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KASSI AND THE DUNGEONDby Ste Whitehouse

Thedwarf shiftedin thedim light, his milky white skin glisteningwith sweat.Paleeyesas
bleachedashis skin glancedacrossat the bodiesof his brethrenanda snarlescapedoftly from
thin lips. He wasnakedexceptfor cottontrousersandhairlessbut for a sheerof white down
acrosshis scalp.His legswerethick andsinewybeneaht athicksetbodythat stoodalmostfour
feetin height.

KassiSeishinadjustedherswordandkeptherown eyesuponthe squatcreaturebeforeher.She
wasa goodtwo feettaller thanthe dwarf, but downherewheregravity wasstrongerthe dwarfts
largerframeassistechim in waysherwiry build did not. Managingthatextraweightwashard
work andall the dwarfreally hadto do wasbe patient.He wasadaptedo this environmenin
waysthatKassiwasnot, besidesierarmoursatheavilyon her.Shepausedconfidentshewould
not needto wait long. Dwarfswerenotoriouslyimpatient.

As if oncueheleaptat her, his metallichammerswingingdownandto herright. Shecaughtit
easilywith thefaceof hershieldandsteppedack bringingherownweapondown in avicious
arcthatbarelymissedhe creature A smallline of paledwarvenblood, hardlynoticeableagainst
his smoothwhite skin, openedup, andcrystalrivulets mingledwith his sweat.He muttered
darkly andwipeda sweatypalmdry on his trousersbeforegripping his largehammettighter.
Theycircledeachotherasthesoleflameflickeredin thelong corridor. A pearlof light fading
into stygianblacknes<itherside.

Kassieyedthe palesilvery blood asit mingledwith the dwarfés sweatAllegedy, spiced
dwarvenbloodtakenwith wine wasa strongaphrodisia@andfetcheda high pricein the markets
above It stronglyenhance@nynumberof physicalsensationgarticularlythosebelowthe
waistandmadesexalot moreintense;soit wassaid.Shewasconsideing the chanceof
collectingsomewhenherreveriewasinterrupted.

{Sexwill bealot lessintenseif you aredead Kassi} Thewordsintrudeddeepwithin hermind.
fiSebastianDond breakmy concentratiory shemuttered.

{What concentrathn?Youée thinking abouthot dwarfenhancedex.Whereis the concentration
in that?}

fiSebastiard Sheshoutedjust asthe dwarflungedforward. Sheeasilydodgedhis blow and
slammedhershieldinto his sidepushinghim into the far wall with a sharpthud. Therewas
heavysilencefrom SebastianiiThankyou.0

Shelifted hershieldfeelingits extraweightpull herright armdownwardsIt hadbeena good
steal,sheconsideredyvell worth the quick escapdrom Ornnandthe consequenthasethrough
SevenFields. It waswell balancedunusuallylight andseeminglyimperviousto anysword.All
hallmarksof anartefactfrom érhe Beginninga All it really neededvasa &reydto powerit.
Hencetheir diversiondowninto this dungeonthe mostlikely placeto find a dreyd Seekingher
brothercouldwait while they scoureddownherefor the multi-useblack oblongsandof coursé



accordingo Sebastiad theyweremuchlesslikely to meeta bandof dwarvesin theupper
levels;sotheyhadthought.Still, four weredeal andtheir companiornwould be soonjoining
themin whateverheaveror hell dwarvesbelievedin.

Theymayhuntin packsbut corneredandalonetheywould fight on; asthis oneshowedHe
stumbledo his feetbut, despiteherwearinessKassifelt confident. Shestoodhergroundand
raisedherbroadswordasthe dwarf beganits run towardsher. Dwarfswerestrongandbuilt like
brick outhousesut a goodbladecould alwayskill; andKassiwasanexcellentbladesvoman.

Sheshiftedherweightontoherright foot andpivoted.He glancedoff hershield hardlyslowing
asshesweptherbladedownwardsandacrosshis back. This time shefelt morethanathin layer
of skin underthe bladesedge.Sinewsandevenbonescrunchedandshefelt the swordshudder
momertarily. The dwarffell forwardsandskiddedalongthe smoothflooring, his soft grunt
echoingalongthedark passagewayassicreptforward ashetried to pushhimselfup,ahand
fumbling for his hammer Shepushechersworddowninto his backandrestedt therefor a
secondThedwarfscreamedits echofilling thedarknessTheeffort hadcausederto sweat
underthethick platedleatherarmourandshebrushedafew loosestrandsof hair from darkgreen
eyes.

Her hair wasblackandstraight,cut to shoulderlengthandleft unadornedKassis armsandlegs
werelong but musculamwith flashesof olive skin peepinghroughthelatticeworkof tough
leatherarmour.Her facewasangularbut pretty. The armoursheworefitted hercurvesclosely
butno onecoud doubtthe seriousneswith which Kassitook herswordsmanshighis wasno
paperyarmourto enhancevomanlycurve® andexposesensuousurvesof fleshd butrather
solid, battlewearyarmour.Etchedleathershinandarm padshardenedimostto the consisency
of steelweretied securelyin place;herbreastplatevovenwith steel. The newshieldfrom Ornn
wasnow slungoverhershoulderandthe largebroadswordsheathedt herright side.Shebent
over, holdingherknees andbreathedn deeply.All shenealedwasafew minuteto recuperate.
A soundechoedrom beyondthe sphereof light andsheglancedup, trying to peerinto the
blacknes®f the corridor. Kassilifted herscabbardedwordin readinessholdingit steadyin
front of her.

fiReally! | wasabaut to swoopin andrescueyou .0 Thevoicewaslow anddrippingin sarcasm;
soundingalmosthumandespiteits origin. AAnd instead find aswordin my face®

AA rescueHa! Justathought Sebastianbutif you hadskin | believeit would beyellow,0 she
replied.

A portionof theinky darkness$igh up onafar wall paledslightly anddetachedtself from the
restof the blacknesspaddingsoftly into thelight. Althoughmetaltherewasa dull sheerto his
exteriorandhis eightlimbs movedsilently. Only the softestof soundsechoedaseachleg
deliberatelyfoundits place.Two multifacetedensegyleamedn thedull torchlightasthe
machinés small headturnedto faceKassi.Sebastiarsworethathe hadbeenbuilt for Gexterior
workdbutthe girl hadnever beenableto comprehendvhatcould possiblybe Gexteriobto the
world.



Awell, | wasnottheonethinking aboutfucking,0 he saidhis voicedeepandvelvety.

Thegirl sighedandranahandalongthebulgeof wiresandarticulatetubesthatrandown
Sebastiats shortneck.Despitewhathe said thereappearedo be someform of feeling andhe
archedhis backasif hehadbeena cat,a soft purr escapingrom whereverhis voicecame.
Shesaid,iWell, | hopeyou werebusywhilst | wasclearingthe corridor for you.o

Sebastiashookhis head fiOf course but sorry; no suchluck. Thereareno batteriemearbyo

Kassilookedatthecreaturepuzzled fiSometimesd find justunderstandingou a chore
Sebastiam

It wasthemachinés turnto sigh.fl found notreys Kassio
fiPerhapsieeperd sheasked.
AThatwould meanhighergravity andpossiblymoredwarfso Sebastiarstatedfatly.

AGravity, yes but perhapsiot sothe dwarfs. Theypreferto cling closeto the outerwall. This
groupmaywell bescous of somesorto

fiBack at the Southernendof the pipe dwarvesdid indeedstaycloseto the surfaced Sebastian
said.fiBut we raninto this bunchon levelteno

fiEleveng shecorrected.

fiPardorme®

AWe droppedwo levelsto bypasghe circulatorysysem, remembepo

ALeveltenor eleven.lt doesnotreally matterthatmuch Kassi.Not if theyareup this high.
Besidesthelongeryoude underthis highergravity or the deeperyou go, the heavieryou will
get;youdl beatadisadvantageitherway.0 He lifted aleg andweaveda patternin theair which

thegirl recognisedisa &hrudg

AThats okay, Sebastianl hearl havea protectorwhowill rushin andrescuemep shelaughed
Themachineunfurledtwo extremitieson the upraisecarmandgesticulatd at her.

Al haveTWO rescuers@shesaidin alaughingtone.
fiSarcasms...0

A...thelowestform of wit; | know; but how comeit only everappliesto meandnotto you She
asked.



Sebastiarsighedoudly, butignoredhersayingwith concernin his voice.iWell, threelevels
moreandthats it. If we dond find any... treysby thenwe scarperokay®

fAs you wish.0 Shestoodandcaughtherbearingghenturnedtowardswherethe groupof
dwarfshadcomeat her;a doorwaytwentyfeetdownthe corridor. The machinefollowed,
picking up the burningtorchin aleg andcausingthe squarecut of thecorridorto fill with slabs
of shadowdancingbackandforth in the splutteringflame.

Withoutaword theycontinuedonwards Kassithoughtbackto the day shefirst metSebastianit
wasthedayshefirst sawthedemonsCreatureslive with sinewandfleshbut deepredin colour
andwith only threefingerson eachhand.Their skin scalyandridgedwith protuberancesheir
eyestheyellow of the sunline.Ead hadstooda goodtwo yardsoverhereventhoughat seven
shewasoneof thetallestgirls in hervillage.

Thathadbeena strangeday; andnow thoseseli-samedemonsheld herbrotherat the worldés
northernend.Shepausedandtried to focusonthejob athand.Thinking on herfamily andtheir
woeswould not helpdown herewithin the deepdungeonsNo! Sheneededo concentrat@andbe
readyfor possiblyanothemgroupof dwarves Theydescended seriesof stairsedgedoy a metal
railing. Theblacknessvas completebut shecould sensehe depththesestairsdroppedhrough.
Possiblyall thewayto level 30 or eventhis fabledGxteriobof Sebastiaés. Kassifelt gravity
build almostimperceptibly. Theair wasstill, butfrom belowtherewasanappreciablehill; air
thathadneverseenthe sunline Sherecognisedhe numberingsystemstill in useaboveground.

fNSebastian®?

AMmMmmm? hesaid crawlingalongthewall, all of his focuson the stygianblacknessaheadf
them.

AYou know all theseancientrunes dond you?l meanyou saybatteriesnsteadof treysall the
time; andall thoseotherlong deadwords 0

AHMMMOoO
fAiThis onel seealot in dungeonsuchasthese Whatdoesit say?Is it somegravewarning®

Shepointedto atatteredsheafof laminate A blue circle encloseda plumpwhite exclamation
markabovea similarly colouredrectangldull of runes.Sebastiarstudiedit carefully.

fHealthandSafety.Probablythe mostinsidiouscurseof all,0 herepliedwith anair of
@Gomethin@in his voice.

fiReallyd
AYep. Ahdisdbiggestcursed Shelookedat him curiously. The psychiclink theysharedneant

thatevenwhennot &connectedshefelt somethingof his emotionsandnow shethoughtshe
detectechumour;but beforeshecould sayanything theycarme to two high wide doors.Onewas



alreadyajar. Fromwithin light spilledoutinto the stairwell.
fiDwarves® sheasked.

fil doubtit. Theyarealmosttotally blind andspendall theirtime downatthelower levels,or at
leasttheydid sobackhome.Besices asldve told you manytimes 16m riggedwith biosensors
thatcanpick up differentmolecules! maynotbeasproficientasadogbut| cansensesnough
to know thatthereareno dwarf baseddourscomingfrom in thereo

Kassiunderstoo&noughof Selastiards archaiclanguageNOT to askhim to explaird it was
betterto just nodandhopethatwhathe meantdid notinvolve the differencebetweerlife or
deathsometimesoon.Shesaid.fiPossiblythe cold drovethemdownwardsackat Southend.
Theywearfew clothesandit is prettywarmup top this far north. Conceivablytheycould
venturehigherin thedungeons@

AA valid point, Kassi,but probablynot sorelevanthere.Warmthor not, dwarfsdislike light.0

Theysteppedhroughthe doorsandentereda high ceilingedcavernthatappearedo stretch
northwardsndefinitely. A seriesof dim bulbsshonen four rowsthirty feetup andvanishedat a
point possiblymilesaway.It wasatleastsixty yardswide. Theypausedallowing Kassito
regainalittle of her vision afterthe dimnessof theflaming torch.

