.

@Of coursetherds not 6saidolderGeorge dutités asfar asyou ever go hereasanadult. You
trudgeoff to work, stackyour tins andbottles,comehome,andlistento your music.Not a thing
wrongthere.But for what?Whais your legacygoingto be?Whatmarkwill you leaveonthe
world?

Georgeknewthatthe answemwas asblankasthe walls of theflat thathe could neverbebothered
to decoratethenor now.



d¥ou newer madearesolutionin your lif e 6saidolderGeorge candyou turnedself-defeatinto an
artform. You just madedo with whateveryou couldandendedup asme,comingto drive it
hometo you.

Orou seeanotherthing you needto learnis this: it doesid matterwhenl takeyou. | couldshow
you yourselfherein aBronzeagehutor afully-interactivehomewith aroboticservanthundreds
of yearsin thefuture;it would bethe same.Youdve got no drive, not now, notin the Eighties,
notin the pastor thefuture.You do thingswhenyoufeel like it, notwhenyou know you should,
andyou takeplentyof pushingbut nevergrow the ballsto pushbacko

Georgepinchedhimselfonthearmto ensurehis wasnot the daftestandcruellestdreamhe had
eversufferedthrough.A slightburningpainandalocalisedreddeningof freckledwhite skintold
him thatit wasnot.

d understandnow6hesaid.

d know6sdd olderGeorged waswhereyou are,afterall. Thelessonis thatyou dond attract
whatyou want.You attractwhatyou dond want. Bullies, jobsthatpaybills but nothingmore,
periodsof staringat blankwalls, wishingyour life wasbetter.If youwant it to be better,you do
somethingaboutit. Do | really needto goon®

6lakemehomefsaidGeorge.

Thespinningandnauseaameagain,andhe emergedn his owntimein a heaponthefloor.
Everythingwasashehadleft it andhis wall calendaistaredhim in thefacewith thedatehe
knewit to havebeen His headachedirom thetime dislocation,andhis miserywascompounded
ashelookeddownandrealisedthathe hadwet himself.

OlderGeorgewasnowhereto be seenandGeorgewasaboutto beginthe mammothtaskof
trying to figure out whathe shoulddo whenhe sawthe Sundaymagazinen the crumpledheap
hehadleft it in. He crawledoverto it andrightedit, finding the pagegpartedat the coverstory,a
world-exclusiveinterviewwith KarenMendez,the Americansinger/actress/model/lusbjectdu
jour. He hadnot readthe article, havingusedthe magazineasa missileafterreadingthe pseude
philosophicalopinionpieceon the fourth page.

His eyesalightedon a passage:

@Oh yeah,| would never havemadeit in this businessvithout my mind-seto saysMendez fil
focussedeally hardandlike, concentratingon what| wantedjust madeit cometo me. ItGs like |
barelyhadto work for it solong asl believedthatthe universewasworking to getmewhat|
wanted,you knowwhatl mean® Her hugebabyblue eyessparkleasshegoeson. iiYou really
do attractthe thingsyou want0o

Georgerolled ontohis backandlaughed He laughed guffawed,andchuckledasherealisedhat
all along,hecouldin facthavefoundtheway out of his circuitousdeadendof anexistenceThe
answerthadbeenthereall along,andheknewhowto provehis future self wrong,in the process



erasinghewholeordealthathadledto this. Therewasonly onething he hadto do, andit would
only takea few momentgeffort. He knewthathe couldrise from the pile of miseryandmake
somethingof himself.In keepingwith his perpetuablefeatismandaversionto effort, though,he
would not. He would do whathe alwayshaddone:thething thatwaseasiest.

He felt the soft, sallowskin of his neckandthroat,sothin andyielding, andlookedtowardsthe
top drawerof his desk.He keptaknife in thatdrawer.

A verysharpknife.
THE END

Return to Cordgnts




LOBSTER®S REVENGE by Jesse Zimmerman
PartThree

fAh!0 criesthebig crispylobsterin his plain yet boomingvoice.iCrazywomen!l card control
them!Reinforcementsl

fGive mebackmy bloodyswordb yells the Challenger.

