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            From the Editor’s Desk

          

          Fantastic Support

        

      

    

    
      As this magazine starts into its third year, I want to thank all the wonderful readers who supported our subscription drive in 2019 through Kickstarter. It was a wonderful success and will allow us to continue to bring you the best in short fiction for the next few years.

      Thank you, one and all.

      Pulphouse Fiction Magazine has always focused on quality and different fiction, both in its first incarnation in the early 1990s and in this new version.

      And we focus across genres, something that many fans love. We are not a science fiction magazine, a fantasy magazine, a mystery magazine, a Western magazine. We are a fiction magazine.

      High quality fiction.

      Secondly, if I know of (or find) a story that has already been in print elsewhere and that fits Pulphouse, I have no problem bringing it to readers of this magazine. It will be new to the readers here. Every issue is a mix of original stories and reprints. And there is no way to tell which is which.

      Why do I do that? Because my focus as editor is filling every issue with the best quality Pulphouse fiction I can find.

      I get asked a great deal what makes a story a Pulphouse story?

      As I said in a workshop offered only to Pulphouse supporters through the Kickstarter subscription campaign, it is a story that has three major elements.

      First, every story must have extreme control of the ability to pull a reader into the story. The writer must bring the reader almost instantly into the setting and the world of the story.

      Second, every story must have character voice. In other words, the character must come alive to the reader in one fashion or another.

      Third, the story must be different, but in a different way. And this third element is what makes writing Pulphouse stories so, so difficult.

      A prime example I use to explain this is “Spud Wrangler” by Kent Patterson from Pulphouse: Issue Zero. Kent pulled the reader solidly into the details of that opening scene, made us realize we were in a different form of Western story. Yet he had all the standard tropes and details of a Western.

      And some incredible character voice.

      Then Kent made his story different, but in a different way. The characters were not cowboys, but Idaho spud wranglers. And they had to stop a stampede of Idaho bakers. And he made it work and believable, while never leaving the Western story feel.

      Plus it was a great story in and of itself, with heart and emotion. But even more importantly, it was different in a different way.

      And that’s how you write a Pulphouse-style short story. Seems easy, doesn’t it? Many a writer has discovered it is not.

      And all of the above is what makes this magazine so special. Every story is different, every story quality. Just reading this magazine is an adventure.

      I hope you enjoy this start to our third full year. And thanks again for the support.

      

      
        
        —Dean Wesley Smith

        Las Vegas, Nevada
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        Stephanie Writt has this amazing ability to just pull you into a story with her characters’ voices, and this story is no exception.

        In this fourth story in Pulphouse, Stephanie gives us just exactly what the title of the story says she is going to do. And in the process, a perfect Pulphouse story and a great way to start into this issue.
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      I burned my high school prom to the ground.

      But I had to! ’Cause, they like, all turned into vampires, and stuff. They were, like, everywhere.

      So I torched them. Well, my date Jimmy did.

      Don’t look at me like that. I was so traumatized. I mean, look at me! I’m a wreck. I probably look like some pathetic Goth weirdo with my raccoon eyes. I came by these through actual crying. Not some eternity time starring at myself in the mirror until my soul shriveled up, or whatever. Real crying cause I was like, freaking out.

      There was blood. Everywhere.

      Jimmy was so smart and brave. He took his dad’s rifle and shot the gas pipe on the side of the gym. Jimmy said it went to the heater room or something. I was like, totally screaming at him. ’Cause when he started shooting, he wasn’t even aiming at the hundreds of vampires pouring out of the freakin’ gym doorway.

      I felt like such a dumbass, excuse my language, when the building blew up. Just, pekew. Stuff falling everywhere.

      Jimmy grabbed me and we jumped back into his truck. He didn’t put the rifle back in the gun rack. Just tossed it in my lap and told me to reload.

      Then he threw the box of ammo at me.

      I mean, he had just saved my life and all, but he didn’t need to be a dick about it. All those metal pieces flying everywhere. Some of them hurt. For reals.

      Might have left bruises even.

      They might have.

      So it’s kind of hard to load a gun when the driver is driving like a maniac out of some chase movie. The brave, save-the-day Jimmy that was so freaking hot at the gym totally vanished. The Jimmy that like, sputtered and spit on me when he talked and kept yelling at me? Not sexy.

      Plus, he hurt my feelings.

      Also, my legs with his stupid box of bullets, and my feelings with his spitty fit words. His chances of getting laid were dropping by the second.

      So apparently, vampires didn’t invade just our prom.

      We drove through the neighborhood by the school and people attacked other people everywhere. It looked like everyone was totally making out with everyone else. But really, they were sucking each other’s blood. Weird, but sexy in that everyone’s-dead-or-might-be-killed sort of way. A little Lost Boys with a splash of Twilight. I mean, not enough Twilight. Crazy swerving Jimmy was no Edward. And Jacob? Not even. I wish.

      I like the abbie types. Yum.

      Anyways, so these two freaky, scary guys leap in front of the truck and Jimmy just plows right into them. He doesn’t even slow down. I bumped my head on the roof of the cab when he drove over them and I totally got a knot on my head. I thought I might have a concussion.

      So, I tell Jimmy he needs to keep me awake because if I fall asleep I might die. ’Cause that’s what happens in a concussion. And the jerk starts yelling at me again. Says I’m self-centered.

      Me! Self-centered?

      If he truly loved me he would have cared enough about me to make sure I didn’t fall asleep and die! Like, for reals.

      I was the one that was hurt. On my legs from the bullets, then my head from him being a crappy driver. He just kept hurting me again and again.

      I didn’t know if I could take any more.

      I mean, I didn’t want to end up like some of those girls in abusive relationships. Where they get so used to the beatings they like it and can’t live without it. Like drugs.

      And I’m no druggie. That’s gross.