Thereweresimilar doorsacrosghevaultandKassinotedpairsof doorseithersideof the great
hall abouta hundredyardson anda furtherhundredyardsafterthat. Otherthanthe two of them
thelargehall appearedo be empty,althoughKassinoticeda slight vibrationthroughthe
concretdfloor asif someheavyanimalwasnearby stompingabout.

fiMachineryo Sebastiarstatedbluntly.

Al thoughtperhapsa gianto

filn all of our adventuresinceleaving Brackenwoodchaveyou everseena giantd
ATheysaythatelvesaretallerthanmeng sheretorted.

fiTaller doesnot a giantmakeo

Shewasaboutto reply thatactuallythe definition of a giantwasits tallnesswhena pair of doors
to theright slid openwith adull scrapeof soundandsomethingemerged.

Kassidrewherswordandswunghershieldinto place.Sebastianlodgedo theleft, droppingthe
torchanddartinginto the shadowsKassiwatchedasthething closedin on her. It wasbig,
reachinghalf astall astheceiling, which meantthat Sebastiaés ideasaboutgiantsmight needto
beupdatedlt wasalsofairly slow, or atleastpretendingo be so. Sheheardmetalscrape against
metal andasit movedtherewasthe odddull gleamof somethinghardandpolished Multiple
legsskitteredacrosgheflooring andshesawat leastthreelensessnakeout of thetop of the



thing, eachoneeyeingherwhereshestood.

{A troll!? Underground? thoughttheywerecreaturesoundabove?}

{Perhapghinkingis notwhatwe needto befocuseduponjustnow,} Sebastiasaidhurriedly.
{It appeardo bein nohasteto reachus} Kassirepliedhopefully.

As if hearingheré&pealkbthe Troll pickedup speed.

AY ou distractit while | seeaboutdisarmingit.0 Sebastiarspokefrom somewhereKassicould
vaguelyfeel his presencegventhedirectionhewasin, but anythingmorespecificwasveiled.

fiFor oncel would like to bethe onewho disarmsthingsp shewhisperedout knewexactlywhere
herstrengthday. Dodgingandslashingat thingscameeasiethandismantlingatroll. Evenwith
no opposablehumb,(ashe continuallyinformedher), Sebastianvassuperbat finding just the
right sectionof wire to cutthroughwith his dingersd Kassisteppedorwardandflexedherlegs,
standingontheballs of herfeetin readinessThetroll movedfasterandtwo rustinggirders
swungout from its back vicioushooksattachedo both.

Shewaiteduntil thelastsecondandthendivedout of thethingsway, rolling up ontoherfeetin
aninstanceCuttingacrosswith hersword shefelt it catchaleg andsawsparksandoil hang
momentarilyin theair. Thetroll sloweditself merelyby slamminginto thewall behindthem.
Perhapsf theystoodeachendof thelargehall theycouldwearit out by watchingit slamitself
to bits.

{That would takeratheralongtime, | suspectlts carapacdooksto betungsten.}

Alté easingoff theleg| hit, sa..0

Sheduckedasoneof the hooksswungcloseto herheadon alongoil smeareathain.

{So it appeardo wantto keepyou asfar from themasit can.} Sebastiamepliedwithin herhead.
Kassihatedsarcasmor atleastSebastias. iSoa goodslashfrom anotherdirectionmayhelp®
{I havemy chand$full up here Kassi;sorry, lass.}

Sheglancedup to seeSabastiamangingfrom a secondchainasit swungin anarcoverthetrolls
thead

fSebastianthewall,0 shecalledout.

{I seeit.} Hedroppedfrom the chain,twisting mid-air to landon all eightlegsbeforedodging
two of thetrollé largefeetandsliding underneattits mainbody.



{A bit moredistraction luv.}

Kassishookherheadsilently, thenranforwardinto view of oneof thetroll& snakingeyes.She
feignedaleft thendartedright, catchingthe creatureoff guard.Thetroll swungoneof its legs
laterally, trying to catchherown legsandknockthemfrom underher, but Kassijumpedatthe
lastsecondmanagingo slashat someancientjury-riggedtetherghatheldthelegtogether.

It fell to thegroundwith a satisfyingcrashjustasshelandedandrolled awayunderthething.
Sebastianvasconcentratingpn a numberof loosepanels Shesmiledto herselfashe Gaid
withoutturningto look ather.{l amNOT indecisive!lf | cutinto this thing willy -nilly theremay
benousablebatteriesemaining}

AiTheremaybe no usableusremainingd
Threesnakelike appendageslutteredaround trying to feel for eitherof them.

{You makeavalid point, Kassi.} He slippeda singleappendageto a smallgapandpulled,
metalscrapingacrossmetal. The platebuckledat first andthenfell awaynoisily. Two of the
armsstoppedsweepingThetroll staggeredip andtook afew stepsawaybeforeturningto face
them;Sebastiatangingon to thethingés belly for all intentsandpurposedike a giantspider.

ASebastian®Kassishouted.

He thrusthis appendage furtherandshesawhis facelight up from the circuitsastheyshorted.
A smellof burntplasticandwiring fannedoutwards Above herthetroll continuedto move.

fiBackuptreysd

fiMore likely slow circuits. It hasyetto realiseit is deado Evenashe spokethetrollG
movementslowedandherolled out from underneatlit asquickly ashecould justin caseThe
troll stoppedmoving althoughpartsof it whirled andclanged An armsnakedacrosshe floor
blindly andKassis impressionvasthatthe behemothwasstill somehowalive.

ALetés getthetreysquickly,0 shesaidin awhisper,cautiousof wakingthething.
AYou&e preachingo the convertechere luv. Letés see.. Thereshouldbeabundlehereo

Herippedat a sidepaneltearingit openwith his hardenedfingersd Underamassof wiresand
circuitsshespiedthreeblack oblongsof polymerplastic.

Kassts moredexteroudingersdetachedhemfrom the monsterandsheslippedtwo into her
backpackThethird sheslid into thecasingin hershield;+ againstt and- against justas
Sebastiamadtaughther. A bluelight momentarilyflared overthe shieldbeforeextending
outwardsBeneatherfingersshefelt anarrayof buttonsalongthe strapandwishedtheyhad
moretime to spendfinding out whatexactlythe shieldcoulddo.



As thoughreadinghermindd althoughsheknewtheywerenolonger&onnecte@® Sebastian
said.fGreat.Now canwe buggeroff out of here please®

Theysteppedackinto the stairwell.

AAIl theway up? sheasked.

fiMight aswell. After bloodydwarfsandtrolls nothingelsecanannoyuso
fiDemons®

fiMay | saythatyou arethe only humanwho hasseenthesedemon§0o he saidgently.

AYoudve seenthemin my mind 0 sherepliedquietly. iYou know thattheyarereal. Theytook
Kazeo

AANnd we will getyour brotherbacko Sebastiamepliedgently.

Thestairseventuallyopenedup into scrublanda mile from wheretheyhadfirst eneredthe
dungeonKass lookedtowardsNorthend still overfour thousandnilesaway.Shecouldsee
downthenarrowpipethatit wasnightthereandthe moonlinewasalreadyon; a palehoarysliver
of thesunlinemaskedy distantclouds.Southwardghe sunline wasstill strongandat Southend
itself reflectingoff thelargemassof snowandice thatwassteadilyaccumulatinghere or soshe
imagined.Southendvasalmosta thousandnilesdistantandlostin sunlineandclouds,its end
mostlikely adotfor this distance SheandSebastiamadseemedo betravellingfor monthsto
reachonly this far alongtheworld pipe.

Overheadat the centralaxis of the pipeworld, the sunlinewasfadingandshecouldnow see
furtheraroundthe curveof Ahdis asit slopedupwardsandover.As thedimmermoonline
faintly appearedights werecomingonin avillage clockwisealmostonehundreddegreegrom
themandthewoodssurroundingt still caughtthe remainsof thelight. Evenfrom tenmiles
awaylooking almostdown at this anglethey sawonly thetopsof thetreesanda murmurationof
starlingsastheyflowed like adarkcloudoverthetreescatchingthe late eveninginsects Further
still, aroundthe curveof the pipe the sunlineobscuredhe oppositefloor. It wasa cloudless
night.

Northwards moonlightcaughtthetall spiresof Circle City, still six hundredmilesawayand
partially hiddenby a corkscrewof dull clouds.Beyondit Kassiknewthatthe darkmassof the
Ring Seacircledaroundandaroundthe world, a broadbandof wateralmostathousandniles
acrossandbeyondthatsomethingakin to lightning archedacrosghe sky at The Spike.Kassi
breathedn deeplythe springscentsof hyacinthsandlilac. Shethoughtof herbrotherandthe
distanceheystill hadto travel.

fYes.Wedl find him,0 shesaid.

THE END
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BOILED HEAD by Rob Bliss

Ma boiled the head this time instead of having Pa skewer it through the ears and giving it the
slow roast over the barfire. Nelly and Fridge found a pot that was big enough, ndighbeen

a tractor gas tank, found by the blue Edsel, rusted to shit but that mostly scraped off, and besides
a little iron is good for you, Gramps used to 444G been dead near on ten yeaow, not even

half of him decent enough to eat, rife with the syphilis, screwing wharf whores when he was in
the Navy, screwing fodleggers with rabiesNede all meat for something, he used to 4.

eat and are eaten, so if it dbtaste good, screwt So he did é and we do.

Pa told Ma to burn off the beard and the rest of the head hair first sohtakie too long for the
water to loosen the skiithey started arguing, naturally.

fiHair can be savédmake it into a shirt, a scéfo

AWhodl ever vant a raggedy old scarf made outa that figzz?

AAIN& no worsén your® and you got a godforsaken nest of critters living in yaurs!
Al aind eatirdono hair head, god damn it all!

fiBlasphemerPray to Jesus right nowdidsd yéall kneel to Jesus beforeetineads ready
thank Him for this bounty w@ gonna receive.

So we kids all, young and old, knelt with Pa on the sackcloth and ashes to the great chrome
bumper Christ, feathered pretty with corn stalks and chosen rags and colourful wrappers.
Greasedhard f ol ded, wuttering praise and glory and
breeze, a warm sun, a fair rain fallen in al/
occasional waywarttavellerwho car@ read a map, who finds himself come our way

The road providesMonths, years of quiet incest, death void of blue eyelids, then a short spurt of
action and satisfactiomew kill always smells so clean, like rain still impregnating the clouds,
flashing boom branches, making the hair rise between lggs.

