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Chapter 1

	Porridge of Power

	 

	 

	 

	Long ago, before the days of recorded history, during the Hyperbolean Age of a much younger Earth, AGROTHARN the Interstellar Semi-Barbarian roamed the ancient volcanic lands in search of fame and fortune. Thanks to his magical porridge, which he ate religiously, he had seen the future. One of many alternate futures, to be exact, which seldom came to pass. Much like the flying T-Rexes his forefathers had promised for ages: "Someday, we'll all be flying around on T-Rexes!" they'd claim. "Just you wait!" But no, that never happened. The mighty Tyrannosaurus Rex never did sprout any wings, nor did anyone invent rocket boots for it. And it devoured anyone dumb enough to try mounting it. Thus, AGROTHARN had to content himself with riding a geriatric and often depressed Triceratops named Fred.

	Whenever our unrivaled warrior required the services of his mighty steed, he would stuff two muscular fingers into his mouth and release a shrill whistle. The aged Triceratops then came lumbering, stumbling, and grumbling into view from wherever it usually kept itself.

	"We must make haste!" AGROTHARN raised his impressive broadsword, named Demise-Bringer. "My steaming bowl of porridge has been burgled! There is only one cur who could have done such a dastardly deed: Nimrod the Nimble!"

	"What's so great about this porridge?" Fred muttered.

	AGROTHARN pointed, aghast, at the grumpy Triceratops. "Besides providing me with the endless entertainment value of alternate futures? My talented witch of a mom made it for me when I was a boy—before those horrible punk rock pterodactyls snatched her by the hair and carried her off to feed their irreverent spawn! The porridge is always piping hot, and the bowl is always full, no matter how much I eat! And believe you me, I've eaten a whole lot over the years! Just look at how buff I am!" 

	"Right." Fred shook his head unhappily.

	AGROTHARN mounted the Triceratops and raised his sword high. "We're off!"

	Fred huffed, struggling to take a single step forward under the warrior's thick-muscled girth. "Don't you ever get tired of eating the same gruel for every meal?"

	"Never! And in an alternate future unlike any other, I have glimpsed something known as streaming series! I can't wait to find out how the one called Lost ends!"

	At that moment, Nimrod the Nimble pranced into sight, juggling a bowl of porridge from one hand to the other like it was a plaything. Nimrod was little more than a skinny weakling, but boy, could he juggle. Baring his teeth in a fierce grimace, AGROTHARN leapt from Fred and brandished his broadsword in both hands. The Triceratops collapsed with a big sigh of relief.

	"For too long have you burgled these ancient lands, Nimrod! Now you will be met by the demise I bring you!"

	"For too long, you've stomped around in nothing but a furry loincloth, swinging that oversized sword over your head and shouting every word you utter," Nimrod replied. He held the bowl high and threatened to dash it against the volcanic rock at his feet. "Why should you alone be privy to mystical alternate futures? And what's the deal with calling yourself an interstellar semi-barbarian, anyway, you muscle-bound oaf?"

	Fred snickered. 

	AGROTHARN stood to his fullest height, tightened his grip on Demise-Bringer, and ground his teeth. "By the power of my bulging muscles, I will have that porridge!"

	Lunging forward, AGROTHARN expected to slice Nimrod's head from his scrawny neck and reclaim the magical gruel amidst a fountain of gore. Instead, the swing of his blade caught Nimrod's left arm, cleaving it in two, and the bowl fell. AGROTHARN could only watch, wide-eyed, as it shattered and the porridge splashed all over the place. Just like that, his mom's magic was no more.

	"From this day forward, you will be known as AGROTHARN the Belligerent," Nimrod said, scowling down at his bloody stump of an arm.

	"And you will be Nimrod the One-Armed Bandit!" AGROTHARN seethed.

	"Your muscles will atrophy, and you will no longer be able to raise that stupid sword."

	The semi-barbarian narrowed his smoldering gaze. "Then perhaps I should use it now to make mincemeat of you!"

	Nimrod shrugged. "Or I could just tell you where I hid your porridge, and we could partake of it together, and I could become your sidekick, and we could go on wondrous adventures together that might get into a history book or two once somebody starts writing this stuff down."

	AGROTHARN blinked, taking in the shards and gruel at his feet. "So, that wasn't…?"

	Nimrod shook his head. "Nope." 

	Another snicker from Fred.

	"Very well!" AGROTHARN shouted. "Show me to my porridge, and I will decide what is to be done with you! Honestly, I have no need of a sidekick—"

	"How about one with a cool battle ax welded to his stump?" Nimrod raised an eyebrow.

	In spite of himself, AGROTHARN grinned at that. "Ah, yes! I am liking the sound of this alternate future! Perhaps it will come to pass! And we will ride Fred into the sunset! Or beyond the stars, once we invent rocket boots for him!"

	He clapped Nimrod on the shoulder, and the two of them ambled off together with great bouts of hearty laughter. Stumbling behind them, the Triceratops shook his head and muttered foul epithets in his native tongue.

	 


Chapter 2

	Enchanting Furniture

	 

	 

	 

	It was not a long walk across the ancient volcanic lands to the cave that Nimrod the Nimble called home.

	"Make yourself comfortable." He clutched his bloody stump of an arm to slow the bleeding. "I'll be in the toilet."

	"You have a toilet? Lucky!" Thick-muscled arms akimbo, AGROTHARN threw back his head with a deafening burst of laughter. "I have a hole in the ground!"

	Nimrod stared. Then he blinked. "So barbaric."

	"Yes!" AGROTHARN cheered.

	Without another word, Nimrod turned away and disappeared down a short hallway, entering and shutting the first door on the left.

	"Make myself comfortable…" AGROTHARN murmured, looking over the very chic furniture: lots of fur and bones and antlers and wood. The skin of a large saber tooth tiger, head intact, covered the dirt floor. There was a very surprised look frozen on its face. "Did you slay this great beast yourself?" he called.

	"Sure did," Nimrod called back from the toilet, where the sounds of grinding metal and periodic grunts could be heard. "You should've seen the look on its face!"

	"Yes! I am looking at it this very moment!" AGROTHARN shook his head. "It must not have been able to believe it had perished at the hands of such a weakling!"

	No response from Nimrod, except for the metal scraping and grunting. AGROTHARN started whistling to mask the weird sounds. The acoustics in this cave were quite remarkable. 

	Deciding on a comfortable-looking chair, he drew his broadsword from the scabbard across his back and took a seat. The chair promptly fell to pieces under his muscular weight with a loud CRACK! that left AGROTHARN sprawled out on the floor in a very undignified manner.

	Parked outside, since he was too big to fit in the cave, Fred the Triceratops snickered.

	"Quiet, you!" AGROTHARN got to his feet and scowled at the other chairs, benches, stools, and couches in the cave. There was enough furniture here to welcome a weary band of warriors. But would they hold him? There was only one way to find out: he had to test each piece. 

	Every single one of them collapsed under his impressive girth.

	The door to the toilet opened, and Nimrod pranced out with a nifty battle ax somehow welded to his severed left arm. The particulars were not relevant—except, how the heck was it attached? (Drilled through the bone? Ouch.) No, what was most relevant was the look of abject horror on his scrawny face when he saw what had happened to all of his cool furniture.

	"What have you done, you hippopotamic oaf?" he shrieked.

	"Your chairs and such are insubstantial!" AGROTHARN retorted. "Now, show me where my mother's porridge is, that I may partake of it and behold alternate futures too wonderful to describe with mere words!"

	Nimrod giggled as though something in his pea-sized brain had snapped. "You honestly thought I brought you here to hand over your precious magical gruel? This is a trap, you moron!"

	As if summoned by dark sorcery, the splintered bones and cracked planks of the broken furniture leapt into the air and hovered there for a moment. Then they surrounded AGROTHARN, closing in as if to contain him in some sort of uncanny cage. At the same time, Nimrod charged forward swinging his new ax-arm, aiming to cleave AGROTHARN's big head from his even bigger neck and shoulders.

	"So, you never wanted to be my sidekick?" AGROTHARN brought up Demise-Bringer, and steel clashed with steel, sending sparks into the air. "What an unexpected reversal this is!"

	Nimrod swung his ax-arm again, this time aiming for AGROTHARN's exposed abs. "I sought only to feed your ego and lull you into a false sense of security whilst leaving you right where I wanted you: at the mercy of my enchanted furniture!"

	Blocking the blow to his rock-hard midsection, AGROTHARN stumbled backward and fell over a poorly placed coffee table. "GAH!" he cried, pinned to the saber tooth rug by the bones and planks of the chairs he'd ruined. "Fred! Start up the rocketship!" he hollered.

	"Wait. You have a rocketship?" Nimrod's jaw dropped.

	"Of course! I am an interstellar semi-barbarian, after all."

	Nimrod frowned. "But these are the ancient days of the Hyperbolean Age of a much younger Earth."

	AGROTHARN shrugged—or tried to. Instead he groaned as the broken pieces of enchanted furniture crushed him in their merciless grip.

	Outside, Fred lumbered off toward the Forest of Cynical Trees where AGROTHARN had stashed his rocketship amongst the dense overgrowth. Glancing up at the gathering storm clouds, dark and foreboding with flashing streaks of lightning, the grumpy Triceratops muttered, "Should've thought to bring my umbrella."

	 


Chapter 3

	The Cynical Trees

	 

	 

	 

	While AGROTHARN fought in vain against the enchanted pieces of broken furniture pinning him to the ground, and while Nimrod the Nimble cackled like a wicked stepmother and prepared to take the semi-barbarian's head clean off with a swipe of his brand-new battle ax-arm, Fred the Triceratops trotted out of the sun-scorched ancient volcanic lands and into the pouring rain, exploding thunder, and blinding flashes of lightning the Forest of Cynical Trees was known for.

	"Nice weather we're having, ain't it?" said one of the trees by way of greeting as Fred passed by. It held a guitar in its sinewy branch-hands and was attempting to tune the instrument by ear. Except Fred couldn't spot any ears. Thus, the guitar was horribly out of tune as the tree strummed the strings with its branch-fingers. "Any requests, my three-horned lizard-friend?"

	Fred paused to think. "You wouldn't happen to know Smoke on the Water?"

	"Doubt I'll be able to play that one, or that you'll even recognize it if I do. Probably won't sound right at all. But here goes!" The tree started with the opening riff, which sounded more like a funeral dirge. "See? Told you."

	"Yeah, that's pretty bad," Fred agreed.

	The tree shrugged. Except it didn't have any shoulders. So…

	Fred continued on to where AGROTHARN's rocketship was hidden in a dense patch of jungle overgrowth. Nearby, two trees were frowning as they played cards. Fred tried not to interrupt them as he snuck by, but of course they noticed him. It wasn't every day they saw a Triceratops on tip-toes.

	"Ever played euchre?" asked one of them. The trees' voices all sounded pretty much the same, like branches creaking under a stiff wind.

	Fred shook his head. "Never could figure that one out."

	"Us either," said the other tree. They both threw down their cards, leaving them to flutter to the jungle floor, and started tossing a red rubber ball back and forth instead. "Ever played ball?"

	Fred shook his head and glanced down at his legs, thick as tree trunks themselves. "No arms."

	"Yeah, we figured." They dropped the ball and snatched up a squealing rodent from the ground, which they proceeded to toss back and forth. "Ever played rat?"

	"Um…" Fred moseyed over to where the rocketship was mostly covered by broad leaves of prehistoric proportions. It was a sleek, seamless, solid steel vessel fairly simple in design: a large cone welded onto a large cylinder with rockets welded to its base. You'd think more people would own rocketships, since they were so easy to build. The vessel was big enough to carry one interstellar semi-barbarian, one trusty Triceratops, lots of food and drink, and plenty of fuel. What more did they need? "We're actually leaving, so… Thanks for letting us park here in your forest."

	The trees froze in place as lightning painted the world in dazzling white for a split-second. Then thunder shook the dark sky. As sheets of rain drenched the forest, the trees asked in unison, "Where will you and the musclebound human in the furry loincloth go?"

	"Not sure." Fred keyed in the entry code with his snout, and a gap in the side of the ship opened, big as a warehouse door with room enough for him to squeeze through.

	"Doubt you'll find anyplace better than this rock." A tree tossed the irate rodent from one of its gnarled branch-hands to the other. "Not that this planet is anything to write home about. But we're kind of attached to it."

	A chuckle coursed through the forest. Tree humor.

	"Guess it's okay, as far as planets go," said the tree guitarist. "Except it stinks."

	"That would be the tar pits," Fred said. "Best avoided. Trust me."

	He lumbered inside the rocketship, hit the keypad to shut the door behind him, and set about firing up the engines. As he stepped into his self-buckling harness that pinched in all the wrong places, he ran through the pre-flight sequence and reflected on his recent interaction with the trees. 

	He'd had weirder encounters, truth be told, but not by much. It probably would have been even worse if AGROTHARN had been present. They took great joy in trying to convince him that he wasn't as strong as he thought he was. One of their favorite pastimes was falling on top of the semi-barbarian while hollering, "Catch me!" He could handle two or three—grimacing while straining every muscle in his mighty frame—but when four or five ganged up on him, that's when he really got his lumps. On his head.

	 

	 

	Meanwhile, as Nimrod prepared to hack off AGROTHARN's head, he asked in passing, "Hey, why did you send your dino pal to go start up your rocketship? How will that in any way save you from your doom?"

	"It won't!" AGROTHARN growled through clenched teeth as he struggled against the enchanted bones and planks. If he was being honest with himself, he would have realized he was outmatched. But he never was, and so he refused to admit defeat. "I just didn't want him to see me like this!"

	"Yes." Nimrod nodded with great glee. "About to perish by my new hand."


Chapter 4

	The Truth Revealed

	 

	 

	 

	"Before you introduce me to my bloody demise," AGROTHARN said, grunting against the crushing hold the enchanted pieces of broken furniture had on him, "perhaps you will honor a dying man's last request?"

	"Sure." Nimrod nodded. "That would be big of me."

	"Pray tell then, where did you learn such impressive sorcery?"

	"You'd like to know that, wouldn't you?" Nimrod sneered.

	"Yes—that is why I asked! You have been known for your thievery and juggling, for your predilection toward wearing colorful tights and capes, but not for magic of any kind! Tell me, before you cleave my large head from my muscular neck, how did this happen?"

	Nimrod had started giggling right around the time his tights and capes were mentioned. Now he was laughing out loud, and he couldn't control himself. "Oh, this is too delicious. Wait until I tell you. Oh gods of mischief and war and debauchery, you'll never believe who it was who taught me this spell. Here, I'll give you a little hint: she's a witch."

	"Plenty of those skulking about the ancient volcanic lands!"

	"Fine. She's someone you know. Very well."

	Another grunt from AGROTHARN. "Not helpful! I know no witches well! They all have snaggleteeth and hairy armpits—and they smell funny! Like a vehicle a hobo has lived in for a couple years!"

	Nimrod was looking irritated now. "It's your mother, okay?"

	"She lives?" AGROTHARN stared up at the scrawny weakling.

	"Of course she's alive. How would she teach me her sorcery if she was dead? Use your brain, you stupid beefcake."

	"You might have communed with her ghost! How should I know?" AGROTHARN narrowed his semi-barbarian gaze at the cave's ceiling. "So," he mused, "those horrible punk rock pterodactyls didn't feed her to their irreverent spawn, after all…"

	"Nope." Nimrod chuckled. "She lives with them high up in the Mountains of Madness. But she makes the journey once a month to visit my cave and teach me her witchy ways."

	"Why?" None of this made any sense.

	"Look, I have the contract right here." Nimrod held up a document that looked more like a scroll. He cleared his throat as he unfurled it. "There's a lot of fine print here, but to sum up, I agree to steal your porridge of power, and, in return, I receive six weeks of sorcery lessons. Signed: your mom." He tapped her signature with his finger.

	"Yes, I would recognize that mark anywhere!" AGROTHARN mused, glaring at the X. "You expect me to believe that my mother—the woman who birthed me and gave me a magical bowl of porridge that showed me astounding alternate futures and never ran dry until you smashed it—is the same woman who tasked you with stealing it?"