      So, I was about to have a talk with Jimmy about maybe we should break up if he was just going to keep treating me like that, when we hit a brick wall.

      For reals.

      Not just like, metaphorically in our relationship, which was totally true at that time, too. So maybe that had some effect on what Jimmy did. But yeah. He drove into a brick wall.

      I don’t know why. I mean after we stopped it was hard to keep track of anything because he was breathing all heavy and steaming up the windows. And I thought I was losing the love of my life, so I was a little emotional.

      It’s hard to see through tears.

      So I didn’t die. Not right away. I mean, I don’t know if blood or tears filled my eyes, but my vision got all fuzzy like when I put on a geek’s glasses and they were all thick and stuff. You know, just to make them feel better about themselves. That a hot girl paid attention to them. Like an outreach program. I consider it community service.

      So I couldn’t really see anything, but I hurt a lot. I mean a lot.

      I know you know I’m serious when I say this word, because I would not use it lightly, like ever. So excuse my language, but…

      I hurt a fuck ton!

      I know. I’m serious. I might have been dead.

      But then this warm feeling thing sort of went all around me, like a swirl or whatever. Then I got really hungry.

      Like hungrier than the week I only ate Red Bull and laxatives to get into that size two dress and beat out stuck-up Jessica Martin. Oh, I hate her. Thinks she’s so much better than everyone. Well, I got Jimmy to ask me to prom and she got stuck with Dennis the fencer.

      I mean Dennis is pretty in that manly sort of way. But he’s too skinny. I like a man with a package.

      So I’m totally hungry and the pain had gone away. Just gone. Like it had never been there. But I’m hungry. I told you how much. And I smell the most amazing delicious thing like, ever.

      It turned out to be Jimmy.

      Can you believe it? I couldn’t at the time.

      I mean he was always yummy, but never Yummy.

      I figured he owed me for the bump on the head and the bullets anyways. He always liked it when I bit his neck. So I found his favorite place and we necked.

      Well, I necked him.

      He screamed a bit and punched at me. The blows only distracted me from the most incredible taste in my mouth ever. Like ever, ever.

      So much Yum!

      I felt so, so, so much better after I drank Jimmy. It was too bad he had to die. His wounds looked pretty bad.

      But, you know, he had driven us into a brick wall.

      So after Jimmy died, I needed comfort and support in my time of need.

      We had crashed in one of the “questionable” neighborhoods around the school. Like a nudist except bathing is optional. That’s when I met this vampire guy named Marvin. Asian guy, but he totally talked American. If his hair had been a little longer we could have totally hooked up.

      Total gentleman though. He held the doors open for me on the houses we entered looking for people. The best was feeding off one person at the same time. Totally kinky.

      So then there’s like, this weird call, and both Marvin and I hear it or feel it. It’s hard to describe if you’re not one of us.

      So we follow this call that’s like, a vampire ringtone or something. It rang through our veins. And you will never guess where it led us.

      OMG, not the cemetery, silly. That’s too easy. Très cliché. (That’s French. I know. I’m so smart.)

      No, it led us to a Costco.

      The one down by the Winco and that theatre with the fattening popcorn, but the seats that recline way far. It totally led us there.

      So we ran there like, super-fast. Even in my four-inch spike heels. Though you know I’ve always had natural balance.

      There’s a ton of us at the Costco. All crowded around those tables near the line of registers, all piled high with gobs of that horrific clothing. And under that unforgiving glare they call light, we all look pretty gross.

      I mean, they could have led us to like, a day spa or someplace with water.

      So vamps everywhere, and right up in the center of the crowd pops this totally stacked guy. H-O-T Hot!

      An ab-tastic chest into slim-waisted jeans. Tousled hair just right to kinda shade his eyes. Sexy hair. And, good lord, he was clean.

      He jumped up on one of the clothes tables. He obviously understood style ’cause he kicked the clothes off the table out of his way. Just left them in piles on the concrete floor.

      I love a man who understands the importance of fashion.

      So hotty vamp starts this total vampire pep rally. I’m totally paying attention to him as he waves his muscular arms around as he talks. I just wanted to bite into them. Who wouldn’t have paid attention to arms like that? I mean, really.

      He started talking about the path of the vampire and bonding and stuff. Very team spirit. So I started to bounce around. Hello, cheerleader! And in my low-cut prom dress I attracted a little bit of attention. Maybe a little more than a little. Never a bad thing.

      There were a lot of hot guys there. Some from my school that must have survived the gym blowing up. I was glad they didn’t hold a grudge. The guys smiled when they saw me so I, like, knew it was cool. The girls scowled at me like always, so no big change there.

      A bunch of other guys from other schools around town waved at me too. I bounced and waved back. Even did a little cheer kick.

      Which was damn impressive in my mermaid-cut dress. You know, all tight on the hips.

      They totally liked it, of course, so I cheered some more for them. And some other guys started watching, and yeah, so like, the whole crowd liked what I did. Which made the head vampire dude on the table a little PO’d.

      Which sucked, because I wanted him to notice, but in a good way.

      So, because I am brilliant, I had a couple of the guys on the floor lift me up onto the table with hotty vamp. To help him. You know, to do cheers up there and like, keep everyone’s attention.

      I think he was kind of peeved at first. But a little extra bounce in his direction and he totally changed his mind. Of course. I knew I totally had him when he put his arm around me while he talked.

      Hugged me to him.

      I mean, I couldn’t really bounce or cheer after that, but he smelled so good. Like, warm-beating-heart-and-fear sweat. Not his, of course.

      So, we weren’t officially dating or whatever, but he claimed me as his in front of all those people. So we were totally a couple.

      So when Howard, that’s hotty vamp’s name, Howard Johns, swoon!

      So Howard Johns broke up the meeting and sent people on their assignments. Like, getting a bunch of different important people and bringing them to Costco.

      Big whup.

      Then Jessica Martin, hate her, ran over to me and started talking all weird at me.

