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Introduction

This 1 ssue of Deadmands Tome takes you dee
life and death seem conjoined for a hunt you willerderget. After exploring the
underwater abyss, prepare for a bloody, disgusting, and horrifying story that will test your
stomach and make you cringe every time you even think about steak. If you survived the
onslaught of vile long enough, consider yalira champion of gritty hardcore horror.
But good horror |iterature doesnd6t necessar.
that enjoy horror that relies on suspense rather than disgust, this issue will toss you into a
terrifying Halloween prank, witess a horrific life leeching bond between man and beast,
and loads more.

Currently, Deadmandés Tome is in the proces
anthology and we thought it would be awesome to let the readers provide input on what
they thought werether f avorite stories. How? Dead fuck

on the homepage and just type in the title of the story you enjoyed the most. We would
like to include both editor picks and reader picks, but the only way that could happen is if

youtakete ti me to give us the info. W th over a
a few of you are opinionated enough to make it happen.
Dedman Productions, the studio behind al/l

on a spiroff to the Fields of Rot seecalled Zombie Hunter. It features Nathan

Green@ obviously taking place before FOR episode thread follows him COPS style

as he hunts down zombies. With the first half of the season already written, | can assure

you it will be hysterical. The reason whiell you this is because if any of you are in the

Houston area and want to be in it, then send me a message ai . At

the same time, Dedman Productions is doinggpogluction work on an insarB movie

as a throwback to all those awesome super <ch
little tight on the details, but lét just say that super mutant Nazis influenced the idea.

Thank you,

Mr. Deadman
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Take a moment with me as | read through some of the fan/hate mail that
webve received. But before you get comfortahb
perhaps an ice cold beer after a long hard day of taking back-to-back bullshit
from others. Perhaps a glass of whisky neat for those that strive for living as
classy, or perhaps some sort of soda because
enough to drink. | probably shoul ddéve addr
drinking, or support drunk stupidity in general, but if | was a responsible adult |
probabl y wadnedfrord praaucingetHisrraat in the first place.

Todayods theme is misconception. Kind of 1|
makes me out to be an ass, when you might just be a prude. Sure, go ahead and
allow little Johnny to have some rum in his coke; after all, it would be terrible
parenting if the kid grew up to be hazed and
|l iquor. Well, misconceptions happen quite of
certainly not immune. So | took the effort to answer some of the dirtiest and
meanest of the emails for mutual amusement.

: | found one of your fliers plastered on the

windshield of my car. First | thought nothing of it and tossed it in the car, but then
my son got a hold of it and started reading the absurd content on this horrid, god-
forsaken site. The fact that you have this site running is enough proof | need to
say for a fact that you have no soul. The fact that | find your fliers in an open and

y
e s



public place is a fact that your disgusting, loathsome sitewo ul dndt be al |l owe
anywhere. But then you make possible for anyone to read the stories. You
fucking monster. | will warn others and you will not get away with this.
:Unl ess your child is kept in a base
smoothly by CPS, he has already been exposed or bound to be exposed to all
sorts of different influences whether good or bad. The good or bad part is
completely subjective as not every fan of gruesome horror becomes a serial killer
and not ever follower of Christ is a friendly neighbour. The marketing strategies

used by the ezine is not too different from that of any other start-u p . | 6m sur e
youbve seen pizza fliers and other fliers be
that their content 1 s f oyobrichdlddlseemg Youdre just
something that bothers you.

Well, if your child read any of the storie
influence on his reading ability. If he just so happens to return then we are a

positive influence on Ilyousan thiokwka timmeowhenr eadi ng.
you got into something your parents didnot a

felt would harm you or be too risky. How did that turn out?
Also, thinks for giving us another reader. | guess we should start taking
marketinglessons fr om ci garette companies and hook

I dondt quite understand, pl e
this. 1 o6ve read in one of your 1issues that t
read business method, but then a month after it is free, then the next month it is
given a price again. Whatodéds the deal ?

: There is a reason why small magazines and ezines have a
tendency to go close before their prime, and it would make sense for it to be
related to the same thing that affects any business: money. | like being able to
offer the ezine for free, and when people donate it allows that to happen, but if
the ezine ever plans on growing it will need to acquire funds to make it happen.
The deal is that | am trying to find a way to do both, but that might be wishful
thinking. Kindle sales are steady but not enough to let DT hold its own.

You know what | €njoy,
not your stories. | enjoy reading &d her peop
Bleeder had two good stories, the first and the third. The Cradle of Ruin took
forever to get into, by the time | was somewhat enjoying it | realized | wasted an
hour of my time! | like Philip Roberts and A. D. Dawson and only continue
reading because of them. | then read about your attempt to plug your pathetic
psychedelic bullshit in a previous issue. Seven Attempts at One Death, how
about Seven Attempts for you to bullshit your way through another story. | can
hardly tolerate your constant plugging of stupid zombie videos that look like and
sound like shit. If you want me to be a happy fan, stop it with the self promoting.

X | take it you donét | i ke my storie
Deadmands Tome regardl ess. hildNyowmare etitedtounder st a
your opinion, it seems sort of odd to tell a publisher to not promote the content
that said publisher produces. Seven Attempts at On Death is different than my
usual i n that it becomes very vikdtmer abl e ver
but those that know what it is like to have moments of depression do. Anyways,



l 6l | et you get back to not giving a shit,
you wrote the email.

. | suppose | have myself to blame, but |

found something I wish | didnot. | went deep
and found issues with a segment called WTF. | have several issues with this.
None of them are actually case studies, you never followed-up on anyone.
Bukkake? Really? Did that need to be covered? Sex trafficking was just brushed
upon, and it wouldbve been awesome to have a
were you thinking by allowing that, and you wrote it.

: Bringing back memories. That segment was great and was alll
about covering the most absurd and bizarre things possible. Yeah, there never
was a case study, but it woul ddébve been nice.
than substance, but there was substance in the ritual suicide article. If | ever find
some odd characters to observe, | would love to bring it back. Oh, | was thinking
pretty clearly. If it seemed absurd and bizarre than | did my job well.

Well, those emails were certainly bold and
had thistimet oget her . | dondét intend to dump my di
sometimes an email comes in that just beckons me to somehow include it in an
issue of DT. As observed from these messages, sometimes misconceptions can
lead to some pretty irate scenariosfor t he wrong reasons. But t h
perfectly human (this goes for every life form) for interpretation to rely on
perception, but

I'm digging a hole
That lets the rain in.
It's deep and muddy
Snails and bugs
Crawl around.

A pit to

Nowhere,

Deep in the ground.

| have no reason,
No grand scheme,
Just something to do
Or so it seemed

But then...

| cried a pool of tears
Into that hole

You broke my heart
So now you must go



lom filling a hole
In my backyard

The digging was easy

Burying you was hard

Soaked in uncertainties, | make love to words.
Heat, hunger, touch, need.
Erase them off the paper. Words are but ideas that feed.

We wear clown masks that display lies.
They cover the eyes that leak tears like the blood between her thighs.

The coffin descends within the Earth, and the man in the black cape warns do
not mourn.

Birthdays are to be celebrated.

Dance and sing to hauntings being born.

Rich with novelty, living fantasies distract you from what's real.

Stay awake.
Do not be persuaded by what you can't possibly feel.

Trust only yourself. Words always fail. Language can't save the alone.
Kiss away your mistakes, pray away all the aches, and let your true face be
shown.

The test was brutal. A four minute mile on the treadmill, fifty repetitions with 225
pounds on the bench press, and a five minute round with the punching bag; all at top
speed, without any breaks, with the thermostat at 100 degrees, and a dry suit on.

It was one of the most demanding fitness trials he'd ever had to endure, and he'd
been through the toughest ones. He had completed the ironman triathlon at a record
time, won the Olympic gold medal at the decathlon, and was one of six people in the
world to have completed the eighty hour non-stop "Enduroman Competition”, which
consisted of an 87 mile run, a 21 mile swim, and a 180 mile bicycle race. But this was

different. It would require all his strength, determination and fortitude.

It was part of the new program the navy SEALs were required to pass, and he, as

their main man and leader, needed to try it out before it was approved.



He had always been an outstanding runner, as his great height (6ft 8) and long legs
provided him with more power than the limbs of a cheetah. It has going to be a hard, but
very doable task.

He sprinted as fast as he could for the four longest minutes of his life, hammering
one leg after the other against the moving belt while his heart pounded his chest with
the force of a double bass drum during a heavy metal song.

Few men on the planet could bear a four minute mile, but Jack Slater was no
ordinary man; he was the top navy SEAL in the United States armed forces, and he
wanted to prove it.

Without hesitation, he moved on to the bench press.

Slater was up to the challenge. He'd already proven that he was one of the strongest
military men around. He'd won powerlifting competitions several times before, and at his
peak size, at the age of 25, he was so massive and strong (365 pounds) he had actually
competed in the World's Strongest Men and finished in 6™ place. He wasn't that big
anymore, but at 265 pounds of solid muscle, his sheer athletic ability and speed could
allow him to do anything.

The first twenty-five repetitions were remarkably easy, but by the time he reached
twenty-six he started to feel an extreme burning sensation in his chest and triceps. He
had to be careful, as he didn't want to pull a muscle or tire out. He shouted and
screamed, pulling all the strength from deep within his system, finding force where he
never thought he could. He felt the pressure of gravity grinding on his torso, but he was
never going to give up. The word "quit" was not in his dictionary.

He took longer than expected, but finally managed to pull the weight up for the
fiftieth rep. His arms were starting to tremble and were blazing so hard he thought he
was going to faint. Less than ten men in the planet would have been able to endure
such a muscle strain after aomemionithe geataandtreu r mi
dry suit.

He turned to his side and spotted the long, Muay Thai punching bag that hung from
the ceiling.

He wasn't worried. Martial arts had always been his specialty. Aside from holding a
5™ dan black belt in Brazilian Jujitsu and years of training in Muay Thai, his time at the
SEALs had given him additional preparation in the LINE close quarters training system,
which was designed to debilitate and destroy the enemy with no mercy and in the
guickest way possible. In short, Jack Slater was a killing machine and probably one of
the finest hand to hand fighters in the world.

He outlasted the punching bag, easily tearing it apart with a blatant series of shin
kicks, elbow thrusts, head butts, knee jerks, simple head kicks, and his world famous
800 pound cross jabs. Remarkably, his energy was still there, and he was hitting the
target with such power he tore holes in it, and sand started to drop to the floor.

Finally, the clock struck five minutes. He smiled with total pride. At the age of 30, few
men could aspire to bench 225 pounds and run

He breathed out in relief, turned off the heater, peeled off his sweat drenched dry
suit and walked into the showers. He turned on the cold water and simply absorbed its
freshness, cleansing himself of the worst physical stress he'd faced in a long time.

Suddenly, he heard a familiar voice on the intercom.

"Captain Slater, please report to Admiral Hallenbeck's office."



His quiet time was over. Something serious had come up. "Admiral never calls
unless it's an urgent matter." He thought.

#

Hallenbeck wasn't the only one waiting for him in the conference room. Several
high ranking navy officials and suits were there too. He didn't know what to expect.

"Thank you for coming, Captain." The Admiral looked at him right in the eyes.
"Please, take a seat."

Slater sat down. He knew he was in for a long one.

The Admiral turned on a projector on the side of the room. A picture of a very
elegant man, standing next to the president, popped up on the screen.

"Let us head straight to the point, Captain. This, as you may know, is William T.
Benson, the Ambassador to Mexico. Presently, Ambassador Benson was negotiating a
treaty in Quintana Roo, in the Yucatan Peninsula, but went missing ten days ago. He
was last seen by members of the secret service renting a boat and a guide to go cave
diving one morning, but never came back."

Slater listened attentively.

"Our investigation has lead us to believe that he is somewhere inside the Ox-Bel-
Ha cave system. The situation in Mexico is very delicate, and if anybody finds out that
the ambassador is missing or dead, shit could hit the fan. We need to know. And it has
to be quiet.”

"But what if he is dead, sir?" Slater needed to scope all the possibilities.

"We need some sort of proof. The Mexican government can't believe he fled.”

The Admiral changed the slide, showing a map of the Yucatan Peninsula,
denoting the location of the cave.

"This is the Ox-Bel-Ha cave system. At more than 120 miles of labyrinths, it is the
longest underwater cave in the world. No one has explored fully. We want you to
assemble a team of SEALs to go find him, without anyone even knowing you were
there."

"Yes sireée" Slater | ooked at hi omwasmoitghe e
to be risky, even for a man of his experience.

#

The helicopter was to drop them right outside Mexican territorial waters and turn
back immediately. They were going to be completely on their own.

"We'll be on the ship, waiting for your flare." The Pilot told them.

It seemed easy, but Slater knew how hard it was really going to be. Aside from
the fact that they were going to be dropped in the middle of the ocean, deep in the
darkest night, in nothing more than an inflatable raft, more than 130 miles away from the
cave system, they weren't allowed to use the radio to communicate with the ship or the
helicopter, as they were violating the laws of all international treaties.

The team was the best ever assembled. Like Slater, they were the highest skilled
officers in the entire armed forces, and had all worked together before. They had been
to Iraq, Afghanistan, and had participated in top secret missions around the world.

There was Moose, (master in close quarters combat), Guard Dog Kaminski,
(cave diving expert), Fitch, (the best swimmer in the navy), "Night Train", (expert in
explosives and counter terrorism), Tommy, (tracker and survivalist) and Flozell "the
Eclipse" Griffin, who, at 7 ft. 4 and 400 pounds of muscle, was the biggest man in the



military.

Slater opened the door to the helicopter and looked down into the ocean. He'd
read about the warm, minty green color of the Caribbean, but this had nothing to do with
that. The pristine, sublime water had turned into a pitch black bucket of black paint. The
night weather had fully set in, and the temperature had dropped considerably.

The drop point was fifty feet below them. The night was as dark as the depths of
the Mariana trench, and vision was extremely limited. The chilly air blew like wildfire,
and rushed all the way into Slater's spine, symbolizing the hard task they were about to
encounter. Nevertheless, they had to continue.

The helicopter was on its way back to the ship, and they were all alone,
navigating an inflatable motorized raft through a near total penumbra. There was no
moon, and the night sky was completely clouded.

It took them a while to reach the area of the cave, which was located on the edge
of a cliff. They had to be very cautious not to crash onto the rocks or their mission would
turn into a nightmare.