Thekobolds,alphaboldsor whatevertheyare,moveasone,turningtheir backson their master,
facingour elevatedocky perch.An armyof little eyesandwhiskeredsnoutspeersatus,andl
feelmy kneegturnto jelly, yet standmy ground,daggerin hand,noideawhatto dowith it. Sis
swervesherloadedbow aboutlike shealwaysdoes,underadozenarrowsin herquiver,not
nearlyenough.

AWede screwed) | sayquietly. | hearthe footfalls of morekoboldsapproachinghe chamber.
Theycomefrom all directionsof thechambe exceptdirectly belowus. Theremustbetunnelsin
thewalls.

fALet usgo!d Faunashoutspold asever.
AYeah,tha@l work,0 | murmur.

High-pitchedlaughteranswersBelow usarethe bulk of them,all gatheredn a massivecluster
thatis thickestdirectly underthelip of the perch.l now seethe Challengelis takingthis moment
to do somethingHeds fiddling with his two handsbehindhis backand,within secondshehas
untiedtheropesthathadboundhis wrist. Thisis our chance!

AiComeon, you weaklingsb | shout.fiwebve slaindozenof koboldsalreadyby throwing
pebblesatthemb

Faunadownsonekoboldastheyrushforward,andthenanotherpeforehavingto duckatrio of
pointedshafts.Theyde chuckingtheir spears.

I, havingno projectile weaponryhaveslinkedbackward Thereis nowhereto go, sol kneel
besideFaunaasfour morespearsit therock wall aboveandclatteruponthefloor, two spears
landingtwo inchesfrom me.

fildiots,0 shemutterswith a classicFaundaugh,duckingbesideme.We bothjump up really
quick andthendropagain.More spearsWe havetennow on thefloor besideus. Faunagetsup,
launchesaanarrow,andhidesonceagain,shouting:fiStopkilling us!o downatthefoes
mockingly.

fiOkay,onep shestartscouning, puttingherbow on thefloor, grabbinga speaiin eachof her
handswhile | dothesamefiTwo..0



AThreeb | finish andwe both stand,chuckingour four missiles.

Shehitstwo. | hit two, andthenwe fall in time to avoid gettingskeweredy aline of three
spearsaimedright at us. We repeathis, the koboldsseeminglynot catchingon to our method.
We takeoutthree four, five, six, seven...théucklesscreaturescreampneof them,only grazed,
goesflying towardsthe backof theroomwherethe big bipedallobsterroarsin frustration,
waginghis big clawsabovehis face.

Thisis whenl seethe Challengeralreadypunchinghis way throughthe kobolds,dodgingspear
thrustsandaxeslices,sendingaflying kick into oneof the big ones faces.He grabsa spear
from anotherthen,spinsaboutin awide circle, cleavingapartall the koboldssurroundinghim
beforethe spearsnapsapartin his handson a chargingaxeblade He headbuttsthe axewielder.

Faunaraisesherself,shoutingto theranger throwingafreshspearclearacrosgshe chamberHe
catchest andcontinuedighting, felling anothertwo beforeafreshcircle of fiendssurrounds
him.

fWe haveto helphim!0 Siscriesto me, pulling out herbow again,shootinga few arrowsoff, but
to little avail. Koboldsarestill chuckingspearsip atuswhenwe decideto jump. Themoment
feelssohopelessol justdoit withoutthinking, landinghardonthefloor of thechamberThe
first kobold| seesneersat me,bringingthe sharpene@ndof his speartowardmy face.l manage
to roll out of theway, catchingsightof my sisterleapingontooneof thetall brutesandgoingat
his upperchestandbackwith herswordlike mad.l getbackup, dodgingafurry foot, andnow |
canseethe Challengerrushingtowardsus.

He fights with his newspear]eavingatrail of deadkoboldsin his wake,a goodtenliving ones
makingchaseafterhim. He yells: iRun!o ashe speedpastus. My sisterleapsoff of the
bloodiedopponentandtakesoff afterhim andl follow, bothof my legssorefrom thejump and
landing.