      Howard got mobbed by a bunch of guys asking questions and I got bored. We hadn’t even kissed yet. I was really concerned about where our relationship was going. Like, if I was just a trophy or whatever, at least dust me off and make out with me once in a while.

      So as I’m totally contemplating my future as Mrs. Johns, Jessica yanked me away from the group. Maybe some time away from Howard would make the heart grow fonder. So I let her.

      But then, what she did next reminded me why I totally don’t talk to her.

      Because she’s a lying, thieving, man stealing, hoe-bag!

      Excuse my language.

      But she totally is.

      So, she told me this totally made-up story about how Howard was really evil, and he wanted to take over the world, so he created vampires by switching the blood tests to blood injections at our last physical for team sports and cheerleading, and stuff about his being a lab assistant, which like, totally fried her story right there ’cause lab assistants are never hot, and it took five days to germinator and blah blah blah.

      I saw through her plan.

      Jessica wanted Howard for herself so she totally made up the story to make him the bad guy so she could snag his hotness for herself.

      No way was I gonna let Jessica Martin steal away my new life partner.

      I played it cool and made her think I was all worried and stuff. She asked if I was going to go get my hostage guy, and I told her no, ’cause that would be lame and totally what the ‘bad guy’ wanted us to do.

      I’m a thinker.

      So she said she would go pretend to get her hostage guy, and then run away and I should come with her. I told her we should go our separate ways so it would be harder for Howard to find us. You know, if we split up.

      She thought it was brilliant.

      I mean, duh! Had she never watched any chase scene in any movie ever?

      So she left and I went to war.

      First, supplies.

      With slim pickins (hello, Costco!), I couldn’t be picky style or fashion. So I totally went for less is more.

      I grabbed the smallest two-piece bathing suit I could find and tried to ignore the atrocious design. Honkin’ bottles of facial cleanser and shampoo, plus a three-pack of brushes fell into my skirt I held like a basket, and retreated to the ladies room.

      I must pause here a second because this next part…well, it’s a bit difficult for me to talk about. Traumatic is the only word I can say about it.

      I think I have PSTDs from it.

      I had no idea, none, how much physical trauma I had experienced up until that moment. So I wasn’t prepared…I mean, I don’t think anyone could have been prepared for what I saw when I looked into that mirror in that Costco bathroom.

      I looked…oh God, I just have to say it.

      I was ugly.

      Hideous!

      I won’t, can’t, go into the details. I don’t want you to experience what I did just in the telling. Too cruel. Just too cruel.

      I like, almost wished that the vampire thing about not showing up in mirrors had been true. Almost.

      To say the least, those next few hours were some of the most difficult and trying of my life.

      You have no idea how difficult it is to clean my long flowing hair in one of those push-timed sinks, where the spout is three inches from the sink bottom. I had to keep pushing and pushing, over and over and…

      Nightmare. Just a nightmare.

      Eventually, I was able to restore a certain level of my natural beauty, and re-emerged from the bathroom.

      To say I looked stunning may have been exaggerating a bit. But up against the few girls there, some of whom put my horrific reflection to shame, I looked damn good.

      But when I came out, lookie what traitorous bitch, excuse my language, stood next to my man.

      Little Miss Jessica Lying Skank Martin.

      She had him all up on her against one of those giant rack thingies. She was like, cooing at him and he had his arms around her. Just like he had with me.

      Cereal boxes everywhere—they were making it on the Cheerios!

      I now know what it means to see red. ’Cause all I saw was her red lips kissing on him and I just wanted to rip them off her face.

      So I grabbed her face to pull it off him, and I like, totally ripped off her head.

      I was so pissed ’cause I got blood all over me and I had just gotten cleaned up.

      Apparently, when you rip a head off a vampire, they die. For real reals.

      Howard, the jerk, got all mad at me. I told him it was an accident, but he totally got pissed off anyways.

      Then he hit me.

      I was so afraid that I was totally becoming one of those girls that chooses men that beat them. And they go from bad relationship to bad relationship and can’t ever get out.

      I would not be that girl. Could not be that girl. I was way too strong and independent woman for that. So I ran.

      I didn’t know where to go at first.

      Then I started thinking about that jerk face Howard (ex-hotty vamp) and all he said. I thought if he was the bad guy, like a for reals bad guy, which he must have been to hit me after I killed Jessica, even though I said I was sorry. If Howard was a true bad guy then all that Jessica had said was true.

      Howard planned on taking over the world!

      Well, I wasn’t gonna let some pumped-up pretty boy on a power trip hit me, then take over the world and get away with it.

      I could rip off his head too, but he looked really strong. Like, he might rip mine off first.

      I needed a plan. Which meant I needed knowledge about vampires. And there was only one place I knew I could get all the info I needed on vampires to help defeat jerk face Howard.

      Blockbuster Video.

      The guys behind the counter ended up being more helpful than the movies.

      They had seen them all already so they just gave me the important bits. The info kinda came out in jumbles ’cause they kept talking over themselves and then arguing with each other.

      I understood. Hot girl in a bikini made men do crazy things. I always like to work that to my advantage. And in this case, I was working that advantage to save the whole world.

      Which is why I am here.

      You see, the guys explained to me that vampires have sires, which are the people who made them. If a vampire kills their sire and drinks all their blood they become super-duper powerful.

      You two made me, sixteen wonderful years ago. And I know you love me, because you are my parents, and would give your life to me. So I need to take your lives to gain enough power to save the world from vampire jerk face Howard.

      Don’t worry. I won’t just leave your bodies on the floor in a heap.

      I love you.

      I’ll set you both up on the couch holding hands.

      I mean, I would never bury you. You would get all dirty. Well, and me too. And I don’t have time to get coffins.

      So now you understand.

      Don’t thank me.

      I do this for world peace.

      Don’t cry for me. It’s just who I am and what I have to do.