Slater was wary, and tied the raft to a nearby boulder, where it would remain until
they came back up.

"Okay men." He told them. "Don't forget, we stick together unless | say otherwise.
Thankfully we have a device that will allow us to communicate below the water through
an alternate radio frequency. Our plan is to search the cave as much as we can to find
Ambassador Benson. We have to be very careful. Our gas tanks have been adjusted at
an added pressure, which means we have enough air for about eight hours. If there
aren't any questions, let us head down immediately."

They jumped into the water, backside first. As rules established, they couldn't
turn on the lights until they hit the bottom of the ocean bedrock. Slater had dived all over
the world, but night diving, especially when submerging, had always made him uneasy.
As he descended into the depths of the sea, waiting to hit the bottom, his mind started
to play tricks on him.

His eyes were wide open, but he couldn't see anything. The atmosphere was
completely black, as though his sight had disappeared. He thought he saw sharks, eels,
and other deadly sea animals approach his visor to bite it off. Descending was like
falling from an airplane with no parachute; never knowing when he was going to hit the
floor, as though he was suspended in limbo.

Finally, his tanks hit the sand. He turned on his light and saw that the closest
man was the Eclipse. He swam towards him, and soon, all seven men were
conglomerated.

This was the first time Slater had ever dived with communication equipment, and
being able to talk underwater was a funny feeling.

"There's our baby. A new world."

Slater pointed in the direction of an immense wall, where the main access to the
cave was located at no more than thirty feet.

"New world, alright." Said Tommy. "I just read that the Mayans called these
places the transition to the afterlife."

They reached the entrance, where dozens of stalactites and stalagmites formed
a row of teeth that looked like the jaws of a dragon. Slater touched one of the stones. It
was sharp as a knife, and it cut through his glove.



"l think they were right." He said.

"And they're supposedly haunted by the Chaac, a semi god."

"No kidding." Eclipse was, despite his size, scared of the unknown.

Slater dove into it. Although he couldn't grace it entirely, the spotlight provided
enough support to grasp all the details of the cave. It swarmed through the cavern's
spectrum like a black paint brush on a white canvas, rising up to catch everything
around it. Fishes of all sizes and colors, combined with beautiful anemone, sea stars
and coral, adorned the area around the opening, hanging from the rocks like balloons at
a party, igniting a terrific rainbow.

"Let's go." Slater told his mates. "Paradise awaits."

The entrance was quite small, and they had to go in one at a time. Tommy and
Guard Dog Kaminsky swam in first, careful not to graze the sharp teeth on the cave's
daggers. Night Train and Moose followed them in, and Fitch slowly hydroplaned after
them. Eclipse went right behind him, but the cave was not mean for people as massive
as him and he miscalculated his step while flowing inwards.

Eclipse's buoyancy control device (BCD) got caught on one of stalactites. He
thought he was being pulled, and tried swimming as hard as he could. Immediately, he
broke the gigantic tooth. It cracked and fell directly on his aqualung.

He didn't even have a chance to flinch. The powerful, compressed gas on the
tank exploded on impact, killing him instantly.

Slater hid behind a titanic pillar while the rest of his men took cover. Tragedy had
struck. The consequences would be dire. He'd lost at least one man, and his mission
was in jeopardy.

"Everyone okay?" He yelled. "Is anyone else hurt?"

Answers came from Guard Dog Kaminski, Moose, Tommy and Night Train, but
Fitch was nowhere to be found.

He swam towards the entrance, and, saw a horrific scene:

The explosion had not only killed Eclipse and completely crushed Fitch, but had
caused a massive cave-in. Their exit was now completely covered in tons of solid rock.
They were going to have to find a new one.

He didn't panic. He'd been in situations like these and had lost men before on
dozens of occasions. This didn't change anything. His mind and soul were ice cold.

He led the way, bursting through the bubbles of his aqualung across a spectral
darkness, solely lit by their weakening spotlights. The water got colder as they swam
deeper inside. The tunnel was no more than fifteen feet wide, and the more they
advanced, the narrower it seemed to get. They needed to dodge the stone formations
around them, but the proximity between the ceiling and the floor created so much
pressure they felt as though they were being crushed between two worlds of infinite
tonnage.

As they moved forward, the cave turned more grotesque and dangerous. The
precious coral reef had been replaced by a world of diminutive stalactites that hung from
the ceiling, forming massively dense stone forests that seemed like needles collected in
the back of an acupuncture patient, widely spread throughout the top of the cavern.
Meanwhile, on the ground, slender yet incredibly tall, razor sharp rock harpoons,
emerged from a rock bottom that looked like an impressively designed brain surface;
miniature labyrinths similar to the ones they were in.



The light from Slater's lantern had painted the atmosphere of a sublimely
deceiving aqua green color that appeared and reappeared, morphing and disguising the
penumbra, but Slater knew better. The dangers of the area around him were total, and
he was sure that any situation could be fatal.

He looked at the regulator. He still had a little less than eight hours of oxygen left,
which was more than enough to find another exit. However, there was still a mission to
accomplish. He was going to have to work to achieve both.

He stopped and turned back.

"Men." He told the SEALs. "We're going to have to split into two teams. One will
continue the mission, and the other will search for an exit. Tommy, Moose, and me will
go for the ambassador. Guard Dog and Night Train will look for the exit. Let us know the
minute you see anything. If you don't find one in four hours, we'll look for it together.
Take the guide line. We'll keep in contact.”

Guard Dog Kaminski and Night Train took a tunnel to the right and swam in,
losing themselves amongst the darkness.

Slater, Tommy, and Moose carried on through the cavern like a pack of ants in
an underground tunnel. They arrived at a massive wall with pointy, foot long rock spears
and had no choice but to change directions. They took another passageway that lead
completely downwards, descending into a channel that stood about forty feet below
them, leaping like bungee jumpers, swallowed by the unknown.

Slater realized that the animals were changing. The colorful fish they had seen
from the very beginning had mutated into monstrous, eye-less, monochrome, prehistoric
dull beings that seemed to be assembled for the sole purpose of surviving in this hostile,
almost lifeless environment. Everything around them seemed to be motionless; the
stones, the soulless fish, and the fossilized anemone. It was like walking amongst the
living dead.

The silence was so stiff Slater wondered if this place had ever heard a noise.

"Captain, check that out." Tommy was pointing his lantern at a man made sign
encrusted on the bottom.

The poster was in Spanish, and they didn't understand what it said, but an immense
portrait of the Grim Reaper and a skull and bones on the side clarified everything. It was
a warning not to proceed. They'd seen them in caves around the world, but for the first
time in his life, Slater actually felt fear while he saw it.

"No kidding about the gateway to the underworld, huh Tommy?" Said Moose.

"That's ridiculous; it's only a Mayan legend." Slater answered with a disguised
confidence, as he didn't want to alarm his men.

As the minutes flew by and the air supply slowly decreased, the atmosphere was
growing tense and fearful. Slater had contacted his two other men, but they hadn't found
an exit yet, or even a trace of one. "What if there was only one way in?" He thought.
"What if the cave is so big the other exit is miles away, too far for us to reach it with our
oxygen level?"

They took a diagonal bifurcation towards another section of the cavern that lead to a
gigantic hall of granite walls. Unexpectedly, in the distance, through the dimness of his
spotlight, Slater saw something attached to a stalagmite. They quickly swam to it.

It was an aqualung and a BCD, but there was something creepy about it. Sections of
the vest had been torn to pieces, as though they had been ripped apart by a triturating



machine. The regulator cable had been sliced off entirely, and the aqualung itself had
multiple, impressively big dents in it.

"What the fuck is this, captain?" Asked Moose. "Is that the ambassador's?"

Slater looked at it in detail. He knew that the great white shark was the only predator
in the sea that was strong enough to dent a pressurized aqualung, but there was no
way an animal of that size could've entered this cave.

"I don't think we want to know." Tommy's face reflected an anguish and anxiety that
swarm over them all. Time was starting to run out.

Abruptly, Slater heard a loud, agonizing scream on the intercom. It was Guard Dog
Kaminski.

"Kaminski, come in. What's going on!?"

No answer. Slater was getting desperate.

"Come on! Goddamn, talk to me!"

The radio stood deathly still for several moments until another vicious cry was heard.

Slater didn't waste a single second. He took out the machine gun from his belt and,
at top speed, followed the guide line towards them, haunted by the continuous squeals
on the intercom.

He took about ten minutes to get there, dodging deathly stalactites, stone walls, and
risking his life on the way. His men, however, were nowhere to be found. A massive
cloud of silt had plagued the area, narrowing visibility to zero. He tried evading the
engrained sand that floated ubiquitously, calling for them, but found nothing. The
screaming had ceased. No one answered on the radio.

He didn't know what to think. They could have died from a collapse, they could have
been killed by whatever dented the aqualung, or they could have simply lost the
communication device. Whatever it was, Slater was certain of one thing, they were
ready to abort the mission.

"We gotta get the fuck out of here." He told his two remaining men. "We still have
about five hours of oxygen left. We need find that exit now."

As time passed, Slater's obsessive mind started to torture him. He'd just lost four of
his soldiers, and he didn't even know what had happened to the last two. They might as
well be dead. Fear and fatigue were setting in, and desperation was all around them.
Endless caves, tunnels, labyrinths, water filled ravines and passageways that seemed
like possible exits were leading nowhere. They were practically navigating with their
eyes closed, moving in circles, and ending up in the same places over and over again.
No one had ever charted this network of caves entirely, and at a distance of more than
100 miles of subways, the |l ikelihood of finding
a real urgency.

Slater felt as though the caves were crushing him, as though he were being
swallowed and eaten alive by this insatiable hell hole. The air from his tank had
dehydrated his mouth long ago, and his throat was so tender it could start bleeding at
any moment. He wondered if he was ever going to get out of there, or if he was ever
going to be dry or breathe fresh air again. But he couldn't transmit this terror to his men.
He was their leader, and he had to be the strongest one.

After another hour of cruising desperately, they reached an extremely narrow
corridor that lead upwards. Slater thought that if it didn't lead to an exit, it would at least
bring them closer to the surface. The only problem was that it was so thin they didn't fit



through it with all the equipment.

Slater took off his vest, the aqualungs, the weights, and everything else except his
visor. He even had to take off the air regulator, leaving himself without a source of air.
He didn't panic, however, and pushed his gear through, albeit, after several painstaking
seconds. He then hauled himself through the narrow passageway, grabbed the
regulator and started breathing again.

Tommy followed immediately after. Just as he passed through however, they both
heard a scream on the communication device on the other side of the opening.

"Moose!" They called him. "Moose, what's going on?"

There was no answer, only more yelling. Tommy immediately backed up to the other
side and shed his spotlight on the scene.

"Moose!"

Tommy didn't see anything. The water was motionless, as though Moose had simply
vanished.

Slater approached the opening and took out his machine gun. He didn't see
anything, but just as he was about to lunge into the unknown to look for his comrade, a
large, bearlike growl was heard on the radio.

"What the fuck was that?" Slater asked.

A louder roar soon followed. Slater fired in the direction of the howl, shattering the
stones around him. Tommy backed off and accidentally grinded his head on a razor
sharp stalactite.

"Shit!" He screamed in pain and started bleeding profusely, mixing the dark, sludgy
water with an overwhelmingly dark red color.

Slater was overwhelmed but controlled himself. He knew they needed to leave the
scene.

They swam away from the opening at top speed for several minutes until they
stopped at a large, stone hall with several bifurcations that lead to distinct networks of
the cave.

Tommy's head was flowing like an ocean current, and he knew he was going to go
into shock soon. Sl ater examined the wo
not in those circumstances. Besides, he couldn't concentrate. He needed answers.
"What the hell is killing us?" He thought to himself. "What's out there?"

Suddenly, it hit him. He remembered what Tommy had talked about when they
arrived; the Mayan legend about these tunnels being the passage to the underworld and
the entity that haunted them. It was a long shot, but at this point, he was ready to
believe anything.

"Tommy, what do you know about these Mayan legends?"

Tommy was moribund, and could barely listen.

"Tommy! You said there was a legend about an animal that guarded these caves. It
could be based on something real. What the hell is it?"

"The Chaac." He said with a weak voice. "Guardian of the underworld."

"Tommy, what the fuck is it? Sharks? Crocs?"

"lt'"s aé" Tommy was about to faint.

"Tommy! Talk to me!"

"It's half man, half reptile!"

Slater had always been skeptical about ghosts and legends, but right now, he was

und.



no longer sure. There was no doubt in his mind that there was definitely something
there.
Tommy passed out. He would never wake up again.
#

Slater tried to make sense of the madness around him. He thought about his lost
men, about the ambassador, about the fact that he was alone with three hours of
oxygen, and about the legend of the Chaac. In normal circumstances, he wouldn't have
bought it. Not a chance. But now, he had to try something.

He still had about 100 rounds left in his machine gun, plus 45 on his handgun; more
than enough to kill off anything.

He swam around, drifting through the passageways, sensing an emptiness and
solitude that ate him alive with tremendous anxiety amongst an endless desert of decay
and petrified limestone. He held the spotlight on one hand and the machine gun on the
other, incessantly searching, ready to fire when necessary.

Time passed, but nothing happened. He tried everything, including holding his
position to ambush the Chaac, returning to the spot where he last saw Moose, and
simply driving around the network in circles, but he never saw anything.

Time was of the essence, as he was down to a measly ninety minutes. If the tank
emptied, there were several terrifying possibilities. He could suffer the mental and
physical agony of drowning, or try to emerge so quickly that his lungs would explode, or
simply break his neck against the walls of the cavern while desperately swimming
upwards. That is, if his mind didn't kill him before that with the eternal anticipation to an
inevitable destruction.

He didn't know what to do anymore. He'd waited and waited and nothing had come.
He didn't have any viable exit. He'd had to face the facts: He was going to die.

But he wasn't about to quit. He was going to run this through to the end.

His intuition told him to follow his own bubbles towards the surface, where there
might be a chance of finding an exit.

He took a tunnel that drove upwards, and followed it diagonally. It was miles in
length, and the more he advanced the smaller it became. He seemed pretty sure it was
going to lead somewhere. It had to.

Suddenly, he heard a rock collision behind him. He turned, and in the distance, saw
that one of the stalactites had fallen to the ground near the entrance of the tunnel. In a
split second, he managed to spot something crawling outside the channel. "It's the
Chaac." He thought.