The pathis clearbeforeusatthis far wall acrosdrom thethrone,underneattour formerperch
spot.We seea setof big woodendoors,twice thewidth andheightof anormalhousedoor.
Faunareachsit first, herandtherangempushingonedooreach. A smallchambessitsjust
beyondit. We runinside,havingno choiceasthe koboldsaremerefeetfrom us. Faunaandthe
rangerslamthe doorsbehindthem.The Challengetakeshis spearandusesit to bolt thedoor.
Therearefour tall metaltorchesaroundthe samelengththatwe thentakeandbolt acrosghe
dooraswell, leavingonly onetorch standingto keeptheroomlit. The big doorsquakeaswe
hearthe creaturepushingtheir weightagainstit. And thenwe hearthe soundof axeshacking.

Thechamberasstatedabove,is small,no biggerthanmy roomat home(which s quite big for a
bedroom).To our left andright, aboutten paceson bothsides,aregreyrock walls, the ceiling
lowerin here,aboutsevenfeethigh. Thereareno doorsor windowsor passagewaysr anything
we canescapéhrough.At thefar wall from us,anothertenpacesawayin this squareshaped
roomsitsanimmenseblack cauldron,asbig andwide asanaristocrafs bathtub bulbling to the
brim with greenooze.



fAiThis mustbetheantidoteb | cry.
AOh, how observationabf you,0 saysmy sister.

fiThisis it,0 agreeghe Challenger! hughim, sogladheis okay.At first, hedoesr@ hugback,
butthenheputshis armsaboutmy shouldersand| seeoneof theraretimesthathesmiles.

AThanksfor comingto getme,guysp hesays pattingmy sisteron the back.Shenods,but has
notimeto smile.

AOkay, lets not getaheaddf ourselvesn celebrating) | say.

fiNot aheadof ourselvesd a shrill voice callsfrom behindus,whistling beforerepeatingfiLetés
not getaheadf ourselvesd

Aboveandabit to theright of the steamingcauldronrestsa smalliron, domeshapedagethat
handsfrom ahookonthe ceiling. Insidethis cagesitsa singlebird aboutthe sizeof a chicken,
horrid in appearancé#or it is completelybald, hasno feathers|ooking morelike abird ona
rotisseriespitthanaliving one.

And yetit whistlesandthenit speaksagain:filté only temporarg only temporaryb
fWhatis? asksFauna.
Sharpcrashingsoundsechoagainsthe doorsbehindus, shakingthe whole wall.

AWhais only temporary® | ask.fiNo wait, tell ushow to getout of here®

AThe antidote) therangersays,steppingoverto the brim of the cauldron fiThis is whatis only
temporaryo

Thebird fluttersboth of its fleshywingsatits side,cockingits headsidewaysandthenright-side
up again,andthensidewaysagain.fiLeté not getaheadf ourselvesd

AY ou saidthatalreadyb snapg-auna,bringingup herbow, pointingthe arrowat the birdcage.
AANd 1ém still hungryo

AYou saidthatalready!Still hungry'o the bird chirpswhile | extendmy handto lower my sistefs
bow.

Shelooksto meandsays:fiwe dond havetime!o
ATime!lo

We all turnbackto thebird. I noticenow thatthefour lettersECHO arescrawledon the bottom
of thebirdcage.To my sidethe Challengeistampshis foot, peeringoverthe sideof the goop.



fiNo time to makemore! Haveto go backto sourceto getreal stuff! 0 shrieksthe bird.

AYep,0 muttersthe Challengerplacingbothof his handson the cauldroris brim. filté asbadasl
thought,but at leastit@ not permanent He seemdo know somethingaboutthis.