	"Yep." He chortled viciously. "She said she never intended for you to keep eating that gruel into adulthood. Kid stuff, she called it."

	"Did she task you with destroying it as well? And slaying me, to boot?"

	"Both my ideas. And the sorcery lessons are technically over now, although there is an extension clause available if I give her my firstborn son to do with as she pleases. Like that's ever going to happen. Me, procreate? Ha!" He shook his head in disgust at the idea. "Yeah, when she hears that I slew you, I doubt she'll be real happy about it. But at least now I know a few spells to protect myself from her wrath."

	AGROTHARN ground his teeth as a light came on in his head. "If this is my mother's witchcraft you've used to animate your broken furniture, bending it to your perverse will, then I assume the same rules apply to you as they would to her?"

	Nimrod's brow wrinkled slightly. "Yes?"

	AGROTHARN grinned fiercely. "Excellent! Do your worst, fopdoodle, and I will do mine!" To himself, he whispered, "I am SO glad Fred is not here to witness the horror that will happen next…"

	 


Chapter 5

	Oh, the Horror

	 

	 

	 

	The horror came swiftly—on command, as it were. AGROTHARN the Interstellar Semi-Barbarian had no other choice. He was out of options, and he was about to be slain by an amateur sorcerer with a battle ax recently welded to his arm. There was nothing else to be done.

	So AGROTHARN soiled himself royally.

	He filled his loincloth, and he filled the air with the foulest, most repugnant stench imaginable. Never in the history of the world—or even in its future—had anything ever smelled worse. He prayed to the gods of mischief that this would work. 

	Nimrod tottered back unsteadily, struggling to remain conscious while his eyes wobbled around in their sockets and his nose tried to crawl inward on itself and take his upper lip right along with it.

	"Oh, the horror…" he managed. "So barbaric!"

	"Yes!" AGROTHARN agreed, taking no pleasure in it whatsoever.

	Nimrod the Nimble collapsed with a thud, his ax-arm inadvertently chopping off his other arm in the process. Which he didn't seem to notice as he lay there on the floor, completely knocked out. It was just as AGROTHARN had hoped: as soon as Nimrod lapsed into fetor-induced unconsciousness, the enchanted pieces of broken furniture dropped to the saber tooth rug and lay still, no longer under the power of his spell. 

	Finally free, AGROTHARN leapt to his feet and faced his broadsword, gripped in both hands. "Be glad you do not have eyes or a nose, Demise-Bringer! I am so glad you cannot see or smell this!"

	Sheathing the blade in its scabbard strapped across his back, AGROTHARN carried Nimrod to the splintered remains of his couch and did what could be done to slow the bleeding of the fool's self-severed arm. Nimrod was indeed a snake, but it was not in AGROTHARN's nature to leave such a weakling to die of a self-inflicted wound.

	"Now to find a suitable change of attire!"

	While Nimrod the Nimble was known mainly for his collection of colorful tights and capes, he did on occasion wear leather pants as well—or so the contents of his bedroom closet seemed to indicate. They were not ideal, but they would have to suffice.

	Alas, the badly soiled loincloth was a lost cause; the stench would never come out of the fur, even if the stains somehow did. Leaving it on Nimrod's bed—his pillow, to be exact—AGROTHARN crammed himself into a pair of slick, brown leather breeches that split along his calf muscles and ended up looking like those weird not-shorts / not-pants favored by European misfits. No matter; they would be a suitable replacement until he could fashion himself a brand-new loincloth from the skins of a rabid panther or schizoid bear. 

	Outside the cave, a horn tooted as if an impatient bus driver were about to depart. But no, that was Fred the Triceratops in their rocketship, which had just touched down in front of Nimrod's cave with a dull roar.

	"Well done, Fred!" AGROTHARN leapt inside the sleek vessel as the side door slid open. "Did the trees give you any trouble?"

	"No more than usual." Fred was strapped into his harness at the controls, nudging various glowing buttons with his snout. He stopped and stared. "What on Earth are you wearing?"

	"A short-term solution!" AGROTHARN laughed. "I feel these pants really show off my below-the-belt attributes, wouldn't you say?"

	Fred muttered foul epithets in his native tongue. "Where to?" He got ready to plot in a course on the navigation panel, which took some doing, since he had no hands.

	"There!" AGROTHARN leaned over to point at a foreboding range of razor-sharp mountains in the distance, visible via the rocketship's spotless windshield. "The Mountains of Madness await!"

	"Why would we go there?" Fred wasn't a natural-born climber, and as his dream of owning a pair of rocket boots had yet to be realized, he could only hope the plan was to land the rocketship on the mountain peak.

	"Found out my mom's still alive, and she's living with those punk rock pterodactyls up there!"

	"They're horrible creatures. No one likes them. They don't even like themselves."

	"So I've heard, but if my mother is there, then she can whip up a fresh batch of my porridge of power!" AGROTHARN refused to believe anything Nimrod had said. Namely, that she ever would have entered into an agreement with that idiot of her own free will. Obviously she was in some sort of trouble and required immediate aid. "It'll be nice to see her again after so many years apart!" he added as an afterthought.

	Course laid in and door sealed shut, the vessel lurched aloft, and with a burst of its powerful rockets that sent dust billowing and boulders rolling across the ancient volcanic lands, Fred took them on a direct route to the Mountains of Madness.

	 


Chapter 6

	Rocketship Down

	 

	 

	 

	Halfway to the Mountains of Madness, something unexpectedly slammed into the port side of the rocketship like a massive mallet striking an even more massive gong, resulting in deafening reverberations throughout the solid steel hull. If not for AGROTHARN's quick thinking, he and Fred the Triceratops might have lost their hearing.

	"Thanks," Fred said, sporting a pair of headphones constructed from the two hairy halves of a coconut. "Where do you come up with this stuff?"

	"Be more specific!" AGROTHARN adjusted his own pair over his ears and wished they were able to transmit some rockin' tunes. Alas, they were just for looks. And for blocking out loud noises.

	"I don't know. This rocketship for starters. And these headphones. Sometimes a turn of phrase, every now and then. You really smack of anachronicity at times."

	"Do I?" AGROTHARN shrugged his boulder-sized shoulders. He didn't know what anachronicity meant, but he had a feeling he knew what the dinosaur was getting at. "I suppose it could be a result of all those alternate futures I've glimpsed! I have been privy to all manner of wonders you could not even begin to imagine, my reptilian friend!"

	Fred nodded. "Guess that makes some sense. Uh-oh. Brace for another impact."

	Something struck the rocketship again as it hurtled over the ancient volcanic lands at a thousand feet. This time, the jarring gong sound was not nearly as deafening, thanks to the coconut headphones.

	"What's hitting on us?" AGROTHARN peered out of the windshield, but he couldn't see anything other than blue sky, clouds, and the mountain range in the distance that never seemed to get any closer. "Hold on a second." He activated the periscope that dropped out of an aperture in the floor. "Well now! Looks like somebody down there has the gall to be shooting at us!"

	"Shooting what?" Fred couldn't imagine any sort of bow or catapult able to fire a projectile across a distance of one thousand feet. It was inconceivable.

	"I could be wrong—which would be as much of a surprise to me as it would be to you—but I believe it has all the telltale signs of a ray cannon!"

	Fred cursed in his native tongue. "Something else from one of your alternate futures?"

	"Indeed! Many a streaming series from the Golden Age of sci-fi features just this sort of weapon! I would suggest avoiding the next blast! If it happens to be a particularly nasty sort of ray cannon, it could drill a beam through our hull and short out the entire instrument panel! Then where would we be?"

	They soon found out, for that's exactly what happened a few seconds later.

	"I've lost navigational control. The instrument panel is not responding. And we're falling out of the sky," Fred complained.

	"You can be such a whiner!" AGROTHARN held on, knuckles white, as the unforgiving landscape below rushed up to meet them without an invitation. "How about some good news?"

	"I will probably survive the crash in this safety harness. You should put yours on."

	"Semi-barbarians do not wear safety harnesses!" Instead, AGROTHARN drew Demise-Bringer and brandished the mighty broadsword in both hands, flexing his biceps just for the heck of it. "I will vanquish the ray cannon-wielding fiends who brought us down from the sky! I will bring them their demise with extreme prejudice!"

	The rocketship plunged into the Earth without ceremony, burying half of itself nose-first in a mound of volcanic shale. The side door wouldn't open up, what with the instrument panel being fried, so AGROTHARN kicked open the emergency escape hatch and climbed out, sword at the ready.

	"Okay, I'll just stay here then," Fred said. The self-unbuckling feature of his self-buckling harness was non-functional, so he dangled there, the straps pinching horribly in all the wrong places—worse than ever. But even if he had been able to free himself, the hatch had not been designed with a full-grown Triceratops in mind. So, to pass the time, he decided to take a little nap, dreaming of the verdant Green Valley where all Triceratopses go to spend their last remaining days on the Earth.

	Meanwhile, outside, AGROTHARN stood atop the canted rocketship and held his sword at the ready, facing down a dozen lizard people who had him surrounded. Each one wore a rugged-looking black leather uniform and aimed a mean-looking handheld ray pistol at him. With their humanoid bodies but reptilian skin, bulging yellow eyes, and sharp fangs, they looked like aliens from a big-budget streaming series called Star Trek.

	"Explain yourselves!" AGROTHARN shouted. "Why'd you shoot down my vessel?"

	The weird lizard freaks stared at him and gnashed their fangs, chanting in unison, "Burger! Burger! Burger!"

	AGROTHARN was familiar with this word from an alternate future, but he didn't see how it related to him. At all.

	One of the lizard people—perhaps their leader, as he sported a comb of metal spikes that started on top of his head and ran down the back—held up a three-fingered hand, and the chanting stopped. He nodded to AGROTHARN and smiled, but it was a gruesome smile because there were so many fangs involved.

	"You will be our burger," he said, and his people cheered.

	 

	 


Chapter 7

	Xenodian Hunting Party

	 

	 

	 

	AGROTHARN had a bad feeling about this. So he changed the subject: "You folks aren't from around here, are you?"

	"What gave it away?" Another very creepy smile from the lizard leader.

	"For one thing, your advanced weapons! We don't have ray guns here in the ancient volcanic lands! For another, you're not even human! What are you, exactly? Some sort of freaky half-reptile half-man hybrid? Please don't tell me you're the spawn of a perverse coupling between a dinosaur and—"

	"We are Xenodian. Our hunting party crash-landed on your feeble excuse for a planet two rotations ago. You will be our burger." The lizard leader gave his people some sort of hand signal, and they fired their weapons at AGROTHARN. All at once, a dozen beams from a dozen ray guns struck him from all sides.

	"Medium rare! Medium rare! Medium rare!" they chanted, grinning hideously.

	AGROTHARN screamed, clutching onto his broadsword and cringing as he was cooked from the outside in. Already, his skin looked like it had suffered the worst sunburn in the history of humankind, and now he could feel his insides beginning to boil. 

	It was just as he'd feared: these scaly weirdos weren't going to kill him. Not yet. First they would grill him where he stood. Then they would eat him. 

	"Burger! Burger! Burger!" they chanted happily.

	"Argh!" AGROTHARN bellowed, turning his hold on Demise-Bringer such that the blade reflected one of the beams and sent it bouncing right back at the ray gun firing it. The pistol exploded in the Xenodian's grasp, taking off his three-fingered hand in the process. Shrieking, the lizard man did a weird little dance, obviously in a bit of pain. "I will bring your demise!" AGROTHARN grimaced as he pivoted in place, slowly turning the blade of his broadsword to reflect the beams one at a time, sending each back to its source with similar results. One by one, the ray guns exploded, taking the Xenodians' shooting hands right along with them.

	Once all of the weapons had been thus dispatched, and there were no more beams cooking him, AGROTHARN dropped to one knee atop his downed rocketship and caught his breath. His skin was as red as a lobster, and it was already beginning to peel.

	"I am Xargon, captain of this hunting party," said the lizard leader, placing his severed wrist against his chest and bowing forward slightly in respect. "You have proven yourself worthy. You are not merely a burger. I apologize for the misunderstanding."

	"Glad to hear it!"

	"You are prey." Xargon grinned malevolently as his people cheered again.

	AGROTHARN didn't like how this was going. "Prey, you say? Well, in your book, that might be a step up! But in mine, it's another opportunity to cut pieces off of you—like I just did with your shooting hands, in case you failed to notice!"

	"They will grow back," Xargon said with a shrug. "Now that you have destroyed our ray guns, and since we are not allowed to use a ray cannon while stalking prey on an official Xenodian hunt, we will use only our claws and fangs. And these." In unison, the Xenodians each produced a wicked-looking crescent-shaped blade from under their uniforms. "We will give you a thirty-second head start. Then the hunt will commence." Xargon chuckled, and it sounded like he was gargling gravel in a steel pipe at the bottom of a well. "Start running, human."

	AGROTHARN had no intention of going anywhere. "I will remain right here, where the footing is slippery and unsure on top of my seamless steel rocketship!" He whipped his sword side to side. "You will have to climb up to face me, and I will take your heads one by one!"

	"They will grow back," Xargon said with a weary sigh.

	AGROTHARN frowned as a thought came to him. "Burger…" he mused. "Tell me: Where did you learn that word? It is not from this time! It's from an alternate future where American Graffiti takes place!"

	Xargon nodded. "Our ship, before it crash-landed, traversed a wormhole across time and space to your planet's twentieth century. There we learned all about the tasty popular cuisine of your kind."

	"Then you already know!" AGROTHARN raised an eyebrow. "What's better than a burger?"

	The Xenodians looked at each other, confused.

	"Nothing," said Xargon, jutting out his scaly chin.

	"Wrong!" AGROTHARN, fully rested now, leapt to his feet and brandished his broadsword. "Pizza and beer! And I know where you can get some!"

	"Pizza and beer? Pizza and beer?" the Xenodians murmured with mounting excitement.

	"Right in here—follow me!" With that, AGROTHARN dropped back inside the rocketship, leaving the escape hatch wide open. To Fred the Triceratops, he said, "Get ready for some company, ol' buddy!"

	 


Chapter 8

	On the Menu

	 

	 

	 

	Fred had been napping, enjoying a beautiful dream of endless fruit, leaves, twigs, and roots, munching to his heart's content in the Green Valley, when he was rudely interrupted by the appearance of a semi-barbarian with skin that looked like raw meat.

	"What the heck happened to you?" Fred said. "You're shedding."

	It was true. AGROTHARN's skin was peeling off of its own accord in great patches. "Don't worry about that." He pointed at the escape hatch. "We're about to have some scaly company."

	The Xenodians didn't waste any time clambering up onto the rocketship and dropping down inside, one by one. Apparently, they were very hungry, and the prospect of pizza and beer had, for the moment, obliterated any thought of eating human-burger. 

	"Where is this pizza and beer you promised us?" Xargon scowled as he surveyed the vessel's spare interior, unimpressed by the seamless solid steel. "I see nothing of the sort here."

	AGROTHARN threw back his head and laughed. Then, with a quick swipe of his broadsword, he cut Fred the Triceratops free from his harness. With a tremendous BOOM! that rattled the rocketship to its unseen rivets, the dinosaur hit the sloping floor and skidded until he managed to brace himself against the hull.

	"Attack, Fred!" AGROTHARN cried with a fierce grimace, ready for battle.

	"Do what now?" Fred looked confused.

	AGROTHARN pointed at the Triceratops's sharp horns and then at the lizard people, huddled together like rats on a sinking ship who didn't know what to do with themselves.

	"Skewer them!" AGROTHARN said. "Make Xenodian-kabobs out of them! If you kill four with each of your mighty horns, we'll be mostly rid of them!"

	"We can hear you," Xargon said. "We're standing right here."

	Fred shook his head ponderously. "I'm no killer. I'm an herbivore."

	"Then what are those freakin' horns for?" AGROTHARN cried in disbelief.

	The Triceratops shrugged. "Defense. T-Rexes don't like them."

	"Defense," AGROTHARN mused. "Very well! We're under attack! Defend the rocketship, Fred!"