Without hesitation, he shot at it repeatedly with his machine gun, destroying several
stone formations on the process. The entity, whatever it was, swam out of the tunnel.

Slater wasn't about to ditch the opportunity to capture it, so he followed it. The meter
read less than an hour of air time, and odds were he was never going to make it back to
this corridor, but he didn't care. Settling the score was much more important than
anything else.

He swam down the tunnel as fast as he could, and at the entrance, he made an
astonishing discovery. A putrid, moldy bright yellow substance had tainted the wall
around the area of the bullet holes. He touched it. It seemed like some sort of body fluid,
possibly blood. The Chaac, whatever it was, could be killed.

He swam into the next room and followed a slight trail of the liquid into an elongated



labyrinth that lead completely downwards. He shed his spotlight and saw a dark shadow
about 300 feet in front of him and tracked it downwards, shooting at it while he
advanced.

The creature roamed downwards as the hallway turned into a spiral, and suddenly,
just as Slater was coming closer to it. It disappeared into a side entrance. Slater didn't
pull a punch and pursued him through, into a vast darkness.

Slater swiftly found himself in the middle of no man's land: The small entrance lead
to a gigantic and profound pit that was so deep it seemed to have no bottom; an
immensely deep trench of pitch black murky water that looked more like an elongated
precipice that lead to the 9™ circle of Dante's Inferno. In all his years of diving he had
never seen such a deep expanded hole, much less on the inside of a cavern, but he
knew what they were. The Mayan people call them Zenotes, and they always lead to
the ocean. "Maybe this one leads to the entrance to hell." He thought.

It didn't really matter. The creature had certainly gone down it. He only had 45
minutes left, and he needed to chase it.

He dove down, dropping through the crater as though he were free falling through an
enormous cliff, into a darkness that was so powerful his potent light seemed like a
match in a blackout.

He was blind to anything outside a distance of about thirty feet, but he was sure the
Chaac was close, and he needed to get it before it attacked him. He loaded his machine
gun with one of his two remaining magazines and lit the world around him, shooting
aimlessly, hoping to hit something. Suddenly, he heard a loud roar. The animal was
right there, and he had just shot it. He turned his spotlight and finally saw it. It was a
horrid sight:

A horrific, Frankenstein type monster who had strange anthropomorphic crocodilian
features, (truly half man, half reptile), with large webbed feet that seemed like fins, an
elongated mouth with sharp canine teeth, with tough scales on the back, yet human like
penetrating steel blue eyes, was standing in front of him.

Slater looked at him in detail. He didn't feel intimidated by him. Not anymore.

"You're no devil." He loaded his machine gun with the last magazine. "You're just a
fuckin' ani malé a dead one. "

He pulled the trigger but the creature didn't even flinch, as though he had barely
been touched. It swam right towards him. Slater tried shooting at its face, but it didn't
work.

The Chaac grazed Slater's arms with his teeth, and then backed off a few feet. In
pain, Slater dropped the weapon to the ocean floor. He tried using the pistol and fired
repeatedly, but he couldn't aim right at it. The monster swam around area, toying with
him. Slater wasted many rounds.

It attacked again, pushing him against the nearby wall, encrusting a diminutive
stalactite in his back. Now he was practically disarmed. He only had two shots left.

He quickly searched to see what he could use to kill it. He thought about the sharp
boulders around him, about the two bullets in the magazine, about the gas tanks he was
carrying, and about the pressurized air inside them. He needed to act now. The animal



had killed his men using the element of surprise, and he needed to do the same. "If he's
half mané" He thought to himself. "He's gott

Slater cut an air leak in the cord of one of his scuba tanks, causing a massive array
of bubbles. Without hesitation he fed it to the creature. It worked. The animal swallowed
some of the suds and breathed them in.

Slater took off one of the tanks from his back, and encrusted it in a nearby stalactite.
He then retreated a few feet and fired at it.

The tank exploded with sheer ferocity and rocked the cave to solid ground. The
pointy stalactite flew off like a perfect arrow, but narrowly missed the creature.

Suddenly, however, the Chaac started swimming upwards into the cave. The
explosion had frightened it.

It emerged so quickly that the pressure change from air in the gas tanks proved to
be too much. The Chaac quickly felt a sharp burning sensation in its chest. Something
had happened.

He looked down at Slater with confusion. Slater stared at him in the eyes and
smiled. "Happy hunting, asshole.”

Its lungs blew up, its respiratory system collapsed, and it slowly drifted off into the
darkness.

#

His goal had been fulfilled, but he still wanted to get out of there alive. He looked at
the meter. He only had seven minutes of air left, more than enough to get back to the
surface in regular circumstances. But first,

He looked up towards the rest of the cave. He'd already taken that route and it didn't
work. He needed a new one. He examined the area and saw the multiple tunnels on the
bottom of the Zenote. He went right through one of them, crossing a long corridor that
lead to another Zenote. When he got there he couldn't even see the top of the well. But
he wasn't about to guess. Time was running out, and he needed to get out of there or
die trying.

He swam upwards. It didn't matter if the well lead to the surface or not. He was going
for it all. It there was no exit, he would swim directly against a razor sharp stalactite and
take his own life.

The air was almost out, so he took one last deep breath and continued ascending.

He knew he was coming close. He was either going to break his neck or break the
surface.

He had been trained to hold his breath for up to four minutes, but he didn't know how
much more it would be until his instincts took over and he'd start inhaling seawater.

He flipped his fins and arms, trying to get ascend. He couldn't hold his breath any
longer. His heart rate started to accelerate as his body demanded oxygen. His mouth



wanted to open and let something in, but he couldn't allow it. He was getting dizzy, and
no longer knew what he was doing. He simply went through the motions, carrying
himself to the end.

Suddenly, his head broke the plain of the water and into the surface. He was out. His
body sucked in all the air around him repeatedly, as though it had never inhaled before.
He hadn't respired for nearly six minutes, and he couldn't have spared a second more.

Slowly, he managed to catch his breath. It was all over. He made it.

He sighed in relief and looked around. He was in the middle of the Caribbean Sea,
surrounded by a paradisiacal atmosphere.

It was around 6:00 A.M., and the sun was about to rise. The beauty of the early
morning rays soothed the atmosphere and evaporated the ever-present stress. He
leaned back and floated on the water.

He took out the flare gun from deep within his wetsuit and shot it right in the air,
creating a massive spectacle of lights. The helicopter was on its way.

The Human Farm
Joe DeMarco

Part 1

It would have been cruel (in an | told-you-so kind of way) to laugh at the humans
when the Carnigones landed on their home planet Earth. The words you reap what you
sow registered on mlpswhilewhching the nesvs terqughout thes 6
galaxy. The Mahulanis in their own metrosexual way muttered irony and went back to
whatever it is Mahulanis do when theyore
sassy and waving their hands around.

The Carnigones were not interested in meeting with any leaders. Anyone who tried
to get in their way was disintegrated with a death ray, Mars Attacks-style. Once they
had established their dominance (which took roughly about 48 hours), the Carnigones
immediately kidnapped roughly 17% of the human race and shipped them to a planet
far, far away. The planet was dubbed The
Most humans lived in a coop complete with a pasture.

They could go graze or exercise outside whenever they wanted. They were fed three
times daily. There were only roughly about50-1 00 peopl e on every
not like it was overcrowded. Conditions were not horrible, they were actually quite nice.
Many humans reported it reminded them a lot of prison, but they were not mistreated, at
least not yet.

Coincidently (and maybe this was done on purpose) the Carnigones did not kidnap
any vegetarians or vegans. Huh, weird. John Jacobs happened to be one of these
meat-eaters transported to the human farm to be fattened up. At first John was bummed
and homesick, but on the second week he changed that tune quickly. John could not
believe his eyes when Lacey Undercarriage, the adult movie actress stepped off the
transport. John watched with eager delight (she was after all his favorite adult movie
actress), as she was forced to strip down and was deloused. And Lacey was different
than most women, in that she didndédt mind
woman were naked. Ask your art teachertotely ou t he di fference.
bother to cover herself after her clothes were removed. She just stood there, her mound

not

Z 0O

hum

bei
She



of Venus trimmed like a fairway or maybe runway of the Gods, that John Jacobs
envisioned was leading to the very gates of Heaven. Gates that were made of meat
curtains that touched at both ends like a pink and purple flower that had not yet
unfurled.
Lacey was a perfect specimen, her breasts like perfect bean bags, more than a
handful, and John could not help but wonder if they would taste like butter on his
tongue. And her body was tanned and muscular; she had curves that sent most males
around the bend, John Jacobs was no exception. He watched as a Carnigone with
rubber gloves gave Lacey a physical. She was as healthy as a horse. She was released
into the general population. That night at dinner, Lacey sat alone. Nude and alone. Most
intelligent males who are reading this would probably still prefer Earth to The Zoo, but
|l 6m sure there are some i di olheZoxmagteeingihveas e t h a
an infinitely better world than Earth.
As John looked around the crowded cafeteria (it was after all chicken tenders night),
he noticed that most of the single males were eyeing her. Relationships at The Zoo
were forbidden, butthat doesndt mean many males and fem
Sex was obviously encouraged and if you popped out enough babies, maybe the

Carnigones woul dndét pop your head off. John
were allowing hertogetusedtoThe Zoo, but that woul dnodot | as
Lacey and said, fiHi .0 Such a simple word. It
inserting his rather | engthy penis in Laceyd?ad

wat ching, John déhidfeeblike arpormsthr. Johnthad mmeercourse with
Lacey seven times. Each time he finished, Lacey said she wanted more. When he said,
ANo, 0 she i mmediately started giving him ora
been plucked in a couple of months and she was really horny. She was, after all, a porn
star and one who loved sex for recreation like so many males.

The next day Lacey Undercarriage had sex with three other males. John was upset
but tried not to show it. Lacey still spent her night lying next to him. The next day Lacey
had sex with five males at the same time. John was having trouble controlling himself.
He felt like doing something violent. Then, as if the gods had truly smiled in his favor,
the very next day there was a new arrival. It was a female in the very same industry as
Lacey Undercarriage. She even had another ridiculous surname. Lily Bangkok was to
John Jacobs very exotic. She was from Asia and her body was small and compact. Her
vagina was compact-er, it was actually more like a car wash. John Jacobs had never
seen or heard of anything so strange. Lily w
sqguirtero. To put it |l ess bluntly she coul d
John Jacobs di dm@&dnt, butfound ow &ftarabout fority sninutes of sex.
Lily was on top of him. He could feel her throbbing as she went up and down. She
screeched to a climatic halt. Warm | iquid ru
his balls were on fire. He reached down to touch them to make sure they were okay. His
testicles were fine, they were just soaking with warm temperate water.

After sex they went for a walk in the pasture and watched the blue sunset. John
Jacobs could not believe his luck. So he was going to die. He had won the equivalent of
winning the sexual lottery. Million to one. Two adult film stars. Jackpot. Not long after
that John Jacobs was slaughtered. And some would argue he suffered very little. Before
his throat was slit, he was knocked unconscious by a taser. The last thing he



remembered was being |l ed into a room a | ot |
from behind and end of story.

The Human Farm Goes Factory

Part 2
Human was a huge success on Carnigonia. Carnigonians found the meat supple.
President Hoosier proclaimed, AA human in ev

and was usually served with barbecue sauce or glazed honey sauce and a side of
cubids. Cubids were a tuber and sort of like a potato. With the drastic increase in
demand for human, the Carnigones had to increase production; in no time at all they
had turned the once peaceful ranch into a factory farm. Since the farms had produced
many babies but still not nearly enough to satisfy the hunger for human, another 44% of
the human population was taken from their habitat on Earth. John Jacobs Junior was
one of the unfortunate beings to be included in this food experiment.

The landscape that John Jacobs Junior surveyed when he got to The Zoo was very
different from the one his father had seen. He had to stifle his gag reflex the moment he
entered. First of all there were no more pastures, no places to frolic and play. There was
no room, period. Naked bodies were packed wall to wall, shoulder to shoulder. Instead
of there being 50-100 per farm, 2000-4000 humans were packed into a warehouse that
could barely fit them. And space was not all John Jacobs Junior was losing upon
entering this factory farm. He was not just deloused. John Jacob Junior was castrated.
John Jacobs Junior felt like his balls were on fire. He looked down and noticed his
testicles had been seared off . 't was detern
The stock that was ideal seemed to be some sort of mutated males with a giant head
with eyes that were uneven, flat pig noses and ears that wiggled when they were
excited. The image of Sloth from The Goonies comes to mind.

Luckily, this stock was so bulging with muscles it could not move very fast. Most of
this stock could barely walk. These genetically mutated masses of muscle and tissue
walked with a limp; some had a hump (one lump or two) and looked like both Igor and
Frankensteinbés monster combined. The females
ones that were born at The Zoo. They were much bigger, had acne all over their naked
bodies, and had no breasts. Some of the more hideous ones had facial hair. John Jacob
Junior did not find them sexually appealing at all. The first night was horrible. The lights
stayed on all night. John Jacobs tried to find a comfortable place, but there were naked
bodies everywhere, slipping and sliding. Once he did nod off, but awoke to three male
creatures having intercourse with a female.