Thiswholetime thedoorsbehindushavestill beenshaking the distinctsoundof axeschopping
into woodblendedwith the multitudeof bloodcurdlingyet anti-climacticwar-screamsl spin
about,seeinghefirst plank of woodsplinteranda long whiskeredsnoutstick insidethe new
spaceFaunaurnsabou aswell, shootsanarrowinto the snout,andwe bothreturnour gazeto
thetalking bird.

fWe needmore! Needmore! This batchis only temporaryb

Faunamovesto the sideof the big pot, picking up a smallyellow sackoff thefloor. It reads:
Birdseed iLetés seehow this worksp shesays tearingoff thetop of it andpouringit into the
goo.Echorattlesthe cageabove fluttering the meatstick wings, the birdG headfrantically
peeringthroughthe cagés barsto peerbelowatthetiny seeddloating on the greensurface.

| seewhereshds goingwith this oncesheloadsanotherarrowandfiresit atthelittle chainthat
thebirdcages heldup with, sendingbothit andthe crazedbird into the goop,a massivdime-
colouredbubbleburstingabovethe sinking cage.Foramomentl wonderwhy Sisbothered
throwingthebirdseedn if herplanwasto sink thebird, but| figure this out soonenough.

fiNo time for testsb declareghe Challenger|eaningright over, putting his faceinto thegoo
while he shakeshis headabout.He flings his headbackup, his slimedhair flying, sendingbits of
greeneverywherehitting mein theface.

AOw! Whydd you do thatfor?0 | yell athim, althoughl realizethatwe mustdo this.

Anotherwoodenplank getschoppedehind us. Faunareplaceserarrow, shakingherhead.
ATheydre comingo

| scoopup a handfulof thegoo,gaggingasl! stick my handin andfeelits warmth,bringingabig
slimy glob of it towardsmy mouth.It taste® asl figuredit wouldd disgusting!lt remindsme of
this cakethatl bakedwith Motherwhenl wasalittle girl buthadaccidentallyleft outin the
summersun.As | force my tongueto lob creamygunkto my throat,| remindmyselfof the
impendingdanger Faunadetsoutatiny, almostterrified, giggle,andthenreachesnto the bowl
of goop,pulling outthe birdcage Insideis abird solargethebarsof the cagehavealreadybent,
while its ravenoudill beginsto tearapartthe front wall of it, the mutatedcreaturequickly diving
for its birdseel, gobblingit up alongwith moreof the antidote Faunatakesa mouthfulnext,in
herhandlike | did, herfacescrunchingup againlike shehadjust swalloweda giantball of salt,
lemonjuice,andearwax.

The Challengerdashego the crumblingdoor. An axe bladeswingsthroughthe door,lodging
itself in thewoodin front of therangerwho promptlygrabsthe sharpespartwith histwo



fingers,pulling it from its wielder.A kobold faceappearsn thehole.The Challengeipunches
with his free hand,sendingthe facebackfrom whencet came fiComeonin!o he shoutsnow
swingingthe axe winking ashegivesmeaquick nod.fil feelit now! It takesonly amoment!
Thingswill seemto slow downwhenyou rush,butité nottime, ité& you!o

Thingsalreadyfeel different. My vision seemglear,like | cansortthethingsl seebeforeme
andfocuson onething atatime with all of my energy readyto switchto anotherthing instantly
if needbe.l seeoneblow onthedoor,turningmy gazeto its source andthenl seeafurry claw
reachin andgraspabout.l moveforwardto standbesidetheranger.l breathedeepfeelingcalm,
andaskFaunato join us.

Aln amoment) shesays.l hearthe cauldroncrashuponthefloor behindme,feelingno needto
look backto confirm thatshehastippedoverthe antidote.l hearit streaminto anunseerdrain.

My sisteremergego my side,carryinghersword, herleft handclaspedaboutthe birdseedag.
Sheis largerthanbefore,only slightly, but still noticeablehersleeveshavingtorn asherbiceps
bulgedup. My armsandlegsfeel heaviermorepowerful. Theleft doorgivesway completely,
thewoodfalling off from its hinges,crashingo the ground,the edgeof its brokensurface
landingdirectly in front of us. Theright doorburstsapartseconddater,revealingthefirst four
rows of menacingalphaboldsoldiers theveryfirst six of themsneeringandsnappingheir
snoutsastheyleapinto theroom.Faunamovesfirst, turningherunarmecdhand,flinging the
contens of thelittle bagontothefront row of them,noneof the themflinching, somelaughing
astheyrealizetheyd beenassaultedby birdseed.