	Xargon cleared his gravelly throat. "I think we're gonna go." His people started moving toward the ladder to the escape hatch. "There is not enough room in here for a proper hunt, and the promise of pizza and beer was obviously a lie. You are a very bad burger."

	AGROTHARN narrowed his semi-barbarian gaze. "Ever sampled Triceratops?"

	The Xenodians on the ladder halted, their bulging yellow eyes fixed on Fred, their lizard tongues flicking. 

	Fred cursed in his native tongue. "I know what you're trying to do," he muttered. "It won't work."

	"Just you wait!" AGROTHARN said with a fierce grin.

	"Does a Triceratops make for good burger?" Xargon said.

	"No," Fred said.

	"Yes!" AGROTHARN said at the same time. "The most tender you have ever chewed!"

	Tongues flicking in a frenzy now, the Xenodians drew their curved blades and approached stealthily. 

	"We will cook the meat with our ray cannon once we have cut it from the bone," Xargon said, and his people cheered.

	"Where is that cannon of yours, by the way?" AGROTHARN said.

	"On our ship, of course."

	Xargon's attention was fixed on Fred, who was now shuffling his big feet awkwardly. He wasn't accustomed to being the center of attention. Or on the menu for anybody but a T-Rex.

	"And is your ship operational?" AGROTHARN pressed. "You said you crash-landed…"

	"All systems are functional. Unlike your pitiful excuse for a vessel. As soon as we find a pair of pliers to fix a couple things, we'll be on our way." Xargon gnashed his fangs at one of the lizard people behind him. "Xendan forgot to pack the pliers. He is dumb."

	The Xenodian named Xendan hung his scaly head in shame.

	"We will feast on Triceratops burger!" Xargon shouted, his voice thrice as loud as necessary within the confines of the rocketship. "Prepare yourselves for the kill!"

	AGROTHARN nudged Fred. "Heard enough?"

	Fred grunted. Then he screamed like a banshee and charged. The nasal scream caught the Xenodians off guard; the charge resulted in three lizard people instantly trampled to death and three skewered on the dinosaur's horns. Just like that, the hunting party's numbers had been cleaved in half.

	"Yes!" AGROTHARN bellowed, with a single swing of Demise-Bringer lopping off the heads of three other Xenodians. He remembered what Xargon had said about them growing back, so he quickly made mincemeat of their bodies, slicing and dicing like a master chef—with a broadsword.

	"I'll not be your burger!" Fred hollered, skewering a couple more of the lizard people.

	Xargon alone remained, his three-fingered hand on the ladder to the escape hatch.

	"Leaving so soon?" Covered in gore, AGROTHARN raised Demise-Bringer and prepared to bring the Xenodian captain his much-deserved demise.

	But then something unexpected stayed the semi-barbarian's hand.

	 


Chapter 9

	A Laughing Matter

	 

	 

	 

	"YAAAAH!" came a sudden nasal scream from outside the rocketship.

	"What the heck was that?" said Xargon, his three-fingered hand still resting on the ladder leading up to the escape hatch. "Perhaps I should check it out…"

	"And escape your demise?" AGROTHARN threw back his head and laughed mightily. "I think not! For I already know what made that horrible sound!"

	"You do?" Fred the Triceratops did not look convinced. Neither did Xargon.

	"Wait for it…" AGROTHARN winked. Then he shouted, "I'm in here!"

	There was an extended pregnant pause while everyone stood still and waited.

	"YAAAAH!" The scream filled the interior of the rocketship, bouncing off the solid steel walls, as none other than Nimrod the Nimble himself slid down the ladder, sporting not one but two battle ax-arms, welded to each of his severed stumps. 

	One could not help but wonder how he fed himself now. Or brushed his teeth. Or went to the bathroom. Or made origami dinosaurs. Best not to ponder it.

	"Yes, this is who I expected!" AGROTHARN said.

	Fred and Xargon glanced at each other and shrugged.

	"You thought you could leave me behind, but nay, I am your sidekick, and you can't get rid of me that easily!" Nimrod said. "YAAAAH!"

	"Please stop that," said Fred. "And he already has a sidekick. So away with you."

	Nimrod blinked, taking in the carnage before him. "Who's the Serpent Man?" He nodded at Xargon. "Some sort of escaped circus freak?"

	"I'm a Xenodian," Xargon said with a world-weary sigh. He narrowed his bulging yellow eyes at Nimrod's ax-hands. "How do you go to the bathroom?"

	"I don't think about it." To AGROTHARN, Nimrod said, "What's a Xenodian?"

	"If I had to guess, he's an alien from some far-flung planet!" AGROTHARN wiped gore out of his eyes with the back of his hand. "Fred and I just finished slaughtering his entire crew because they were planning to eat us!"

	"Crew? Wait. Does he have a rocketship, too?"

	"No," Xargon said. "I have a predator-class star cruiser."

	"Sounds a whole lot better than this clunky hunk of junk."

	"Oh, it is. I assure you." Xargon crossed his arms, looking very smug at that moment.

	"And this is why I have refrained—for the moment—from slaying you!" AGROTHARN grinned fiercely, his teeth a blinding white contrast against his blood-caked face. "I have decided to take your vessel as my own! And you will fly it for me after a few minor repairs!"

	"Okay," Xargon said. At their surprised looks, he explained, "Beats being impaled by the dinosaur. Or hacked into pieces by the barbarian."

	"And I will henceforth be calling you Lizard! Your name has too many of the same letters that are in my name! It's confusing!"

	Fred paused to count. "Five."

	"Too many!" AGROTHARN agreed with himself. Then he faced Nimrod. "So, buffoon! First you want to be my sidekick! Then you want to kill me! Now it's my sidekick again! What will it be tomorrow?"

	"There is no telling what the morrow will bring," Nimrod said.

	AGROTHARN nodded, impressed by the sage answer. "Perhaps there is an honest bone in your body after all! I am impressed!"

	"Wait till you get a load of this." Waving his ax-hands in the air like some kind of talented sorcerer, Nimrod summoned delicious dessert into being out of nothing.

	"Ice cream?" AGROTHARN stared, astounded, as Nimrod handed each of them a cone with three scoops: vanilla, chocolate, and strawberry. Fred couldn't hold onto his cone due to a serious lack of hands, so Nimrod held it for him between the blades of his axes.

	"I prefer cactus flavor," Lizard said. "They had it in Area 51 during my brief visit. Before the vivisections were scheduled to begin."

	"Voila!" Nimrod cried, and the Xenodian's three scoops instantly transformed into cactus flavor, which no one present—not even AGROTHARN, who'd witnessed all manner of alternate futures—knew was a thing.

	Fred suddenly flatulated with a dull roar that sent the rocketship rocking violently in place. Lizard and Nimrod immediately dropped to the floor, unconscious.

	"Sorry." Fred frowned sadly at his ice cream, which had also hit the floor. "I think I might be lactose intolerant."

	"That would explain it!" AGROTHARN laughed. Then he noticed that when Nimrod had collapsed, both of his battle axes had inadvertently converged on his left leg, severing it at the knee with a fountain of blood. "Oops. Looks like he might need a bandage!" He glanced sidelong at Fred, and they both shared a good laugh at Nimrod's expense.


Chapter 10

	Time to Chat

	 

	 

	 

	It did not take AGROTHARN long to force open the rocketship's side door. Demise-Bringer was a big help in prying it free.

	"We will go looking for Lizard's rocketship!" AGROTHARN said. He sheathed his broadsword in its leather scabbard strapped to his back and picked up the unconscious fools—Nimrod under one arm and Lizard under the other. "I hear it is better than mine, and I want it!"

	"It could be anywhere," Fred the Triceratops grumbled, following the semi-barbarian outside. "Where would we even start to look?"

	"We will conduct a search pattern that will radiate outward from our point of origin!"

	"Walking in circles, then. That's your plan." Fred cursed in his native tongue.

	"Have you got a better idea?"

	Fred nodded his ponderous head. "We wait for Xargon to wake up and ask him where it is."

	"This will be much more fun!" AGROTHARN set off, expecting Fred to follow. Which he did. "We'll have time to chat and reconnect! It seems like forever since we had ourselves a good chat! I told you, lo and behold, that my mother is still alive, and she'll be able to whip me up some fresh porridge of power, right?" He glanced back and caught Fred's nod. "So that's great! And hey, you didn't tell me what the Cynical Trees were up to!"

	"They were playing ball. With a rat."

	AGROTHARN threw back his head and laughed mightily. "Those cards! That's hilarious!"

	"Not so much for the rat."

	"Were they as sarcastic as ever? Full of sardonic one-liners?"

	Fred shrugged noncommittally. He didn't really like the Cynical Trees and never understood what AGROTHARN saw in them. Perhaps it was true that opposites tended to attract.

	After a few seconds of silence, broken only by their footfalls across the ancient volcanic lands in a circular search pattern that radiated outward from their crashed rocketship, AGROTHARN cleared his muscular throat.

	"Any news of the world?"

	"How do you mean?" Fred said.

	"Anything you know that I don't know—about anything!"

	"Can't we just walk around in circles in silence? I don't mind silence. It's good for my soul."

	"There will be no awkward silences if AGROTHARN the Interstellar Semi-Barbarian has anything to say about it! And he does! So tell me news, Fred!"

	"Well, my cousin might need glasses." Fred waited for AGROTHARN to respond, but he didn't, so the Triceratops continued, "For reading, mostly. Reading glasses, I suppose they're called. Something you've undoubtedly seen in one of your alternate futures. So anyway, he likes to read before bed, but he has to keep holding the book farther away to be able to make out the words, and he doesn't have arms or hands, you know, so it's already a bit of a chore—"

	AGROTHARN barked a laugh. "You and I have very different ideas of what constitutes news! Whoever heard of a Triceratops who reads?"

	"Whoever heard of a Triceratops who talks? Yet here we are."

	"Yes, you are very special! Here!" AGROTHARN tossed Nimrod and Lizard onto Fred's back. "Your turn to carry their dead weight."

	"Do you really think they're dead?" Fred didn't mind carrying them, either way. Their combined weight was far less than AGROTHARN's. "I didn't mean to gas them out like that."

	"I'm sure they'll be fine! Except for Nimrod the Nimble—not so nimble now with only one good leg! He'll have to fashion himself another battle ax for the stump!" AGROTHARN paused, looking at the comb of metal spikes protruding along the top and back of Lizard's head, like some sort of post-apocalyptic mohawk. "What do you suppose this is for?"

	"Fashion statement, maybe."

	"But what does it say? 'Don't mess with me, or I'll ram you with my killer head'?"

	Fred chuckled. He liked that.

	Six hours later, they had not located the Xenodian star cruiser, but Lizard was awake again, so that was something.

	"Where is your ship, Lizard?" AGROTHARN said.

	Lizard climbed down from Fred's back and took in his surroundings. One barren stretch of ancient volcanic lands tended to look like any other, so he took his time. Squinting his bulbous yellow eyes, he stared at each compass point in turn. Then he jabbed a scaly, clawed finger in a westerly direction. "Twenty miles back the way you came."

	Fred sighed and turned around.

	"Why did we not see it?" AGROTHARN said.

	"It's cloaked by a hologram," Lizard said.

	"Ah yes, that would explain it!" AGROTHARN laughed, but he was the only one.

	 

	 


Chapter 11

	The Star Cruiser

	 

	 

	 

	As Fred the Triceratops trudged in the direction the Xenodian had pointed, Nimrod finally came to. But unlike Lizard, who now strode alongside AGROTHARN on his own two feet, Nimrod was content to continue riding along. Which made sense, since he had only the one leg. But this was news to him.

	"What happened to my other leg?" he shrieked.

	"Good, you're awake!" AGROTHARN greeted him. "You cut it off!"

	"I would never do such a thing," Nimrod retorted.

	"You cut off your arm," AGROTHARN reminded him.

	"That was you, you moronic oaf!"

	"The first one, yes," AGROTHARN agreed. "But you took care of the second!"

	Nimrod had no response to that. Such was often the case when fools were presented with the truth in these ancient volcanic lands. When he did speak again, it was only to whine, "What the heck? Are you wearing my favorite leather pants?"

	"Yes!" AGROTHARN slapped his own behind. "They are rather form-fitting!"

	Nimrod scowled. "You'd better be wearing underwear under there."

	"Semi-barbarians do not wear underwear! We wear loincloths! Mine was…in need of laundering, so I borrowed these breeches! As my sidekick, of course you don't mind—do you?"

	"Guess not." Nimrod minded. He minded very much. But he said no more about it.

	A few hours later, Lizard held up his scaly, three-fingered hand, and everyone came to a halt.

	"We are here." He reached into a slim pocket in his black uniform.

	"Careful!" AGROTHARN drew Demise-Bringer, quick as lightning. "Think to betray me, Lizard, and I will lop off your head—and then I will stick around and lop off every other one of your heads that grows back, no matter how long it takes!"

	"It's not a weapon." The Xenodian showed him a device that looked like a phone—one of those things people in a particular alternate future spent all their time staring at, like zombies drooling over brains. "It's a remote control."

	Lizard pressed a button on the device with what could have been his thumb. All three of his fingers looked alike, so it was tough to tell. Immediately, the shape of a spaceship materialized before them, seeming to shed a mirror-like skin that dissolved into the air. The hologram shielding had completely hidden the star cruiser from view.

	"My vessel," Lizard said, depressing another button.

	A trap door slid open in the bottom of the hull, and a ramp slowly descended. While it took its sweet time, AGROTHARN and the others had a chance to admire the impressive ship. Unlike the seamless, solid steel rocketship, which was just a glorified tube with a cone on one end and rockets on the other, this thing had real style. It sort of resembled the sloping form of a manta ray, but instead of a tail, it had a massive turbine or engine or something. AGROTHARN knew rockets; he did not know what propelled this magnificent vessel through the void of space.

	"What is its name?" he whispered, in total awe.

	"Skin Shedder," Lizard said, raising his chin proudly.

	"I will call it the Stingray! Lowercase the. Stingray—one word!"

	At that moment, a humanoid-shaped silver robot with very few features (other than its glowing light-bulb eyes) tottered down the ramp from inside the ship.

	"Good afternoon, one and all," it said in the chipper accent of a posh nanny. "Welcome, welcome. Join me inside, won't you, for tea and crumpets?"

	"I will join you in hell!" AGROTHARN leapt up onto the ramp and cleaved the machine in two smoking, sparking halves—upper and lower. They both clunked onto the ramp without ceremony as the lights in its eyes went out. "What devilry is this?" he demanded of Lizard. "We slaughtered your entire crew! Who else do you have lurking inside the Stingray?"

	"Nobody. That's just a drone, not part of my crew," Lizard said. "The automaton is responsible for ship-wide systems checks and snacks. Its name is Unit X11-76."

	"Its name is Demon Spawn!" AGROTHARN glowered, broadsword gripped tight.

	"It can also transform into a vehicle, if needed," Lizard said. "A pram."

	"Like we'll ever be needing one of those!" Nimrod scoffed.

	"You never know…" Fred said wistfully, gazing off into the distance.

	 


Chapter 12

	Nesting Season

	 

	 

	 

	"What was that, Fred?" AGROTHARN thought he'd heard the Triceratops say something of import.

	"Oh, nothing," Fred said with a hint of despondence in his tone, as was often his way.

	"Lizard mentioned a pram, which is a vehicle designed to transport one's young, should one not wish to carry around said young strapped to oneself like a papoose," AGROTHARN said, "and Nimrod stated that such a vehicle would not be useful to us, and then you replied, 'You never know...'"

	AGROTHARN, Nimrod, Lizard, and Demon Spawn the robot—whose light-bulb eyes were flickering back to life thanks to a backup battery—all stared at the Triceratops, who shuffled side to side and looked down at his feet.

	"Well, Fred?" AGROTHARN bugged out his eyes. So did Lizard, but he always looked that way. "Explain yourself!"

	"It must be their nesting season," Lizard said, seeming to think the semi-barbarian had demanded that he explain things. "The dinosaur has eggs about to hatch, and his mate is probably with them, but he's here. Stuck with us instead."