The female (who was almost bald) had festering sores on her rump and all over her
genitalia. Mucus oozed from her nose, pus from her half-closed eyes. Each genetically
mutated male took a turn ramming her from behind. There was grunting and strange
suction noises. John Jacobs Junior put his hands over his eyes and hoped it would

pass. He wi shed the | ights would go out, but
night and day, except he coul dnodét tell it
wi ndows anywhere. Just when John Jaconoe Juni

unbearable, he was hit by a stream of shooting semen that had somehow missed its
intended target. John Jacobs Junior bent over and vomited against the wall. He looked
down and saw a rather large pile of feces had been coated by his puke; underneath the



feces was an arm. At breakfast the next morning John Junior noticed some strange stuff
had been sprinkled into his feed. It was pow
tasted like medicine. Or maybe poison.
Eventually John Jacobs Junior found a companion; she was a female who had been
brought to this terrible place. Her name was Carissa. She had kept on the run. Her only
solace was she was way quicker than the mutant masses who had trouble walking
upright and erect. She had been able to escape until she grew tired. When she fell
asleep, the genetic mutants caught her and raped her. For althoughth ey coul dnodt
reproduce, they sure knew how to fuck. Carissa awoke to a club-like penis covered with
festering chancres being jammed into her face. Another genetic mutant was
masturbating while watching her; his teeth were unevenly spaced and his stump of a
penis was dripping with a yellowish discharg
down on the closest penis, but it was too late, they had her pinned down. She was now
a shivering shell of a woman.
She shook every time John Junior held her, and even if she had been in the mood,
his sex drive was killed by his castration, and even if he had his balls, there was the
overwhelming smell of stench, stink and decaying flesh. After being in this place for a
whil e, John Junior realized that some of the
were piles of human bodies everywhere and, between the floorboards was a lake of shit
a hundred feet wide. Shit lake, as it was affectionately named by the ones who knew
how to speak and were not genetic mutants, was a constant health hazard. Humans
died daily, dropping dead of influenza or other diseases. Life was hard at The Zoo and
John Jacobs Junior often prayed for it to be over. Carissa was a little more proactive;
she started to mutilate herself. Every day was a battle to survive.
When it became time for slaughter both John and Carissa were hung upside down
by their feet. They were shocked, but the charger was only half working so although
both were bleary-eyed, both were also conscious when they slowly were moved toward
a spinning blade that they could both hear and feel like a tremor, turning their blood
cold. Carissa tried to scream out, but found all of the blood had rushed to her head. The
mutant in front of her was next in line for the blade. She saw it slice his neck and she
saw him struggle to breathe and then defecate all over his back and the floor below.
The smell of shit came wafting up. John Jacobs Junior could barely move. Carissa
moved toward the blade, and John Junior watc
jugular was sliced. John Junior watched as her bowels released, and she sprayed
diarrhea all over her back and face and the floor below. A shit mist hung in the air.
Carissa was lucky.
For some reason the blade became bent after it sliced Carissa. Maybe she was just
a tough nut to crack, but afterwards it was no longer spinning properly. When it struck
John Junior6s neck i tsodichkasdustslicelnisneekogen.t t he |
Blood began to run down his face into his eyes. He reached his hand up to feel the gash

in his throat, and thatodés when he felt a s ha
part was that he wa sunodrisciodsyHenigcedas if te weleout, bgt0| ng
coul dnot make a sound, and thatoés when ohn

was upside-down his shit hit him and smeared down his back, neck and head. He
started to fade out of consciousness, but once again he was not that lucky. John Jacobs
Junior came to; he had been tossed on a pile of dead bleeding bodies. He landed face



down smashing out four teeth and shattering his jaw. Once the adrenaline kicked in he
crawled through the mangled bodies, his throat still spurting blood. He could not see,
just feel the stiff cold flesh. When he got to the edge of the pile, he reached out for help.
He could barely see. Before him stood an eight-foot-tall Carnigone with a giant sledge
hammer. The Carnigone brought the hammer down on his skull shattering it into tiny
fragments.

The Incidental Character
Eileen Troemel

The lightning angrily cracked the stormy sky overhead. Sheila flinches as she
pulls her car into the driveway. She crouches down to look through her
windshield at the completely dark large Victorian house. Funny, she thinks, Bob
and the kids should be home already. Parking by the garage, she gathers her
purse and book bags. The rain pours down in sheets as she ruefully regrets
leaving her jacket and umbrella in the house this morning. With a resigned sigh,
she dashes from her car to the back porch door, getting soaked on the way.
Scrambling up the steps, she pulls open the door to be met with glowing faces.
She stops short gasping before rememberi ng t hat theydd put the |
out just Il ast night. Hal |l oween being Bobods
strange grotesque decorations popping up.
The rain drums down on the roof of the porch as Sheila inserts her key in the
lock. The door squeaks open. Sheila is suspicious of Bob trying to play a trick
on her as he has done so often in the past. She pushes the door open and
reaches for the light switch. A quick flip and no light. Sheila steps back on to the
porch and notices the house next door has lights as does the house across the
street. Bob must be up to something, she thinks with a tired sigh.
Setting her purse and bag on the counter, she fumbles in the junk drawer for

a flashlight but only comes up with a candle and matches. i Damn it , 0 s he
mutters to herself. The black taper must have been strategically put there by
Bob, she thinks as she | ights it. Rol Il ing h
playing yet another Halloween trick on her.
The door slams shut behind hermaki ng her | ump. AHow i n the

thinks as she holds the candle towards the door. There is nothing there to make
it close and the porch protects the door from any errant draft.

Stepping across the kitchen she sees a woman sitting at the table. Her hair is
di sheveled and bl ood drips down her arm onto
single drop of fake blood in this house, 0 sh
touches the woman on the non-bloody shoulder and the woman falls off the
chair. Sheilaj umps back away from her startled but
give him the satisfaction of making her scream.

AYou can get up, 0 she tells the woman, A |

j oke. o The woman | ays moti onleraver. The Shei | a k
kni fe sticking out of her chest | ooks so rea
case, she reaches for the womands throat sea



one. The entire scene is vaguely familiar yet still so shocking to be there in her
living room.
Slowly standing, she backs away in horror. Was this really a dead woman on
her kitchen floor? Bumping into her counter she turns towards her phone, she
doesndt want to seem foolish if this is just
all looks so real. Picking up the phone there is no dial tone. She presses the
button down to check but no still dial tone just static. She fumbles in her pocket
for her cell phone. With a flip, she sees she has no service. That is strange she
always has service in the house.
ABob, 0 she calls out. Alf this is one of
A hint of panic creeps into her voice as s
to ring his neck. Shielding the flame of the candle, she strides into the living
room. Stopping short, she is shocked to see all the cushion on her couch ripped

open, her grandmotherds rocker tipped on its
upside down like a dead animal with all four legs in the air. She covers her
mouthtosil ence the gasp of surprise. Maybe this

she should get back out of the house and go to the neighbors to call the police.
Turning halfway back towards the kitchen she stops, what if Bob and the kids
are being held captive bys o me o n e ? Shoul dndét she try to h
takenselfdef ense classes, it isno6t | i ke sheds he
and is going to the neighbors. She heads back towards the kitchen but stops
short. Coming through the kitchen towards her is a man with his hands to his
throat, blood gushing from between his fingers. Sheila stumbles backwards
away from the horror and through her living room. As the man stumbles against
the wall to slide slowly to the floor, a streak of blood smearsthe wal | . Shedl |
go out the front door.
She turns into the front hall and the door is barricaded with large boards

across the door. Pulling on one, Sheila rea
t he doorway of the Bob6s eranbuthistuakclasedands a won
She moans as if shebs trying to speak but no
just out of her reach and up the stairs. Ok
sheodol | | ook for Bob and the koutthswmtogetThen t he

out of this place. She takes the steps two at a time still clutching the candle.

She tries to see ahead of her what is waiting on the landing or in the next
doorway but the light from the candle only casts odd shadows. The house
shakes as thunder booms outside. Lightning fleetingly illuminates the hall above.

Sheila doesndt see anyone in the i mmediate a
top, looking over her shoulder to see if anyone is following her. The stairs are

empty, thankfully. Shet akes sever al deep breaths to cal
fine, o she tells herself.

Four closed doors line the hallway and she has to choose which one to enter.
The first on her right is the bathroom. She opens it and finds it empty but the tub
is overflowing. What in the world, she thinks annoyance flashing through her like
the lightning as she quickly crosses the room to turn off the taps. The water is
cold as she reaches down to unplug the drain. Her hand is kicked by a floating
foot. The water is murky but murky with what? She flings herself back against



the toilet as she sees the body of a teenage girl floating, her wrists are slit, the
blood has stopped flowing and just hangs in the water like a lava lamp. The
drain glugs and Sheila pulls her eyes away from the repulsive sight. The candle
has sputtered out in the water on the floor.

Sheila stumbles away and out the door again. Back in the hall she stares at
the dark hall. With a sinking feeling, she knows she has to check each of the

rooms but she what shed6l !l find. Will April
Tears form in her eyes as she thinks of losing her children. She takes the three
steps across the hall to Codydés r oom. She s

pirate costume and complaining that his sword is plastic and not real. She wants
to find him safe hiding in his closet or under his bed.
The door swings open easily and she peers into the darkness. There on his
dresser is his flashl i g?hot .s h eShnehissmpaetrcsh.e s fiAtr
here? lté6s mom, honey. O She frantically sh
sheets are in a tangle and half off the bed. She steps to the other side of his bed
hoping he has just fall en emovestochiscldsetd but he
and braces herself. Pulling the door open, she readies herself to run if
something horrible leaps out at her. The tangle of clothes and toys on the floor
just lay there as she shines the light all around the closet. No Cody but no
horrors either.
She | eans against the door jam. She doesn
even more fearful. Who has done this in her house? Why were those people
downstairs? Where is her family? All these questions tumble through her mind
asshesear ches under Codyds bed and passes the
more time. The woman in the kitchen and the man in the hall were just like
characters she wrote about last week but how can that be. The moaning woman
in the office was so non-descriptsh e woul dndét be able to descri
was something familiar about her. More thunder shook the house, followed by a
sharp crack of | ightning. A distant moan br
think about them now,too sfhien dnutnhbel eksi.d s fa n dh aBvoe
Back in the hall, Sheila shines the light at the stairwell to make sure no one is
coming up. Then down the hall to decide whi
room is slightly ajar. Is that crying she hears?
As quiet as possible, she walks across the hall to the second door. The floor
board under her foot creaks and the crying stops. Sheila stops short holding her
breath to see if anyone heard and come charging at her. Other than the storm
raging outside no sound comes from any of the rooms surrounding her. She
takes two more steps to April és door . Pushi
the light in. The bed is made and neat as a pin just as April left it this morning.
Everything is in its place, nothing is knocked over. Sheila looks under the bed
and in the closet but nothing. Who had been crying? Then Sheila catches a
slight motion out of the corner of her eye. Turning in a state of near panic, she
shines the light at the window seat. Pulling back into the corner is a blond little
girl, rocking back and forth and pull
taken aback. She has no idea who thi
you okay?0o

ing the
s child



Sheila cautiously approaches and shines the light on the kneeling girl. She is
wearing a pink dress with a white pinafore covered in red stains. Is that blood?
Sheila thinks. The doll is naked with no limbs.
AThey all die, o the girl mutters incoheren
Sheila recognizes a scene from one of the novels she is working on. She
knows that this small child will pull out a knife and start to dissect the doll,
decapitating her first and then moving on to cutting apart the rest of her plastic
body. Even as she thinks it, the girl does just that. She wrote this scene this
morning. How would anyone know this? Who had been watching her while she
worked at the library?
She edged her way towards the door of the room, listening to the girl sniffle
and mutter insanely. Sheila crosses quickly to her own room. She keeps
gl ancing back over her shoul der to make sur e
Slowly she opens the door. In her bed, lay two people. She approaches
slowly, fearfully. What if it was Bob and the kids? She reaches out a hand and
jumps back just as another flash of lightning streaks outside the windows.
Thereds a pungent scent of something stale.
The blankets are sticky with some sort of gooey, warm, fluid. Her gut says blood
but to confirm she shines the beam of the flashlight. Snatching her hand back,
she tells herself she has to look. With a feeling of dread growing in her stomach,
she flings the blankets off the two people. The one furthest from her is Bob and
his body is shredded. She cries out in grief and sorrow. She looks at the other
body to find her own body in the same condition.
Sheila sits straight up in bed, crying out in horror. Hands to her chest she
feels to make sure there are no wounds on he

sleepily.

As her breathing steadies, Sheila lays back down next to her husband.

AMaybe a |ittle too much Hall oween, 0 she ans
should switch to writing romances during thi

Walking the Dog -
I}QI‘( McQuiston e 'r,.--""’



George felt the top-most layer of skin on his knuckles sheer back beneath the
rusty surface of the alternator bracket. The metal was unforgiving on his soft
flesh, as if reminding him that its job was securing the alternator to the front of
the engine block, not yield to human hands.
George straightened up and flung the wrench onto the oil-stained driveway.
The stainless-steel tool pinged off the concrete and spiraled onto the front lawn
like a missile, finally settling against the trunk of a small tree.
With his rage sated George quickly looked up and down the street to make
sure nobody saw his outburst. The last thing he wanted was an embarrassing
situation with a neighbor.
Just when he was about to get back to his car repair the movement caught
Georgeds eye.
The man was walking his dog along Masonic Boulevard. The animal was
large, possibly a retriever, and they seemed to be sauntering along without a
care in the world. The dog trotted in front of the man, its four legs in perfect
synchronization with each other as it pulled its owner along which each step it
took. Its mangy black fur rustled in the breeze.
George found himself staring at the man and his pet. There was nothing
unusual about the pair, they were merely out enjoying the tranquility of a beautiful
morning, but he still couldndt stop himself
The mailbox squeaked as George opened it. Three single envelopes were all
that were inside, and he was happy to see that none of them were bills. As he
closed the lid he noticed in his peripheral vision a man walking his dog down the
street. He tilted his head back slightly as he turned to get a better view.
There was no doubt about it, it was the same man as the day before. But
there was one major differenceértGemgeman was u
rubbed his eyes. He stepped forward and focused on the man and his pet, and
stepped back again. Not only was the man shorter, but also he was smaller as
well. And the dog. It had to be at least twice the size it had been the previous
day. Its head was as big as a basketball, swinging from side to side as it strode
along, undoubtedly confident from its increased size.
George felt his stomach churn. The coffee
swirled in his gut like a stone in the tide, pinging into the stomach lining with each
passing second. He wanted to run down the street and confront the man (but not
the dog) and demand an explanation. And since there was nobody else around
he reasoned that a confrontati ounderhisul dnét hu
arm and started to walk down the sidewalk.
After twenty or so steps however his resolve began to waver. The man and
his dog were hardly moving, thus allowing a much clearer view of them. The

dogds face was | i ke a stwinteh ghaartgroeyd eh.e Iwo ugllda
have thought a dog could possess. The eyes were empty black pools without

pupils. They reminded George of a sharkodés ey
purpose.