A giantsquawkringsup from behindme,anda smallspeedindrownobjectshootstowardsthe
nextkoboldlike abolt of lightning. Echothe plucked,talking bird jumpsfrom onebirdseed
coveredkoboldto the other,peckingfaces,eyeballs piercingchainmailandpulling out chunks
of fur andflesh,thefeatherlesgreaturemovingsofastto belike ablur of speedo my eyes!
Stream=f blackblood streakeverywhere.

| haver@t evenmadeasinglemoveyet!

Confident,| chargemakingmy way to the closestkoboldto my right, theleft andcentreflanks
alreadybeingtakencareof by my sister,therangerandthefrenziedbird. In this stateit feels
like thekoboldsareweakoncemore,like thingshavejust beenresetto theway theywere
before.l dond evenusemy daggeron thefirst of them,just hit the nearestvith my fist, sending
him flying to theoppositewall. My newstrengthis immensell feel bolderthaneverwhenthe
nextkoboldshootshis spearat me, for | sliceapartthe shaft,and,with improvedspeedkick the
falling tip of it into themiddle of thefurry critteré body.

fOuchb hecries,graspinghis belly. fiThathurts,it doesd

ATheydre antidotedd a raspyvoicesshoutsbeforeFaunaheadbuttsthe sourceof it, sendinghim
flying againsthe othersbehind.Thealphacreaturedbeginfleeing,somedroppingtheir spears,
oneof which | pick up, asEchochargesafterthem,shrieking:fiNot enough!Needmore!Need
mored



The ChallengelandFaunaarecoveredn blackblood,but appeamasif theyhavebarelybrokena
sweat.My sisterhasa big grin, flexing herarmsfor amoment raisingherswordabo\e hercap.
Al love this!o sheyells.

AWelcometo my world,0 our rangerfriend groansheforeraisinghis blackenedxeandpointing
it beyondthe smashedioor.

fAye, letés crushLobsterMan!o Faunashouts.

fWe mustnot allow him to escaped the Challengeraddshastily.filf hefinds outhowto make
this goopotionpermanenttheworld couldbein very big troubleo

| amunsureof if hemeanghatwe mustkill LobsterMan, andl wonderif we could capturehim,
maybetakehim backto Silver Coastasa prisoner,but beforel canbegina conversatiorabout
theethicalissuesmy two companionsreout thedoorway.| follow, steppingoverarow of dead
or dying kobolds.In the big chambemve seeatiny clearingbeforeanentirearmyof alphabolds.
Theystand spearsaandaxesin their hairy paws,facestwistedin hideousscowls.The
reinforcementfiavecome.Theremustbenearlya hundred.

We hear,butdo not seeLobsterMan: iiGetthem,my loyal followersandpatrons!Getthem,my
buckosb

Theybeginchantirg in adarkspeechglashingtheirweaponry stampingheir feet, sifting their
little tails. Faunastandsat my side,the Challengerat hers.Echoappearsat my feetandsays:
AAlright mates)etés do this!o ashe flexeshis now muscledwings.

AHM?0 | ak, looking downto the nakedbird. fiAre you repeatingsomething®

Echoturnshis neckto look at meandl think | seea smileat his beak:fiFor realnow! | speakand
understandl wasjust playingdumbparrotbeforebecause wasré surewho youwere!l have
beenplayingdumbsincethesemoronscapturedne!o

fAh,0 | say.fiThanks,| guessd

fiBeforeit wearsoff, letés strike! We might havea chanced the bird chirps.

Al feelthechancesrelikely eveng | say,for thoughwe arestrongerthantheyare,therearejust
too manyof them.

flf | die,thenatleastl die takingthesescumsout!o spitsmy sister.

fiLikewisep agreeshe Challengebeforebellowinga battle-cry, slashinghis newaxemadly
beforehim. If theair in front of him couldbehurtit would bein terribleagonynow.