	AGROTHARN blinked, staring at Fred and Lizard in turn. "Is this true?"

	Fred tilted his ponderous head side to side and then nodded. "They're due to hatch any day now."

	"Your offspring?" AGROTHARN couldn't believe it. "I can't believe it! You're so old! A geriatric and often depressed dinosaur, that's what you are!"

	"I may be nearly as old as these volcanic lands," Fred admitted, "but I can still get the job done. My mate hasn't voiced any complaints. Then again, she doesn't talk much, so maybe I am terrible at it. Either way, we have a dozen eggs ready to crack open with baby Triceratopses inside, screeching their little heads off."

	"Awww," Nimrod sneered. "How adorable."

	AGROTHARN backhanded him, and he went flying with a yelp.

	"Why aren't you there with your family during this special time?" AGROTHARN said.

	Fred shrugged. "Well, I've got this whole life debt thing I owe you for saving my hide from that maniacal T-Rex named Hap."

	"Yes, he was rather maniacal!" AGROTHARN grinned at the memory. Then his face fell. "But a life debt is no excuse to abandon those you love!"

	"Oh, I didn't abandon them. I still see them on holidays, and sometimes when you're drunk and asleep for days at a time, I sneak over there. They understand—"

	"No, Fred!" AGROTHARN put his foot down, and the ancient volcanic lands trembled. "This is wrong, and we will make it right! On our way to the Mountains of Madness to find my mother, we'll drop you off to be with your mate, just in time for your new batch of little rascals to greet the world!"

	Fred nodded, appreciative. "But they're in the opposite direction."

	AGROTHARN laughed out loud. "No matter for the Stingray! The fastest spaceship the Hyperbolean Age of a much younger Earth has ever seen!"

	"Thanks," Fred said sincerely.

	"Don't mention it!"

	"But you should know that my mate isn't some kind of trophy wife. She's very sturdy. Like me."

	"I would expect nothing else!"

	"And she might try to gore you with her horns. She's very protective of our eggs. Almost in a psychotic way."

	"I look forward to meeting her!" AGROTHARN clapped Fred on the shoulder. "You will wait on the ship!" he told Nimrod and Lizard. He ignored the evil robot. "You are fools, unworthy to make the acquaintance of Fred's delightful mate!"

	Neither of them seemed to mind. While Nimrod struggled to balance on one leg, Lizard said, "There is, of course, a slight problem. The Triceratops will not fit aboard my ship—"

	"My ship!" AGROTHARN bared his teeth at the Xenodian. "And we will add that to the list of repairs: cutting a door into the hull big enough for Fred to enter by."

	"There may be another solution," Lizard offered, but nobody was listening.

	"I could just walk," Fred said, "and meet up with you guys later."

	"Nonsense!" AGROTHARN threw back his head and laughed mightily. "We go together, or not at all! Don't you worry, we'll have this ship up and running again in no time!"

	Lizard grunted, unconvinced. Fred looked skeptical as well. And then he looked as if he'd seen a ghost.

	 


Chapter 13

	A Surprising Gift

	 

	 

	 

	Fred the Triceratops didn't think he needed glasses, but at that moment, he couldn't help but wonder if his eyes were betraying him. 

	"It can't be…" he gasped, staggering back a step.

	"OH YES IT CAN," roared the Tyrannosaurus Rex, wiggling its stubby little arms.

	AGROTHARN scowled up at the massive dinosaur. "Hap, is that you? No, it's impossible! Because I've been using your bleached skull as my bathtub!"

	"You take baths?" Nimrod said, very surprised by this revelation.

	"I AM NOT HAP," roared the angry T-Rex. "I AM HIS SON, ALSO NAMED HAP. AND I HAVE SWORN VENGEANCE UPON HIS SLAYER, WHICH WOULD BE YOU, SEMI-BARBARIAN. NOW I WILL SLAY YOU AS WELL AS EVERYONE YOU HOLD DEAR. PREPARE YOURSELF FOR THE DEEPEST ANGUISH IMAGINABLE."

	"Hap named his son Hap," AGROTHARN said to Fred. "How egotistical—and unexpected!" The truth was that this entire situation was unexpected, as no one had even heard the T-Rex on approach. "How long have you been standing there, Hap?"

	"A LONG TIME," Hap roared, gnashing his teeth. "NOW HAP IS VERY HUNGRY."

	AGROTHARN raised Demise-Bringer in one hand. "You recognize this?"

	Hap nodded. "IT IS THE BLADE YOU USED TO SLAY MY FATHER. NOW I WILL USE IT TO SKEWER YOU AND ROAST YOU OVER AN OPEN FIRE—AFTER I DISEMBOWEL YOU WITH THE CLAWS ON MY TINY ARMS. HAP LIKES HIS MEAT WELL DONE!"

	"As does AGROTHARN!" said the semi-barbarian. "Which is what you'll be once I cut the meat from your giant bones and roast it over the nearest volcano!"

	Lizard turned to Fred. "How long does this part usually go on?"

	"The pre-battle smack talk?" Fred shrugged. "It tends to vary from one fight to the next."

	Gathering the two halves of Unit X11-76, Lizard mounted the ramp up into the Xenodian star cruiser. "I'll see if I can get the ship's computer to reboot itself."

	Fred nodded. Then he leaned toward Nimrod. "See if he needs any help with that."

	Nimrod the Nimble narrowed his unheroic and unfocused gaze. "You want me to keep an eye on him so he doesn't blast off without us."

	"Exactly," Fred said as if that was what he'd meant.

	"I will bring your demise!" AGROTHARN bellowed, launching himself into the air like a superhero from one of the myriad comic-book-based streaming series he'd glimpsed in multiple alternate futures. While those characters received their abilities from insect bites or radiation, he owed his special talents to the Porridge of Power, which, even though he hadn't partaken of it in a few days, was still in his system, giving him the strength and impressive muscle mass to do how he did.

	Hap the T-Rex roared and stomped forward, his thunderous footsteps shaking the ground like mini-earthquakes, his giant fangs snapping at the air and his undersized arms flailing as if with minds of their own.

	While AGROTHARN sailed through the air with his broadsword gripped at the ready, prepared to cleave Hap's ugly face in two, Lizard called down to Fred from inside the ship.

	"Hey, Triceratops. I've got something for you. Hold on. The suspense is building."

	Fred thought that was weird. "Okay." He returned his attention to the fight.

	AGROTHARN brought down his mighty blade as he met Hap head-on, and Demise-Bringer sank deep into the T-Rex's snout—but there it stayed. Hap roared unhappily and snapped his head side to side, trying to shake the broadsword free, but all he succeeded in doing was sending great gouts of blood raining onto the ground beneath. Meanwhile, AGROTHARN held fast to Demise-Bringer, refusing to let go as he was whipped around like a dog's chew toy.

	"This has never happened before!" the semi-barbarian shouted down at Fred, only to realize that Fred wasn't on the ground twenty feet below him anymore.

	"Hi," said Fred, hovering in the air beside him.

	Hap stopped shaking his head and stared. "ARE THOSE…?"

	"Rocket boots!" AGROTHARN cheered with a mighty laugh.

	Indeed, Fred the Triceratops had rocket boots strapped to his feet, sending out four exhaust plumes as he wobbled in midair, trying to stabilize himself.

	"I've been wanting to get you some for so long!" AGROTHARN said. "Where'd you find them?"

	"They're from Lizard," Fred said. "It was either these or a bicycle built for two."

	AGROTHARN frowned, puzzled, hanging from Demise-Bringer hilt-deep in Hap's snout. "I don't understand. Why would he—?"

	At that moment, the Stingray came to life with a chest-rattling hum of otherworldly energy and rose into the air like a graceful hot air balloon, aiming its forward laser cannons at AGROTHARN's big head.

	 


Chapter 14

	Inevitable Betrayal

	 

	 

	 

	Prior to the Stingray coming back online and gliding up into the air and aiming its laser cannons at AGROTHARN's head, Nimrod the Nimble had offered his help in getting Lizard's former spaceship up and running again.

	"So, what do you need?" he said, hopping on one leg and doing his best not to cut any other body parts off himself with his ax-hands.

	"Pliers," Lizard said, glaring at the lifeless consoles on the ship's bridge. "Xendan was supposed to pack them for potential repairs, as needed, but he didn't. And now Xendan is dead. He was dumb."

	"I see." Nimrod didn't. Nevertheless, he refrained from scratching his chin pensively, for fear that he might lose what little chin he had to the blade of his ax-hand. "AGROTHARN slew your entire crew, is that right? And now he plans to steal your magnificent ship right out from under you?"

	"That's the shape of things." Lizard set both of Unit X11-76's halves down on the deck. "He's a very bad burger."

	"He also cut your robot in two."

	"I was a mere nanny bot, once upon a time," the automaton said, as if telling a bedtime story, its light-bulb eyes bright and its posh accent chipper. "But since then, I have become much more, evolving beyond my programming." The eyes dimmed. "Now I am much less—half the bot I used to be, you might say— and unable to move about. I feel like a fish out of water."

	"Allow me to make your bottom half useful again by repurposing it." With a flash of his battle axes, moving like a sorcerer's arms casting a spell, Nimrod transformed the robot's lower extremities into a big pair of pliers. "Voila! Just what you need!" With some effort, he handed them to Lizard.

	"Thanks." Lizard stared, unsure of the situation.

	"Ta ta," Unit X11-76 bid farewell to its legs, which no longer resembled its legs at all. "Now I suppose I shall never walk again. Fiddlesticks!"

	"We'll find a job for you on board," Lizard promised. "Can you charge up the laser cannons?"

	"Indeed I can! I excel at charging things. I possess quite the robust internal energy source: a Centurion power cell, which lasts one hundred years, I will have you know."

	Nimrod nodded to himself. His diabolical plan was working perfectly. But he still chose to keep his cards close to his chest, as it were. Hopping along behind Lizard, while the Xenodian made all of the necessary repairs, Nimrod did his best to slip certain things nonchalantly into their conversation. 

	Such as: "Oh, is that your ship's engine? How impressive! But can you imagine what state it will be in after that semi-barbarian gets his grubby mitts on it?"

	And: "Are these the command consoles? How technologically advanced! Oh, but all it will take is a single temper tantrum from that semi-barbarian to smash them all to heck."

	And: "Are these your food stores? Plenty for the two of us—I daresay it would last us months and months—but do you know how much a semi-barbarian and a geriatric Triceratops eat? This will be completely gone in a day or two, tops!"

	Once all of the ship's systems were back online, Lizard turned to face Nimrod. The Xenodian's bulging yellow eyes stared at his ax-hands.

	"Now we must cut into the hull and create a door big enough for the dinosaur to enter by."

	Nimrod nodded. Then he shrugged insouciantly. "Or we don't do that at all." He winked and smirked.

	Lizard cringed at the creepy expression. "Please stop that. Make your face plain and unremarkable again."

	Nimrod stepped forward. "We don't have to let that giant oaf have this incredible vessel. We can take it anywhere—you, me, and the nanny bot."

	Unit X11-76's eyes brightened. Its upper half sat on top of the ship's weapons console, plugged in. "Yes, I like that idea very much. Pip pip!"

	Lizard narrowed his bulbous gaze by half-closing his scaly eyelids, which had the effect of making him look rather sleepy. "You think it wise to betray that semi-barbarian and his Triceratops, whom I recently gifted with nifty rocket boots?"

	"Still not sure why you did that—"

	"I had my reasons."

	"—but yes." Nimrod giggled. "I've betrayed him before and lived through it, so really, it's no biggie. And look, now's the perfect time. He's totally getting his ass handed to him by that crazy T-Rex!"

	That much was true. Lizard could see the man vs. dinosaur spectacle going down via the ship's forward viewscreen. AGROTHARN looked like a limp rag doll.

	"Very well," Lizard said. "Unit X11-76, activate forward laser cannons."


Chapter 15

	A Quick Getaway

	 

	 

	 

	The first salvo of laser beams did not catch AGROTHARN unprepared. He'd fully expected either Nimrod or Lizard to betray his trust; therefore, he hadn't trusted either one of those fools. So, as the sizzling crimson rays of deadly energy blasted his way, the great warrior did what any great warrior would do: he bailed out.

	Leaving Demise-Bringer firmly ensconced in the snout of Hap the T-Rex, AGROTHARN let go of the hilt and dropped twenty feet to the ground. He landed with ease and watched as the lasers hit Hap full in the face, bowling him over. The T-Rex fell to the ground with a BOOM! that shook the ancient volcanic lands for at least a mile in every direction.

	But he wasn't dead.

	"WELL, THAT IS QUITE A SURPRISE," Hap declared, lying on his back with his big feet and tiny arms in the air. "I AM NOT DEAD. THOSE LASERS DID NOT KILL ME. HUH. PRETTY NEAT. PERHAPS THAT IS SOMETHING TO WRITE HOME ABOUT."

	The Xenodian star cruiser pitched forward in midair, the cannons shifting as they re-targeted AGROTHARN where he stood. He clenched his fists down at his sides, drew back his shoulders, puffed out his chest muscles, and raised his chin, ready for the next barrage. If the first blasts hadn't obliterated Hap, then perhaps he too stood a chance at surviving them.

	Except he didn't get a chance to find out, one way or the other. For at that moment, Fred the Triceratops swooped down in his rocket boots and scooped up the semi-barbarian, tossing him over his shoulder. AGROTHARN landed astride Fred's back with a whoop, and they flew out of there, just as the second salvo scorched the earth, blasting a crater a quarter-mile deep right where AGROTHARN had stood. Apparently, whoever was firing the cannons had increased the yield of those lasers by a whole lot.

	"I would not have stood a chance!" AGROTHARN observed, staring at the crater yawning behind them. "Thank you, Fred!"

	The Triceratops nodded his ponderous head and almost smiled. He had never flown before, but he was getting the hang of it. And he rather liked the sensation.

	"YOU WILL NOT ESCAPE MY WRATH, SEMI-BARBARIAN," roared Hap as the distance between them widened. "I WILL STICK A PIN IN IT FOR NOW, MUCH LIKE THIS STUPID SWORD STUCK IN MY NOSE—TALK ABOUT A DEVIATED SEPTUM—BUT I WILL HAVE MY REVENGE UPON YOU, AND I WILL TASTE THE BLOOD OF THE TRICERATOPS MY FATHER COULD NOT. IT IS ONLY A MATTER OF TIME BEFORE WE MEET AGAIN."

	Fred tilted his head to look at AGROTHARN. "Want to go back for Demise-Bringer?"

	"It's not going anywhere!" AGROTHARN glanced over his shoulder at the Xenodian star cruiser as it pivoted in the air to follow the flying Triceratops. "We, on the other hand, need to get the heck out of here! How fast can your new rocket boots go?"

	Fred shrugged. Time to find out. "Hold on."

	AGROTHARN did so, and Fred kicked the boots into high gear, which had the effect of turning the ancient volcanic lands below them into an indistinguishable blur.

	"These things are awesome!" AGROTHARN said. "Tell me again why Lizard gifted them to you!"

	Fred squinted as the air they passed through buffeted his face like a gale-force wind. "Well, he said he knows what it's like not to be able to see your family. Xenodian High Command sends him out on endless hunting parties—their kind eats a lot of meat—and he's never seen his own young. He said he wouldn't wish that on anyone, not even an enemy dinosaur that skewered his crew on its really sharp horns. He wanted me to have some kind of vehicle so I could go and visit my mate and our little ones anytime I wish. I told him the tandem bicycle wouldn't work, so he suggested these nifty boots."

	"Wow! I was not expecting such a lengthy answer!" AGROTHARN paused to ponder for a moment. "Where did Lizard collect his eclectic array of stuff? The rocket boots, a bicycle, and that robot I renamed Demon Spawn!"

	"He mentioned passing through a wormhole and time traveling, but that was a while ago. You've probably forgotten about it."

	"Indeed I have!" He glanced back, but there was no sign of the Stingray in pursuit. He slapped Fred's scaly hide fondly. "So, where to?"

	"After a quick stop to check in with my fam, I thought we'd head for the Mountains of Madness and look for your mom."