George stopped dead in his tracksn The man

turn his head. He simply stared straight ahead as if in some type of trance. And



then suddenly the man and his dog started to walk away. Standing there looking
like a fool George finally sulked back into the house.
The sunshine was peeking through the trees as if announcing the upcoming
day. George felt the warm breeze on his face as he made his way to his car. He
was tired and wondered if anyone in the offi
sleep the night before, and was certain it would make the workday drag on more
than it usually did. With a grunt of bored discontentment on his breath and a cup
of luke-warm coffee in his hand he sauntered towards his car.
The slight movement in the corner of his eye startled George. It was indistinct
but warranted his attention nonetheless.
His cup of coffee shattered on the driveway.
It was the man and his dog again, walking down Masonic Boulevard. Or
perhaps it would have been more appropriate to say the dog and his man. The
poor guy coul dn o6 tantioaovtereelieet¢alh, anohthe dog wahat
least four feet at the shoulders, maybe five. It yanked the man along behind it
with short, violent tugs. It would have been
George slipped his cell phone out of his pocket. He intended to call the
authorities. That man needed help. He needed somebody to intervene before
things got ugly.
He stopped dialing. He coul dndét <call the p
Whodéd bel thendredpaund dog? e
The dog then swung its threatening gaze over to George. Even from a
di stance George could see the hatred and evi
into his car, never once taking his eyes off the dog. He wanted to be certain that
it wasnbdét going to suddegthHatysizetwouldiurndie d c har ge
car into scrap metal.
Smashing the accelerator to the floor George sped away from the huge beast
and the frail man. He noticed as they grew smaller and smaller in his rear-view
mirror that they continued to walk away as if nothing had happened.
Two days had passed and George was beginning to think he imagined the
man and his dog. Even though the episode still held a prominent place in his
thoughts he suppressed it as best he could, confining it to the furthest regions of
his mind. And so when he strolled onto his driveway to retrieve his newspaper,
the morning sun warming his face, the gentle breeze bending the trees slightly,
he saw something that turned his world upside down. The impossible became
possible. Sanity crossed over into madness. Day turned into midnight.
The man and his dog were walking down the sidewalk. With each step the
dog grew both in size and ferocity. It dwarfed the man who, accordingly, seemed
to shrink with each step he took.
George stood there, his robe fluttering in the breeze, his jaw practically on the
cement. The newspaper fell to the ground and promptly came apart, different
sections: Sports, Business, Local, folding into disarray before blowing away.
The man and the dog were getting closer and closer to George. He could see
them more clearly now, and understood, for the most part, what they really were.
The dog thing was swinging its deformed head from side to side, black spittle
spinning from its mouth in coils and splattering on the ground. Thin plumes of



scorched earth drifted up from where the stuff landed. It smelled like an open
grave in a rainstorm.

George came to his senses and backed up, his eyes remaining on the dog
thing. He felt as if his legs were made of rubber, his head full of air. He was
becoming disoriented, weakened by the sheer terror he was feeling.

AHéhel p me, 0 the man croaked. APl ease helop
Tearing his gaze away from the beast George looked at the man. He was a
pathetic sight. Hi s scrawny bodpoudoul dndét ha

Open wounds revealed raw meat beneath, and his hair was hanging in loose
clumps on top of his small head. He seemed to be collapsing in on himself. His
arms were nothing more than bones with a thin sheet of pulpy flesh layered over
them. His skeletal face was so gaunt it was hardly able to convey the pain he
was enduring. One look at it and George knew what was happening to the poor
man.

The | eash. It was the |l eash. Only it wasnbo
tentacle, an appendage which extended from the bulging back of the dog and
fused somehow with the hand of the man. It pulsated as it drained his life away.

APl ease help me, 0 was the |l ast thing the m
body was sucked into the tentacle in one disgustingslurp. The dog thingds |
bloated up, trembled for a moment, and then contorted back to its previous size.

George understood completely now. The man
the dog had been pulling the man along, feeding as it did so. And now the man
was gone. Hedd been the beastds |l unch, nothi:
eaten by whatever was masquerading as manos

Watching the dog thing shiver and convulse as it digested its meal George
suppressed the urge to vomit. He stood frozen, unable to move, although he
knew deep down that he wouldndét get very far
The beast would surely overtake him.

The dog lumbered forward, its bulbous head growling as it drew closer and
closer to its new prey, the tentacle was dragged along behind it. And in one swift
movement the feeler swung up into the air, swayed for a brief moment, and arced
downward with ferocious efficiency, | atching
tightly.

The pain was immense and all consuming. ltcours ed t hr ough Geor geds
body all at once, rendering him helpless. He was trapped where he stood as the
dog thing loped towards him, its dark maw hanging open beneath its greasy
snout. Its bulk heaved with each rancid breath it took. It eyes squinted in starved
anticipation.

Being pulled along behind the dog thing George slipped in and out of
consciousness. The residual traces of his mind struggled to comprehend what
was happening to him, but could barely grasp
something nobody could ever hope to understand.

Emily dried her hands on a dishtowel as the morning sun streamed through
the trees, warming her small but quaint three-bedroom house. Her husband
Frank had already left for work and her youngest, Eddie, busied himself in the
backyard playing in his sandbox.



Emily watched her little boy through the kitchen window. A sad smile crossed
her face when she realized just how quickly they grow up. She could clearly
remember when he was born.

Pouring herself a cup of lemon-ginseng tea she steeped it a few times and
took a sip. How she loved her hot cup of tea in the morning.

A Mo mmy ! Mo mmy ! Can | keep him? Can 1?0

Little Eddie came barreling into the house. His face was flush with excitement.

AWhat 6s that honey?o0

AThe Mbaongny. Can | keep hi m?0

AWhat dog?bo

Little Eddie sprinted over to the door, jumping up and down, pointing out into
the backyard.

AThat one Mommy. Heds really friendly. Can
Emily pondered the situation for a moment. A companion would be good for

her son, as well as protection for the house
that woul dno6t be much of a problem, he | oved

was kinda cute.

She decided to get a closer look at the dog, just to make sure.

And so, tea cup in hand, Emily opened the door and looked at the animal. Its
glossy black snout poked through the chain links of the fence.

AOh, I dondét think so honey, 0 she said qui
Little Eddiebés face i mmediately turned red
AWhy? Why candét | keep him Mommy? Why?o
Emily scooped up her crying son and cuddled him to her chest.

AfBecause honey, 0 she consoled. Al think he
Look, he stildl has a | eash on. o

Eyes Watching, Tick Tock

Jill Valuet

Something watched me in the mirrors. Everyone said mirrors were inanimate
objects, not portals and brushed it off as my overactive imagination. | knew
better. | could feel eyes on me everywhere | went. Night or day, dawn or dusk
somet hi ng wat c h e dhichnirtor, fdom the dilded framedd argique w
in my bedroom to the compact in my purse. Always | felt them watching.

| never saw them before that night. Always when | looked they skittered out of
my sight. They always moved out of the corner of my eyes, too fast to see, a
malevolent presence teasing me. | could hear them. At night while | slept | heard
them whispering in my dreams in high-pitched child voices. They whispered in a
|l anguage | didnét wunderstand every time | en

Then came the night of the storm. The sudden silence of the power dying
woke me out of a sound sleep. Winter winds lashed at the windows. Snow piled



up around the house. | pulled the covers up over my head, unwilling to leave the

warm cocoon of my bed.
Giggling echoed around me. Startled, | bolted upright and looked around in

the darkness. No power meant no lights, which made my eyes useless. | could

see vague shapes, but in the darkness my all-too familiar room looked foreign. |

wished | kept a flashlight or a candle by me bed. | had neither.
Giggling turned to whispers. Chills ran down my back and | think my heart

skipped a beat. AWhobés there?0 | asked.
AWhobés there whods there?0 The whispers ec
AWhere are you?o
AWhere are you where are you?o0
| pulled the covers around me, willing my heart beat to slow stop pounding so

| could listen. Only silence greeted me. | blinked a few owl eyes, hoping to adjust

to the dark.

Where are you where are you?0 the voices

Candbt you see me?0

Candt yeoucasnebet nyou see me?0

Stop that! o

Stop that stop that! o the voices giggled,
Slowly | climbed out of my nice warm bed. The cold air grabbed me, sending

icy goose bumps all over my skin. | stepped slowly towards the mirror. All | could

o0 30 3O 3 N

see were shadows. I traced the mirrords edge
vaguely see my reflection doing the same.
AWhy candét | see you?0 | asked. Al know yo
Al know youodbre there | know youodre there.o
ACan you do anythmeg@oother than echo
AYes no. o0 More giggling. ANoO yes. o

| saw movement in the mirror. Twin shadows bobbed side to side, mirroring
each other. Light flickered, momentarily blinding me. At first | thought the power
came back on. Not so. The light came from the mirror. | turned to look over my
shoulder at my room. No movement, no light. | looked back at the mirror.

Twin cherubic faces grinned at me with feral teeth. | jumped back, gasping.
Their eyes squeezed shut as they giggled at me. | looked over my shoulder into
the empty room. | looked back at the mirror and saw their faces reflecting at me.

AWhat are you?0 | asked.

AWhat are you what are you?0 they asked in
Their laughter filled me with wonder and dread. Slowly | brought my hands up to
the surface of the mirror. | gently set my fingers on either side of their faces. |
expected to feel skin. Instead | felt the smooth edge of the mirror glass.

AWhy are you watching me?0 | asked.
AWhy are you watching us?06 they giggl ed.
AAmM | hallucinating?o

| could see them double over with laugher. Tiny cherub bodies rolled on the
reflected floor of my room. The pitch of their giggles grew so high it hurt my ears.
| closed my eyes and put my hands over my ea
help. Icouldn6t br eathe from the sound of their | au



AStop!o |I cried, when | could take no more
Silence deafened me. | peeked at the mirror. The cherub faces watched me,
grinning. They tilted their heads, one to the left the other to the right in mirrored
action.
AHow i s this possible?0 | asked.
Slowly, they tilted their heads in the other direction, looking like wind-up dolls.
They blinked rapidly in unison. As they did, soft blue light flickered around them.
AWhat do you want from me?0 | asked. APl ea
APl emlseease! 0 they mi micked.
| frowned at them, irritation overcoming my fear. | turned my back and
crawled back into bed. Maybe it was all a bad dream. | pulled the covers up over
my head.
|l coul d hear them giggling. ACome back com
AGo awaylusYowdmeadj dr eam. 0
They laughed harder. | put my pillow over my head. Even with my eyes
closed | could see the blue light. It pulsed in harmony with their laughter.
AfCome back come back! o
AWhy should 1?0

AwWedl |l talk wedll talk!o
| pushed the covers off me again and got out of bed. Their cherub faces still
grinned at me from the mirror. AWhat do you
APl ay with us play with us. o0 They said in
AWhy have you been watching me?0 | asked.
AYoubre funnyé. o said the face on the | eft
Aéyou s e dthaasne an the right. They looked at each other and
laughed, as if amused that they spoke separately.
AHow is it youdbre in the mirror?o0 | asked.
AWedbre trapped. 0 They said in unison. fAFre
AHow?O
APl ay with wus! o
AwWhat do | have to do?o0
They looked at each other and tilted their heads back and forth. It gave me
chills to watch. Several heartbeats passed while they moved together like
matching clocks.
Tick-tock, back and forth, tick-tock.
The movement soothed my pounding heart. | felt my head move in time with
theirs, as if pulled by invisible strings. Slowly their eyes turned to me, their heads
still tilting. They grinned again and faced me. They each placed two tiny hands or
paws on the mirror. I coul dni@gedbyrthrebdad v t el | w
tilting.
Side to side again and again.
My hands rose to the mirror as if no longer under my control. My fingers
rested lightly on the glass surface, just on the other side of their hands. Again |
momentarily thought their hands orminewou |l d press through. They

AWhat do you want from me?0 | whispered.
APl ay with us play with us. o



AHow?O

AYou do as we do. o

Head still tilting, they both raised their right hand. | raised my left, mirroring
them. It made them giggle. I felt strangely still. They lowered their right hand and
raised their left. | mirrored them. They dropped both hands and turned to the
side. | did the same.

On and on and on this went for minutes, days or years. Tick-tock hypnotic
head tilting the entire time. Their eyes never left mine. Their bodies never turned
completely from mine. Everything they did, | mirrored. Everything | did mirrored
my reflection did matching them. Back and forth. Up and down. Right and left.

My body felt sluggish, no longer under my own control. | blinked a few times,
trying to remember how to do more on my own. | could not shake their

hypnotism.
AWhy?o0 | whispered, barely able to get my
AFree us free us. 0O
AWhy?o0
AWe donodét | i ke it hereé. o Said the one on
Néwedre tohdl gnddere. 06 Said the one on the
AHel p us help us. o0 they said in unison.
AWhat do | have to do?o0
AGi ve us | ife. o0 They chanted. AGi ve us | if
their words so each word synched with the tilt of their head.
AGi veelide&.l. giveé.useée.lifeé 0
What happens if youodre freed?0 | whispere
hey giggled. AWe |live! We I|livelo

I dondt know. O
Giveé.usé.lifeé.givee.usé.lifeé. o They pl
again. | reflexively did the same. They leaned closer to me. | did the same until
less than an inch of air breathed between my face and the mirror. My breath
fogged the mirror.
Then disappeared. The creatures inhaled.
AYes yes! Yes yes!o they | aughed. AAgain a
| breathed on the mirror. Again my breath fogged it briefly and disappeared. |
tried to pull my head away, but it felt as if their hands had indeed reached
through the mirror and held my head close. They stole my breath again and
again.
Tick-tock, back and forth, tick-tock.
My reflection made the motions, but did not exactly mirror mine. It did not
breathe back. That observation allowed me to pull away from the mirror
completely, breaking their trance.
ANO no! Come back come back! o They cried.
tilting side to side. They moved like serpents swaying to some forgotten rhythm. |
felt trapped and drawn in.
They put their hands on the mirror again. | did the same. They leaned in to
breathe on their hands. | did the same. They leaned in to bite their hands. Hard. |
did not want to, but could not help but do the same. The metallic taste of blood
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filled my mouth. Pain lanced through me, breaking their hold on me again. |
yelped and jumped back.
They squeezed their eyes shut and giggled uproariously. They tilted their
heads back, letting loose full laughter that reverberated painfully through my
ears.
Come cl oser come closer! o they giggled.
No! What have you done to me?0o0
We play we pl ay! No harm no harm. o0 They g
ANo damage no damage. 0
| glanced down at my hand. Drops of blood welled on the surface of my skin.

ot 3O 3N

It still hurt. Al dondét want to play anymore
APl ease please! 0 said the one on the | eft.
AWe will behave! o said the one on the righ

They faced me in the mirror and started tilting their heads again. Their giggles
stopped, but their mouths still curled in an open smile. Their eyes were wide and
owl-like, staring into mine without blinking.