Thefirst row of koboldslungeandtherestfollow, overwhelmingmy sight. All four of usbegin



choppingour weapongor beak)at once,readyingto be overcomeputall steadfasin our desire
to die uponourfeet! | manageo tearapartonekobold® spearkicking thefoe from me,sending
him into thetwo behindhim, butthenfour othersemergewheretheyfell, chargingat me,
slobberingastheyswipe.l backup, nearingtherock wall behindme.

Justasl accepthisis likely theendit happens.

Onetall alphaboldstrikeshis spearl dodgeit, movingto my left, andthenduckashe pierceshe
air abovemy head And asl riseagain,l seethatthe humanoidbeasts nolongertallerthanme,
but half my sizenow! A swift slapflings him six feetfrom me.

Now | seeit& happeningo all of them!Oneby onethealphaboldshrink backinto the
diminutive koboldswe areusedto.

AiTheantidote!Their effectsmustve worn out!o | cry in relief andamazement.
AiThanksnarrabr!o Faunashoutsback.fil still feelit! o

fiAs do Il 6 laughsthe Challengelasthe remainingarmyof koboldsdiminishesinto threefoot
rat-beings theirlittle blackeyesbulgingastheyrealizetheir predicamentl seeLobsterMan
standinghow atthe back of theroomasidehis throne,his blackenecdtlaw nearhis roundchin.
He looksworried.

Usuallythe Challengemandmy sisterwould give meaquick instructionon how to strategically
proceedoutthistimed nah!

We all justrunin, slashinghacking,pecking, kicking, andslapping.

| seethe Challengeibashonetiny kobold3s butt asit attemptdo flee, sendingthe critter flying to
theceiling, shriekingasit getsimpaledon a stalactite Fauna) seein thatbrief secondvhenl
chargeforth andsteala spear slashederswordoncefrom left to right, sendingdozengo the
farthestwall. The coweringmobmovesasonemassof fur, this seaof brownbobbingheads
revealingmoreandmoreof the cavefloor astheyretreat.Eachof their pursuergposition
ourselvesnwardtowardsthefleeingwall of bodies,choosingour nexttargets.

Faunais twirling now. |6ve neverseerhermovelike this before,asif shewereonceadancer,
(which sheneverwas),herbodyspinningwhile leapingat the kobolds,hitting themoneby one,
sendinghemflying forward, knockingovertheonesin front of them.Closerto me,theranger,
with lessspaceo moveforward asshe,for shesofar hasslainmore,takesonebig step,moving
hisright armcloseenoughto atrio of therunningvermin, his axeswungdownwardand
sidewaysgcatchingthemandanotherfour ashe stepsup.

In thismomentwherel feel clearheadedmoreableto putall of myselfinto perfectsynch,than
| haveeverfelt before,| decideto simply jump. Ités dreanilike whenl pushmy feetoff the cave
floor andjump float upward,halfwayto the ceiling, andbeginto fall forward,thetip of my right
foot steppingontothe headof onekobold, my left foot kicking the backof the headof another|



landin acrouwchingposition,theotherlittle beastgartingin fearasl jolt my backupwardagain
andstretchout both of my armsto my sides.| feel hairy facescrashinto themand,looking left
andright, | seethatl haveclotheslinedour in all, their feetflyin g outfrom beneaththemasthey
fall ontothefloor. Echoleapsupononeof onesl just knockedout; tiny tufts of fur fly
everywhereaboutthe bird while hemaulsit like afloppy pillow.

The scream$ounceoff thewalls andceiling, causinghe greatchamberto shake ln our
frenziedstate we feel eachmovementthe groundsbeneathus seeminglyrising andfalling under
ourfeet.| hearacrash turning,seeingLobsterMan falling overasthe koboldsstreamoverand
pasthim, agreatpieceof rockfalling nearerthewall to my right. It crushesat leastfive of them.
A stalactiteplummetsdownnext, falling on two kobolds,pinningthemto thegroundlike flies in
abugmuseum.

LobsterMan roars,raisinghis two clawsabovehis head.fiStoprunning! Youée supposedo be
atthetop of the hierarchyb

fWedre licked, we is!0 oneof thescamperingcumcriesout, passinghe enragecrustacean.