      I’m a giver.
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        Annie Reed writes powerful stories about strong women. And in this wonderful story, she takes that to yet another place that makes the story great fun.

        Annie’s stories appear regularly in many varied professional markets and I am proud to say she is also a regular contributor to Fiction River, as well as having a story in every issue of this magazine so far.

        Her story “The Color of Guilt” was selected for The Year’s Best Crime and Mystery Stories 2016. She is also one of the founding members of the innovative Uncollected Anthology.
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      Pre-wedding jitters drive the best of people temporarily insane. My roommate, Wendell, wasn’t the most tightly wrapped person to begin with. When he showed me the sword he bought for his wedding ceremony, I thanked my lucky stars my room had a solid door and a working lock. Just in case.

      “You bought a sword,” I said, somewhat unnecessarily since the thing was right there on my couch in all its tarnished, ornate glory.

      “Yeah, off eBay,” he said. “Isn’t it cool?”

      Wendell was deep in battle mode. Again. In Wendell’s case, that meant blowing video game bad guys to smithereens from the comfort of his battered recliner. A beer sat on the floor at his feet next to a bag of half-eaten microwave popcorn. Wendell had moved his recliner to the exact middle of the living room, just far enough away from the television that I’d have to high jump over the controller cord if I wanted to cross in front of him to get to the kitchen. Considering I didn’t jump—or skip or hop, for that matter—this pretty much guaranteed I wouldn’t be interrupting his game.

      I was never very good at video games. Wendell said that was because I was a girl. As if. I just didn’t care enough to spend hours and hours learning how to destroy things that didn’t really exist anyway.

      Wendell, on the other hand, lived for video games. Even so, ever since he and his girlfriend, Clara, had set their official wedding date, he’d been outdoing himself. I guess he needed to stockpile time with his inner game geek before he moved out of my apartment and into Clara’s. From what I’d seen, dear old Clara didn’t look like the type to put up with hours and hours of gaming every night. That was the nice thing about being roommates. I didn’t care how long Wendell zoned out in his computerized never-never land. I had a television in my bedroom, so it wasn’t like he was hogging our only one.

      I leaned over the couch and peered at the sword. It was a pretty hefty thing, thick blade with some sort of design etched on the tarnished cutting edges and a deeper design carved into a dirty white hilt. It looked old. Really old.

      What was he planning? Wendell, and especially Clara, weren’t the type to dress up in medieval costumes for their wedding. As far as I knew, their wedding attire would be boringly traditional all the way, complete with black tux, lacy white wedding dress, and bridesmaid outfits a drag queen wouldn’t be caught dead wearing.

      “Don’t take this the wrong way,” I said. “But how could you afford this?” Wendell wasn’t living with me just because I was such a stellar roommate.

      “Got it cheap. It’s just a replica. Cost me more for shipping than it did to buy it.”

      Cheap, huh? That sounded like something that would attract Wendell. But why would someone want to unload a sword so bad they’d eat everything except the shipping charges? The sword didn’t exactly look like a replica. Did replicas tarnish? And what was that reddish-brown stuff in the deeper crevices of the hilt? Could that actually be dried blood?

      “So,” I said, drawing the word out. “How are you going to…incorporate…this thing into the ceremony?” It was probably wishful thinking to hope that Wendell planned to use the sword on Clara right before she said, “I do,” but a girl can dream.

      Buttons on the game controller clacked, and fake metal sounds came out of the television as Wendell engaged yet another digital character in a fight to the death.

      “It’s this cool thing I read about,” he said. “It’s like a separate vow for a warrior.”

      A warrior. To do what? Love, honor, and cut Clara’s head off?

      I told myself to behave. Clara wasn’t my most favorite person in the world, which had absolutely nothing to do with the fact that my cat had to live in my room 24/7 in my own apartment thanks to Clara’s allergies. But Wendell loved her, and that meant I had to put up with her. At least until after the wedding.

      I left the sword on the couch, squeezed between the coffee table and the back of Wendell’s recliner, and went to retrieve a soda from the fridge. I thought about making some popcorn for myself. Just the residual smell of hot butter substitute from the microwave set my stomach growling. That’s how the manufacturers of the stuff suck you in—with smell. I didn’t like the actual popcorn all that much. I tried to summon up the smell of burnt popcorn to make the craving go away.

      “Hey, Rose?” Wendell yelled at me from the living room. “Can I ask a favor?”

      I shut my eyes and popped the top on the soda can. “Sure,” I said, wondering exactly how bad this would be. Clean the bathroom? Make him a sandwich? Order take out—my treat?

      “Uhm…Clara’s coming over later.”

      Great.

      “Can you keep the sword in your room while she’s here?” he said. “She pokes around in my stuff after…you know….”

      “After you’ve poked around in her stuff?” I really didn’t want that mental image rumbling around in my brain, but some lines are too good to resist.

      “After I’m asleep.” He actually sounded ticked off, and not because Clara searched through his things. Note to self: don’t tease Wendell about his love life. “I don’t want her to find it,” he said. “I want it to be a surprise.”

      He was going to surprise her with a sword at their wedding. Only Wendell would think that was a good idea with someone as controlling as Clara.

      “Sure,” I said, and took a long, long drink.

      Anything to help out a friend.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      A sneeze woke me up.

      This was disturbing beyond just the loss of what had been a pretty good dream.

      First of all, it wasn’t my sneeze. Second, it didn’t sound like my cat’s either. Third, I recognized the perfume. I should have locked my door after all.

      “What are you doing in my room?” I asked Clara.

      She jumped.

      “I thought you were asleep,” she said.

      No kidding.

      My nightlight gave off just enough light for her to snoop around my room. Her hair was a mess, and she held the front of a bathrobe—Wendell’s, I saw—tight against her throat. Probably got right up out of bed and didn’t bother to put anything else on besides the robe. I didn’t need that mental image either.