We sometimes let them hope and try to use their little devices to escape, but masttpave
hungry.Can smell the blood iGem.Hear the hearts bumping thigle rib$ tough not to think of
barbecueln a quick swarm of kin, wee all hoppingand laughing and hard, and they scream.
Scream good.ike music.

And soon the meat fallg\fter a bit of a run and thendit quiet, crickets in the gradd/e dorit
hang@&m up to dry or tal& we air nothing to reason with, why do they always tBgforethe
sky bleeds its prettiest colours, tideyall stripped and screwed, meat tenderized by chain and
pelvis, and a few of us got new clean clothes to try on.

The daddy got a bear@ihatts what Ma and Pa were going on abdtiist be the fashion of the
times on the outside, beyond the dump, full beards for the félksed to be handlebar



moustaches and sigdops.Even the son, in his first breeding years, had a wisp of beard on his
smooth white chin to match his caterpill8ome of the thinnest cockscoréver saw.

Anyway, dorit know why Pa was bitching, he got his barbecue for most Miijust wants her
style once in a harvest moofook longer, but the taste is differekizen with all the hair
scorched clean, head is head, boiled or baked or haathec

Always delicious meat.

Jesus got His share, tdBotta feed the Christ.

THE END
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THE ICE WARRIORS by Stephen Hernandez

Thoric dwelt for many years in the strange land of Ultima Thule with his consort the Pale Lady.
He arrived there after the Viking raiding ship he was aboard was dragged into the roaring
maelstrom known as Hvergelmir. Masthe only survivor. Washed ashore on an inhospitable
beach inhabited by giant crabs, he believed he was in the Land of thé Qaltlslla. He was
rescued by a stranger who ruled the crabs. He journeyed through thevantbming many

perils until he came to the Castle of the Pale Lady, only to find that it was she, in different
guises, who had rescued him throughout. She led him to her castle to overcome a dragon and
rescue her in turn. Time in the Castle of the PaldyLlaad no meaning, and Thoric dwelt
peacefully in seeming paradise. But all that was about to change....

It started innocuously enough: a message from
out of the maelstrom, and was heading towards the samoé dere Thoric had landed. This in

itself was not unusugall sorts of things washed ashore out of the mouth of Hvergelmir. But this
iceberg was differedt it contained what looked like a ship, and from its description Thoric

knew it to be a Viking ship.

The tamed giant crab, Thoricds unushadkbeenst eed
asleep a long while. It was its habit when it grew bored. And too many juicy whelks, snails and
eels served it on silver platters had made it fat and shijgisnade sleeping all the more

pleasant. Thoric roused it by repeatedly kicking its thick carapace. Stalk eyes reluctantly

protruded from its moss covered sh&lbkingat him reproachfully. It had been having a good

dream of wandering by the seashord aatching fish in the rock pools. It blinkdts master

came into focus. Thoric was preparing his saddle to ride it! Wide awake now, the crab clacked its
pincers with joy. AffectionatelyThoric patted its huge, craggy, barnacled back.

He did not neetb steer the crab. As always, the crab seemed to know the path Thoric wished to

take. Thoric had made the Pale Ladyr omi se t o remain within the ¢
until he was sure the frozen ship did not present a danger. Although he wasenohat sort of

danger a frozen ship would pose, he felt uneasy.

Along the way he met up with his frier@ishe seven dwarves. He asked them to accompany
him, which they did willingly. Sometimes even the steadfast dwarves grew bored of standing
guard oer their Sleeping Princess, but still they left two of their nudbest in case.

The entourage arrived at the seashore without mishap. Both Thoric and the crab knew the lay of
the land and managed to avoid any dangers. The giant crabs that inhalsteat¢béthe

mael strom recognised Thoricdbs steed as their
greeting. They accompanied them along the deseviadswept beach.

They were met by a strange sight: the iceberg had beached. It was an enoissbapen thing.
The ice was opaque, but transparent enough to make out its contents. It was a Viking warship
and the remains of its frozen crew were still aboard. Thoric immediately recognised it as a
Dreka® a fearsome dragon ship, designed and used onhgaiding, plundering, and principally
killing. Even so he was glad to see the longship. A ship from his &didigard. It proved his



home did exist. Sometimes, alone with his thoughts, he wondered if it had all been a dream and
Ultima Thule was the onlgeality. Now, he felt truly alive again.

The iceberg was grounded in the shallows. Close up it seemed as huge as a mountain. It had a
strange inner glow like the green bioluminescence of the cavern fthrgtise smaller crabs fed

off, or some deepeacreature seldom seen by the eyes of men. The cold waves washed and
crashed around it to no effect. Even so it was melting. Gently weeping its pure frozen water into
the briny ocean.

Thoric and his companions set up camp in one of the many caves aldregqthe By some sort

of mutual consent the crabs left Thoric and the dwarves alone in their vigil. The small group
decided they would wait until the iceberg had melted properly, then burn the longship and its
dead occupanisa proper Viking buria

Thoric was dreaming a strange dream. He was in a world that was somehow familiar but on the
other hand completely alien... he awoke to an even stranger reality. It was the alarmed clacking
from his crab that alerted Thoric to the danger. He woke the dwarves, avesmoring loudly

in their deep untroubled sleep, as if they did not have a care in the world. It was their Dwarvish
way. There was not much that could keep a dwarf from his food or sleep. He had to kick them
awake. They got ygrumbling in their guttudaDethek, rubbing sleep sand from their eyes.

Thoric pointed to the seasho&uddenlythey were fully awake....

The day was unusually bright and the ice was fully melted. But it was not the now clear
revelation of the Viking ship that that was holdingrthall in awe. The once frozen Vikings

were twitching and shaking themseldethey were alive! The dwarves muttered amongst
themselvesit was dark magick. The ship must have been cursed with some strange enchantment
like their Sleeping Beauty.

Thoricwashn ot i nterested in the dwarvesod superstiti
terrible within the now fully revealed Drekar than its unearthly, reanimated crew. He could not

help but shudder at the sight. It filled Thoric with a remote dread he thoughddawal. It was

not the fearsome giant ofcaptain, the huge reldearded watrriors, or savage shialdidens, but

something shackled in chains to the mast. It wore only a filthy, ragged loincloth. Something...

not quite human. Something... betwixt a man ateast. Something... that struck chill fear into

his heart, like a dagger of ice from whose frozen embrace it was emerging. Something even
worse than a Viking warrior... the sum of all|l

The Pal e |whahadascmpaniedéham the whole triffapped its wings as if it too
shared Thoricbés al ar m. It flew back to-its ow
like shell. It was a means of communication they had developed betweentleadver the

years.The crab lurched off sideways in its habitually awkward form of ambulgtosummon

its fellows and give them the relayed orders. After years of knowing the crab, Thoric would

normally have observed this with some amusement, as he knew his friendimgotigok

dignified, gi ven i1 ts now exalted position as the ste
today there was no place for merriment.



The dwarfs wanted to know if they should accompany Thoric to greet his countrymen. Thoric

told them that fothe moment they should remain in hiding and see what the Norsemen did. The
dwarfs who were eager to meetthestrangerse ul d not wunderstand Thorioc
Thoric told them abouBerzerkes....

He had never seen one in the flesh but he batked to be told that the ragged Halman, half
animal thing was one of the legendary killers. A demon in human form that even the most
ferocious Viking raider feared. The legends of their terrible deeds were passed from father to son

andwereusedbyont her s t o scare their chil &Bezerker nt o o
will come for you... heol| rip out your heart
The one they called Doc (on account he coul d
O0Aye, 6 sdioth Grempsnt of his belligerent temper

stroked the razor edged with something akin to fondnessif caressing a woman. An unnatural
and unlikely event in itself as dwarf women are as rough (and bearded) as thelk nagrfo
made Grumps temperament seem mild in comparison.

Thoric said, al most to hi msel f, 6 Wh a't need do
weapon itself. .. 0

The once frozen warriors were fully animated now. There were only fifteen obthaiha

crew. They were all enthusiastically banging their axes or swords against their shields so hard
that they made enough noise for several crews on the deserted beach. They did not seem at all
bemused by the foreign shore or their miraculous reanimationicTkr@w the prelude to a raid
when he saw one.

He ordered his crab to summon his comrades and send a group of the largest of them down to the
shore. He was sure that the sight of them would deflate any ideas of fitiatitige Vikings

might have, enableim to talk to them, and welcome them peacefully to Ultima Thule. It was a
dangerous enough place without bloodthirsty Vikings roaming the country. Instead of being
horrified at the sight of the giant crabs swarming from the dark celaeking their hug claws

the Vikings gave a joyous yell and charged-auil at then. The carnage was terrible. But it was

not the newly thawed raiders who were slaughtered. It was the crabs. The Viking warriors leapt
onto the backs of thereatureand somehow managedhack through the thick carapaces.
Shards of chitin flew through the air and the
hacked off claws as if they were mere twigs and pulled out thedagbs by the stalks as if they

were uprooting weeds. Everhen the crabs managed to snip off a lithle warriors took no

notice fighting without a leg or arm seemed to mean nothing to them. One of the Vikings even
managed to kill a crab by battering it to death with one of his own legs that the crab had sliced

off. In the end all that remained of the giant crabs were bits of shells, stalk eyes, flesh and gore
spread over the beach.

Thori c6s atthescerek, itgeyestallds at their fullest extension and clacked and clicked
its mandibles in alarm. Worseas to come... the Vikings fell upon the dead and dying crabs,
gorging themselves on the raw flesh, noisily sucking the giant claws and pulling lumps of meat



from the carapaces. Crab juice and crab meat ran down their faces and mixed with their beards.
They sang songs to Odin and Thor, of war and triumph, all the while, akevas the Viking
way, once they had feasted they set up camp.

Thoric ordered the remaining crabs to flee the recently desecrated beach with them. They had to

put some distancebeteen t hem and the Vikings whilst he dé¢
march between them and the raiders. The Dwarf known as Shy, on account of his bashfulness,

was left to keep watch on the Vikings and report on their movements.

Thoric sat alone in hient to think. He had faced many dangers in his time in Ultima Thule, but

they had been dangers to himself. Now the whole land he had grown to love and care for was in
danger, and to him had fallen the unenviable task of saving it. He would need atEhi&/laen

it came to using his wits he always fell back on the memory of his father. His father had been a
farmer, and once a great warrior of some renown. Songs were often sung of him in the Great

Hall. They were songs that told not so much of his gralauv but of his great cunning. Perhaps

that was why he had survived so many raids. Thoric liked to think of him as a kind of Ragnar
Lothbrokd hi s boyhood hero. Ragnar 6éShaggy Breeche:c
was by farto his way of boyish thinkig, the greatest Viking that ever lived. He remembered

only too well the day he mentioned this to his father. He was speechless with surprise when his

father let out a great bellow of laugideh e s el dom | aughed after Thori
wasevenmoe surprised to | earn that his father ha
his father increased tenfold, if that were possible.

6Do you know why he was called 6Shaggy Breech

Thoric had always been told in reverent toties it was because Ragnar had been a humble
farme® just like his father. He repeated the stock answer. His father merely chuckled.