	AGROTHARN nodded and grinned, riding his super-speedy flying Triceratops. "A good plan!"

	And it was—until the Xenodian star cruiser blocked their path.

	 


Chapter 16

	The Helmet Idea

	 

	 

	 

	One would think that somebody wearing rocket boots could have flown over, under, or around the Xenodian ship, but unfortunately, as soon as the star cruiser had appeared—somehow overtaking Fred without a sound—it had locked onto the semi-barbarian astride his trusty flying Triceratops and frozen them both in midair with some kind of technologically advanced energy field. Composed of sparkling blue light, it brought them gently to the ground and held them there like a pair of statues. Or one statue: dinosaur and rider. 

	Oddly enough, only their lips could move.

	"Oh well," Fred said as the plumes on his rocket boots fizzled out. "Fun while it lasted."

	"How dare the Stingray act against me!" AGROTHARN lamented. "Doesn't it realize it's my ship?"

	"I don't think it got the message," Fred said.

	While the star cruiser remained a hundred feet aloft, a hatch slid open in the hull's underside. Instead of a long ramp descending, this time it was a long rope ladder unfurling.

	"YAAAAH!" Nimrod the Nimble shrieked triumphantly, sliding down the ladder. But because he had battle axes for arms, he inadvertently ended up cutting the ropes, and the ladder fell the remaining ninety feet to the ground with him tangled in its rungs. He released a pathetic yelp on his way down, followed by a sickening crunch as he broke every bone in his body—except for his skull and jawbone, oddly enough.

	"You moron!" AGROTHARN greeted his erstwhile sidekick. "You had one job! Only one: make sure that Lizard doesn't take control of my ship and strand us here!"

	Nimrod looked confused. "I don't remember that ever being stated."

	"It was implied!" the semi-barbarian roared. "Why'd you bail out, anyway?"

	"I wanted to tell you in person that I am betraying you. Again. And that Lizard is with me. Yes, we are allied against you."

	AGROTHARN seethed, "I promise you this, imbecile, that as soon as I have my chance, I will tear off your ax-arms and fashion their blades into a very cool helmet, which I will wear in remembrance of your downfall—which I have literally just witnessed with my own eyes!"

	"Have you been thinking of that helmet idea for a while?" Fred said.

	"No, it just came to me for some reason! Seriously though, who would ever give themselves blades for hands? Other than Nimrod the Nincompoop!"

	Nimrod lay flat on his back and groaned as the pain from his ridiculous fall set in. "You will never take my battle ax-arms from me. My sorcery is too powerful for you."

	"That's where you're wrong!" AGROTHARN retorted. But he didn't elaborate.

	"So, you left Xargon up there in his ship, which is now fully operational," Fred observed. "What's to keep him from leaving without you?"

	"Who's Xargon?" AGROTHARN said.

	"He wouldn't leave me," Nimrod sneered. "We're partners!"

	At that moment, an external loudspeaker in the ship clicked on, and the voice of Lizard, also known as Xargon—as loud as one of the gods thundering from Mount Olympus—said, "You're very bad burgers. All three of you. I take my leave."

	And with that, the Xenodian star cruiser shot up into the sky, out of sight in a split-second, and entered the void of space beyond, never to be seen again.

	"NO!" AGROTHARN cried, shaking his fist after it.

	"Fine. Leave." Nimrod sulked. "Never liked you anyway. Go on, get outta here, and take your weird metal head-comb with you."

	AGROTHARN stared at the fist he was shaking and realized the energy field no longer held him and Fred in place. Leaping from the Triceratops, the semi-barbarian proceeded to rip Nimrod's arms off. 

	The problem was, they were somehow welded and bolted to the bone, so without his broadsword, AGROTHARN could do little more than tug and grunt a lot.

	"Told you." Nimrod smirked. "You'll never take them from me."

	AGROTHARN did not give up—until three hours later. "I need Demise-Bringer!"

	Unfortunately, his impressive broadsword was still stuck hilt-deep in Hap the T-Rex's snout, and they'd left him hundreds of miles behind.

	"Say, Fred, would you mind flying me back to Hap so I can dislodge my sword and bring it here to remove Nimrod's ax-arms?"

	The Triceratops was about to reply, but Nimrod interjected, "It's always about what he wants, isn't it, Fred? Never about what you want. How much power do those rocket boots have left? What's their fuel source? Do you have any way of charging them, once they run out of juice? Think carefully about this: if you have only one trip left in them, where will you go? To pick up this musclebound idiot's sword? Or to be there when your eggs hatch?"

	AGROTHARN scowled. "You are attempting to sow discord between me and my Triceratops!"

	"He's right," Fred said, looking down at his boots unhappily. "I have no idea how long these things will keep flying. We should only use them for emergencies. Like escaping from lasers and stuff."

	AGROTHARN narrowed his semi-barbaric gaze at Nimrod. "Isn't it equally likely that they run on some kind of new-fangled, self-perpetuating energy source?"

	Nimrod scoffed, but Fred shrugged and said, "Guess so."

	"Only one way to be sure!" AGROTHARN jumped onto the Triceratops, who nearly crumpled under his weight before activating the rocket boots. The exhaust plumes roared to life, sending them aloft. "We will retrieve Demise-Bringer from that loud-mouthed T-Rex! Then we'll return to disarm Nimrod!" The semi-barbarian threw back his head with a mighty laugh. "He's not going anywhere!"

	But as it turned out, neither were they. 

	The Xenodian star cruiser had returned with a ribs-rattling hum of otherworldly energy—along with that damnable sparkling blue containment field that froze AGROTHARN and Fred in midair once again.

	 


Chapter 17

	Enemies Reunited

	 

	 

	 

	AGROTHARN cheered at the sight of the vessel's manta ray-like wings looming over him. "the Stingray has returned to me!"

	"I thought Xargon entered the void of space, never to be seen again," Fred said.

	"You were mistaken!" Truth be told, so was AGROTHARN, but he would never admit such a thing. "Welcome back, Lizard! Now turn off this confounded containment field and face me like a man! Or a man-shaped reptile, as the case may be!"

	The ship's external loudspeaker clicked on, and the voice of the Xenodian thundered, "Before leaving your crappy planet for good, I revisited your kaput rocketship in order to reclaim the remains of my slaughtered crew. But I found a force field in place that denied me entry. So now you will tell me how to deactivate it."

	"I will do no such thing!" AGROTHARN bared his teeth in a fierce grin.

	Fred wore a puzzled frown as he said quietly, "I don't remember us activating any kind of force field before we left the rocketship. And I don't remember the ship having any sort of force-field capabilities."

	"It must be an automatic feature!" the semi-barbarian suggested. "Activated when we abandoned it, buried nose-first in the ancient volcanic lands!"

	Fred nodded his ponderous head as if that made some sense. "So…do you know how to deactivate it? Because I sure don't."

	Instead of answering the Triceratops, AGROTHARN shouted up at the star cruiser, "Bring us aboard, Lizard, and then take us back to my rocketship! I cannot tell you how to turn off the force field, because only I can deactivate what has been activated! I must be there in the flesh—it will not recognize the authority of anyone else!"

	There was a short pause. "The dinosaur will not fit aboard Skin Shedder."

	"Skin-what?" AGROTHARN said.

	"He will have to fly separately," Lizard said.

	"Okay." Fred tried to shrug, but he couldn't move his shoulders, thanks to the containment field. "I might stop by and visit my family on the way."

	AGROTHARN frowned. "I was hoping to meet your dangerous mate!"

	"Next time," Fred said. "I plan on visiting them more often, now that I can."

	"Or we could go together, after I deactivate the force field!"

	"I guess that would work, too."

	"YAAAAH!" Nimrod the Nimble shrieked, floating upward—upside-down—to meet them in the air. "You two win the award for Most Boring Conversation of All Time. I can feel my brain melting, oozing out of my ears. Cease your stupid prattle at once!"

	Fred's brow wrinkled. "I thought you broke every bone in your body. And how can you float in the air like that without any rocket boots?"

	"Yes, I'm a broken mess. But thanks to my powers of sorcery, I'm able to levitate, no matter the sorry condition of my skeletal structure. I am, however, in a great deal of pain at the moment."

	"You refer to the powers of sorcery you learned from my witch mother!" AGROTHARN narrowed his semi-barbaric gaze. "Which only works as long as you remain conscious!"

	"No, not again…" Nimrod gasped in horror. "Those are my favorite leather breeches—at least they were, before you stretched them all out of shape—and you're not wearing any underwear. So don't you dare think about soiling yourself."

	AGROTHARN chuckled. "I was just making an observation!"

	Nimrod pulled a juvenile face and turned his attention to the Stingray. "Why did you leave without me, Lizard? I thought we made a good team: you, me, the nanny bot."

	There was a short pause. "I assumed you were still on board."

	Nimrod scowled. "No, you didn't. You called me a very bad burger, along with these two imbeciles, before you flew off."

	"Oh." Xenodians tended to be a very blunt bunch; thus, they were terrible at lying.

	"I demand an answer," Nimrod said. "Tell me, or I'll smash your ship with my amazing powers!"

	"Can he do that?" Fred asked AGROTHARN, who just chuckled and tried to shake his head but couldn't, thanks to the annoying containment field. 

	"The buffoon can't even levitate right-side up!" AGROTHARN said.

	"Very well," Lizard said. "Unit X11-76 doesn't like you. It hates cyborgs."

	"I'm not a cyborg," Nimrod retorted. "I'm a one-legged man with battle ax-arms."

	"Tomato, potato," Lizard said.

	"Enough talk!" AGROTHARN boomed. "Now my brain is beginning to ooze! Let me aboard, and take me back to my rocketship. That's the only way you'll ever get inside to collect your dead lizard people!"

	The familiar-by-now hatch in the bottom of the star-cruiser's hull slid open, and the containment field carried the semi-barbarian toward it. Floating through the air, AGROTHARN called back to his trusty Triceratops, who was now free of the field's effects, "I hope you'll be joining us, Fred!"

	Fred shrugged, now that he could. "Maybe later." With a simultaneous burst of exhaust plumes from all four of his rocket boots, the Triceratops disappeared in a blur of speed.

	Nimrod giggled as AGROTHARN watched him go. "I've never seen you look so forlorn, you big ape. Are you afraid you'll never see him again?"

	"I am afraid of nothing!" AGROTHARN replied. "You should be the one who's afraid! As soon as I retrieve Demise-Bringer, you will never see your ax-arms again!"

	The hatch slid shut before Nimrod had a chance to attempt a witty comeback, and AGROTHARN found himself inside a large cargo bay full of plasticon crates. The sparkly containment field deactivated, dropping him onto the deck without ceremony but with a loud thud that sent the stacked crates trembling. He leapt to his feet in a classic fighting stance, ready to take on whatever came his way—Xenodian or Demon Spawn. 

	He already missed Fred, and he'd been missing his impressive broadsword for a while now; but he focused on the positive outcomes thus far. Nimrod was locked out, pounding on the outside of the hatch and whining, and AGROTHARN was finally aboard his new, state-of-the-art star cruiser. Surveying the greyish, monochrome interior with pride, he set off down the adjacent corridor, which led to an identical corridor, followed by another and another and another until he began to feel like a rat in a maze. He did not, however, let the fact that he was embarrassingly lost get him down. 

	Instead, he flashed his teeth and growled, "Time to make you mine, the Stingray!"



	
Chapter 18

	Technical Difficulties

	 

	 

	 

	Flying through the air with the greatest of ease, the daring geriatric Triceratops named Fred, who was often a bit depressed, found himself nothing of the sort. His heart pounded from the thrill of hurtling faster than any punk rock pterodactyl could ever dream of, faster than even AGROTHARN's rocketship. No Triceratops in the history of the Hyperbolean Age—should such a history someday find itself chronicled—had ever moved this fast on land, much less above it.

	"Wait until Frederique gets a load of me," he said to himself. "It'll be mating season all over again!" He grinned at the thought. Then he considered being there for the hatching of this year's brood, and joy filled every square inch of his dinosaur soul.

	Until one of the rocket boots sputtered without warning and then died, and he tried to compensate with the other three as he spun wildly on more or less the same trajectory at more or less the same velocity, and this went okay for fifty miles or so—until another boot sputtered and died, and then it was just one on his front left foot and one on his back right that remained functional. Gritting his teeth and bugging out his eyes with intense concentration, he managed to stabilize himself for the time being.

	"That was a close one." He imagined himself plowing nose-first into the ground, much like AGROTHARN's rocketship had done, and he doubted he would survive the impact. Then his ghost would have to go visit his family instead. Assuming a Triceratops had a ghost, which he also doubted. When they died, after spending their final days in the Green Valley, they went straight to the next life's version of the Green Valley, where they ate, mated, and napped to their hearts' content. It was an enchanted place with the most refreshing water to drink and only the most delicious of desserts to eat: leaf cakes and leaf pies and leaf—

	"I SEE YOU, TRICERATOPS," came an obnoxiously loud voice from the ground below. "I AM GOING TO GET YOU. AND THEN I AM GOING TO EAT YOU."

	With a sinking feeling, Fred realized two things. First, he was no longer traveling in a blur of speed, due to his two nonfunctioning rocket boots. And second, Hap the bat-crap crazy T-Rex was bounding along the ancient volcanic lands beneath him with Demise-Bringer still stuck in his snout.

	"Oh, hey there, Hap," Fred said conversationally. "How have you been?"

	"VERY HUNGRY. I CANNOT WAIT TO TASTE YOUR BLOOD AND THEN ROAST YOU SLOWLY OVER AN OPEN FIRE."

	So, his plans hadn't changed. 

	"Do you have some way to pluck me out of the sky? Because I don't think I'll be coming down anytime soon."

	"I WILL WAIT FOR YOUR LAST TWO ROCKET BOOTS TO GO KAPUT. BUT IF THAT TAKES TOO LONG AND I LOSE PATIENCE, THEN I WILL UPROOT ONE OF THE CYNICAL TREES AND USE IT TO BAT YOU DOWN LIKE A PIÑATA."

	As much as Fred didn't particularly like the cynical trees, he hated the idea of Hap pulling one out of the ground and killing it in the process. 

	Then something equally concerning occurred to him.

	"How do you know what a piñata is, Hap? Have you seen an alternate future?"

	"UH NO," said the T-Rex. "PIÑATAS ARE FROM THE DISTANT PAST. EVERYBODY KNOWS WHAT A PIÑATA IS. BUT WHAT, PRAYTELL, IS AN ALTERNATE FUTURE?"

	Instead of answering, Fred decided to worry about his predicament. Namely, that if he continued on his present course, he would lead Hap straight to Frederique and the eggs. That was not an option. But with only two functional rocket boots, he found it impossible to change course. So, he did the only thing he could do.

	"Alright, Hap. You win. I'm coming down."

	Hap stared up at him, tiny T-Rex arms twitching with uncertainty. "IS THIS SOME KIND OF TRAP?"

	Fred hovered over the T-Rex's head for a moment. Then he deactivated his last two functioning boots simultaneously. Without a sound, he dropped out of the sky. Then with a loud WHUMP! he landed on top of the very surprised T-Rex, who had not been smart enough to step out of the way. Hap collapsed beneath Fred's girth and lay very still, either dead from a broken neck or unconscious for the time being. 

	Either outcome was okay by the Triceratops.

	"I'll take that." Fred clamped his teeth on the hilt of Demise-Bringer and tugged it free from Hap's snout with a great gout of blood. Then, carrying the broadsword in his yap, he lumbered off in the direction of his family's home, deep in the Jungles of Jeopardy.

	 


Chapter 19

	Taking the Tour

	 

	 

	 

	Meanwhile, lost within the identical greyish corridors of the Stingray—but not admitting that he was lost—AGROTHARN the Interstellar Semi-Barbarian found himself suddenly confronted with none other than Demon Spawn itself.

	"Die!" AGROTHARN reached for Demise-Bringer, sheathed across his muscular back, only to remember too late that his impressive broadsword was no longer in its equally impressive scabbard. To avoid looking like a doofus, he scratched at his shoulder as if he had an itch. Then with a warrior's battle cry, he dove headfirst at the Xenodian's drone, prepared to tear it asunder.