      I rubbed my face, trying to really wake up. My cat hopped down off the bed and wound around Clara’s ankles. Clara sneezed again. Good kitty.

      “Well, I’m not asleep now,” I said. “I’d really like to know why you’re in my room.”

      Clara’s mouth set in a stubborn line. “I want to see it. I know you have it in here.”

      It? “What in the world are you talking about?”

      “It. I know you have to have it. He doesn’t have it anywhere in his room.”

      “I don’t have any idea what you’re—”

      “Whatever he bought for the wedding.”

      She meant the sword. So much for Wendell’s big secret. Although I might be able to help him salvage some part of the surprise since she didn’t sound like she knew it was something out of King Arthur’s Court. All I had to do was keep her from noticing where I’d stashed the box with the sword.

      She scanned my room with the practiced eye of a professional snoop.

      “You’ve been in here before,” I said.

      Another sneeze. “Have not,” she said, and sniffed.

      Then she proved me right. Not only had she been in my room, but she knew where everything was supposed to be and what was out of place. She bent over and hefted a plastic storage bin away from the side of my bookcase. I’d leaned the box with the sword against the bookcase, covered the top of the box with a sweatshirt, and put the plastic bin in front to hide the rest. I probably should have put the box under my bed, except that’s where I stashed a lot of my stuff, and that didn’t leave enough room for the sword.

      “Hey!” Not only had she barged in my room, now she was rearranging it.

      I started to get up but my feet got tangled in the sheets. By the time I got myself un-mummified, my sweatshirt was on the floor and Clara had hot-footed it out of my room, the box with the sword in her arms.

      I should have left well enough alone. This really was Wendell’s problem, but I was pretty ticked off by this time. Who did Clara think she was? I didn’t care if the sword was supposed to be part of her wedding or not. She’d crossed the line.

      She had the box open when I got in the living room. She hadn’t turned on a light, but she didn’t really need to. Wendell had left the television on with his game on pause, and that gave Clara just enough light to see what was inside the box.

      “Oh, my God!” she said.

      “You weren’t supposed to see that,” I said, still annoyed. And a little sad now too for Wendell and his ruined surprise.

      “How did he…do you know what this is?”

      Her hands hovered over the open box. She looked like she wanted to touch the sword but wasn’t sure she dared.

      “Uhm…it’s a sword, right?”

      “It’s not just a sword. Look at the hilt.”

      She pointed with a shaky index finger at the spot where I’d seen dried blood.

      “So?” I asked.

      “It’s white. Dyrnwyn. White Hilt. That’s what he called it. This sword belonged to Riderch I of Alt Clut.”

      She might as well have been speaking gibberish for all I understood her.

      “Wendell got it off eBay,” I said. “It’s just a replica.”

      “No.” She shook her head vehemently. “This is no replica. This belongs in a museum.”

      “How would you know?”

      She stopped looking at the sword long enough to give me a withering glance. “It’s my job to know. Well, not exactly my job, but it will be someday. I’m a history major, which you’d know if you cared to learn anything about me.”

      True. I’d never asked Wendell what she did for a living, but as far as I knew, she didn’t know all that much about me either.

      “If it belongs in a museum, how could Wendell afford to buy it on eBay?” I said.

      “I don’t know. It’s worth a fortune.”

      That’s when her expression turned avaricious.

      “Oh, no,” I said. “This is Wendell’s. You can’t sell it.”

      “We’re going to be married. We could both use the money, and I know just who I should offer it to first.”

      Typical Clara. Appropriate everything. Like my room. Like Wendell’s surprise.

      “What we’re going to do is take that back to my room and not mention any of this to Wendell,” I said.

      “So he can use one of the Thirteen Treasures to do something dumb at my wedding ceremony? I don’t think so.”

      She reached for the sword, her inhibition at touching it smothered by greed. I reached for her, my annoyance outweighing my better judgment. My cat streaked by, indulging in that favorite late-night tradition of cats everywhere: tearing through an apartment he hadn’t seen in months at top speed for no apparent reason.

      My cat stepped on the game controller, and the sound of metal striking metal and really cheesy music blared from the television, all at the same time Clara grabbed the sword by the hilt and I grabbed her.

      The sword caught on fire. From the tip of the sword to the hilt, orange flames danced along the blade, and the smell of hot metal filled the air.

      Clara shrieked, my cat hissed, and I tried to remember exactly where I kept the fire extinguisher before she dropped the thing on the carpet and the whole apartment went up in flames.

      “Dyrnwyn!”

      That yell came from the television.

      Before I could even process that the hero of Wendell’s video game was there on the television screen looking at us, or more particularly, at the flaming sword, words just as incomprehensible as those Clara had said just a few minutes ago poured from the speakers. With a crash of sound as loud as a thunderclap right overhead, the world went black.
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      I had the mother of all headaches when I woke up.

      It took me a couple of minutes before I felt like opening my eyes, which was probably a good thing. Viewing the impossible too quickly isn’t good for anyone’s psyche.

      I expected choking smoke and hot, crackling flames. What I felt instead was something smooth and hard beneath me. I must have fallen on the floor, only whatever this was didn’t feel like carpet. I still had a handful of robe. Clara. Here’s hoping she didn’t break her neck, or I’d have some serious explaining to do to a heartbroken Wendell.

      I tried to move and groaned a little when my head throbbed in response. Next to me I heard an answering groan, and somewhere in the distance, something roared. A deep, bone-rattling sound.

      “Hurry. On your feet.”

      A male voice. Not Wendell’s.

      I opened my eyes fast, then tried to open them for real because nothing around me was real.