As theremainingkoboldsfunnelinto a pair of side-by-sidetunnels,we hopoverto LobsterMan,
steppingoetweerthe piles of thefurry unluckyfoes.The chambeistopsshakingwhenthelastof
theliving koboldsrunoutof it. Only LobsterMan andourselvesemain.

Both of his clawsfall to his sides.Theredcreaturesmilesasheeyesus.iSo,thisis it, my band
of virtuousheroes? ou warriorsof justiceanddo-goodingb

The Challengerspits,bendingoverto pick somethingup from oneof the deadkobolds.fil am
chaoticb hethendeclaresleaningbackup, wavinga swordnow, his sword!

AY ou standin theway of order®d LobsterMan hissespointinganaccusingpincer.

AWheredid you getthe antidotefrom? therangerdemandslooking readyto throw his axewith
his otherhand.

LobsterMan laughs his dry, monotondaughterin his irritating voice.

AAnswerhim! o Faunabarks,steppingowardshim, aheadf therestof us.l wantto call to herto
stop,andl feel the effectsof the goowearingoff now asmy normalcautiousneseeassertgself
in my mind.

AOh, you little girl? Why areyou wearingthatred carp, you wantattention® saysthelobster.

Faunastartsafterhim first, the Challengeisecond Echothird, melast.All ourvoicesdartabout
thetunnelthatLobsterMan fleesdown.We hearheavyfootfalls andhurriedgaspgust aheadf
us,darknes®vertakingour vision thefurtherwe follow. Theantidotedoesnot give usthe ability
to seein thedark! Thetunnelfloor goesflat soon,andthenstartsmovingupward.Theblackness
lifts thefurtherup we go, adiscof sunlightvisible now furtherthroughthis straightpassage.



| canhearthe otherspantingnow, andl too amfeelingtired. It mustbe somekind of hangoverl
raisea handovermy brow, trying to seethecircle of light aheadf us.Ités theendof thetunnel,
thesurface.Thisis whenl seeastrangeobjectmovingtowardsthe centreof the pathof vision.
ItGs aship,for | seeasinglesail, aredsail uponacrimsonhull.

fiDrat!o cursesSister,unstrappindherbow. fiHe hasoneof thoseflying shipsb

filtés too late! Too late, it is!o squawksEcho,the fleshybird slowly catchingup to us.fiLobster
Man escapesYou will seehim again,| amsureof it! 0

fWe will, 0 saysthe Challengerangrily slamminghis swordagainstherock-wall, takingabig
gasp,bendingoverfor amoment.

Besideme, Faunatakesoff hercap,squeezindheriversof sweatout of it. fil hopenot,0 she
says.fHeds just a big red clown with the mind of a child. Blows my mind thatanyonewould
everlistento him.0

AWell, we sawhis fanbased | agreeturningto our new bird friend, technicallyour secondbird
friend sofar. fiHey, thanksfor helpingus!o

AYeahb saysFaunaputtinghercapbackon andtippingits brim towardshim. fiYou know, we
areon anongoingquestWhy dond youjoin us®

fAiY eah,you couldbearegular charactem addsthe Challengemwith aneagemod.

fiNo! No! | haveafamily andfriendsnearby!But now we know wheretherés someantidoteb
Echoanswersashebopshis headappreciativelyWhenwe eventuallyreachthe endof the
tunnelandemergeanto a sunlitmeadowhe partsfrom us,thankingusoncemore.Now the
antidoteis completelyworn off andwe arebackto our normalselves.

Herethereis no signof LobsterMan, just thisidyllic scenewith butterfliesandpuffy white
cloudsin ababyblue sky, aworld thatlooksasif thehorrorswe hadjust encounteredlid not
evenexist. We takearestfurtherdownthe way neara calmgreencreek,andl wonderif thisis a
continuationof the creekwe encountere@t the startof our adventureThe Challengeris
strangelysilent.| catchhim gazingout atthe distanceasif heis working somethingsoverin his
mind. | wonderwhathe knowsaboutthis antidote.