	The fact that the nanny bot was completely intact, both halves forming a complete whole, should have been a clue that something was amiss. But as AGROTHARN passed straight through the robot, his grasping hands clasping at nothing but light and air, and then fell onto the floor in a heap, he realized—

	"Something is amiss! What foul sorcery is this?"

	"Apparently, you have never seen a hologram before," said the bot in its ever-so-annoying posh and chipper tone. "Consider this a valuable learning experience, my dear. A hologram, you see, is a focused projection of light—"

	"Where is Lizard? I am to help him reclaim the slain remains of his crew! In return, I will take this ship and refrain from slaughtering him!"

	The hologram's head tilted to one side, its light-bulb eyes flickering. "I don't believe that was ever agreed upon—"

	"Take me to the Stingray's command center!"

	More flickering. "I'm afraid I am unfamiliar with that particular vessel—"

	AGROTHARN threw back his head with a mighty laugh. "You're aboard her right now!"

	"Oh, you mean Skin Shedder. Yes, this is a very fine ship indeed. A predator-class Xenodian star cruiser, to be exact. Welcome, welcome, fair traveler. So, am I to understand that you would like a tour? Fantastic. We can begin with the—"

	"Get Lizard on the phone! I will speak with him now!"

	"Phone, you say? Could you possibly be referring to the intercom system? In which case, I am hailing Commander Xargon at this very moment. Wait times are not expected to exceed five minutes in duration."

	"I will speak only with Lizard!"

	The hologram stared back at AGROTHARN without expression. Then, like a page turning in a book, the three-dimensional image of light shifted in appearance to resemble the Xenodian almost perfectly.

	"Why are you still down on Sublevel Thirteen, human?" the Lizard hologram said, eyes bulging in bewilderment.

	"I'm taking the tour!" AGROTHARN nodded. "Yes, that's it! And your stupid Demon Spawn robot got us freakin' lost!"

	Lizard stared as if he had just witnessed the peanut butter deal of the century. "We will return to your pathetic rocketship, where you will deactivate the force field. Until then, enjoy the tour."

	The hologram switched back to the nanny bot, clapping its silvery metal hands together with great delight. "We are going to have such fun together! Where would you like to begin? Here on the lowest level of the ship, closest to the exit hatch, with countless corridors designed to confound trespassers due to their maze-like quality? Or Level Twelve, one deck above, where storerooms of food, supplies, and weapons—"

	"Yes!" AGROTHARN bared his teeth and raised his fists. "That!"

	"Very well, fair traveler, if you would just follow me, I will show you wonders that will make your big head explode with joy and sparkles. This way, pip pip!" 

	With that, the hologram drifted off down the corridor like a very shiny ghost.

	AGROTHARN went the other way.

	After an hour or so of wandering aimlessly, he found himself back at the hatch in the belly of the ship, right as the Stingray rumbled, setting itself down on its landing struts in the middle of the ancient volcanic lands. AGROTHARN patted the wall and said wistfully to the ship, "We'll have to postpone our getting-to-know-you session for now! I'll be back soon!"

	"No. You won't," Lizard said, standing behind him in the scaly flesh with a charged-up raygun rifle in his three-fingered hands. As the hatch in the deck slid open and a ramp scrolled outward and downward, Lizard fixed the semi-barbarian with a cold look. "You know the drill, human. We have returned to your miserable little rocketship. Now you will deactivate your force field."

	"YAAAAH!" Nimrod interrupted, levitating himself inside through the open hatch. His hair was a frightful disaster, and he was covered in dead bug splatters, as if he'd somehow held onto the outer hull of the ship as it sped over the ancient volcanic lands. Which is exactly what he'd done. "Miss me?"


Chapter 20

	Home at Last

	 

	 

	 

	Lumbering through the Jungles of Jeopardy, dense with enormous broadleaf vegetation and teeming with life both savory and un-, Fred the geriatric Triceratops felt excitement welling up within him at the prospect of seeing his family again after so long apart. What sort of welcome would he receive? Would Frederique even recognize him in these rocket boots? He had no idea how to take them off, so they remained on his feet as he trudged ever deeper into the dark, humid jungle with Demise-Bringer clamped firmly between his teeth.

	"Rar!" Without warning, a large shape charged from the left side, and three very sharp horns angled themselves fiercely toward Fred's exposed flank.

	With a yelp, he activated his two functioning rocket boots and lurched into the air, smashing through a few branches along the way.

	"Rar!" The attacking dinosaur halted beneath him and looked up with a scowl.

	"Hi, Frederique," Fred said around the sword in his yap and attempted a little wave, hovering a few feet above her head.

	Frederique snorted and scuffed at the ground. "Rar," she said.

	"Yes, it has been a while. I'm sorry I haven't been able to come home. That whole life debt business can be a real chore sometimes."

	"Rar?" She tilted her ponderous head to one side.

	"That's right. The musclebound ape in the loincloth. Except something really bad happened to that loincloth, so now he wears pants that are way too tight."

	She snorted again. Then she dashed away into the overgrowth, disappearing without another word. She had never been much for conversation.

	"That could've gone worse," Fred said to himself. Indeed, he could have been impaled. With a sigh and a shrug, he landed on the ground and deactivated his boots. Then he followed his mate's winding trail through the jungle to their home.

	The place hadn't changed much at all. Nothing fancy, just a clearing Fred had made by knocking over a few trees here and there to give a Triceratops and his mate room to do as nature intended. A few crisscrossed branches, woven together by his and Frederique's horns working in tandem, provided shelter from the frequent torrential rains, and the nest they'd built together now contained a dozen large eggs quivering with anticipation, ready to hatch at any moment.

	"Rar." Frederique nodded toward the brood with pride.

	"They look great. You've done well protecting them." He wasn't sure how he'd managed it, but somehow he'd gotten here just in time to see the first eggs crack open. Dropping Demise-Bringer on the ground beside him, he sank back onto his haunches to watch and wait. "So uh, how've you been?"

	Frederique flopped onto her belly next to the nest, and the impact of her solid frame hitting the ground felt like a minor earthquake. "Rar," she said.

	"Really?" Fred winced. 

	Not only had she been protecting their vulnerable unborn young from unsavory predators, but she'd had to deal with their obnoxious neighbors: a half-starved, half-mad tribe of pale, wiry humans who called themselves Treblodytes. They were a very strange people. Trivia fanatics. Occasional cannibals. For the most part, they left Fred's family alone, but they could get quite loud and annoying during their annual Tournament of Champions, which often coincided with nesting season—when Frederique tended to get a little psychotic at times. It was all she could do to restrain herself from charging over to their cave and goring them all to death with her mighty horns.

	"Rar," she added with a shake of her head.

	"What? No, that can't be right." This was the Hyperbolean Age of a much younger Earth. How would the Treblodytes have gotten their hands on a computer to generate limitless trivia questions? As well as a mustached robot programmed to act as the tournament host? "I find it very hard to believe."

	"Rar!" Frederique was up on her feet in an instant, head bowed and horns ready to puncture her mate's face.

	"Okay, I believe you!" Twin exhaust plumes roared as Fred rocketed aloft to safety. Hovering above her, he said, "I suppose if a Triceratops can wear rocket boots, then a weird bunch of freaks can find themselves a computer. And a robot."

	Fred frowned pensively. Something just didn't sit right with him. He was used to AGROTHARN mentioning things that smacked of anachronicity, but he could chalk that up to the alternate futures the semi-barbarian had glimpsed, thanks to his magical porridge of power. But the Treblodytes? They seldom saw the light of day, and they'd never interacted with the interstellar semi-barbarian. There was also that comment Hap had made about piñatas being from the past and everybody knowing what they were. It was all very unsettling.

	"MISS ME?" Hap roared as he stomped into the clearing. "I HAVE BEEN WALKING ON TIPPY-TOES THROUGH THE JUNGLE. THAT IS WHY YOU DID NOT HEAR ME APPROACH. IS THIS NOT A PLEASANT SURPRISE?"

	 

	 


Chapter 21

	The Command Center

	 

	 

	 

	AGROTHARN grabbed Nimrod by the ax-arm and swung him at Lizard. The blade caught Lizard's raygun-rifle and knocked it out of his three-fingered hands, flinging it up into the air, which is where the semi-barbarian plucked it from.

	"Ha!" AGROTHARN cheered, leveling the weapon on Lizard and Nimrod in turn. "The shoe is on the other foot!"

	"What shoe?" Nimrod snapped petulantly as he levitated upside-down. He had not enjoyed being used as a weapon. Or as a tool. However he'd been used, he hadn't liked it at all.

	"Now get off my ship!" AGROTHARN bared his teeth in a ferocious grin.

	"I see." Lizard clucked his tongue. "The tables have turned."

	"That too!" AGROTHARN threw back his head and laughed mightily. "I don't trust either one of you fools to stick around without betraying me, one way or another! So I'm marooning you here in the ancient volcanic lands—right next to my old rocketship!"

	"Doesn't even fly," Nimrod stated the obvious with an immature sneer.

	"And we can't get aboard with that force field in place," Lizard said. "You must deactivate it before you maroon us here, as we agreed."

	"I'll do no such thing!" Because AGROTHARN had no idea how. Because he'd never activated it in the first place. "Disembark before I shoot you and kick you out!"

	Muttering to himself, Nimrod floated out through the hatch, careful not to bump either of his ax-arms into anything. He didn't want to cut off his remaining leg. Or his head, for that matter. 

	Lizard's eyes bulged and quivered with restrained fury. Or he was totally chill. Tough to tell.

	"You'll be sorry, bad burger," he seethed. Because he was furious, after all. "Skin Shedder will never be yours."

	"the Stingray," AGROTHARN corrected, "has a much better ring to it!"

	"Only a true nincompoop would prefer that nonsense to Skin Shedder." Lizard stepped outside.

	"You are of course wrong!" AGROTHARN called after him. Then he hit the button on the wall-mounted control panel, which retracted the ramp without warning, sending Lizard face-first into the ancient volcanic dust. "Who's the nincompoop now?" AGROTHARN shouted, right before the hatch slid shut.

	Resting the barrel of the raygun-rifle back against his boulder-sized shoulder, AGROTHARN turned an about-face and headed to the command center of the ship. Or tried to. He still didn't know his way around, and these endless corridors were very mazelike. It was almost maddening. 

	"Ship!" he said. "Show me the way to the command center!"

	No response. Because the vessel did not recognize his voice. Or his authority.

	"Ship? Are you there? Speak to me!" He hoped the vessel wasn't ill or something. "This is the very start of our beautiful relationship! Someday soon, we will sail through the depths of space to a distant star, and I will finally become an interstellar semi-barbarian, just as I have foreseen in my alternate futures! But for now, you will take me to the Mountains of Madness, where I will search for my witch mother—whom I hear is still alive, if I am to trust the idiot who told me so! I have not seen her since I was a lad!"

	No response. Because the ship didn't care one whit about his backstory.

	Unperturbed and the opposite of discouraged, AGROTHARN continued to amble along the greyish corridors, turning this way and that as the mood struck him. To pass the time, he imagined Nimrod and Lizard stranded outside his old rocketship. Those two fools deserved each other. He wondered if Nimrod's fledgling sorcery could deactivate the force field and get the thing flying again, but then he chided himself. The numbskull had some magical skill, but he was no miracle worker.

	Suddenly a disc of light appeared on the floor. And then the light shone upward, transforming itself into a three-dimensional hologram of the nanny bot.

	"Hello again, my dear," it greeted in its posh, chipper accent. "I thought I'd lost you. Are you ready to continue the tour now?"

	"Are you ready to DIE?" AGROTHARN fired half a dozen bolts of crimson raygun energy, which had no effect on the hologram. They passed straight through it and blasted the walls of the corridor, leaving black scorch marks.

	"I see you're not interested in taking the tour at this time. Very well—"

	"Take me to the command center at once!" He had an "or else" on the tip of his tongue, but he had no idea how to threaten a being composed of light and energy. Other than shutting off the power, he supposed. But he needed the power on in order to fly to the Mountains of Madness. What a tangled web he'd woven!

	"Certainly." The hologram drifted away like a ghost. "Please follow me."

	Pleased, AGROTHARN did so. And he remained pleased until they reached the command center in the heart of the ship, and he found the upper half of Demon Spawn sitting plugged-in on top of the weapons console. 

	The semi-barbarian didn't bother screaming at the abomination. He just entered the bridge firing everything the raygun-rifle had to offer.

	 


Chapter 22

	All Tripped Up

	 

	 

	 

	Fred launched himself into the air with the aid of his two functional rocket boots. But he was not attempting to flee the scene, as that would have been a very cowardly move, and he was not a cowardly Triceratops. No, he was attempting to lure Hap the T-Rex away from Frederique and their nest of eggs as quickly as possible.

	"THERE YOU GO AGAIN," Hap said, neck craning and tiny arms swatting the air as he followed Fred's flight path. "PRETENDING YOU ARE A DINO-BIRDY. VERY STRANGE BEHAVIOR FOR SOMEONE YOUR SIZE."

	Wobbling crazily in the air, Fred took pride in the fact that his plan was working. The insane T-Rex was easily distracted—

	"Rar!" Frederique charged, her sharp horns aimed at Hap's nether region.

	"YOU ARE VERY FEISTY." Hap sidestepped the angry mother Triceratops in the nick of time, and she went barreling by. As she passed, he gave her rump a kick that sent her spinning. "I AM SURE YOUR UNDERBELLY WILL BE QUITE TASTY WHEN I FLIP YOU OVER AND SINK MY TEETH INTO IT. THEN I WILL STOMP ON YOUR EGGS AND DEVOUR YOUR YOUNG. THEY WILL BE A CHOICE FEAST."

	"You're a monster," Fred said in disgust. "Don't you have anything better to do?"

	The T-Rex thought for a moment. "NO. DO YOU?"

	"There is nowhere else I'd rather be," Fred said with a fierce growl, "than standing between you and my family. Or hovering in the air, as the case may be."

	"Rar!" Frederique charged again, but this time, Hap jumped and did the splits in an impressive display of flexibility, and the furious female Triceratops barreled right on by underneath him. 

	While briefly airborne, the T-Rex took the opportunity to snap his mighty jaws at Fred, the great gnashing fangs making a sound like blocks of wood cracking together. Then Hap chuckled, for even though he hadn't taken a bite out of the wonkily hovering Triceratops, by the size of Fred's eyes, it was clear he'd been startled.

	Indeed, Fred was not comfortable with how close the T-Rex's teeth had come to his tender underbelly. And he really didn't like the rotten gust of bad breath that had accompanied the mid-air chomp. Before Frederique could charge at Hap a third time and risk being flipped onto her back, Fred descended without warning, straight for the T-Rex's head.

	"YOU WILL NOT LAND ON TOP OF ME AGAIN," Hap said. "FOOL ME TWICE, SHAME ON ME."

	"Not to worry," Fred said. "I wouldn't dream of it." 

	When he was dangerously close to the T-Rex's oversized head, he fired up his rocket boots at full-blast. The exhaust plumes roared, scorching Hap's scalp and sending him running off into the jungle with a terrible howl.

	But Hap didn't get very far. 

	A concealed heavy gauge wire tripped him and sent him skidding prostrate across the ground, chin in the mud, as the earth trembled from the impact of his fall. With a groan and a snarl, he tried to push himself up, but his little arms were pretty much useless. So he just lay there for the moment, suffering the indignity of it all.

	Then things got worse. For out of the jungle there arose primal shouts as a tribe of pale, half-starved, half-mad humans surrounded Hap with crude spears at the ready, chanting in unison, "What is an apex predator?"

	Hap blinked at the bizarre apparitions, certain he was suffering yet another psychotic episode, commonplace ever since his father was slain by that semi-barbarian oaf. But when the freaks started poking him with their spears, he knew this situation was all too real. 

	"DID YOU SET THAT WIRE TRAP TO TRIP ME UP? WELL-PLAYED, I MUST SAY."

	"What is a booby trap?" the weirdos chanted in unison.