      I was surrounded by dirty gray stone walls. Torches attached to the stone by iron brackets provided a flickering, dull light, just enough to barely let me see what looked like a big wooly rug hung in a doorway at the end of the room. Patches of something slimy and glowing faintly green clung to the stone. The place looked wet and dank and should have stunk like a sewer, but I smelled nothing. The stone was too smooth, the patches of glowing green gunk too uniform to be natural. The torches gave off no heat, but I wasn’t cold either. I’d gone to bed in just a T-shirt and underwear. I should be freezing.

      Next to me, Clara screamed. I turned to look at her, blinked hard, and felt like screaming myself.

      Clara wasn’t Clara anymore.

      All her main features were still there. Same narrow nose, same close-set eyes, same stubborn chin. But her skin was unnaturally smooth, like it was made of soft plastic. The little birthmark on her chin was gone. In fact, all the imperfections of her face were gone. Her eyebrows looked painted on, and her hair resembled a solid piece of fake suede with lines that were supposed to be hairs etched into the material. She had no pores in her skin. When she opened her mouth and screamed again, her teeth were a solid line of white.

      “What happened to you?” I asked. My voice sounded shaky and strange. Flat. Almost like I was hearing myself talk over a telephone.

      “To…to me?” She pointed a finger at me. “What happened to you?” She poked at my arm. I didn’t feel it. “You’re not real!”

      She was right. I wasn’t. The skin on my arms was as smooth as her face. I’m not exactly furry, but thanks to my parents’ genes, I wasn’t hairless either. Except now I was. Smooth and hairless, pore- and scar-free. The scratch my cat gave me on the back of my right hand yesterday morning was gone.

      I got to my feet in a hurry, which didn’t do my head any good, but I was too scared to worry about a headache. What had happened to us?

      The wooly rug moved. Clara screamed again. The rug turned out to be a man dressed in a fur tunic, or what passed for a man and a fur tunic wherever we were, and he had Wendell’s sword in his hand.

      “Time to leave,” he said. His voice had that odd electronic transmission sound to it, too.

      “You have our sword,” I said. Stupid thing to say, but my brain wasn’t capable of polite conversation right about then.

      “My sword,” he said. “You brought it back to me. For that I will protect you with my life.”

      Great. We were someplace we needed protecting.

      “Where exactly did we bring it?” I asked.

      “Here,” he said.

      Now that was a non-answer answer if I ever heard one. “Could you be a little more specific? Because, I have to tell you, this place doesn’t look like anyplace I’ve ever seen.”

      He had the same kind of flat, plastic-smooth face that Clara did, only he had a bumpy discoloration on his cheeks and chin that passed as a beard.

      “You’re Riderch,” Clara said, the hesitation and awe in her voice making her sound like a little girl. “If that’s your sword, that makes you Riderch.”

      “At your service,” the man said. He nodded his head in a formal way toward Clara. “Now—both of you—we must leave before the horde discovers us.”

      “The horde of what?” I asked.

      “Goblins,” he said.

      Goblins.

      Right. Because in this world hordes were goblins, not angry commuters stuck in bumper to bumper traffic on the I-5.

      That’s when it clicked.

      I remembered where I’d seen this room before. Where I’d seen torches in iron sconces on a dirty gray stone wall. Where I’d seen a wooly rug of a man, not with a sword in his hand, but a crossbow. Where I’d seen fight after fight involving goblins and monsters and truly disgusting things that went bump in the night.

      Wendell’s video game.

      We were stuck in Wendell’s damn video game. Me and his annoying, controlling, last person I’d want to be stuck anywhere with fiancé.

      Oh, man. If I got out of this alive, Wendell was going to pay. Big time!
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      I spent the next five minutes trying to convince myself I hadn’t gone completely insane. Because sane people aren’t transported by a magic sword inside a video game where their bodies are transformed into cartoon caricatures so a digitized wooly rug of a man, who used to be a real man about a million centuries ago, could lead them down a fake stone passageway to escape from an army of bloodthirsty goblins.

      Oh, yeah. I was sane, all right.

      The digitized version of Clara, still clutching the video game rendition of Wendell’s robe tightly around herself, had apparently decided to embrace insanity for all it was worth. As we trudged along behind Riderch through a ridiculously long stone corridor, she peppered our resident hero with question after question about his life and the sword Wendell bought on eBay.

      Every now and then Riderch stopped to battle a slimy, squirming thing or what looked like an animated skeleton that jumped out at us from alcoves and niches in the stone walls. We cowered behind him while he slashed and hacked and jabbed his way through a computer programmer’s idea of flesh and bone. For the most part, the gore wasn’t all that gory. Wendell’s game must have been rated T for Teen. I had to resist yelling, “Score!” every time Riderch dispatched another make-believe monster into the ether. That wouldn’t have been the sane thing to do, not to mention the noise might bring the rest of the goblin world charging down the corridor straight at us.

      Between battles, Riderch told us that after he died—ironically not in battle—he’d woken up in a strange place. “Not this world,” he said. “It was incomplete somehow. Flat and barren of people.”

      An earlier version of this game?

      “What did you do there?” I asked.

      “I wandered,” he said. “I discovered things that led me to other places and other things.” He shook his head. “It was not a fit world for a warrior. After I discovered all that existed to discover, I found myself here.”

      Ricerch’s first world didn’t remind me of any specific game, but then again, I wasn’t a video game freak.

      Much of what Clara asked him meant nothing to me. They discussed battles he’d fought when he was still alive. Names and dates and political intrigue from a long ago era. I let my mind wander as he talked about Nudd and Mordaf and the burning of Arvon. While the details might excite Clara—nothing like a little primary research to take her mind off the impossible—I was much more interested in how we were going to get out of here and go home. I missed my apartment. I missed my cat. I even missed Wendell and the aroma of freshly microwaved popcorn. Nothing smelled like anything here. I guessed scent wasn’t something video game programmers had to worry about.

      “Have you ever tried to leave?” I asked during a lull in his lurid tale of a sword fight in which he’d first discovered his sword’s unique ability to catch fire.