6l will tell you about great Ragnar Lothbrokd
Which he proceeded to do with great relish...

According to hidather Ragnar always wore loose, baggy, brown trousers not because of his
farmersé roots but to disguise the fact that
chronic diarrhoea. From a distance it was not so noticdadbause of the trouse but up close

the smell was unmistakable.

Il n one stroke his father had destroyed all Th

He tried to summon his fatherds spirit in his
answer came to him in a flash of insight. Keg was the Vikings themselves. These were

clearly no ordinary raiders. To have survived the maelstrom was one thing but to have massacred
the hitherto indestructible giant crabs with such ease was another. They needed to find out their
secret and in ordeo do that they needed to capture one of therasier said than done. They

would have to separate one of them from the closely knit group.



It was rare that a Viking would venture alone into unknown territory. They always travelled in

pairs or more, evefit was just to forage. But here would be some scouts amongst them and

they would need to isolate one of these. He put his plan to the dwarves who readily agreed. they
had no knowledge of Vikings, apart from Thoric, and as far as they were concerneditie w

know best on how to deal with them. All of them except Grumps agreed. Grumps, with a face as

red as if it had recently been sandpapered, was still polishing his axe, wanted to fight them head

on, but Thoric pointed out to him that was just the wayikengs were used to fighting. Great

warrior, though he was, he would be no match for all of them. The flattery temporarily eased
Grumpso6 bloodlust, and he went back to mur mur

The trap was set. Shy reported that sgouts were approaching the swampland. It was full of
poisonous serpents that the dwarves were skilled at avoiding. Dopey, so named because of his
constantslack awed expression was a key part of Thor
of a tree wherhis was young. It was this misadventure many believed that was the cause of his
idiocy. That, and climbing a tree. Dwar ves di
for it. They had bodies made for digging and burrowing. You might just ahaed asked a

dwarf to fly as climb a tree. They much preferred being underground than above it... apart from
Dopey. His permanently bewildered countenance was misleading. Thoric considered him the
sharpest of the dwarves, and that included Doc. Oneofops o6gi ft s6 that did
was his extraordinary ability to imitate voices....

The two grizzled Vikings plodded slowly and cautiously through the swamp. They had already
spotted several huge serpents sliding easily through the mud. Somm dfatidellies the size

of a strong manés thighs and were as | ong as
man whole, and the Vikings for the first time since their arrival showed caution. The deeper they
penetrated into the swamp the thicker Yapours rising from the mud became. Inevitably the

two warriors became separated. This was where Dopey came in. He and Shy had been following
the two huge grizzled men since they entered the swamp. It had been easy work. The Vikings
seemed oblivious tde fact that they might be being followed, or more chillidgtiiey simply
didndét <care. Dopey had | earned the two mends
listening to their conversation. Once the men were separated it was easy to lead thenem diffe
directions by imitating their voices. The Viking they had pickedrawinto the trap was led

farther and farther away from his companion by Dopey pretending to be his friend calling out to
him in the distance.

The trap was actually a real téa@an animal trap. A cruel device. It was simply a hole in the

ground disguised with thin twigs and moss. At the bottom were viciously sharp stakes. Thoric
thought it unnecessarily cruel but necessary. In order to give mediation a chance, he proposed to
stand infront of the hole and only move aside if the Viking proved overly aggressive....

There was no negotiation. The warrior just <ch
body off the stakes. Not least because he was still alive.

The body came awan pieces. Each individual piece was still pulsing faintly with life, and the
mands head n e v-endingstteanpoppeofanitees. Theric @d not bother to translate
his words They were too foul. It was not the only strange thing about the thatl should have



been a corpse. The skin had a greenish tinge, and still appeared to be frozen. There was no
blood just red ice. It was only when they built a small fire to cook a brace of coneys that the

Vi king went qui et . Thsarellatthe flarges is stupefestomisaddel e d h
had never seen such a thing before. Doc experimentally brought one of the burning branches
closer to the headbés face. The |l ook of stupef

of supplication fom the previously aggressively vociferous Viking.

The dwarves asked Thoric to tell them what he was saying. Torn between pity and remorse he
reluctantlytoldthedhe had already guessed the consequen
The warmth fromthé i r e has reminded him of being alive.

0And 6ow are we to do that?dé asked Grumps, su
already dead?

Thoric looked sad.

60He wants us to burn him. Well... all the bit
ONoO problembtBGeumps heai d, piling more wood on
Grumps threw one of t he nilamedThe \fikmglétoueaxspridr i me n t
scream of anguish. Thoric and the dwarves, apart from Grumps, blocked their ears. Even the

crabs showed visiblagns of distress. Clacking their claws and clicking their mandibles they

withdrew their eyestalks into their sockets. Grumps had an entirely different reaction...

6Arl fix his noise, 6 he said. He prog@&edleidps .m
When it was all finishednly Grumps seemed satisfied with the grizzly work.

O6Now we know how to destroy them,d he said to

O0Real l y? And whwée doviba phemoabkl to a barbeq

Grumps went off in a huff.

The Pale Ldy walked down and down a nevending staircase. It was a long time since she had
visited the castleds dungeons.

She took a large key from around her neck and opened the thick iron door. Inside there was only
darkness. With a wave of her hand there kgdgt. In one corner, piled on a bed of hay, there
was an enormous bl ack egg. The |l ast remaining



The Pale Ladybd raven arrived back at their t
ggi UsUleU Cityodos fingSheNsnl tiyéssi wamabiovoantbedb
favour to Thoric and they had not forgotten. It meant they would have to delay the Vikings until

their arrival.

S
0

Doc handed Thoric a small |l eat her pudHse. 61 ns
stroled off, whistling some long forgotten Dwarvish tune, something about whistle while you

work. It was catching, and Thoric found himself whistling it as he opened the pouch. It contained

a nut wrapped in some dry leaves. Without even thinking what he wag de popped it into

his mouth and swallowed. At first nothing seemed to be happening and he put it down to one of
Docbs ever increasing eccentricities. Then he
could perceive one drop at a time ag@sted to earth. He watched a dew drop fall from & leaf

silent. Then the thunderous impact as it met the ground and splintered into a thousand dazzling
shards. And then all was black....

He was standing above a rabbit hole. He watched the little winitethil disappearing down the
burrow. With a hunterods instincts, he reached
falling...falling.... But this was no ordinary sensation of falling. It was more like floating

downwards, as if he were a leaf separ&tech a tree and caught on a gentle breeze. Strange

objects floated around him, some going down, some going up. Hmreadliopped and found

himself seated behind a long bench. Facing him in a much larger chair was a tall, stern looking

man dressed in stige clothes. He spoke, his voice baogfrom every angle. Thoric knew he

was in the presence of a great wizard. Perhaps he was in the very halls of Hel itself.

6l am Jeremy Paxman, and this is Univhks sity C
voice radiated poweand somehow Thoric understood the language.

Thoric looked around him. Emaciated young men with long bedraggled hair coupled with an
unhealthy pallor sat beside him. Their pale and rash covered skin spoke of days long deprived of
suright and healthy food and drink. Clearly they were prisoners draggedsome foul

dungeon. Thoric was in no doubt the Paxman meant to torture them.

He did not know how he managed to understand the strange Paxman language but he could, and
so, seemingl, could the other prisonérst must all be part of Hel. Even his bizarre questions

aimed at the poor, clearly demented captives were not normal questeyneere beyond any

human comprehension except the tortured souls themselves.

They wilted under is gaze and visibly trembled when they attempted to answer. Then the
Paxman turned his terrible gaze omtworic.

0And your bonus questions are on Norse Mythol

Thoric felt something unspontaneous arise within him as if he were on the verge ohgohhi
KNEW this!



him from under

The firs t t
t k was known as fSh

guestion
reason t

t fired a h
h a Ragnar Lothbro a
He found himself telling the Paxman, and the audience who were hidden in the slafiddel

the embarrassing details of his herods i mpedi

The Paxman congratulated him on being right and the hidden audience of Hel cheered. The
Paxman eyed him once again with his malevolent gaze and gave him another question.

60What dr ugdtoba admibhigdred te the Berzerkers to make them so wild inattle

Thoric thought he knew the answer to this question also because his father had told him. They
were fed a cocktail of drugw/ith the main ingredient being betel nut wrapped in it§ lea

probably the same drug the Doc had given him. He was right once again and was told he had

beenawarded points. These no doubt would be the points of arrows that would be fired into his
body.

He was told he had to answer one last question. He hadrtfyda piece of music. Thoric was
not sure what music really meant. His ears were suddenly bombarded by the most terrible
cacophony. Men wailed, strange instruments screeched, and drums thumped in complicated
synchronicity truly the sound of his impendirexecution. Thoric could take no maréhe
merciful darkness of oblivion overcame him....

Tho c awoke t
suf r [

find the preoccupied face of
i ng a n 0

roi 0
f e ght mar e.

Thoric nodded, o1 htegeasd. been t o Hel and back, 0

Doc nodded, 6l too have visited that terrible
medicine experiences a different version of that unhappy world... some, it is said to make wise,
ot hers merely mad. |l trust it has made you wi

0 think so, and now I think | know how to delay these ice warriors. But it depends if you have
more of your speci al medi cine. 0

Doc said he did but he did not advise Thoric to take anymore. Thoric explained it was his belief
that the Vikings had not releasttk Berzerkembecause they did not have any of the nuts left or

they had been washed overboard. It would have been common practice for his compatriots to
release the Berzerker first before they themselves landed. The fact that they had him still chained
to the masthea@nd that he appeared to be sleeping would seem to confirm this.

Thoric wanted to know if there was a way that the Doc could somehow poison the nuts and
immobilize the Berzerker and any other Vikings that ate them. It would give thentotiveat



for reinforcements from the Numb City. They h
plan to use the black ooze, which was unusually inflammable and floated in puddles on the

swamp langto bathe the arrowheads, ignite them, and use tigamst the warriors. They

would also burn the longship. If anything was likely to deter the Vikings from further attack

was the sight of their belove@gsseland home being destroyed

The Vikings were suspicious when only one of their scouts retufinedt. leader took half his

warriors to search for him. They came across as strange shrine and timtieng Vikings liked

more than stealing from shrines. They recognised Dwarvish carved ornaments and goblets, but it
was the offerings placed on a diséfore the unknown god that interested them mogel Bets
wrapped in leaves.

They went back to their camp to celebrate and awaken their Berzerker.

Thoric and the dwarves watched on in disappointment as the Vikings celebrated by sacrificing to

the godOdin a goat they had captured, but left the nuts untouched. Then came the moment

Thoric had been waiting for. They unleashed the Berzerker and fed him some of the ragts. The

had been heavily s oak eaddtheywoutd have kdldd aylhormad s conc o
man, but a Berzerker was not a normal man. They lookéd horror as the Berzerker started to

sniff the ground on all fours, like a dog picking up a scent. It bared its teeth, except it no longer
resembled either a man or a dog. It looked éikeolfd a ravenous wolf. It had picked up their

scent and now death was surely upon them.

The ice warriors followed behind the Berzerker. Thoric felt he would rather die like a man than a
cowering wretch, so he and the others stood along a ridge abdsesattteaccompanied by the
remaining crabs and awaited their fate.