Tick-tock, side to side, tick-tock.

|l didndt want to | ook at them, bthém coul dno
again. Placing my hands on the mirror again to mimic them. | wanted to pull
away, to go back to sleep and wake up from t
let me.
ACome cl oser, come closer! o they chanted.
Sweat broke out on my skin with the effort to avoid their commands. | wanted
to blink, to turn my head. | coul dndt. My bo

Slowly I inched closer to the glass. My reflection looked just as scared as | felt.

My forehead pressed against the mirror. Both creatures pressed against their
side of the mirror, making it look like our foreheads touched. They giggled again
and wiped the sweat from my brow.

They pressed their hands on the mirror close to their heads. | did the same.
The creatures wiped the drops of blood from my bite wound. | tried to pull away,
but felt glued in place. Their touch felt like needles piercing my skin.

AYes yes! Yes yes! o they chanted. They res

Tick-tock, side to side, tick-tock.

Bone-tiredness invaded my whole body. | wanted to lean against the mirror,
close my eyes and sleep. | felt numb and terrified at the same time. | wanted to
scream and cry for help, but my mouth and th
breathe.

| could only move my eyes. | lifted my gaze to stare listlessly at my reflection.
It winked at me, which caused the creatures to burst into giggles. They patted the
hands of my reflection, which felt like daggers under my skin.

The cherub faces pressed their lips against the mirror, blowing me feral
kisses. | tried to resist, but felt my mouth respond in kind, leaving a print of saliva
and breath. They stole both, giggling the whole time.

My reflection pushed its face away from the mirror. | did the same. My
movements felt like stone. My head felt abnormally heavy on my neck. | wanted



to close my eyes and sl eep, but | couldnot.
and so did I. It turned its head from side to side, and so did I.

All the while the cherub faces laughed and cheered. Their voices cried out so
high | felt my ears would burst. | thought for sure the mirror would crack and they
would climb through. Any moment they would be free and | would be responsible
for them on my side of the world.

How wrong | was.

My simulacrum reflection laughed with them, forcing me to do the same. The
creatures bent over the hands of my reflection, kissing it and biting it. | felt every
bite stinging me. The eyes of my reflection went blank and its expression faded
to nothing. | felt the muscles of my face sag, mirroring it.

AWe | ove we | ive! We | ove we |ivel! 0o the cr
|l wanted to say | didnét understand, but I
| watched as the cherub creatures climbed up the arms of my simulacrum.
They sat on its shoulders and all three bobbed side to side. Tick-toc k. | coul dnaot
help but do the same. They c¢climbed onto my r

they glanced at each other and back at me. They clawed at my reflection. Knives
slashed at my own face. My eyes felt as if they ripped free of their sockets, but |
could still see. They climbed into the eyes of my simulacrum.

| saw them look at me through my own eyes. My own lips parted to release
their high-pitched giggles. Their duel voices blended to one. They pulled at my
face muscles from the inside, forcing my reflection and me into a feral grin.

AWedbre free!l! o my simulacrum whispered. fWe

Vertigo flooded me. My world turned upside down. The weight of their actions
sank into my body, no longer my own. My side of the world was no longer real.
My side of the world was now a reflection of their world and they were free.

They walked my simulacrum away from the mirror and my world stopped

Or bi nds Room
Mike Smith

Orbin could tell that the single light bulb that hung from the crumbling ceiling
fixture had gone very dim. Changing it would be a dangerous undertaking, due to
the exposed wires that could be seen around and about it.

His thoughts were distracted by the sound of distant explosions. The ground
shook and rumbled as though a hundred battle tanks were approaching. His fight
or flight instincts took over. He decided to flee.

As he ran his hardest, the shockwave of a sonic explosion behind him
physically lifted him into the air. It flung him several feet away from where he
was. Luckily, his fall was cushioned by the fine sands of a dune that sloped down
into an abandoned bunker.

The bunker was occupied by several half-rotten corpses that still seemed to
be keeping vigil despite their deaths at the hands of their awaited enemies. The
foul overwhelming stench of the decaying bodies was almost too much for Orbin
to bear. His head began to swim. His stomach turned with nausea.



He summoned all of the will-power and strength that he could muster and
stumbled away from the stiffened soldiers. He found an area of the bunker that
was canopied by a bullet ridden sheet of aluminum. Despite the ragged condition
of the shelter, he felt that it was a suitable place of protection for the time being.
He noticed the four gray walls slowly closing in on him. The only comfort he
found was that of the dull glow of the dieing light-bulb.

The next morning he awoke to several medics that were huddled around him.
They had constrained him. They appeared to be dealing with a crisis of some
kind. The thought occurred to Orbin that he might have been injured or maybe
even shot. All at once, panic consumed him as he struggled to asses his
situation. He tried speaking to the busy medics, but his words were drowned out
by what sounded like dozens of huge bomber-planes flying overhead. He
decided to try escaping from the medics. They simply used greater force in
subduing him. Orbin felt a sharp sting in his left arm. As his head was filled with a
dark fog, he lost the will to fight. Succumbing to unconsciousness, he wandered
why there were no windows in which to peer out from the cramped space of the
oppressive room.

Coming to, Orbin perceived the gentle lapping of ocean waves. The gentle
rise and fall was relaxing to him after the ordeal he had suffered the day before.
Suddenly, he recalled the frightening experience he had endured with the
medics. He wandered what purpose they had for bringing him here to such a
remote location. Checking his body for wounds, he found that he was still intact
and healthy. He could not help but wander what their interest in him could have
been if not medical.

Rubbing his eyes, he sat upright and was startled by the presence of a young
boy standing directly in front of him. There was something strangely familiar

about the child, but Orbincoul d not quite place it. ACan yolud
asked the boy.
AWhere do you | ive?0 asked Orbin. Everythi

aspect to him.
AOver there.o replied the child, pointing
into a densely overgrown patch of woodlands.
Al don't see why not. o6 stated Orbin, takin
The unlikely pair began their journey toward the path the boy had indicated.
Orbin observed that the further that they walked, the further away their
destination seemed. Dismissing the unsettling observation as an optical illusion,
he led his young companion ever on.
After what had to have been a full hour of walking, the mysterious path
seemed to be no closer than it was when they
her e? aOwbia.k e

AWhat do you mean?0 asked the boy, cocking
AThe cl oser we get to the path, the furthe
AOr is it just me?0

Al't i s not the path that eludes you. 0 stat



Suddenly, Orbin began sinking into the sludge-like ground beneath him as if
he were standing in molasses. fAQuicksand! 0 h
around for the boy, but he was nowhere to be seen. In a matter of minutes,
Orbin's entire body was submerged. He struggled for air, but his mouth and
nostrils were filled with the slimy mud. With a shout of fear, Orbin tried to stretch
his arms upward. As if waking from a nightmare, his eyes focused on the dim
lightbul b, and the gray walls of HWwthreilebom. AA
He rested his head on the thin scratchy pillow of his cot and fell back into a fitful
sleep.
Orbin was startled awake by angry shouts in a foreign language. Rolling off of
his cot, he could see the shadows of enemy soldiers as they beared down on
him. Glancing behind him, he tried to formulate an escape plan. However, time
was not on his side. He felt sturdy hands being lain upon him. The hands pulled
him backward from the safety of the bunker. He struggled against his captors as
he felt a familiar sting in his left arm. His vision blurred. His mind clouded over.
The last thing he heard as he went under were the harsh orders barked by what
he assumed to be the enemy commanding officer.
Fearful that he would be waking to cruel and inhumane torture, he squinted
against the glare of what he at first thought was the glare of the bare dim light-
bulb that illuminated his room. Instead, he found that he was having to adjust his
eyestoabrightsuninanocean-b | ue sky. 0 Boowdrenévergdingught vy
to wake up! o came a youthful voice.
Orbin, following the sound of the voice, beheld his young friend from the
beach. AWhat

happened?0 asked Orbin Al thought | was ¢
ACaptured?0 echoed the boy inostchangedf usi on. A
since you first arrived here. o

With hesitation, Orbin asked, AWhat i s my
AAl I I know is that we must reach the fore

turned his eyes to something just beyond them.
Orbin followed the boy's eyes and found himself peering at the forest path
that | ay beyond the beach. nASo, Il " m back her
Orbin rose and followed his young friend toward the path. As before, the
closer they came, the further away it seemed to be. Nonetheless, they continued
wal king fruitlessly for some time. #AWhat | i e
ASi mple. o replied the boy with a smile. AY
sanity. o
Before Orbin could process this information, he was thrown from his feet by
the forceofanear by expl osi on. ARun! o0 he instructed
from flying debris.
After the air settled, Orbin searched for the boy to no avail. The sun seemed
to be blackened out by the rising smoke of nearby fires. He started running
blindly through the darkness. Tripping over some object, he hit his head squarely
on the ground. There was a ringing in his ears and flashes of light in his eyes. He



felt hands grabbing his ankles, dragging him to some unknown dreaded
destination. Orbin feared the worst. He had heard horror stories about things that
happened to prisoners of war. He soon, to his relief, found himself back in his
small gray dimly lit room.
To his surprise, Orbin found that he was not alone in the room. Standing
before him was his young boyishf ri end from t he beach. APoor
the youngster. AYou're never going home wunt.i
AWhat 270 asked Orbin, baffled by the boy's
anyway?o
Alt | eads to hope. d hree plsicag et He obmoy.oufl ti'ns
The door to his room slammed, startling Orbin. Had there been someone
standing there? Who was it? These were the questions that he pondered as he
drifted into sleep.
On the other side of the door to Orbin's room, two orderlies were taking a
moment to catch their breath after the night
guy?! 0 one asked.

AShell shock. o replied the other. Alt"'s as
war . O

AiSo why's he always trying so hard to esca
fOh, he's not trying to escape. Il don"t thi
ASo why does he keep breaking out of his r
AHe still thinks he's back on that beach w
year old boy during a cross-fire. He never gotover i t . 0O

AMan. . .that's...horrible...O0

AOh, you think Orbin'"s bad? Wait'll you ha
AMauri ce?o0

AYeah. He's a real psycho. . .0

Time Can Lie. Time Can Hide. Time Can Protect
Marilyn K. Martin

The upright bi-ped Captain paced the alien chamber impatiently, a frown over
palm-size grey eyes. His thin mouth twitched as he nervously mumbled to
himself. He hated the waiting for information and answers. Especially when, like
now, information meant possible answers to taunting, frightening conundrums
with no obvious solutions.

Delegation was a good concept. But his Expeditionary Force had been
barebones from the beginning. And he was now getting edgy and expectant
calls from the homeworld on his daily progress. All too soon, he would be
expected to file a Final Report, and somehow tie up the myriad still-confusing
loose ends into a substantiated Recommendation. Many lives were at stake, and
he needed to verify that he had been a worthy choice to lead this important
Expeditionary Force. And here he was, with still no solid answers to the looming
guandry: Could this haunted moon be a good colony for his doomed
homeworld?

His facial features were dominated by a large, pointed nose that went from his



eye-bridge to his mouth, with only the merest suggestion of an upper lip. He had
no collection-cartilage around his ear-hole, and his sparse black and white hair
was cut a half-inch from his scalp.

So he paced head down, spongy boot soles barely squeaking on the rough
stone floor. He wore the black and silver tunic designating his Command Status,
over sturdy black pants that disappeared into mid-calf boots. Sewn into his tunic
below his receding chin was his name and rank. It was small enough to only be
identified by someone standing a few meters directly in front of him.

These were the times he envied his brother, who had chosen the safe path to
stay on the homeworld as a Corporate Leader. His office was almost as huge as
his home, and nearly as opulent. Employees smiled and scurried from his path
whenever he left his office, promising their project results soon. And asking if he
needed another heated energy snack, or hot chocolate liquor that his brother
sipped all day long.

Respectable. Boring but safe. His toughest daily problems were reading thru
and delegating a myriad messages. And where to shift his investments for a
higher yield. While pondering an acceptable inbetween wedding location for his
daughter's pending marriage to an otherworlder.

But the Captain had chosen to be an Expeditionary Leader, once his body
aged beyond military front line fighting. Instead of collecting promotions up his
"Fighting Resources Corporation” ladder toward some noble rank of Moss
Covered Supply Commander Of Eating Utensils. No, he'd wanted danger and
adventure, expecting more heart-pounding action and split-second solutions,
even if no longer an actual warrior. He'd looked forward to working on dazzling
new worlds with beautiful sunsets, and natives who appreciated his presence
and cooperated with his serious Missions.

Instead, he spent most of his time waiting, alone, forced to stay "accessible”
for when one of his Mission Team called in, or breathlessly arrived with new
information. He camped out in one abandoned or confiscated building after
another, fetched his own drinks and made his own meals. Waiting for someone,
anyone, to come thru the door with Good News. While the only creatures
scurrying away when HE walked, were rodents and insects. With more than one
intermediate species to make one stop and ponder about taking that next step

His current Headquarters was a small oval chamber, with heavily worn, now
concave stone blocks for flooring. The walls were alternating layers of stone and
sod, with trails of vines and flowers cascading to the floor. There were a few
slanted-slit windows to confuse or disorient an enemy trying to shoot in from the
outside. But the slits were now obscured by the untended foliage. Overhead,
several caved-in holes in the roof let in sunlight in dual shafts from the planet's
large and small suns.

Suddenly there was a knock on the tall wooden door at one end of the oval
room. The nervous young guard in ill-fitting armor looked to the Captain. "By all
means, let them in," he gestured with little enthusiasm. "There's no one on this
accursed moon but us and corpses anyway."

The guard knocked once on the heavy wooden door. Then it jittered, hinged
to the frame on both sides at the mid-point. The lower half pushed in, as the top



half swung backwards. A stooped older man in a loose, faded blue cloth one-
piece stumbled in, head bowed. He then stopped and slowly straightened up.
"Captain, | ---"

Suddenly the top half of the door swung down behind the doorway, and the
lower door half was propelled forward to smack him in the backside. He jumped
forward and turned, angrily spouting, "So who lived on this moon with such
horribly designed doors? Midgets? Or did beastly children run this doomed
empire?"

The Captain turned slightly to hide his smile, and beckoned the strange man
into the room. "The historical-psychologists at home think the King was all-
powerful, and something of a despot,” the Captain answered casually. "So they
think this bi-sected door is both for the devoted to crawl in on their hands and
knees. And ... could also propel any frightened soul into the room, if they froze
after entering.”