      “Leave?” He snorted at me. “One does not leave the afterlife.”

      “I’m not dead,” I said.

      “You are here.” He gestured with his hand at the dank corridor. “You would not be here unless you were dead.”

      Clara’s flat eyes grew wide and her birthmark-free chin quivered. “I can’t be dead. I’m getting married in three weeks.” She started to sniffle but no tears fell down her cheeks. “I have to pick up my dress tomorrow.”

      Riderch looked at her, neither pity nor annoyance in his expression. Come to think of it, he only had the one bland expression, even when he fought.

      “I won’t ever see Wendell again!” Clara covered her face with her hands as the realization sunk in. Pretty soon her shoulders started to shake as she sobbed.

      I had to admit it—standing in that impossible place, I felt bad for Clara. We didn’t get along, to put it mildly, but she really did love Wendell. And in his own way, Wendell loved her. I was pretty fond of Wendell myself. Maybe I needed to make more of an effort to like her.

      “We’re not dead.” I put a hand on her shoulder. “We can go back. We just have to figure out how.”

      “You don’t even know where we are,” she said around hiccupping sobs.

      I had a pretty good idea, but I wasn’t insane enough to share it, even with Clara.

      “We’ll figure something out,” I said.

      Riderch got us moving again. No one talked this time. Clara shuffled along with her dry eyes and morose expression. Riderch kept his hand on the hilt of his sword, the blade stuck through the leather-like belt at his waist. Every now and then I heard scraping sounds from the corridor behind us, but every time I turned to look, I saw nothing but more darkly empty space. Still, if intuition counted for anything, we were about to be attacked any minute. We really had to get out of here.

      I was pretty sure the corridor was the same as a level in Wendell’s game. How did he move up a level? All I knew was he crowed about his victory every time he made it to a new and more difficult level. I closed my eyes and tried to imagine the television screen in my living room. The clanging of metal on metal. Wendell’s fingers punching buttons on the controller, moving the character on screen around as it delivered kicks and blows, swung its sword and shot arrows from its crossbow.

      That was it. To get out of this never-ending corridor, we were going to have to fight, and fight something more than the things Riderch had slain so far. Like the goblins chasing us.

      “Stop,” I said.

      Riderch pointed at the corridor in front of us. “We must keep going forward.”

      “Not if we want to get out of here.”

      “They’ll catch us,” Clara said. “If I’m not dead already, I really don’t want to die here.”

      “Then we fight.” I grabbed a torch and yanked it out of its iron sconce. “We can do it.”

      For a man with no expression, Riderch managed to let me know without saying a word that he thought I was an idiot.

      “Look,” I said. “It’s three against—” I didn’t know how many goblins constituted a horde, but there had to be a way to beat them. Levels always let the players win. Eventually. “Okay, I don’t know how many, but there are three of us. And I don’t know about you guys, but I’m getting really sick of this place.”

      Riderch and I engaged in a short staring match.

      “You’ve never run from a fight, right?” I said, playing on all that Big Bad Warrior King history he’d been telling Clara. “Just because you’re dead is no reason to start now.”

      He stared down his nose at me. “I have never run from my opponents.”

      Right. He’d been doing a pretty good job of it so far.

      “So let’s quit running away.” I grabbed another torch and held it out to Clara. “Gotta start somewhere if you want to get back to Wendell.”

      She looked from me to the torch, then glanced back the way we’d come. For some reason, even though torches lit our way, back behind us the corridor faded into gloomy black. A programming glitch, most likely. Or else most players didn’t turn around and chase the bad guys down.

      Clara knotted the belt at her waist, cinching it up tight to keep the robe closed. “For Wendell,” she said as she took the torch from me.

      If she kept this up, I might want to marry her myself.

      She brandished the torch in front of her, a steely look in her digitized eyes. “And my thousand-dollar wedding dress,” she said.

      Or not.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I lost track of how many things we fought.

      First it was the horde of goblins. A horde turned out to be twenty, all of which were afraid of fire. Lucky for Clara and me. We kept them at bay with the torches while Riderch dispatched them with his sword.

      Once the goblins were all dead, a hidden panel in the stone wall slid aside. When we walked through, we found ourselves in a series of caves. Where we found, of course, a cave troll. Or three.

      Cave trolls don’t die easy. For one thing, they weren’t afraid of fire, so the torches were no use. Slingshots, of all things, did the trick. Clara and I found slingshots and plenty of small rocks in the cave. We ran around and between and under the trolls while we pelted them with rocks. While we kept their attention on us, Riderch skewered them with bolt after bolt from his crossbow. Pretty soon the trolls were dead and we moved up another level.

      After that came huge panther-like creatures with enormous fangs and the ability to leap tall buildings in a single bound. If there had been any buildings to leap. On the next level we were faced with flying reptiles with huge teeth and poisonous barbs on their tails.

      And so it went. In each level we fought increasingly harder opponents. We found whatever weapons we needed, even if some of the weapons, like the slingshots, seemed laughably inadequate. By the time we got to the final level, I’d picked up a wicked curved dagger, an invisibility potion, the slingshot, and a crossbow of my own, complete with what seemed to be a never-ending supply of bolts. At least I hadn’t run out. So far.

      Clara had stocked herself just as well. Weapons practically bristled from the belt at her waist.

      If Wendell could only see us now.

      What if he could? What if we weren’t controlling our own actions, but instead a series of button clicks decided whether we won or died? That was just a little too weird to think about.

      I knew we’d reached the top level when I saw what had to be the last thing left to fight—a humongous glowing centipede-type creature with pincers like a crab, a stinging tail like a scorpion, and a mouth full of jagged teeth that would have done a great white shark proud. To top it off, this thing was the size of a ten-story building. The digitized ground shook beneath our feet whenever it moved one of its dozens of legs.

      “We can’t fight that,” Clara said.