AOur questcontinues) Faunasighs.fBut first, 1Gm starvingb
A big toademergesrom the bankof the creek,looking very muchlike the onethatateour food.
It burpsandfrom our spotwe canvaguelysmellhoneyandsirloin. Faunachuckles)oadingan

arrowandlettingloose.

Soonwe gotanicefire going.Normally I wouldnd, but 1Gn hungryandtired andevenafried
toadis helpful for gettingthatawful gooeyaftertasteout.



THE END

Our trio will returnin OMG...WeJustAtea Magic Toad...whoa...man...
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THE SEARCH FOR ASTRA PALACE by Gregory KH Bryant
PartTwenty-Two

Indeed she was a most deadly ship, thelOBA. And Dimara had lem constantly vigilant, not
only in guarding the ship itself, but also in watching every step Carter Ward took once he left his
ship, and began exploring the Derelict itself.

Dimara, unfortunately, was incapable of acting outside the confines of 14138 She could
observe to extremely small tolerances, and to extreme distances. She was not yet able to
communicate outside the A8 1A, for that would require the manipulation of partiéles
however smadl that lay outside her range.

So, though Dimara knewhere Ward was at any given instant, she was largely unable to do
anything to help him, except to fire off a round or two at any enemy prowling. Then she was
quite devastating.

Dimara followed War& movements closely once he left th&TL1A. She watcheas Kharl
Stoff and his gang ransacked the cages strewn throughout the derelict as they tried to find him.

Ward was several times very close to being caught by them, but he easily eluded them each time.
Dimara also noted it when, several hours later, \idaokled up a companion. A female human.
Dimara smiled. Carter Ward did tolerate the company of the human female more than he did any
other form of company. That was the one flaw in his character, one might say, if one were to
define a flaw as that whichdds to a downfall. But the company also seemed to give Ward a few
moments of what could be called enjoyment. And since everything, animate and inanimate alike,
must eventually crumble to nothing, having a fault of some sort may not be such a bad thing,
especially as some faults may add a dash of character to an otherwise dull personality.

Turhan Mot studied thBerelictas his ship approached it. At first, therelictwas but a speck
of a shadow moving across the swiftly moving starfield of the Milky V&gwly and silently it
grew in the darkness, a blackened and charred silhouette cutting through the sky.

Small yellow lights pierced the hull of the ancient ruin. Small and dim, they gleamed, tiny
beacons that blinked, one by one, into appearance. Tkéolok on the formless shape of a dead
and beached whale. Ominous and silent, the Derelict blocked out all the gathering light of the
stars.

Mokem Bet, putative commander of this mission, andib®vnsmasheo turned to Turhan
Mot. We are ready to boatche said.

fiMokem Bet would do well, thedTurhan Mot repliedfito act as he sees fit.
AANd so we shall do,Mokem Bet answered, falling into a lofigmiliar patterniiwith gratitude

to the great Turhan Mot for his willingness to share his experisitbais. Tu Hit, steadfast at
the wheel, was silent, falling himself into a familiar form, only but bowing his head to



acknowledge the discussion going on around him.

So Tu Hit silently carried out the commands, both explicit and implied. The ship thatica

them moved toward the landing bay. It opened like a gaping maw of blackness that swallowed
Mokem Bets ship completely. For a moment, vision was gone. Dimly it returned, bringing with
it huddled shapes and shadows of cages. Balconies overheaddéhealbadowy shapes of the
crew that came to meet the ship. They swung down on lines and clambered down on long
ladders, crowding the ship.

Hiding deep in the darkness of the hulk, and watching the approach of this new ship, were the
shapes of a man amdwvoman. The man was Carter Ward. The woman called herself Lacey. On
the opposite side of the landing bay was Carter @ardn ship. He had only to wade his way
through the crowds of crewmen massing to meet the incoming ship. Dimara was ready to open
theouter hatches to let Ward in. But before he could make his way to her, the ship carrying
Turhan Mot, Mokem Bet and Tu Hit entered the landing bay, and settled on the deck next to the
0O8-111A, blocking Wards further progress.

CONTINUES NEXT ISSUE



Return to Contents











