"So why don't you have it removed?" sputtered the older man, approaching
with a hobble. He had the same physical frame and facial features as the
Captain, plus the wrinkled and stooped distortion of advanced age. His strange
blue one-piece clothing had a large hood hanging down his back, and even cloth
pockets hanging off of each wrist, with folded up gloves. Standard travel fare for
the working aged, since the hood and gloves could be donned at the first hint of a
chill.

"l could,” shrugged the Captain, tall and lean with a confident gait. "But
watching callers grapple with getting into this room is, too often, the highlight of
my day. So what do you have to report?"

The aged man pursed his wrinkled mouth, then quickly pulled a small round,
thin computer pad from a pocket. He fumbled with different programs and files
for a moment. "I've examined roughly 64% of the newly discovered corpses and,
uh, um ... Ah! Here we are. All of them show signs of unnatural and self-inflicted
death.”

The Captain stopped in his tracks, suddenly deadly serious, and glanced
over. "Explain, Phizand." (A Phizand was a Physical Scientist, as opposed to a
Dimensional or Environmental Scientist, who were also usually assigned to alien
Expeditionary Teams.)

"I DO have a proper name, Captain!" fussed the Phizand suddenly. "It's
Fengrossaland. Lovely name, goes back generations. And I'm rather fond of it."
The Captain took a few deliberate steps to turn and face the Phizand head

on. He now wore an expression hinting at an urgency for more important talk.
And little patience for being sidetracked by the civilized niceties of proper names
on strange worlds.

"Never mind. Phizand itis. Sorry, Sir," added the Phizand meekly. "Been
talking to corpses for too many days. And the dead have an appalling habit of
never responding.”

He again focused on his round comp-pad. "Let's see ... These recently
discovered bodies in the domed sanctuary, contrary to the multilated body parts
we've found up until now, were all intact. But they appeared to have died by
suicide, Sir.



"I've found traces of poison in most of the female and child bodies. Few of
the male bodies had any poison traces, but showed no mutilation wounds to
indicate fighting or being attacked. Blade weapons in the torso cavity were
consistent with their final body positions. It looks like the males died by stabbing
themselves. All these death similarities indicate that this group of people
apparently died by their own hand, in some sort of pact or agreement.”

The Phizand lowered his round comp-pad, and looked up at the Captain.
"Now, according to the Theories of Planetary Death Patterns ---"

The Captain waved for him to stop. He turned and headed wearily toward the
ornate, strangely curved couch at the other end of the oval room, set in a small
alcove. "I know those landmark Theories backwards and forwards, Phizand," he
called back. Then he turned and sat down, on what everyone assumed was the
throne of whatever King had once ruled this colony of corpses.

"I AM a corporate trained warrior, Phizand. Even if | can't get my own troops
to stop calling me a mercenary. | also excelled at Cultural Rescue, and even did
my final thesis on How the Dead Speak Thru Last Messages," he added, as he
watched the Phizand slowly hobbling toward him.

"But for the life of me, Phizand, | can't figure out why all these colonists, who
are distantly related to us, are dead. This moon is strewn with mutilated body
parts of these former colonists. But we've found no large predators on this orb,
or anywhere nearby, capable of such brutality. And now you tell me that the only
group of intact corpses all died by their own hand?

"When we still haven't found any recorded explanation? And not even any
Last Messages, which are almost always left by individuals involved in suicide
pacts?" The Captain sighed, leaned back and rubbed his temple. "This isn't
productive, Phizand. I'm on deadline. | need answers. NOT more riddles!"

The Phizand figeted, feeling blamed. "I've done multiple tree-top
Communication Scans of this entire colony, Sir. | found no writing or stored
visual records of any kind. | re-scanned all random scratches on rocks and walls
myself, looking for writing patterns. | found nothing, Sir. Just random claw marks
near dried colonist blood, indicating our long-gone predator species. Whoever
these monsters were."

The Captain suddenly clenched and unclenched his fists, while swearing
softly to himself. "This is NOT good, Phizand. Everyone expects me to soon
recommend that this moon is cleared to start receiving hew colonists from our
dying homeworld. A moon full of corpses is bad enough. But now you tell me
that the only intact corpses all killed themselves? Driven to suicide by some
horrific and unstoppable predator? To the point that these surviving colonists
apparently all chose a ritualized death-pact to continuing to live?"

"l ... I'm doing the best | can, Sir," gestured the Phizand with a nervous sigh.
"We have no idea who these predators were. The DNA traces I've found indicate
a root-stock predator species, that the anthropological records all say is extinct.
So who these monsters were, or where they came from or went to, is anybody's
guess at this point, Sir."

"I know," agreed the Captain wearily. "But a ... long gone predator could still
come back. And I can't recommend this moon for a new population of colonists,



until I have more answers."

A finger tapped his large nose as the Captain continued musing. "This
Suicidal Family Death pattern you've described, sounds like a classic case of a
Doomed Population Killing Themselves. Before an even worse form of torture or
death overtook them. Undoubtedly like what happened to the other colonists,
resulting in all those mutilated body parts."

"But the violence around the male deaths is also a Final Protest type of
suicide. Whether or not they believed that violent death would see them instantly
resurrected as ghostly warriors." The Captain leaned forward, fingers interlaced
and his arms on his knees. "But where are their Last Messages? Individuals
killing themselves in a collective Suicide Pact always leave some kind of
explanatory notes or messages, about why they all agreed to such an extreme
solution. But where are these messages? WHERE?"

Suddenly the bottom half of the tall entry door was kicked open by a furry
boot, several dagger handles visible above the calf-high boot rim. The surprised
guard drew his hand weapon and looked to the Captain, who waved him to stand
down. Then a heavy, round metallic object bounced then skittered into the room.
As it settled, rocking slightly, the Phizand walked back cautiously and bent down
to look at it.

"By the Thunder of Lost Souls!" the Phizand exclaimed, slowly straightening
and facing the Captain. "It's a head! Looks to be a prosthetic variation of an
upright-biped head ---"

"It's a syntho-head, Phizzy!" corrected the rough voice of the stocky man now
ducking in under the half-door. He kept walking forward gingerly to not get
slapped by the back half of the door, now swinging down and forward with some
momentum.

He was shorter than the Captain, but had the same facial features and close
haircut. He wore a hodge-podge of various military uniforms, allowed badges-of-
honor from other militaries he'd successfully fought with. Holstered weapons, like
the boot knives, were secured all over his body. The black and silver chain
insignae around the upper part of both padded arms, indicated that he was a
Sub-Captain in the same corporate military as the Captain.

"Present for you, Merc One," he called out to the Captain. "One of my men
found it deep in a cave just east of this castle.”

The Captain had stood up, and was approaching. "Anything else in that cave,
MillKru?"

"Nay," answered MillKru, as they all gathered around the syntho-head resting
quietly on the rock floor. "I scanned the entire cave. Just flies and vermin. And
this."

The Captain squatted down to examine the syntho-head closer. It was
resting on its face, the dented back of its head a deep bronze color encased in a
transparent plastic skull cap. The Captain glanced up at the Phizand. "Do we
have any other indications that this colony was capable of building or repairing
syntho body parts?"”

"None, Sir!" answered the equally surprised Phizand, slowly shaking his head
of stringy grey hair. "This is the first I've seen of any advanced electronics or



prosthetics in this colony. Culturally, these colonists were in a Partial Regression
from an Electronics Stage. They couldn't even repair or fly the spacecraft they'd
arrived in. And had even lost the ability to communicate beyond this moon.
Which is why no one knew they were under attack or in distress."

"That's kinda what | figured too," sighed MillKru, hands on his hips. "That's
why | broguht it right to you, Sir. It just don't fit anything else we've seen on this
moon."

The Captain reached out a hand, then froze. He glanced up at MlIKru. "Did
you scan it for any harmful emissions or explosives?"

MilKru nodded. "Yes, Sir! No cavities or even a maintenance hum detected.
It's dead as a stone."

The Captain touched the syntho-head, and paused a moment. It had a slight
warmth to the touch that seemed unusual. Probably from being held close to
MillKru's rapidly walking body, the Captain decided. He then rolled the head
over, so its face was up.

It was an upright-biped face alright. Unlike the one metallic color on the back
of the head, this side had patches of different alloys roughly fused to form a face
with two enormous stereoscopic eyes, a couple small slits for a nose, and a thin
short line that indicated a mouth. Useless features for an android, beyond a
"comforting appearance” for an unsophisticated upright biped population.

"Features look like Late Stage Biped Evolution, when huge heads were
carried on spindly bodies," murmured the Captain. "But the cranium is all wrong.
Too small,” he continued, pushing the face this way and that to examine it.

"That's what I'm thinking too," added the Phizand.

Then the Captain noticed a glint in the center of one syntho eye. Was it a
reflection or ...?

PHHHHHHOOOOOOOOQO! The syntho iris in the eye suddenly flashed open,
and a horizontal band of piercing greenish light quickly scanned the Captain, up
and down. He bolted upright and stumbled back a few feet. There were gasps
from the Phizand and MillKru too, as they also quickly backed away a few
involuntary steps.

MillKru yanked out a hand weapon, a gun with a star-shaped alloy barrel
attached to a short composite grip. As a thumb quickly dialed the shot-strength
setting, MillKru called out, "I'm setting this to Hybrid and Alloy Lethal, Sir. Just
say the word, and I'll turn that syntho-head into a molten puddle.”

The Captain held up his hand, panting from the rush, since the scan had
stopped. "No! Stand down, Millkru. I'm OK. Although I thought you said this
syntho-head was as dead as a stone?"

MillKru gestured confusion, the stumpy weapon still in one hand. "Nothing
scanned out, Merc One, | swear! This is the first ---"

A short creaking sound, and the syntho-head spun around on an ear-hole,
seemingly aiming for MillKru's voice. Again the eye flashed on, a thin pale green
scan line going quickly up and down MillKru's body. MillKru jumped back,
surprised. "By the Killer Squid Giants of Konge!" he swore, and aimed his
weapon at the syntho-head.

"Do NOT fire, Sub-Captain!" ordered the Captain. "l don't feel any scan-



disrupters rumbling around inside me. And the scan-detection threads in my
uniform, and now your clothing, aren't turning colors to indicate any harmful
energies. It's JUST an informational scan.”

As his scan abruptly stopped too, MillKru raised his weapon uncertainly.

"Looks like I'm the only one it doesn't want to .... Aaargh!" The Phizand put a
thin arm up to cover his eyes, since the syntho-head had spun to scan him as
well. Then the syntho-iris went dark again, but remained expanded.

"What is it doing now?" demanded MillKru, weapon still in hand.

"Probably listening for anymore voices attached to bodies it hasn't sacnned,"
answered the Captain matter-of-factly. A movement out of the corner of his eye
made him look toward the door. The young guard was backing up quickly to his
post beside the tall door, quietly waving a hand and his head as if to say, "l won't
utter a sound!"

MillKru reluctantly holstered his star-weapon. "Seen informational scanners
like this before, Merc One. They're not always harmless. Seen 'em mostly in
entrances to wealthy homes or treasure chambers. High Quality Search-Outs,
they're called. If they didn't like you when you were scanned, kill-lasers did a
follow-up. And you quickly ended up a bloody pulp dirtying up some pretty
entryway."

"Well, we're obviously not ... bloody pulps,” stated the Phizand, catching his
breath. "And whatever information gained by those scans, is apparaently still
inside the syntho-head. Meaning it could be a decoy, for the information to be
retrieved later by an enemy force, possibly the missing predators who killed this
colony. So what do you want to do with this head, Sir? | can dissect it, but my
expertise is alien forensics, not technology or engineering."”

"My expertise is killing bad guys,” added MillKru dryly. "How about if | drop it
over that cliff north of here, Merc One? It'll end up just smashed little parts at the
bottom. That should take care of the dissection idea."

The Captain had turned, thinking hard, and was walking slowly toward the
curved throne in the alcove. "Time Can Lie. Time Can Hide. Time Can Protect,"
he said.

The Phizand and MillKru exchanged looks of puzzlement. "What was that
again, Merc One?" MillKru called out.

The Captain stopped and half-turned, pointing up at the carved words above
the ornate alcove that housed the curved throne couch. "The translation above
their King's throne reads ... Time Can Lie. Time Can Hide. Time Can Protect.”

"What does that mean?" gestured the grumpy Phizand. "And what does it
have to do with this very strange syntho-head?"

The Captain turned and caught his breath, as he put his next words together.
"There was a greenish tinge to the syntho-head's scan," he mused.

"Yeah. So?" pressed MillKru.

The Captain faced them. "Green is the color radiation for accidental or
spontaneous Time Travel. Usually only seen today with more primitive Time
Travel devices. But the Phizand here did say that the DNA of the predators that
killed this colony only matched an extinct root-stock species ..." He looked up
abruptly at the Phizand. "Have we found any trace of the King who ruled here?



Or his family?"

"N-no, Captain!" blurted out the Phizand. "Their belongings are all still in their
private quarters. My speculation is that this cruel and cowardly King and his
family somehow managed to escape. Even as his colony was being massacred.
But this Regressed colony certainly didn't have an Time Travel capabilities, from
what we've found. This syntho-head is the most technologically advanced device
I've seen on this moon."

The Captain went to pacing and thinking again. A frustrated MillKru
approached, then stopped. "Come on, what's on your mind, Captain?" he
prodded in a low voice. "Personally, I'm ready to try anything to get off this Dead
Man's Moon. Let the Environmental Reformers move in to start their work.
We're close to Mission Deadline, and these predatory monsters seem to be long
gone anyway. So what are you thinking?"

The Captain turned, as the curious Phizand too approached in his slightly
stumbling gait. "Look, we've got a dead colony, where a living colony will soon
be planted,” explained the Captain. "With no explanatory Last Messages, and a
vicious predator species that is gone - but posssibly not permanently. And that
syntho-head, which doesn't fit the level of this colony's technology, was probably
left here by the predator species.”

The Captain turned and pointed at the carved words above the alcove.
"Time can lie. Time can hide. Time can protect." This carving is written in the
language of this colony. But it's too recent, judging by the lighter stone inside the
carved words. And the very last symbol isn't a period. If you look closely, it's a
tiny stylized arrow pointing downward."

"It's a CLUE!" gasped the impressed Phizand.

MillKru wasn't so excited. "So? What does all that mean? | mean, why don't
we just destroy this syntho-head, and set up a perimeter net around this moon?
Those beasts show up again, we'll know it."