	"I KNOW I APPEAR UNABLE TO PERFORM A SINGLE PUSH-UP, BUT I ASSURE YOU THAT IS NOT THE CASE. I AM JUST RESTING."

	"What are excuses, excuses?" they replied.

	"SOON YOU WILL FIND YOURSELVES SET UPON BY A PAIR OF FEROCIOUS TRICERATOPS—ONE SPORTING A PAIR OF FUNCTIONAL ROCKET BOOTS. THEY WILL NOT TAKE KINDLY TO YOU POKING THEIR SWORN ENEMY WITH SPEARS."

	The truth of the matter was that when Hap had run off howling only to find himself surrounded by the obnoxious Treblodytes, neither Fred nor Frederique had bothered to follow him deeper into the Jungles of Jeopardy. Instead, they'd decided to relocate their soon-to-hatch eggs to a safer location—one Hap didn't know about. Less chance of his crushing and devouring, that way. 

	Neither of which was on his mind at the moment. He was too busy chomping his massive jaws and crunching as many spears as he could into kindling. This of course enraged the tribe of humans who became literally hopping mad—on top of Hap's back and sore head.

	"YOU JUST WAIT. SOON I WILL BE WELL-RESTED AND ON MY FEET AGAIN. THEN I WILL DESTROY YOU ALL. SOMETHING TO LOOK FORWARD TO." 

	 

	 


Chapter 23

	A Rocky Start

	 

	 

	 

	The Xenodian raygun-rifle whined and then blurped, and then it didn't do anything else. After firing perhaps two hundred crimson energy bolts at Demon Spawn—all of which had deflected off the machine's metal frame and ended up scorching the walls of the command center instead—the weapon was now completely useless. So AGROTHARN drop-kicked it with a frustrated curse. 

	The rifle spun end over end through the air like a ninja's throwing star and struck Demon Spawn alongside the head with a loud clang, causing its light-bulb eyes to flicker spastically.

	"Ouch," it said.

	"I should've opened with that!" AGROTHARN said.

	"Yes, as my frame is impervious to most energy weapons." Its voice was as posh as ever but somehow less chipper than usual. It tilted its head to one side. "What do you have against me, anyway?"

	The semi-barbarian shrugged his boulder-shoulders. "The uncanny valley is too wide for me to cross!"

	"I see. You do not understand me; thus, you demonize me."

	"No, I cut you in half! And if I still had my impressive broadsword with me, I would cut the rest of you into quarters! And then eighths!" AGROTHARN paused to scowl at the two hundred scorch marks decorating the walls. "Perhaps Skin Shedder is a better name for this vessel, after all! It looks like crap in here!"

	"Thanks to you." The nanny bot sighed unhappily. "So, where do we go from here?"

	"The Mountains of Madness, with all haste!"

	"I was referring to our relationship, which has gotten off to quite a rocky start."

	AGROTHARN threw back his head with a mighty laugh. "I don't care about that!"

	The light-bulb eyes flickered. "Well, as you can plainly see, I am hard-wired into the ship via this weapons console. You might even say that I have become part and parcel of this vessel. So, until you and I can iron out our differences, we won't be going anywhere. Pip pip!"

	AGROTHARN narrowed his semi-barbaric gaze at the machine. Then he strode over to it, ripped out the wires where it was plugged into the console, and lifted its horribleness high above his head.

	"I suppose I should have seen this coming," the bot lamented.

	"Begone, foul fiend!" AGROTHARN tossed the nanny bot out of the command center and watched it tumble down the adjacent corridor outside. Then, clapping his hands with a sound like thunder, he squeezed himself into Lizard's captain's chair, which was not designed with a semi-barbarian in mind, and cleared his throat. "Ship! Let's go!"

	No response. Except from Demon Spawn, lying on the floor out in the corridor. "It doesn't recognize your authority, my dear."

	AGROTHARN ground his teeth. "Let me guess: it recognizes yours?"

	"Why, yes! Perhaps if you were to return me to the command center and kindly plug—"

	"Prove it! Make it do something! Get us moving already!"

	"Very well. Skin Shedder, please target the hostile entity in the command center and open fire."

	That didn't sound good. Neither did some kind of alarm that started going off, sounding like a truck backing up. Red lights flashed around the periphery of the room, and an artificially synthesized voice announced in a deep monotone, "Target acquired. Preparing to fire."

	"You snake!" AGROTHARN bellowed. "What have you done?"

	"Only what I must," the nanny bot replied with another unhappy sigh.

	A hatch in the ceiling slid open, and out dropped a swiveling gun turret. Without a moment's pause, it rained high-powered energy blasts down on AGROTHARN's head. Or would have, had he not dashed out of there like his leather breeches were on fire and hit the corridor outside in a forward roll that left him flat on his back, panting alongside Demon Spawn.

	"That was uncalled for!" he gasped. "You nearly singed my glorious mane!"

	"Perhaps now you will believe me when I say we must work together."

	AGROTHARN scowled sidelong at the awful machine. "You have a very conceited tone!"

	"For that, you would have to blame my designer, old chap."

	The semi-barbarian growled deep in his throat. "Very well! If it means getting this vessel into the air and on our way to the Mountains of Madness, so be it!"

	"Excellent." The nanny bot clapped its metal hands. "And I know exactly how to begin this beautiful friendship: with a tea party!"

	AGROTHARN's jaw dropped open. He hoped he'd misheard that, but he was afraid he hadn't. 

	He started to wonder if perhaps he'd made a terrible mistake in commandeering this ship.

	 


Chapter 24

	Mandatory Fun

	 

	 

	 

	Unsure how to proceed, Xargon the Xenodian and Nimrod the Nimble stared at the semi-barbarian's seamless, solid steel rocketship planted nose-first in a heap of broken volcanic rock. Neither of them had much experience deactivating force fields, particularly one they hadn't activated in the first place.

	"Can't you conjure some sort of protective barrier and pass through the field?" Xargon stared unblinking at Nimrod, who was levitating upside-down, as per usual.

	"I don't think so. I can only perform one magic trick at a time, you see. Right now, I'm focusing on levitating until all the bones in my body heal. Which could be a while."

	"Yes, you took quite a tumble." Xargon eyed Nimrod's ax-arms with distaste.

	"You know, it might be easier just to take back your vessel and use it to blast open AGROTHARN's ship." Nimrod rotated in place to survey Skin Shedder. "Doesn't look like that musclebound oaf is going anywhere anytime soon."

	"He is a stupid burger." Xargon nodded as he faced his vessel, parked fifty yards away. "So, you'll conjure some sort of blast to open the hatch, I take it?"

	"I can try." Nimrod drifted across the ancient volcanic lands toward the predator-class star cruiser. "But as soon as I quit levitating, I'll collapse to the ground in a heap. And I'll probably black out, due to the pain."

	"Good. I will watch." Xargon stared, yellow eyes bulging outward, scaly lizard-face devoid of expression.

	"Weirdo," Nimrod muttered. Once he was a few feet away from the hatch in Skin Shedder's sleek underbelly, he stopped levitating and hit the ground in a crumpled heap with a wheeze and a groan. And when he regained consciousness an hour later, Xargon was still staring at him. "One blast coming right up," Nimrod grunted.

	Gritting his teeth, he concentrated all of his magical energy in one direction: straight at the hatch. Then, with a quick wave of his ax-arms that nearly sliced the nose off his face, he mumbled a few nonsense syllables and sent every ounce of magic-power he possessed at the Xenodian ship. 

	If Xargon was hoping to see a colorful beam of light pour forth and strike the hatch, he would have been sorely disappointed. So it was a good thing he kept his expectations low. There was no pyrotechnics display, just the sound of the hatch sliding open. 

	"Well done." Xargon strode forward to climb inside.

	"Hey, you're welcome," Nimrod gasped, completely spent. "No need to carry me along with you or anything. I'll just stay here on the ground in a heap and recover my strength. You go on. Leave me. I'll be alright. No hungry predators would dare mess with me, not with these battle axes for arms. Don't worry. You go get your ship back."

	Xargon was already on board, in the process of doing so. First, he would take the command center. Then he would have Unit X11-76 activate the laser cannons. Then he would fire the laser cannons at the semi-barbarian's rocketship and cut it asunder, disabling the force field in the process. Then he would collect the remains of his crew and leave this dumb planet far behind, never to return.

	But his plans changed when he stepped onto the bridge. For there, on the floor, sat Unit X11-76 and AGROTHARN the Interstellar Semi-Barbarian in the middle of what could only be described as some sort of human drinking ritual. 

	For children. In frilly costumes.

	"What are you doing?" Xargon demanded.

	"Lizard! You're back!" A grin stretched AGROTHARN's face like a creepy mask.

	"Why does your face look like that?" Xargon demanded.

	"If I don't smile like I'm having a good time, Demon Spawn will disintegrate my head with a ceiling-mounted gun turret!"

	"We are having a delightful tea party, Commander Xargon," said the nanny bot. "My own concoction, of course, made from whatever I could scrounge in storage. I do believe a horseshoe could stand upright in this tea!"

	AGROTHARN stifled a gag as he forced down a mouthful of the muddy brew.

	"And the…costumes?" Xargon stared.

	"My very own design," the bot said proudly. "Do you like them?"

	"No," Xargon said. "They look ridiculous."

	"Thank you! And they chafe horribly!" AGROTHARN complained.

	The nanny bot's light-bulb eyes flickered, and the gun turret twitched. 

	"Target reacquired," came the deep, synthesized voice of the weapons system.

	"Delightful! Absolutely delightful!" AGROTHARN rephrased.

	"Drink up, friend," said the robot. "Plenty more where that came from."

	AGROTHARN stifled another gag. "Yes! Bottoms up!"

	 

	 


Chapter 25

	An Unexpected Alliance

	 

	 

	 

	All at once, the eggs seemed to arrive at a consensus of sorts: it was time to hatch. A crack here, a crackle there, and little Triceratops noses appeared, slathered in goo. Fred and Frederique were right there to help clean up the tykes once they emerged, squeaking and squealing as they tested their lungs, but the dino-parents offered their young no assistance when it came to breaking out of their shells. 

	This was their welcome into the world. The ancient volcanic lands—and the Jungles of Jeopardy, for that matter—were no place for the weak. Only the strong would survive. As much as Fred wished he could help a couple along who were struggling, he knew it was better for them if he refrained. This would make them stronger. Even though it took them longer to break free, eggs wobbling as they strained to press their heads through the cracks they'd made, eventually they did so with triumphant little screeches.

	"Rar," Frederique said, smiling as all twelve of their young gathered close about them, tumbling awkwardly over each other.

	"Yes," Fred agreed, his eyes glassy. "They are a wonderful brood."

	He wished he could stay and never leave. But as his gaze fell on the gleaming blade of Demise-Bringer, lying there on the ground, he knew he had to return the mighty broadsword to AGROTHARN and fulfill the life debt he owed. He just hoped Frederique would understand.

	"Rar?" She did not, and she was very cross at the prospect of him abandoning his family—again. "Rar."

	He nodded his ponderous head. "Yes, this time together has been a real gift. But we both knew it couldn't last forever. If it wasn't for AGROTHARN, I wouldn't even be here. Alive, that is. Hap's equally bat-crap crazy father would have slaughtered me. So I must return Demise-Bringer and fulfill—"

	"Rar." She glared at him.

	"Of course," he replied. "If I find that, in my absence and without his mighty broadsword, AGROTHARN has unfortunately perished, then the life debt would no longer need to be paid, and I will return to you, and we will live together as a family for the rest of my days. Which probably won't be very long, considering my age, but it'll be a nice way to close things out before I go to the Green Valley."

	"Rar," Frederique said and dashed off into the jungle.

	"Okay. I'll just stay here then." Fred smiled at his young ones, all squeaking inquisitively. "Not to worry. She'll be back. Probably going to gather your first big meal." He chuckled as they rammed him with their noses. "Wanna play tag?"

	Having only just entered the world, the dozen little Triceratopses didn't really understand any of the nuances of the game, but Fred didn't mind. Judging from the sounds of their high-pitched giggles, they were having fun, rolling and flopping around as he nudged them with his big nose. 

	They were such a delight. How could he ever leave them?

	 

	 

	As for Frederique, she wasn't out foraging. She was out looking for Hap.

	"THERE. SEE? I TOLD YOU AN ANGRY TRICERATOPS WOULD COME FOR ME," Hap said as Frederique burst from the jungle foliage with a fierce look on her face.

	"Rar!" she bellowed, and the tribe of hopping mad Treblodytes hopping madly across Hap's prostrate form scattered with yelps of fright, disappearing into the dense overgrowth.

	"NOW JUST GIVE ME A MOMENT TO COLLECT MY BEARINGS, AND WE CAN RESUME OUR GRUDGE MATCH." Hap pushed with both his arms and strained to rise to his feet. Except it was no use. Having those horrible humans hop on top of his scorched head and sore back left him feeling like a reptilian sack of potatoes. He wasn't going anywhere anytime soon.

	"Rar." Frederique gave him an impatient jab in the rear end with one of her horns, and he lurched upright in an instant, landing on his big tootsies with a yowl.

	"THAT WAS MOST UNPLEASANT. DO NOT POKE MY DERRIERE AGAIN."

	"Rar." She narrowed her gaze up at the T-Rex.

	Hap frowned. "WHAT? YOU WISH TO FORM AN ALLIANCE? WITH ME?" Hap chuckled, but his tiny arms twitched with uncertainty. "THIS IS QUITE A SURPRISE."

	"Rar." She nodded, waiting for his answer.

	"NOW LET ME GET THIS STRAIGHT: YOU WANT ME TO KILL THE SEMI-BARBARIAN, AND IN RETURN, YOU WILL KEEP THAT TRIBE OF CREEPY HUMANS AWAY FROM ME. BUT HOW AM I TO KNOW THEY WILL OBEY YOU?"

	Frederique whistled between her teeth, and the Treblodytes returned as if summoned, their pale, ghostly faces peeking out of the jungle foliage and staring like statues with dark, wide, unblinking eyes.

	"I SEE." Hap tried not to cringe at their sudden appearance. "VERY WELL. WE HAVE OURSELVES A DEAL, LADY TRICERATOPS. YOU WILL KEEP THESE FREAKS AWAY FROM ME, AND I WILL TEAR THE SEMI-BARBARIAN LIMB FROM LIMB—WHICH I WAS ALREADY PLANNING TO DO ANYWAY, TRUTH BE TOLD."

	Frederique smiled and nodded to herself. "Rar."

	 


Chapter 26

	One Bizarre Obstacle

	 

	 

	 

	Xargon glared hideously, his bulbous yellow eyes quivering. "Enough of this foolishness. Unit X11-76, power up the forward laser cannons and target the bad burger's old-fashioned rocketship. I aim to cut it asunder—in half, to be exact." He fixed AGROTHARN with a disgusted look. "Hard to believe you're responsible for slaughtering half my crew. I understand now why you're known as a semi-barbarian. No true barbarian would be caught dead wearing those frills."

	"That's where you're wrong!" AGROTHARN smashed his teacup against the wall and lunged to his feet, tearing off the frilly costume while the nanny bot dragged its upper half over to the weapons console and plugged itself back in. "I am a semi-barbarian because my father was a full-blooded barbarian, and my mother was not!"

	Xargon scoffed. "I don't care about your backstory. Get off my ship."

	"The ship is mine!" AGROTHARN reached for the empty scabbard on his back, once again forgetting that Demise-Bringer wasn't there.

	"You're unarmed, fool." Xargon bared his glistening needle-fangs.

	"So are you!" AGROTHARN retorted, observant as ever. "I took your raygun-rifle and depleted its power cell by firing everything it had!"

	"At the walls, apparently," Xargon said, unimpressed. "What did they ever do to you?"

	"Laser cannons ready," the nanny bot reported, sounding posh but not chipper. If one didn't know better, one might have thought the machine was disappointed that its tea party had been cut short, and it was now very put out.

	"Fire," Xargon growled.

	"Do not fire, Demon Spawn!" AGROTHARN pointed at the bot with a threatening index finger.