The Berzerker made a horrible grimace which could perhaps have been interpreted as a grin on a
human. The ice warriors cheered and smashed their axes against their shields, a preiude to the
charge and the carnage to come.

Then they all suddenly stopped. Including the Berzerker. They were all gazing with stupefaction
at something in the distance. Thoric realifeat whatever it wast was behind them. He turned
around cautiously.

He did not know if his heart should leap with joy or he should fall on his knees in worship. There
was the Pale Lady on her majestic horse accom
But it was what was behind her that held everyone in awe...

The Pa¢ Lady held a thin leash as if she were walking a small dog. Except this wasonit dog

was a dragon. Its nostrils were already smoking. The Pale Lady languidly let go of the leash as if
she had mistakenly dropped it. The dragon took to the air as if bevador it. Which of course

it was. What happened next took less than seconds. All that was left of the ice warriors, including
the Berzerker, were puddles of steaming water. Then, the dragon obediently returned to the Pale
Ladyobés side.



The entourage tned their beck on the beach. Thoric took one last look at the cinders that
remained of the longship. Whatever links he had with his home wereldetiellowed as
obediently as the others behind the Pale Lady back into Ultima Thule.

THE END

Youcanreatnor e of Thoricdés adventures in Ultima T
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LIBRARY by Benjamin Welton
AYou want to know a secret about this place?o0

Jane | eaned oV e mwidkagteenieyek t&viskleat withalectric exciterriat.
Patrick saw a hint of drool at the corner of her mouth.

ASur e. |l 6m al ways happy to know secrets, o0 Pat

He had been working atthei br ar yés ar chi val research centre
easy summer job that paid okay. For a struggling Ph.D. student like Patrick, $13 an hour was a
lifesaver that allowed him to (barely) pay the rent each month. So far, only his fellow svorker

made the job somewhat annoying. There was Lynette, the diminutive and loud New England

Italian who only talked about her physical illnesses; Georgina, theEaghksh 80yearold who

bragged about sleeping witkIBt actors from the 1970s; Prosperalaggish norentity whose

milquetoast personality did not live up to his outlandish name; and Cathy, a woman who danced

in the kitchen while making tea and talking about how she was almost a famous poet. The other
workers in the centre were graduate stisléoo. Patrick tolerated them, although he often grew

tired of hearing about their cats and aartxiety medication.

Jane was the only person in the entire building that Patrick actually liked.

AThis place, including Itthe arcevnsurased! d i brary
AWhat ?0

Altds cursed. | mean, |l dondt know for sure t
certainly seems |ike it.o

AWhatoumean specifically?06 Patrick took a sip

trashcan when he realized it was stone cold. He choked on thdroean liquid until Jane
slapped him hard on the back.

Jane | aughed, then c ontpeoplehaw diediafieoworkioglherd®ih ow h o
have been here less than a year, and | hagadl seen two brain aneurysms and one bicycle

accident. Prospero nearly died three months ago from a heart attack, but managed to cling to

i fe. o

nJesus! o

Jane laughed again, this time because Patrick exclaimed so loudly. Luckily, they were the only
ones in the office; the rest of the staff was away at a lunch meeting.

g you that this place is cu
l' y cursed this place might



AOkay, | 6m game. Lay it on me. 0

AWell, Claudio is the Portuguese jJanitor that
AWait, | thought he was Brazilian. o

ANoO, | 6m pretty sure heds Portuguese. Or maybhb

matter. So, one night way back in the day, ClaudioNefk at his usual tinge 5:30 p.m.
However, on this day, Claudio made it all the way to Brookhaven without realizing that he had
l eft his cell phone in his | ocker.o

ADude, | would have been flipping out, o Patr.i

A Me . lthave panic attacks if | walk outside without my cell, let alone drive twenty minutes
without it. But | guess Claudio is made of sterner stuff, right? Well, that night, Claudio came
back to the building. It was aroundr7730, and since it was winterwtas pitch black outside.

The only light was coming from our floor.

AReal i zing that nobody should be working here
wal ked a few steps into the |.®bbane tphaeinnthed rtdc
of fice door belonging to Camille DeJdean, the
ANext, the |lights in the reading room started
breaking and cries of pain. Claudio was freaked so bad that he &irgbbut his cell phone and
drove home. The next day when we opened, ther
AMaybe it was a nightmare, 0 Patrick said.

ANo way. |1 6ve talked to Claudio down in the |
wholehi ng. Hebdbs even convinced the other cl eane
ASo thatds why this place is so dirty, o Patri
Al dondt know about you, but | think this pl a
employees keepdropgin | i ke fl i es. 0

ANow why would we be haunted? Our building wa
here either. What would cause a haunting here

A Man , have you ever | ooked through our archiywv
of the books are from like the 1600s. One book | saw was written in Latin and bound in human
skin. o

=]

No way. O

=]

Yes way. | 6m telling you, one of our archive



going to prove it tonight if you want to join
AHow are you going to prove it?0o

AEVP sessions, video cameras, tape recorders,
haunting with scienc6hostHmtera@®d@ 6t you ever watch

NnSur e, but t hat i s all fake. 0

1

The show might isthereabded. | hgvie dose it béfanerandihave heard

A

some crazy stuff. | 61 | |l et you hear it tonigh

Patrick finished the remnants of his coffee. He smirked at Jane, but remained silent for a while.
When he spoke, he slammed his paperaupis artificial wood desk.

ASure, what else have |I got to do on a Tuesda

Patrick met Jane outside the building | ater t
occupied a desolate block right next to an industrial park. Its only ngghbour was a scrubby
field that once hosted baseball games. Besides Jane and Patrick, nobody else was around.

AYou ready?0o0
ASur e. How agide&® vwAe eg evtet ibm g aikn ng 1 n?o0

ANope. | grabbed the keys f r cmedmAmogt@dotihis,dut She
whatever. o

~

Al guess webre both crazy. o

In response, Jane shook the small clutch of keys. Shealsiegl and oddly shaped one to enter a
side entrance, then picked a chubby key to unlock the security doors guarding thedilsrar ma i n
reading room.

Patrick | ooked around the empty and dark buil
empty. o

ifYeah, |l i ke school s. 0o

Jane pressed the AUpd6 button on the south ele
loud in thesilence. They rode the elevator up to the sixth floor.

AOkay, | 611 set wup here i no tJhaen e ohbabnyd e dy oRua tgroi c
tape recorder. She then told him to keepcklsphoneon A Recor do unt i | it al
power.



AAnd do not turn on the lights, o Jane barked

The reading room was no bigger than a college classroom. However, it was full ekkadis
like sculptures of Greek gods, landscape paintings, and movie posterhe 1940s.
Underneath the display cases, which housed everything from newspaper clippings to
photographs and at least one combat knife from World War I, were rows and rows of books.
Patrick had never bothered to look at any ofrtheo he decided tdest snooping.

Patrick leafed through several small, arisyued pulp novels that were fraying to the point of
extinction. One bookés cover showed a parti al
alien with green skin or steel plating. He triedbe as gentle as possible with this book, but

ripped at least three pages while Jane asked questions to the ghost. This was all part of her EVP
session. Patrick also asked questions, but he was mostly concerned with rifling through the

books.

He thumked through another book. This one was a history hardoavitien in 1965. It

concerned somebody named Alfred Packer, a prospector who went out West in the 19th century.
While snowbound with others high up in the Colorado mountains, Packer resorted to

cami bal i sm. Patrick noted that the bookos dust
was innocent of the charges.

Patrick stopped his impromptu book search when he landed on a regidedrbrown book that
smelled very, very old. The binding weotten, and the leather was chipping and had probably
been chipping for over a hundred years. Usingiksphoneas a reading light, Patrick cracked

the spine on the tome and begReading proved impossible because the writing was a mixture

of Greek ad Latin. The spidery text, which was in red ink, would have been indecipherable even
if it had been written in American English. Patrick flipped back to the front page in search of an
author, but could find no name. The only thing on that page was gestraatof-arms that

portrayed a triptych: the left side showed a knight in giglkerarmour riding a pale white horse,
while the middle section showed a black castle high up in the mountains and surrounded by a
meandering moat. The final section on tlghtiwas downright gruesome: it showed the severed
head of a man with a | ong black topknot and a
on by what looked like an inky crow.

Patrick was on the point of putting the book away when he came acrgssttines. One was a

crude drawing showing a rural scene where a group of nude tribesmen were dancing around an

open fire. Above the flames and on a grill, Patrick saw pieces of severed human flesh. Another
picture, which had also been drawn by hand, skiaWe cannibals feasting on the cooked flesh.

Towards the back of the book, Patrick saw a drawing of a strange demmdne f i gur e wi t h
face and horns. Where the creatureb6és stomach
with flames and thehadows of grasping hands. That is when the lights of the reading room

flashed on.

AOkay, my el bow really hurts from PT this mor

Lynette was seated at one of the roombs desks



placed over her knees. An equally nude Prospero took a long and slow sip of seltzer water, while
Georgina, also nude, mindlessly worked a crossword puzzle.

Only Jane and Claudio paid any attention to Patrick. Claudio pointed a revolver at him, while
Jane washarpening a large butcher knife.

ADon6ét worry, Pat, we wono6t eat wuntil the bos
you. O

Patrick tried to make a run for safety, but Claudio shot him in his left kneecap. The blood began

oozingout,thedep red mi xing with the |lighter red of
unbearable.
ADond6t hurt yourself trying to escape. 't is

Patrick wanted to ask why they were all doihig, but he could not form words to savie life.
All of his energy was focused on his wounded knee.

ifYou

know t hat book is real
terrible

l'y fascinating. It
for our employee tur

nover .o

Georgina | aughed at Jan e rshercrosswor puzzle. Gathyt whd i d n
was knitting while nude, said in a childishsisgpong voi ce, fASheds here. o

The chime of the elevator rang. Patrick felt the carpet shake. Something heavy was coming. He
heard it utter a deep, inhuman moan. Its toenaté;h had to be long, tapped on the carpet. The
horror of it all dawned on Patriékthe boss had arrived.

i s not doi

Al got to tell you, my thera t n
e and Patrick

pi s
Lynette said to Prospero over the wet crunchefthf i r st bi t

g
0

THE END
Schlock Gorefest
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MR GAUNT by Gregory Owen
Part Two

That afternoon warranted another visit to Lize
cognizant of the fact that he was causing undue stress on her and her pregnancy, and he
understood that he probabl y s oastildhaddifficutynp| et el
comprehending it all himself, so he decided to take her advice at the time, though, just to humour

her: to deal with his grief, he just needed to calm down and wait, and concentrate on what he

loved about Aubrey.

After two days otrying, Hunter believed he had waited long endugbo long, in facd and

determined that what he loved most about his sister was her being alive and making the Dahl
family whol e. He knew he had Ilittle tdadgo on
a hunch built around a poem and some theories from legends, but he was intelligent, and this
hunch, this stirring feeling down in his bowels, told him that he was on the right track.

Hunter knew that he really needed to take his time, to plot homakeyoing to go about the

final step of his plot, but his desire for vengeance turned to impatience, which in turn became
recklessness. He needed to act, to get it all ovedwithbrey had been dead for much too long

to him, for nearly a month, and hecdul wai t no | onger . Mr. Gaunt wc
never hurt anyone else. Hunter just hoped he had some luck on his side.