"That ... may not be the correct solution." The Captain murmured, blinking
over a frown. His face now had a stern but settled quality. Like mental pieces
had just connected, and he'd just realized something profound.

"Come back in a big-sun solar hour. Both of you. Well armed as usual,
MillKru. And Phizand? Bring those little glass-crystals that can read Time
Displacements. We're going hunting.

In barely over an hour, all three were descending a steep and narrow stone
staircase beneath the now-overturned throne. MillKru, in the rear, had enough
weapons in his holsters and bandollero-style criss-crossing his chest, to start a
war.

And the Phizand had a clunky sack carrying a small box, hanging off one
shoulder. He used one hand to steady himself on the stone wall, as he held a
widebeam light high in the other hand, to illuminate their descent. The Captain,
armed with a powerful but non-lethal shock-stick, was leading the way.

"That syntho-head was probably a robo-guard for the invaders originally," the
Captain was saying, as he brushed away cobwebs and strange sparkling
phospho-particles, swirling amid the disturbed dust. "Possibly tied by remote to
surveillance equipment embedded in that throne room somewhere. Which is



why it only ... came alive, so to speak, when MillKru brought it into that royal
chamber."

They reached the bottom stone floor and stopped, peering into the dusty
shadows being jerkily illuminated around them. There appeared to be several
corridors, separated by stone walls, and some large objects further down one
corridor. Suddenly the light was jerked sideways. The Captain and MillKru
turned to see the Phizand approaching and illuminating a nearby rock wall,
completely covered with an elaborate cobweb.

"Look at this!" exclaimed the Phizand, stepping closer. "This cobweb is
absolutely beautiful! It looks like lace. And look --- instead of a real spider,
there's a jeweled spider in the center of the web. Must be a piece of artwork.
Incredible!"

"It may or may not be artwork,” commented the Captain, approaching. "That
... Jewel is really a syntho-spider, who spun that web. And obviously traveled
here from the Future. Which, with those phospho-sparkles above the steps,
confirms in my mind that there's some kind of Time Travel device down here.
They tend to leak when not fully enclosed.”

Millkru looked around suspiciously, and grunted. "So we have a syntho-
spider from the Future, who can spin fancy webs. And phospho-sparkles
discharged as waste by some primitive Time Travel device down here.
Interesting hunting so far, Merc One."

"We haven't even started,” answered the Captain in a flat tone, as he roughly
pulled the light from the transfixed Phizand's grasp.

MillKru now had his stubby-star weapon in one hand, and a short, curved tri-
blade knife in the other, for close-in fighting. "So you're telling us that these
enemy invaders were from the Future?"

"No," the Captain aswered, now piercing the dusty gloom with the powerful
beam. "Highly advanced cultures can come and go at will into the Past or
Future. These invaders were probably from the Past, based on their root-stock
DNA. No telling how that syntho-spider got here.

"But if this Time Travel Device down here is as primitive as | suspect,”
continued the Captain, "It leaks enough to have pulled in that spider from the
Future during the dimensional mergers that enable Time Travel. And, since the
syntho-spider wasn't destroyed, I'm guessing it must have a ... useful feature
related to the Time Travel device."

"It's also possible these invaders prematurely fled back to wherever they
came from, when we showed up. And are just waiting for us to leave," the
Phizand added darkly. "If that's the case, they probably left an Open Portal,
based on how primitive their leaking Time Travel Device must be."

"Which we've got to find and destroy, since these beasts may plan on coming
back," agreed the Captain grimly. "Or our arriving homeworld colonists won't
have any better chance of survival than those suicided and dismembered
corpses did."

MillKru suddenly stepped in front of the Captain. "I'm taking the point, Sir.
How about starting over there? There's something large down that corridor a
ways, up against the wall."



"l see it," agreed the Captain, aiming the light down that one corridor.

As the three approached the lare upright object against the corridor wall, they
all slowed, staring in disbelief. It was a male colonist, standing rigidly with his
back to the stone wall. His face was tilted upward, eyes closed but his mouth
frozen open. His clothing was covered in dust and cobwebs, but the necklace
and belt-chain made of jewels and precious metals was unmistakable.

"l think we've found the missing King," said the Captain softly.

The Phizand approached the body, pulling a Life Scanner from a pocket.
MillKru stepped closer, suspiciously. "Is he dead?"

"No vital signs,” answered the Phizand, after scanning the body. "But no
signs of death decay either.

"Which means he's only half-dead," nodded the Captain. "The King here is
the Time Portal for the invaders. His body functions are extremely minimal, but
he is technically still alive. The invaders took his Life Force or Spirit with them.
His Spirit is their key to finding this Portal again.”

"Can we ... shut down this Portal without killing him?" wondered the Phizand.

"We can try," sighed the Captain, with no certainty. "But this Portal HAS to be
shut down. No room for discussion. That's our Primary Objective. Phizand?
Set up your Time Displacement glass-crystals on the floor around his feet.

"MillKru? Go back to the bottom of the stairs and use a non-metallic part of
one of your weapons to touch that glowing syntho-spider,” ordered the Captain
as he backed away to the far stone wall, and started telescoping down his shock-
stick. "I'm hoping it's the Trigger to open the Time Travel Device from this end.”

"Whatever you do, don't touch that syntho-spider with your hands, MillKru. If
it has a DNA-reader, things could get real ugly, real fast,” continued the Captain
as he pocketed his telescoped shock-stick, and pulled out a beam hand weapon.
"This whole cavern may have been rigged to explode, if the wrong Beings
suspect what we're about to attempt."

MillKru nodded grimly, pulled a small flashlight from a pocket, then jogged
back to the entrance. The Phizand set up the strange squiggly little glass-
crystals around the feet of the King, and backed away. As the Captain worked
on a precise setting for his hand weapon, he kept glancing at the glass-crystals
at the feet of the frozen King.

They all glowed dully in different hues, most tending toward a yellowish
green. "So what are those glass-crystals telling you about any Time
Displacement, Phizand?"

The Phizand shrugged. "Not much. But then, | did buy these from an alien
beggar. So there were no instructions included. But they do seem to live up to
their name. Alas, | always swore I'd never be one of those gadget-collecting
scientists ...

"But to answer your question, there is some greenish residual Displacement
from the recent Past," the Phizand explained. "But the Time dimension around
this body has stablized, and combined with the current Time, or the yellow
vibrations. He could stay in this stablized state for an eon.

"Personally, I'd rather be all the way dead," mused the frowning Phizand,
staring at the statue-King. "Than frozen half-dead like this forever."



"I'm touching the syntho-spider now!" came MillKru's echoing voice, amid a
bobbing flashlight beam from the lace-web.

Suddenly a dark green energy beam shot out of the frozen King's upturned
and open mouth. Aimed upward, the beam bounced off a small concave mirror
in the upper corner where the rock wall met the ceiling. Then flashed away down
the darkened corridor, reflected off of other concave mirrors in zig-zag fashion.
MillKru came jogging up, and came to a startled stop to watch.

The back part of the corridor illuminated by the green zig-zag beam now had
a hazy quality to it, as ghostly layers of images briefly appeared, mingled then
disappeared. The brief shadowy images seemed to be of an alien species none
of them recognized. They seemed to be in a hurry, bumping into each other with
snarls, as they all trudged further down into the corridor.

"Thank the gods for leaky Time Travel Devices," mused the Captain. "That's
what the invaders look like."

The beasts' skin was thick and textured, seemingly a dark grey, but uncertain
since they were but ghostly afterthoughts. They walked semi-upright on thick
haunches, with knees that flexed backwards, and boney lower legs that ended in
large, clawed feet. Their smaller arms and clawed three fingers clutched various
bundles and devices. Their long horse-like faces had bulging red eyes and
ended in drooping, curling tentacles, like an octopus. Too many dead colonists
had probably awakened too many nights, screaming from nightmares of these
beastly invaders in their midst.

"No wonder the surviving colonists killed themselves," murmured a frowning
MillKru.

"Monsters from another Time," answered the Captain absently. "Which is
why that syntho-head upstairs had the wrong cranium size. That head
represents what advanced upright bipeds actually looked like --- in the distant
Past."

"The glass-crystals are blinking dark green too," the Phizand suddenly
announced, looking up. "So this is indeed a Time Displacement from long ago."

"Looks like they were in an awful hurry to leave this moon,"” added the
Captain. "This whole corridor was probably some sort of a runway to the final
Time Travel device, probably farther back. This is the way primitive species built
their first Time Travel devices, as a runway with weak Time Displacement
energies, that put less strain on the final device."

"How did these ... creatures ever develop Time Travel capabilities?" asked an
angry MillKru.

"They probably didn't," answered the Phizand. "I've seen this before. These
monsters most likely invaded a highly advanced civilization that had lost the
ability to protect itself. These despicable creatures stayed long enough to learn
how to work their Time Travel Device, then stole it and fled.

Amid the rushing-past invader images, there was suddenly jarring images of a
colonist woman and child. Richly dressed, they appeared to be screaming and
struggling against the invaders' claws gripping their necks, and pushing or pulling
them further down the corridor.

"Looks like those hideous creatures even kidnapped the Queen and Prince!"



gasped an astonished Phizand.

"Added incentive for the King to agree to be their Portal," murmured the
Captain grimly. "I've seen enough." He turned and aimed his beam-weapon at
the first small concave, reflective mirror nestled in the upper corner. A quick
energy bolt shattered the mirror, and all the green lines disappeared. But the
open-mouthed King stood frozen as before.

"Phizand? Stay here," ordered the Captain. "MillKru? Give him your pocket
light, then come with me."

The two men then headed further down that corridor, the large light
illuminating the dusty gloom amid a few phospho-sparkles. Behind them, they
heard the fading voice of the Phizand. "Well, since I'm unarmed, | guess |
wouldn't be much help. Especially since it's time to start shooting things ..."

Meters further down the corridor, the Captain and MillKru came to a halt.
Three enormous globes, with dull green energy slowly swirling inside, were
arranged in a triangle on the stone floor. Inside the trianglular space,
concentrated phospho-sparkles glittered on and above the floor.

"This must be their Time Travel Device," stated MillKru, looking around.

"Exactly," answered the Captain, holstering his weapon. "I've had an
advanced class in how to safely shut down a Time Travel Device. Let me think a
moment."

"Why not call an expert?" wondered MillKru.

"I'd have to go topside," answered the Captain. "No comm signals can get
thru all this rock without relay points. And we may not have time anyway. That
little ... ghostly replay may have alerted this species, that someone's tampering
with their Time Portal to this moon."

MillKru seemed impatient. "Why not just destroy these three globes?"

"Because that implosion could create a Black Hole, MillKru," the Captain
answered testily. "Dimensional rips have to be sealed using mostly the same
energes that created the breach. Or else you create an even worse dimensional
unbalance, that can affect everything. And not in a positive sense."

MillKru thru up his arms in frustration, then also holstered his weapons. He
stomped over to lean against the opposite rock wall, arms folded. "Well, when
you're ready to DO something, Merc One, let me know."

The frowning Captain had pulled out his Calc Station. He used the small
device to take readings from the globes and inside the triangular area. Then he
did some calculations, and kept hitting the All-Possible-Outcomes button.

Suddenly the area inside the triangle started to glow, fade, then glow again.
Witha PFFFTTT! the glow was totally gone.

Still leaning against the stone wall, MillKru straightened nervously. "Looks
like someone knows we're here," the Sub-Captain offered. "Hey, I've got a few
pin-bombs on me. | know we're not supposed to carry them on our body, but in
times like this they might come in handy. How about if | just toss one inside the
triangle, or something. | mean, come on --- we're obviously running out of time, if
those uglies know we're tampering with their Time Travel Device."

The Captain quickly put away his Calc Station. "I know. And I think | have a
solution. Rather crude, but it should work." He turned to MillKru. "Take off one



of your insignae chains you're wearing on your arms.”" Then, as the area inside
the triangle glowed, then faded again, he added, "Hurry! These hideous squid-
heads have obviously been alerted, and are trying to come thru."

MillKru wrestled with unhooking one upper arm black and silver chain.
"What's this supposed to do?" he wondered. "I don't have any energies matching
this Time Travel Device, or those murdering creatures."

"Exactly,"” confirmed the Captain. "I'm going to use it as a disrupter energy, to
throw everything out of kilter, but not too much. Just so | can seal the
dimensional breach, and make sure it can never be opened again. Now run back
and get that necklace and belt off the King. Those DO have compatible energy
with these beasts."

Within a minute, MillKru was handing the Captain the King's belt and
necklace. Since the Phizand had trailed MillKru back out of curiosity, the Captain
handed him the King's necklace.

"Now what?" panted MillKru, his own insignae in hand, and one eye on the
globed-triangle starting to glow inside again.

"Now," answered the Captain, "We experiment. We need to make the Device
energy-accepting with the compatible energy from the King's jewelry, since he's
now their Portal. While the disrupter energy from MillKru's chain will hopefully
start a chain-reaction to melt-down. We just have to find the right energy
combination. Since multiple pieces of a Time Travel Device are not identical,
and there're no markings on these globes to identify their energy hierarchy.

"So ... put your arm-chain on top of that globe nearest to you, MillKru," the
Captain ordered, pointing. MillKru did as asked, as the Captain placed the King's
belt on top of another globe. Before the Phizand had walked around to put the
King's necklace on the third globe, there were suddenly silver lightning flashes
between the other two, now vibrating globes with the jewelry.

"Pull them off those globes!" shouted the Captain. "Quick!"

The Captain and MillKru each snatched one item off of each globe. The
lightning stopped, a few whisps of black smoke still lingering near the affected
globes.

The Captain stood frowning, thinking, King's belt in hand. "Lets put the King's
belt and necklace on those same globes. But hold onto your arm-chain for a
moment, MillKru. This Device must have an energy-lock. So we'll need the
compatible-energy items first, to unlock it. "

When the King's jewelry were placed on top of the same couple globes, one
globe suddenly glowed significantly brighter than the other. But there was no
vibrating or lightning flashes. The Captain signaled MillKru to put his arm-chain
on top of the third globe. Suddenly, the globe with MillKru's chain snapped and
popped, rocking violently.

The Captain shouted for MillKru to remove his arm-chain from the globe,
which the soldier did. That done, the Captain pulled out his Calc Station again.
He quickly scanned all three globes, and then focused on the small screen,
punching buttons.

While he worked, MillKru and the Phizand stood nervously watching the
repeating glow-then-fade pattern on the globes with the King's jewelry. "Actually,