      She shrank behind Riderch while I frantically scanned our surroundings. We happened to be in an enormous flat area paved with the same dirty gray stones from the corridor umpteen levels ago. The ground faded into a dull, misty background in the distance. I couldn’t see walls or houses or hills in that mist, or even the indistinct bony branches of leafless trees. Not only that; I couldn’t see anything in this barren area we could use for weapons to fight what Wendell would no doubt call the Boss Monster. We’d have to use whatever we already had on us.

      In which case, we were screwed.

      “I will kill it,” Riderch said.

      “With what?” I asked. He’d be swatted aside with one flick of one of the thing’s legs if he tried to use his sword. Bolts from his crossbow would be about as effective as trying to kill a grizzly bear with toothpicks.

      He ignored me. He stepped forward, looking as kingly and noble as his expressionless self could, and drew his sword.

      And damned if the blade didn’t catch on fire, just like it had when Clara picked the sword up in my apartment.

      In all the battles on all the levels before, the sword had been only a sword. No fire, no glowing energy, just a video game version of a finely honed blade. Yet here, when we definitely needed a little extra help, it looked like we had it.

      Too bad the flaming sword didn’t make a difference.

      The centipede from hell took one look at Riderch and the burning blade, picked him up in a pincered leg, and tossed him and the sword aside like they didn’t matter. Then it turned its attention on the two of us.

      Clara screamed. Gone was the warrior woman who’d battled her way through monsters too numerous to count while dressed in nothing but Wendell’s robe. The weapons hanging from her belt might as well have been charms on a bracelet for all she was going to use them.

      I slapped her hard across the face. “Wendell,” I said. “Remember him? How you’re getting married and want to live to see the love of your life again?”

      The monster centipede made a chittering, scritching, scraping cry. Its sheer size magnified the sound to almost unbearable levels. This must be what little baby dinosaurs felt right before a T-Rex ate them.

      “I can’t help you,” Clara said through chattering teeth. “I can’t—”

      “Yes, you can.” I grabbed her hand. “Together, right?”

      I didn’t give her time to answer. I ran to where Riderch lay sprawled on the gray stone, hauling Clara along with me. We had to dodge centipede feet on the way, which was like dodging redwoods falling from the sky, but we made it.

      I couldn’t tell if Riderch was still with us or not. If he’d been real, blood would have been splattered across the stones, but here he was simply still, his eyes shut, his sword still held loosely in his hand.

      I grabbed the invisibility potion from my belt. We only had one shot at this, Clara and I. I could have tried this on my own, but I hoped if I actually beat this thing, I’d find myself back in my own apartment. I didn’t want to have to explain to Wendell why I left his fiancé behind.

      I handed the potion, which happened to be in a stoppered bottle, to Clara. “I’m going to grab the sword,” I said. “Right before I do, I want you to pour this potion over both of us. Got it?”

      She nodded.

      “On three,” I said.

      On one, she pulled the stopper from the bottle. Two, and I bent over to reach for the sword.

      “Three!”

      The invisibility potion felt like someone had covered me with a fuzzy blanket. Not warm but scratchy and hard to see through. I still managed to draw Riderch’s sword from his hand.

      Nothing.

      I held the sword aloft and shouted, “Cowabunga!” because it was the first thing that came to mind.

      The sword caught on fire.

      Not only that, a brilliant white-hot light shot out from the pointy end of the sword and sliced through the air about a foot to the left of the centipede.

      If I hadn’t been under the blanket of invisibility, the light might have blinded me. As it was, the energy beam made the sword almost impossible to hold. I struggled to point the sword at the centipede’s head.

      The monster screamed at us. No mistaking the rage in that sound. Clara, still holding my hand in a death grip, dropped the potion bottle. She scrambled after it, pulling me along with her. I lost my balance, lost my battle trying to hold the sword steady, and swung the thing in an arc as I tried to stay on my feet.

      Somehow, in all that, I managed to cut the monster’s head off with the beam of energy.

      We didn’t get a victory celebration. We didn’t even get the satisfaction of watching the centipede’s head splat on the gray cobblestone. One minute we were fighting for our lives, and the next minute the world around us went black. No fade to gray, just black.

      Game over.
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      Clara packed up the sword and sent it back to the person who sold it to Wendell. Even though she swore up and down our adventure as digitized video game characters was just an hallucination brought on by a severe allergic reaction to my cat, she still used barbecue tongs and oven mitts to get the sword back in its box. Allergic reaction, my eye.

      Wendell wouldn’t talk to me for a week. Clara had decided all on her own to return the sword—not that I wanted it around my apartment any more than she did—but Wendell got mad at me, not her, because I let her see the sword in the first place. I would have been more upset at the silent treatment except I was too busy cuddling my confused cat and making microwave popcorn just to enjoy the smell.

      One night two weeks before the wedding, as I was walking through the living room inhaling a bag of popcorn, Wendell told me he decided not to be mad at me anymore. “It wasn’t really your fault,” he said. “Clara always manages to get the better of me, too.”

      I decided to let that go. He’d never believe me if I told him I beat the Boss in a medieval sword and sorcery game while Clara wanted to run and hide.

      “Besides,” he said. “I found something better for the ceremony.” He grinned. “Way better.”

      I stopped inhaling. I knew that grin. “What did you buy?”

      “It was a super great deal.”

      Oh, no.

      “You’re going to love this.” He waved a computer printout at me. “I paid for express delivery. It should be here tomorrow.”

      The printout was from eBay. One silver chalice, antique, motivated seller.

      I put down the popcorn, shoved my wallet and keys in the pocket of my jeans, and shrugged on my jacket.

      “Where are you going?” Wendell asked.

      “Video game store,” I said.

      His jaw dropped open. “You? Why?”

      “Research.”

      I needed a game guide for an adventure game set in Camelot. Preferably one featuring Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table, and the quest for the Holy Grail.

      Just in case.
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