How appropriate that a powerful storm began to brew on the night that Hunter enacted his
endgame. Just like a movie, he haolutght, looking outside his window, wondering if, just if,

Mr. Gaunt was watching him, too. Just like he had done to Aubrey. Just like that night that he
mur dered her. No one el seénever again.

Just after midnight, Hunter grabbed his long tan huntinga&coatd r e moved Dadds s hc
his bag and loaded it, taking time to look down the sights like Dad taught him to on their past

hunting trips, and placed it back inside. He arranged the gun, the ammo, and the knives to be

easily grabbed in a pinch if needenhd stepped into the hallway. Looking down to Mom and

Daddés bedroom, he saw no |ight coming from un
were asleep, or at least trying to get some rest. They rarely talked anymore, either; for both of

them.,it was just work, home, dinner, and bed. Maybe once they knew that Hunter had ended the
threat, theydd return as close to normal as p

He turned to head down the hallway to the living room and to the front door, but Hunted pause

at Aubreyds door. It was cl osed, or at | east
doorknob and the wood was all cracked around where it would have been. The police still had

the doorknob as evidence, anyway. Hunter imagined it was tigamght of her deaéall the

bl ood, the broken glass, the ashesé

That reminded him. In all of his obsession and determination, he had forgotten to remove his
own roombés door knob. He thought momentar.i

l'y a
momster with a doorknob. o Indeed, it was odd

[



brass doorknob as a deterrent, especially if

itséfeastingéon Aubrey. I t o n htphidbediokm,getd e w mi
screwdriver from his nightstand, and remove t
have finished sooner if he wereno6ét worried ab

do so from all of those times he had helped hisefiawith repairs around the house. Looking at it

as he placed it in his bag alongside the other weapons, he felt that whgatihot end up

being used to kill Mr. Gaunt, it could be seen as something of a symbolic lucky charm. In that

foolish littteway, he thought, Aubreyds spirit could b
imagination had grown into something more accepting of those things in the previous weeks.

On his way out, Hunter made a detour to the garage and took the gas can that Dacuesed to f

his lawnmower or in case either he or Mom ran out of gas, which could happen from time to

time. Hunter thought that he could usi ihaybe to conceal what he was about to do, or maybe

to set this thing on fire.eiAf,t ego arhdy bd iirted cd c\
Gaunt . It couldndét hurt, and hedd pay Dad bac
mat ches from Dadbés tool box on his way out.

Thirty minutes of walking as the storm churned above and Hunter ultimately stoat amitthe

gates of the Green Oaks Mortuary. He looked about the property through the slender bars of iron,
and could see very little thanks to the dim lights on the street. Now or never, he kept thinking,
and as he pulled his bag tightly over his shoutaet held the gas can firmly, he climbed up and

over and landed on the driveway as the rainfall began, slowly increasing in heaviness as each

moment passed. Taking one | ast | ook around to
way aroundthemortuay t o t he back, finding the back doo
parked nearby. He coul ddébve been gone; he didn

skin, either. But Hunter hoped, prayed, that the monster was inside.

Opening the backdoor t hankful that it wasnét | ocked, he
But why leave the door unlocked? Could it be that Craven was indeed a man, and not Mr. Gaunt

like Hunter thought? Green Oaks was a small town, and strangely not dangerous fran crime

not crimes committed by humans, Hunter posed, but still...or maybe Mr. Gaunt was so
accustomed to not being found that he had gro
discovered by anyone. It would be his unddirtgunter Dahl would see to that.

Luckwas on Hunt ed ibwas pessiblesthat Auldney wag with him in some way, and
maybe his doorknob was indeed some form of charm, for Mr. Craven was standing in right in
view of Hunter as he stepped through the door, which led into some form ckradma for

supplies and surplus tools. They were all stacked neatly on shelves in neat little rows. Craven
stood at a table near the far wall, his lanky silhouette framed by the dimming flicker of

lamplight. It appeared he was writignvoices for more fueral furnishings and tools, Hunter
reckoned. It seemed that Mr. Gaunt had to definitely go all in for performances, doing everything
to look like the mortician that the town respected, diligent and hardworking, even during late
nights sometimes in betweslaughters. Hunter figured that was why he was so hard to pinpoint,

t hough not for hi m. Luckéor fate.

Near him was a collection of coffins, and their handles were a darkdnetathe typical brass,



but more like iron. Looking around, all of the metatlod gurneys, the carts, the racks, the

shelves, everything was not made of steel, brass, or any other metal aside from iron, just like the
gate and fences outside. Even the handle on the back door had been made of the same iron, but in
that moment, Huntdrad something else in mind.

He wasnodét sure i f it was adrenaline or maybe
rubbed off on him, but Hunter immediately felt the uncontrollable urge to reveal his presence to

t he monster wi tnhHerarefiy plac€drtre gas cad dowrsok ihe floor and

unzi pped his bag, pulled out Dadodés shotgun, a
morticiands back as he di dondike amaddke heavasweld t o k
on his wayo being.

Al know who you areéwhat you are, 0 Hunter dec
| 6m here to put an end to it!o
AHMmM? o0 Mr. Craven | ooked ar oun dfoctsimgpon oom f or

Hunter. Even in darkness, he appeasietlly, the skin of his face looser around the cheeks, the
hair moist, and his pallor the colour of a gravestone. When he saw the gun aimed at him, he
slowly raised his hands, appearing fearful, but Hunter got the hint that it was nothing more than
anapear ance. fAOh, myéwhat do you want ?0

AYou heard me, 0 Hunter replied, not taking hi
tonight. o

Mr. Cravend6s head bobbed around, his eyes squ
potential deliveryobuc k shot on him, unti/ he finally ded
Hunt er éDahl, correct? Aubrey Dahl s brother?9o
Hunter felt his hands trembling. ADondét you s
ALookél am still édeeply so®woy for your | ossél
ANo! dYau i t! |l know youbére not Mr. Craven! o Hu
dead?0o0

Mr. Craven expressed ignorance,0 breathing sl o
ABull shit! o He pulled the butt of thmsterbun dee
Youdbre Mr. Gaunt, and you killed Aubrey! o Tha
show it, necessariyi n f act , his expression of trying to

accusation. But Hunter could swear that, for just a fraaica moment, he saw a glint of
satisfaction it h e moseyes, thoughitdvas gone almost as soon as it appeared. And then,
he knew that his assumption was right.

AAubrey, o Craven muttered, and Hunter saw tha



ADonét you move! o

Craven smiled. AFine. |l grow weary of this |
creature no |l onger cared about the ruse. #fADO
I 61 | give you someutcrpeacdittt.y. .quauw kfloyund tndes as t
to what goes on. ltds given me room to manoeu
for so, so |l ong. Fear wil |l do that for you. oo

ADond6ét move! 0 Hunter shouhatd &€gavendandawdenw
sides, he sgqgueezed the trigger. The bl ast sen
shoulder, though the beast moved fast enough to knock the lamp off of the table, sending it to the
floor with a shattermd leaving the entire room in the dark. Hunter could hear scampering

footsteps as the monster took off running to any of the corners, just barely above his own

t humping heartbeat, and could only blindly ai
flashl i ght? He couldndét even see the end of the
Little did he know that his sisterods killer ¢

of nocturnal vision. It watched Hunter, breathing heavily, excited by trspeob of another Kkill,
even iftheboyhad discerned his identity. How had this little shit done so, and so easily?

Mr. Gaunt, throughout his years in Green Oaks, had taken great care to hide information about

hi msel f. Whil e i n ckeddufbeoksaeandomlgftom thelbrarythae 6d c he
contained detailed information about what he
shredded. After a number of years, especially with the invention of the Internet, he became bored
with doingthis; dter all, the Internet only contained passing stories and accounts, few reliable

and even fewer from people that werendét HAcrac
the recognition. Even that poem, which had been around for nearly as longoagche

remembed possibly soon after he came into being, long before he lived in Greed ©aksed

with it a most exquisite renown. He salivated when he heard residents using it as a macabre

lullaby or children skipping rope to it in the park.

The monsteremembered Aubrey; he remembered watching her at night once he learned of her,
knowing that she could see him, too; knowing that she was terrified. This disguise as Donald
Craven, the town mortician, had pravetefindt o be
another one soonébut he had a more i mportant

Moving behind Hunter, who had dropped to the floor to hunt through his baseball bag, Craven

began convulsing, but with a sense of control, as if practiced through decadesrEnee

Bones within began to shift and crack, and there were popping tears of cloth and skin, bursting

open like an overinflated balloon, and his height began to increase slowly but surely, until he was
three feet taller thabetheetdeegagenewibneuppeg
gurgled, kicking off the Craven suit like discarded underwear.

The teenager could hear the noise, too, and was bristling with fright at the awareness of what was
happening out of his view. He dropped the shotguand f ranti cally rummage
silver knives and plucked it from the bag.



Mr . Gaunt, content that he was able to elimin
how you found me out, but | twhtchedlasHumtex j ust go
searched his bag. Al knew you. But when | fou
tasted such tenacious meat. A |ittle tough an
satisfying all t msedarsdamaekedits slirhydongue atoagtitaigleaminiy,i s

j agged teeth, sputtering translucent bile as

paper and sucking the tender muscle from your bones! Your squeals will be fine music for my

meal justlikekAubr ey 6s. .. 0 The creature | onged to savc
flesh chunks, able to acutely hear Hunterdés s
have to worry about anyone interrupting this

With that, Mr. Gaunt foke into a stride and leapt at Hunter, who stood from his bag with both
hands clutching items. A stinging sensation sent the monster back, but only briefly, and with a
free hand, Mr . Gaunt gripped Hunterthe t hroat

removed what caused the pain: a silver knife.
Hunter could see nothing except pitch darknes
Il know I left Ilittle for anyone to findéo

A blinding flash @ lightning through a nearby window illuminated the room and Hunter could

briefly see Mr. Gauntodos true, ferocious form,
monsterdés grip was powerful, nearl ythefethai gh 1t o
needed to say while he still could. Al éthough
his bedroom doorknob, held in his other hand.

Il n the dar k, Hunt er ¢ o uWihhwag once saéisfadtion.and@ desiret 6 s
to taste his human fl esh gave way to somethin
fear. He had learned a long time ago to avoid copper, and anything that had it in its composition,
namely brass, becausetbé terrible paid it felt white hot when it touched him. He never knew

why, but it just was. He remembered the doork
barricade the door, and the agony of the touch; this child was indeed a lucky littleigha W

deafening roar, Mr. Gaunt opened his mouth and prepared to clamp his razor teeth into the

morsel that he held before he could cause any damage.

Hunter, this time, was too fast for the mondtéuck was on his side. Deducing that the roar was

one ofa terrified animal and believing, rightly, that it was a precursor to his own bloody end, the
teenager forced the doorknob down Mr. Gaunto6s
was sure that his arm would leave him, taken by the bite, but all hefeeuildas warm, gooey

00ze soaking his skin and a rapidly swelling tongue, and the grip around his neck relinquished,
dropping him to his knees. He tried to regain his breath when his attention was taken by a

growing light from the creature. Oily liquidept ed fr om Mr . Gaunt 6s mout
in front of Hunter. The refuse of it coated h
blood began exploding into fire, Hunter scampered back to avoid being touched by the vomit
splattering all avund.

Alternating between screeching moans and vicious coughs, Mr. Gaunt ran aimlessly in a circle in



a poor effort to extinguish the flames consuming him, turning him to ash from the inside out as

the doorknobdés met al s coizimglfug.dPiecehaf fleshgracklddi s b e i
off in hunks and exposed bone, and from the holes in its skin, tiny sparks of flame burst outward,
providing a radiance brighter than anything Heaven could provide, emblazoning the room with
pinholes of light. Within seonds, piece by piece, what had been Mr. Gaunt collapsed and

di sintegrated into nothing but blackened shre
on the air.

He was unsure of why he did what came next, but Hunter found himself running his finge
through the crackling ashes of Mr. Gauntdés re
another, almost spellbound as he tried to comprehend and accept his victory, feeling the warmth

of a monthdés worth of gr i ef shaverhisbhagasuntihhefels a't

a large object in the powder and sticky ooze. Thinking that it was what was left of the doorknob,
Hunter quickly ascertained that he was holding something emaciated and twisted and nothing

metal at all. It was the last tyuphysical, tangible remnant of Mr. Gaunt: one of his curled,

cl awed hands, which had somehow survived its

Taking the appendage and putting it into his coat pocket, Hunter looked for the doorknob one

last time®d it must have been desyed with him. Melted, perhaps turned to ashes, too. So, he

then set about the last remaining step of his endeavour, making his way toward the back door and
retrieving the gas can. Once he soaked the floors of the backroom, taking care to cover the ashy
remlmi ns of Mr. Gaunt and the decaying portions
into the front part of the mortuary itself and coated the carpets, plush and red and smelling

slightly of formaldehyde until soaked with gasoline. With the lais Ibit of gas, he poured a

trail to the back door, and, pulling his baseball bag over his shoulder, Hunter lit a match and

started the blaze. And the first on his list of visiting, telling what happened, before anyone else,

was his adult friend, Liza.

Once Hunterods tale concluded, he noticed that
that slaughtered Aubrey with a look that no longer resembled horror, but had shifted to

something more puzzling. To his young mind, it appeared to be ctossyret, as though a close
family member had passed. He had seen it on b
was sure his face had looked similar on that day, so he knew what it looked like; still, he passed

it off as her being upset abouttthee at h of Mr . Craven, and maybe s
man from the creature that had murdered him. Liza looked up at Hunter and her typically gentle
expression was stonier. He felt icicles form
herself. Through the kitchen window, the flashing red lights of fire trucks could be seen beyond

the dripping rain like the blinking eyes of a waking demon.

Al know it probably sounds crazy, @l Hdntdearbts ali
believe it before, and | still had a hard time with it, but | definitely believe now. There has been
some weird shit in Green Oakséo He | ooked up

ASorryeo



ANoOél believe you. 0 She placedehteabhandiibnj téi
believeéit.o

The teenager eyed Liza, confused, and he
Should we call the police?0 he managed.

ANo. 0 She shook her head. fiNo. They woul dnot
A Wedl ol

AHunt er erededai d wlou put your bag? You didnot
AThe dumpster by the Quik Mart on Moore
case, and didndét want to bring a gun into
sighed, emrkisagfefiWbut 1061/ get it back

you know. 0

Liza nodded. ANo onedés ever truly safe.
chair AWhat of the doorknob?o

AGone | coul dntoutr nfeidn do uitt .t oDebfei na tleulcyk y

A Oh, luck is definitely what [ 6d call [
youdbre okay. o

Al got him, o6 Hunter said proudly, finally
il  mahave heert able to find a lot on him, but | got theasba é we | | , you

ASo, Hunter, since this turned out to be

may not be the only one of his kind?0o

Avenu

char m.

k now.

Caught off guard atyi drhe, qlwerstte ronldesa n empdtfi «r war ¢

do you mean?o9

Liza could tell by his expression that
remember correctly. | havendét hear d Alodf
this, since your sisterds passing and w

AWhat poem?0

Closing her eyes, Liza ran a gentle hand over her stomach, trying to soothe the kicking of her
unbor n. AA compani onitgbagandr . Gaunt 6s. How di d

Youbve surely heard of Mr. Gaunt ,
But what about the Missus?
Like him, she truly loves to daunt,



Shebs meaner, twice as vicious.

It is true the male is cruel,

Hebés really quite the beast.
Yet his acts are merely fuel
For all his spouseds feasts.

Mr. Gaunt loves to hunt,

While she awaits her prey,

She lures them in and strings them up,
And sends them to their graves.

She needs no protection,

Her husbandés quite mistaken,
His belief needs correction,

His fears should be forsaken.

Being the worst of the two,

Shedél !l take your flesh when it comes du
The Missus gathers all the food,
All for her and her Dbroodéo
ABrood?0 Hunter asked, staring at Liza, dumbf
AYedgneaints o6chil dé or oOochildren. 60
AYou never told me beforeeéeo
Al didndt want to add fir e -fualedfeveadreant, Huntero u g ht
But from what youdbve told meéitds something t
ACould there be d@mrother one? And a chil
A Oh, |l 6m sure there is, Hunt er . I doubt you c
spouses generally reproduce, 0 she added moros
Al guesséthat makes sense. . .| never heard tha
theimplimt i ons of this new information. He was | u

female? A child, or children? Multiple monsters? Shit.

iltos nrnovars. wehHd &anonvant. eNsotwdlilke hi m. o

AMust not beél saw nod hboagk abionmtt Hehalti bhmaray,y ¢
mentions of him, yeah, and that was sl i mébut
anything else related to him, real ly. o



ASo you killed a ghost, 0 Liza said. Al n a man
mi ssed. 0

Al did, 0 Hunter affirmed. AHe killed Aubrey,
afraid of nowéexcept for this Mrs. Gaunt, i f
AEven. And | would hope not, for all our sake

ARIi ght . o0 Hunt er | tneeloraneaabip douoki an aldhwbodsnacuckob ¢loek

with a swinging pendul um, and saw the ti me. I
Ms. Gellerél 611 goél 6d better get home. I jus
wer e o0 k a ystoodifronwhisahaif pulling his coat tight and wiping his moist hair from

his brow. AOh, and 1 &dm sorry about the mudél
youeloll definitely get a shower before | com
Alst & i ne, but you dondét have to |l eave just yet
somet hingésince webre confessing things...0 L
about the father?0 she posed, gesturing to he
Hunter shookhs head, sitting back dow®o sl owly. @Wel

AnDead?0o0

He nodded. AOr ran off or something. Like Jen
ANo, we were simply separated. Thougrenthe di d
before returning to her thoughts. AHe. .. he wa
believed ingahbeokdoidhah e efastiionddbet stith herenjoyed it.tb i t o
Kind of I|ike those poemlghilyt s funny now, 0 she
AYeahémaybe monsters are | i ke people in some
one timeélike | told you.o

Liza continued, as though Il ost in her own fan
careless. Reckless. You know adtibut that yourself. He liked being out in the open, you know.

A bit too much. 1 told him itdéd get him in tr
l ong as | stayed hidden, and |l et him do his w
AMI | 7d aHynt er asked, knowing a few of his cl as
said they oOomoved around a | ot. 6 Being a teena

only make basic conclusions on things of that nature.

ANo, but weoulndd amolvoet ain the beginningéthen he
foll owéit was a pattern. It was safer, he wou



Did he come to Green Oaks at all ? Was he fro

1]

Liza jumped, feeling the hbialbey bkeifcokr.e filNoc, a nbeu.to

AOhéwell what was his name? Maybe | knew hi m.
Al doubt it Hunt er . Few people truly knew hi
reasoning for |l eaving in the first placeéhe wu
| twhsat most men do, and he always did it. I 6 m
child, 0o she explained, stroking her hands al o
and | met, wasnot it?0

The teenager thought dnéseveresuddenty kiceimyintoaverdrive, i z a 6 s
for her normally calm speech patterns, her reserved and caring demeanour, quickly took a turn. It
was as though she were accusing hinmoof a tran

fiYou thought Iwas helptes , 0 she continued. ABut i f you asfk
mot her .. .that only makes me more dangerous. 0
AMs. Gell er, |l dondt think | wunderstand. ..o

AWe can protect ourselves despite the stupid
protection.Heneked it because he got too comfortable.

Hunter Dahl, feeling every inflection of her rising voice stab into him like daggers, squirmed in

his chair uneasily. What had come over Liza? He had saved her and everyon&edss in

Oaks, though now he needed to |l ook into this
understand how it was possible that she was never mentioned. He was, barely, but not her, not at
all. He looked about the room in a bid to remove himself from wiza was saying, and

perhaps to think of an excuse to | eave. I't ha
what those wei Mom and Dad had signed him up for the sex education class in the spring, so
hedd find out then.

Think of ow Ehe BemaecMantidVThe Lioness. All dangerous, and fully capable,
emal es. 0

-+

ARIi ght, Ms . Ge |d10Hunter stbpped oneehha tedized sproething that had

never occurred to him, not at all Ioeforethatg hi s
instant, and for a matter of a second, he wanted to kick himself more than he wanted to run. He
wanted to call himself a dumbass, and mentally, he was doing so, questioning how he could be

so stupid not to notice, but more than that, his inoere was telling him to get out quickly but

quietly. However, he was finding it hard to mask the horror revealing itself on his face, much

|l ess gather the composure to casually utter a
suspicion.

ANo abss, 0O he motioned with his mout h, but no Vv



house. Not on the cabinets, the doors, the window laichething. It was all iron. Just like
AOh, and Mrs. Gaunt, of course, o060 Liza conclud

Refl ex took hold since his inner voice wasnot
grab anything to use as a defensive weapon, but Liza was much too quick, the guise of the nearly
helpless, pregnant, single mother gone in an instant. With inhpoveer, she stood and easily

took the boyds neck in one hand and hurl ed hi
him. On impact, Hunter felt the wooden drawers and the countertop splinter inward from the
force, and coul dnstionholw adwas shllbreathmgas heacodlldpyed.q u e

The room flickered in and out, everything spinning, but Hunter could make out a low chuckle,
and he could see Liza moving toward him, pushing his chair aside. Get up! his mind
commanded, but he coul dnodt.

Al guess 1 6&m not | i ke those other powerful fe
draw them in and take my time..amotheb e has t o have some hobbies
in time. | told him that you were my mark once he foundootat you coming hereé

he found out you had a I|little sister, he coul
and youbére young, yourself.o6 She sighed. Al |
my husband. | figured youwalin 6t | i ve up to youmwedimakat s, so
mi stakes. And if you did, well|, |l thought heo
AWebd have argued over him taking my kill, bu

hate to admit, despite hisiatic belief that he was keeping me safe from the world. Honestly, |

came here to Green Oaks to try and entice him
meet our | ittle one. o0 Lizabs attentign brief!/l
returned. Al | i ked you, Hunter...you seemed s
suppose not . Even an insect can be dangerous.
smart enough. Did you know hikdname isnbét tru
While she talked, Hunter had barely managed to lift himself from the floor and propped his head
against the wall. His neck throbbed with excruciating electricity, and when he tried to move his

legs to try and stand, he made a horrible realization:beu | dnét f eel t hem. Oh
feel them!

Al also thought that maybe your grief over yo
Grief over my husband wonét stop me, either,
Panic consumed Huntet her e was nothing |l eft of the Il uck
doorknob! It was goneéAubreyds spirit was gon
He gripped his knees and shook them fiercely, but they provided no re§pomseeans to help

him escape.

Alf 1tds any consolation at all, he shared he
together, and when | 6ve been near éshe was del



Rage bubbled from underneath all of the uncontrollable, dreadful fear permeating higbegery
uponhearing Liza share that fact about his deceased sister so coldly made Hunter wish he had a
weapon, a means, to Kill her slo@lynuch more slowly than he had even killed Mr. Gaunt,
Aubreyés true murderer. fAYouébitch! Aargh! o

ABut | tol d hthathe wonld getintoarautble, buv damn him, he loved the
recognition! This kill wonét be his, but | wo
standing right on top of his legs, Liza paused, rubbing around her neck, and Hunter could make
outhe fl eshds movement under her fingers, 1|ike
had been used so often that it was in danger
think. I could always get them to last a while, longer than hklcbut the stress of

mot her hoodéGuess Ms. Gellerds skin wasno6t as

Li ke her spouse, Lizads form altered horrific

not protected by the dar kbefers. Serratéd claws pieraadband uar y

tore through the ends of her fingers, forcing the flesh apart into bloody mouths with curved

blades as tongues. Smiling crookedly, she reached up to her face with her clawed hands, just

below her eyes, and clutched tighy . Li ke a putrid mask in her gr
terribly and began to tear away in a floppy shred, revealing the beastly Mrs. Gaunt within.

Stretching and extending higher and higher as she burst from her confines, she was taller than
hersmuse, al most touching the ceiling and bl ock
with her enormous form. Mrs. Gaunt ripped the last of her nightgown off as the human skin used

as her disguise fell to the floor in a heap. What were once her reyaanat least in appearance,

peeled off in round, white strips like contact lenses and glinting black eyes shined in the waning
luminosity.

Trying desperately to regain feelidgain, numbness, somethéhgn his legs, Hunter instead
felt hot tears flowingprofusely down his chin and his heart pounding like a steam hammer. What

he saw next made him want to scream. Just | ik
something resembling a lumpy tumour. It pulsated and quivered, and then seemed to stir, as

thoud waking from a |l ong sleep. The veiny shape
wrapped around her slender body like a veil of gruesome flesh, though the bulk of it bulged from

her belly. Hunter thought it to be a parasite of some kind, but the makciog | ee i n Mr s.
opal eyes expressed otherwise. fAOur |ittle bo
Brood.

The O6headd came undone from Mrs. Gauntodés abdo
saliva dribbled from the obl ong mawkeninghe t hi n
rhyt hm. AWake wup, darling, o0 the mother cooed

From underneath its body, deformed, elongated legs with bony hands and feet uncurled and
showed themselves, and the creature, the size of an adult alligatoredliinéhe floor and
turned to a helpless Hunter. Eyes opened. They were the same eyes as its mother.



AYou shoul débve done more research, Hunter! o M

The small creature screeched irritably, looking up to its mp#mel then to Hunter, its
expression curious and probing.

AHe killed Daddy! o Mrs. Gaunt confirmed to he

ADaahea@meeeee?0 |t sputtered, bloody phlegm coc¢
frenzy, briefl y tathswiticsonaethiaghhe hatht seenénrnatuaet aupiramtias

But his mouth had enough teeth for four fgtbwn piranhas. And its eyes, closely resembling its

mot herds, twinkled with wetness. | t konteew it s
killer of a loved one.

Hunter knew the feeling well, and he knew what could come next.
ATi me to eat, my I|ittle one! o

ANoéNo! No! God, nooo! 0 Hunter managed weakly
across the floor, away from the advancing beaspdirgg itself, the child braced its tiny legs

and launched itself at Hunter while Mrs. Gaunt looked upon her little one with the satisfaction of

a proud mother. She would be fine, and so would her child. She loved and would mourn her
husband, jusifineeshed6d be

As the little Gaunt chewed into his tender shoulder, tearing cloth and flesh with equal gnashing
ferocity, all Hunter Dahl could think of was his little sister, and all he could do was scream.

Three houses down, little Anne Wilkins awokenhir bed, shivering, rocking back and forth.
ADaddy! 6 she cried, again and agai n.

Luckily for the frightened child, her father was close by, already on his way once he heard the
screams, too. He knew damage control was in order. He opened her door ped isteipe.
AHoney, | know, | heard it, too.o

Anne reached for her father with outstretched arms, and her grip around his neck was something

akin to that of an anacondaés. fADaddy, | 6m sc
AMaybe, 0 he muveeltedvefiHbaoakg, yba about Mr. Ga
ANo, Daddy. .. 0 She released his neck and wipe
AWhoéeéwho is he?0

AWell , 0 her father began, fihe is a monsterébe
after peopbemebat mesghthgone, but especially i1f



theydre supposed to. But wedre okay. Wedore bo
despite the tiniest fraction of nervousness i
convince his daughtérto a degree, he was also convincing himself.

Anne nodded with vigour. fAYes, Il try to be go
ANot | i keéthem, 0 her father added, noticing t
AOkay, honey, |l need you to get some sl eep, o
Climbing under the covers of her bed and gripping a large, stuffed unicorn tightly, Anne looked

to her father pleadingly. dAaTell me more about
He leaned down and kissedfieo r e head gently, and nodded. 0 OK:zs
bedti me. 0 He inhaled and ran his fingers thro
Gaunt, a vile, unearthly spawn... 0 he began.

THE END
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THE SEARCH FOR ASTRA PALACE by Gregory KH Bryant
PartNineteen

ANow, | etds get talking on where wedbre goinbo
Mud said,sipping on his beer.

ATher eds L ac d¢igface davkengd witlkeagseowle stopped talking and glared
through his heavy beard at the space on the table top between his éftemas.moment of
meditation angry and silent, he looked up at Hardy ifara.

ANiIi ce gi mHAriendly.Lhiek essa itda tS&lelds yYyhlknow? t hat vyer
metolook afterNow shedés gone. 0

lllara stopped smiling.

AYeah, 0o isMee heairdl.dambsot riyt O

AThanks, oHeMavalhisthephehd ashaké Sh e t al Sheddadone thahtee.

tal ked to me a$hadnddonefatteth&khBal acedddndt know, a
Lacey, was the table was wirdgivery word we spoke went right back to the scroungers.

Everything abouCallisto, everything about Astra Palagetra Palace is a hub for the
scroungers out here, but they dondét want a wh

AAnd then she comes al ong, BAndaflcdunsentige sceoungarsy t hi n

head aboutitMi ri am. . sheds a barkeep with Ed, works
table is wiredThese places are sick with scroungers. Miriam tells me Ed has to play nice with

themSo there it is,0 Mud said, |l eading back on
AYeaht here, ] guess you gotta do what you go

ASo she disappeared on accouMftt eorf Is hfei nbd aChabretde
going aftertherah s sed bitches who di sappeared Lacey. 0

ADo what you havefitet de, boplarthat epki edn make
pointtessThr ough her, we | earned about the existen
learning about whole populations developing out here that we know nothing Bbbatur

search now is for Ast Palace.

AAnd we wanna start t hfadedliglevse gugSays heavgritséo,do wi t h
business with me. 0

AWhat kind of business?0 Hardy asked.

ASaid he |ikes the size of my cargo bay, 0 Mud



1]

Swhut I figger i1s weol/l catch up with Rat, m
el | us. o

—

1

Sounds good, owikar dily ksnaeiwd .what this business w

1

Webéll just have ta find out, o Mud said.

The approach was routine, and asteroid4¥f2ST was, on the surface at least, as boring and
uninteresting as one could hope to find among the astefididse who sought out the remote
regions of were not especially keen on letting themselves be too easily seen.

So those who built these retteaought out the more obscure crateilse many other such tiny
townships among the asteroids, the several dozen that populated astedid29T were
buried below the surfackanding lights purposely dimmed with dust guided those who
understood thesignificance.

Mud, I Il ara and Hardy were all in Mudos ampl e
Mudoés huge windows.

AWhatcha think, kids?0 Mud boomed across the
AfBeauti f ul view, 0 |l lara said with a broad sm

Altés nimeohe bBhse do the driving for a chang

1]

Al ways pleased to serve, 0 Mud said, as he st

A reddish, rugged piece of rock, the asteroid#M2ST rolled heavily on its side, relative to
the plane of the Solar SysteRar, far distant in the infinite night Jupiter was tiny, visible as a
reddish purple pinprick of lighiThe Milky Way Galaxy was brilliant and bright, and shining
deep and wide.

Mud brought t he @ ChBheground crevg whio hasl becedamtliae with b e r t h .
himit hi s being his fourth stopoveriwavedhithantoe 014,
his berth.

Gleaming white and silver walldlen and women worked with an efficiency that belied the
beards, tattoos, and the embedded sRascous music played from a hdlbzen speakers
mounted in the walls.

A Wel comeld442T ,AOT Mud said, as he |l ocked his shing
Ground crew ran forward, hosing down Mudés sh

A T h a n klllasachirped.



AYeah, o Hafrldtyd se cbheoeend .a gr eat trip. o

1

The partyédés just beginning, gang, 0 Mud said

Mud, like Ward, was a generous tipper, and he made sure that his ground crew knew that their
efforts were appreciated@his generosity was paid back to him in many helpful ways, not least of
all were the tips of the spoken and whispered kind that provided him very profitable and very
timely information.

In this instance, the tips he received were both timely and profitable.

AfWach out

for Rat, 0 came the WMWar&lnwonevedderdt Wwa
scroungersonifl h ey

0
6re out to put a hurtind on ya.o

1]

Why?0 Mud asked.

ADun@ml.y that him and some of them scroungers
| o o koimaké& a deal on any man that hangs with CarterWandd t hat 6 s you. O

AWel | , t hank vy éleraised hésnvidstband avidindadesaayéstire, offering his
tipster a very generous tiShe accepted it gladly.

Wasting no time, Mud led lllara andartly through the crudely wrought tunnels and passages
that provided the transportation system for this tiny b@sall tracks lined some of the walls,
ceilings and floors, with passengers passing side by Hdehalls were narrow and circuitous.
They taced crazy pathways through the rock of the asteroid, and riding the rails was often like
riding a roller coaster, with people walking carelessly by.

The lighting changed with local&/hite light gave way to red and pink lighting which gave way
to emeraldand yellow and gold.

Mud escorted lllara and Hardy through the bewildering maze of lights and drugs, pornography,
alleys crowded with cheap casinos and brothels.

1]

Nice place, huh?0 Mud asked.

ASure, o |fiAfatrear swo d le,d. we dmedack and amegk sbnee ofttheesee t 0 ¢
pl aces out. o

AMaybe we can g¢get c Haslapgpedthe tvall of a pauicularty tuiidrcasiaod .
with lush purple satin fabric.

Al dunno, bi g fAellhliah,kl o olklsl aroa nree pMeiredd .t o your

Al coulda brought ya the | ong way around, and



whatcha would have preferred.

AThat makes me no Aeveantmindeéd skbtaragsdbobdn h
AMaybe you can pfuotr uap fweiw hh otuhres ,pol aMued s ai d.
ASure, yeahiJ]ochhl auad sai &with this dump for a
AGood, 0 Mud Carzi hre@d ki svei saredbés pl ace. 0
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