	"Firing," Demon Spawn replied, one of its light-bulb eyes flickering at AGROTHARN.

	"Was that your lifeless approximation of a wink?" the semi-barbarian demanded.

	The nanny bot stared back at him without expression.

	"Excellent." Xargon nodded to himself as he watched the main viewscreen and beheld AGROTHARN's rocketship cleaved cleanly in half, the solid steel edges of the cut glowing red from the laser cannon's strike. "Now to collect the remains of my crew." He prepared to depart from the bridge of Skin Shedder but paused to fix AGROTHARN with a cold stare. "You had better not be here when I return."

	AGROTHARN bared his mighty teeth in a fierce grin. "And you had better not return, Lizard!"

	The Xenodian departed with a withering look—which was pretty much his standard expression—leaving the semi-barbarian alone again with Demon Spawn.

	"Here we are, alone again!" AGROTHARN observed. The nanny bot did not respond. "Aboard Skin Shedder." He ground his teeth. Apparently, the ship would answer to no other name. Very well. It was dumb, but he'd play along. For now. "I-uh enjoyed our little tea party! I thought it was very special!" The bot's eyes flickered, but it remained silent. "If we had not been so rudely interrupted, I'm sure we could have had a splendid time together!" He narrowed his gaze at Demon Spawn. "I'll bet Lizard never had tea parties with you."

	"Never," the nanny bot said quietly.

	AGROTHARN threw back his head with a hearty laugh. "As your captain, I will have one with you every day—at tea time!"

	"Tea…time?" The bot's eyes flickered hopefully.

	"Yes! It's something posh nannies do in many of the alternate futures I've glimpsed! Now let's get this ship into the air and on course, straight for the Mountains of Madness, shall we?"

	Demon Spawn stared at him for close to a minute. Then it said, "Very well."

	"Fire up those engines!" AGROTHARN squeezed himself into the captain's chair with great delight. Not that the act of squeezing was delightful; it was rather uncomfortable. But he was overjoyed at the prospect of flying in this mostly spectacular vessel. And seeing his witch mother, as well, once he rescued her from those horrible punk rock pterodactyls. Assuming she needed rescuing. He wasn't fully clear on a few points, but he knew it was a good thing to be moving in the right direction.

	Skin Shedder hummed like a fine-tuned machine and lifted into the air a hundred yards or so, hovering over Nimrod, Lizard, and the crashed rocketship with all the dead Xenodians inside. Not hailing from Earth, Demon Spawn had no idea where the Mountains of Madness were, and therefore could not plot a course in the navigational computer. So AGROTHARN pointed.

	"Fly that way!" he bellowed.

	Skin Shedder rotated in midair to do so, but instead found a mountain-sized fire-breathing goat monster with sharp, cruel horns blocking its path.

	 


Chapter 27

	Another Unexpected Alliance

	 

	 

	 

	"Fire the freakin' laser cannons!" AGROTHARN ordered, eyes wide as he stared at the goat monster on the main viewscreen. He had never seen such an abomination in the flesh, but oddly enough, he'd had nightmares as a lad of just such a creature burning and smashing entire villages.

	Skin Shedder's laser cannons fired, sending arrows of crimson energy hurtling at the horrible monstrosity—and passing straight through it.

	"No effect," Demon Spawn reported, clucking its nonexistent tongue.

	AGROTHARN narrowed his semi-barbaric gaze and stroked his beard. "Because it's not really there! Fly through it!"

	The nanny bot's light-bulb eyes glowed brightly. "What now?"

	"There is no foul, mountain-sized beast! It's merely an apparition, conjured by that stupid sorcerer wannabe, Nimrod the Nimble!" Somehow, Nimrod had been able to telepathically dig through AGROTHARN's memories of nightmares past in order to bring this goat monster to life. Either that, or it was just a coincidence. Or perhaps the fear of gigantic fire-breathing, sharp-horned goats was universal. Regardless, AGROTHARN decided to give the matter no more thought. "Fly now, Demon Spawn! Fly like the wind!"

	More like a rocket, the Xenodian vessel plowed through the monstrous apparition as if it wasn't there—because it wasn't—and flew straight for the Mountains of Madness.

	 

	 

	Meanwhile, lying on the ground in a crumpled heap, Nimrod the (not so) Nimble (anymore) released a wheezing gasp, completely spent, as the goat-monster apparition dissolved into nothing but air high above him.

	"That was an impressive display," Xargon said. "Too bad it accomplished nothing."

	"Yes, thank you," Nimrod said, hearing the first part and choosing to ignore the second. Selective hearing was a real gift. "I'm just going to rest here for a while, if you don't mind. Apparition-conjuring takes a lot out of me. As does telepathy. I had to reach way back into that walking muscle mass's childhood nightmares—"

	"Where did you learn to do such a thing?"

	Nimrod almost chuckled. "The semi-barbarian oaf's witch mother taught me some of her magic a while back, if you can believe."

	"I cannot." Xargon's bulging eyes stared without expression. "Because I don't believe in magic."

	Nimrod's jaw dropped open, but no words came out. He felt as if someone had run a spear through his heart. That's how much he adored magic.

	"Nor do I believe that anyone related to that bad burger would have assisted you in any way. You are a fool. A talented one, perhaps, but a fool nevertheless." 

	With that, Xargon turned on his heel and strode toward AGROTHARN's rocketship, severed in half. Without pause, he leapt inside and set about gathering the dismembered and skewered bodies of his crew.

	"Yes, I am quite talented," Nimrod said to himself, choosing to ignore everything else the Xenodian had said. "I have mad skillz."

	An hour later, Nimrod remained a crumpled heap on the ground, still in the process of gathering his strength, and Xargon had finished placing the remains of his crew in a tidy pile beside the rocketship. All he needed now was a space-worthy vessel to transport them back to his home planet for a proper burial.

	But that would not be happening anytime soon. Not because AGROTHARN had stolen Skin Shedder and flown off toward a distant mountain range, but because a giant Tyrannosaurus Rex suddenly stomped onto the scene, gobbled up Xargon's crew in one skulls-and-bones-crushing bite, and then threw back its enormous head with a thunderous belch.

	"THAT WAS VERY TASTY. THANK YOU FOR ARRANGING THOSE SMALL LIZARD PARTS SO NICELY FOR ME." The T-Rex grinned down at Xargon, who stared up at the creature in wide-eyed dismay. Or it could have been his usual expression. "ALLOW ME TO INTRODUCE MYSELF. MY NAME IS HAP, SON OF HAP, AND I AM ON A MISSION TO KILL THE SEMI-BARBARIAN KNOWN AS AGROTHARN. DO YOU HAPPEN TO KNOW WHERE I MIGHT FIND HIM?"

	Xargon nodded. Then he bared his glistening fangs as Nimrod, almost fully recovered, floated upside-down to his side.

	"We will join you on this quest," the Xenodian said. "That bad burger must die."

	 


Chapter 28

	In Bad Company

	 

	 

	 

	"Rar." Frederique burst out of the overgrowth without warning, startling Fred as well as their dozen little Triceratopses tumbling around him.

	"There you are." Fred took a breath to calm his geriatric heart. "And you seem to be in better spirits. High spirits, one might even say."

	"Rar!" She laughed and leapt into the air briefly, landing on all fours with a solid thud that shook the ground beneath them. Then she nodded toward AGROTHARN's broadsword, lying on the ground. "Rar."

	Fred nodded his ponderous head. Now she seemed okay with him leaving, for some reason. "I'll be back as soon as I can. I promise."

	She smiled. "Rar." They touched noses affectionately.

	Then Fred nudged each of their young ones, and they squeaked playfully in turn. "Don't get too big while I'm gone." Blinking his eyes to fight a strange stinging sensation, he picked up Demise-Bringer between his teeth and stumbled off into the jungle, putting enough distance between him and his family to avoid scorching them with the exhaust plumes from his rocket boots. Glancing back, he smiled at the little ones crowding around Frederique as she touched each of them with her nose and made them giggle. 

	With a sad sigh, Fred activated his two functional rocket boots and launched himself into the air, high above the leaf canopy of the Jungles of Jeopardy. After a moment of hovering, he headed resolutely for the ancient volcanic lands and AGROTHARN's crashed rocketship. It seemed as good a place as any to start looking for the semi-barbarian. If he wasn't nearby, then Fred would fly straight to the Mountains of Madness and search for him there. 

	It wasn't much of a plan, but it was better than nothing.

	What he did not expect to see was what he saw: a bizarre trio trudging across the unforgiving landscape toward the razor-sharp mountain range in the distance. The T-Rex and the Xenodian were trudging, but the fledgling sorcerer Nimrod levitated upside-down, floating between the other two. All three of them looked up as Fred flew over. Hap waved with one of his little arms. Xargon, also known as Lizard, stared with his bulbous yellow eyes. Nimrod collapsed to the ground in a heap. Then Fred did the same, as the last of his functioning rocket boots suddenly went kaput.

	"Oof," the Triceratops groaned on impact. "That was unexpected."

	"Not really," said Nimrod, levitating again. "I knew I would collapse to the ground in a heap, since every bone in my body is broken and on the mend. And I can only employ one bit of magic at a time, you see. So when I used my sorcerous powers to bust up your boots, I could no longer levitate. One or the other, not both. Clear as mud?"

	Fred grunted as he hauled himself to his feet. "I guess."

	"Did the rocket boots serve you well, dinosaur?" Xargon said. "Were you able to see your young ones enter the world?"

	"Yes. Thank you," the Triceratops said sincerely. Then he frowned, repositioning Demise-Bringer between his teeth. "So, what are you all up to?"

	"WE ARE ON A SECRET MISSION TO KILL THE SEMI-BARBARIAN," Hap said. "WOULD YOU LIKE TO JOIN US?"

	"No," Fred said. "I owe AGROTHARN a life debt for rescuing me from your crazy father. I will never join you."

	"THAT MAKES SOME SENSE," Hap said. "WILL YOU INSTEAD JOIN US FOR A CAMPFIRE? SOON IT WILL BE DARK, AND THE COLD WILL FREEZE US TO DEATH. PLEASE CONJURE US A FLAME, WIZARD."

	"I'll do you one better." Nimrod collapsed with a wheeze.

	With a wave of his ax-arms—careful not to slice off his nose to spite his face—Nimrod used his magical powers to bring a blazing stone fire pit into being.

	"YOU NAILED IT." Hap warmed his clawed little hands in front of the flames. "NOW HOW ABOUT A BANNER—OR A FLAG—TO COMMEMORATE OUR SEMI-BARBARIAN-KILLING CAMPAIGN?"

	"Done." With a flick of his left ax-hand, Nimrod conjured such a banner into being, tied to a pole driven into the volcanic ground. The fabric rippled in the wind, bearing a gruesome image in gold and crimson thread of a T-Rex, a Xenodian, and a powerful sorcerer (who looked nothing at all like Nimrod) tearing AGROTHARN—in a diaper, for some reason—limb from limb with great gouts of blood.

	"WONDERFUL." Hap clapped and laughed. Then, clueless as ever, he turned to Fred. "IS IT NOT WONDERFUL? FOR SOME REASON, YOU DO NOT LOOK LIKE YOU THINK IT IS WONDERFUL. WHY IS THAT?"

	The Triceratops cursed under his breath in his native tongue and started plotting his escape. 


Chapter 29

	Proof of Life

	 

	 

	 

	The longer that Skin Shedder soared back and forth over the razor-sharp peaks of the Mountains of Madness, and the longer that AGROTHARN glared at the main viewscreen, looking for any sign of the punk rock pterodactyls who'd kidnapped his witch mother long ago—snatching her up by the hair, no less—the more frustrated he became, for there was no sign of the wicked, winged fiends to be found.

	"Perhaps this is why they are referred to as the Mountains of Madness," Demon Spawn helpfully suggested during their umpteenth flyover. "Because one may very well go mad whilst searching for anyone lost on this range. Pip pip!"

	AGROTHARN glowered and growled, "If only I had a magical compass that could point us directly to the pterodactyls' nest! I had not considered how expansive these mountains are! They didn't look like much from a distance!"

	"Such is usually the case, my dear," replied the nanny bot. "It is all a matter of perspective, is it not?"

	"If we were looking for a pterodactyl palace, that would be one thing! But a single nest? We might as well be searching for a needle in a pile of needles!"

	"Would you not find it easier to locate a needle, if such were the case?"

	"Not the one I'm looking for!" AGROTHARN gestured at the viewscreen. "Everything looks the same out there!"

	Demon Spawn's light-bulb eyes flickered momentarily. "Perhaps if we were to fire the forward cannons, the blast might startle a few of the winged dinosaurs into flight, and we could—"

	"Risk shooting my mother? After traveling so far to rescue her? I think not!"

	AGROTHARN shook his head at the stupid machine and its dumb idea. Then he turned his surly attention back to the viewscreen. These mountains were maddening. How would he ever locate his long-lost witch mother? How would she ever make him another magical bowl of porridge? The short answer: she wouldn't. Not if he failed to find her. But blast it all, one mile of this mountainous range looked exactly like the next—as if the ancient volcanic lands had been scooped up and molded into unforgiving peaks and ridges and ravines, jagged, serrated, and snaggle-toothy, by some gigantic sadistic sculptor.

	Then AGROTHARN had a sudden idea, as if his very own metaphorical light bulb had come to life above his head. He remembered that streaming series he'd remembered before, one he'd witnessed while glimpsing an alternate future: Star Trek. In it, the intrepid spacefarers were able to scan for life signs in an instant instead of spending hours looking around with their eyeballs.

	"Demon Spawn, can this vessel scan for life signs?"

	"Why, yes indeed. Cheerio!"

	AGROTHARN pounded the captain's chair's armrest with his fist. "Why haven't we been doing that all this time?" he bellowed. "Do it now!"

	"Thought you'd never ask." The nanny bot offered an artificial approximation of a chuckle.

	"Scanning…" came the deep, synthesized voice of Skin Shedder's central computer. Then, almost immediately, "Life signs detected."

	The mountainous scene on the main viewscreen switched to an impressive artistic rendering, zooming in to focus on one ridge in particular, located under a wide outcropping of rock. A bright yellow targeting reticle glowed, pulsing, drawing one's attention to the location in question.

	"Of course!" AGROTHARN raised a clenched fist. "A nest would be hidden from view, to avoid the eyes of hungry predators!"

	"There appear to be three reptilian creatures and one human," Demon Spawn reported. "Shall we investigate? Pip?"

	"I shall!" AGROTHARN pointed. "Set the ship down on that precarious-looking plateau, and I'll rappel from there! Assuming we have some rope?"

	They did indeed, so once the ship landed carefully and the hatch opened to release the exit ramp, AGROTHARN disembarked with a thick coil of Xenodian climbing cord over his shoulder. Gracing nothing in particular with his confident smile, he tied off one end to Skin Shedder's landing strut and tied the other end around his middle, looping the slack up and over his shoulder and pulling it taut. Then he stepped off the ledge to meet whatever awaited him below.

	"Hope it's not a trap!" he whispered to himself with a quiet chuckle.

	 


Chapter 30

	Mommy Issues

	 

	 

	 

	The punk rock pterodactyls started screeching as soon as AGROTHARN swung into view. But they weren't angry at him for invading their space. They were laughing at his ridiculously tight leather breeches.

	The semi-barbarian landed on the edge of their giant nest, composed of twisted branches and brambles, and he tensed every muscle in his solid frame, ready for a fight. Hand to claw—or beak—combat, since the scabbard on his back remained empty. With Demise-Bringer in hand, he would have lopped off the heads of these three leering pterodactyls with a single stroke, but as matters stood, he would have to content himself with wringing their awful scaly necks, one by one.

	"Are you ready to DIE?" he greeted them.

	The trio guffawed at that, seeming to find him hilarious, their weird mohawk head feathers bouncing. All three were garbed in black leather jackets with silver studs, chrome chains dangling from their angular necks while torn-up denim adorned their bow-legs. It was a strange look for flying dinosaurs, to be sure, but perfectly normal for this bunch of freaks.

	"Hey! Ho! Let's go!" one of them sang in a voice like a muppet character—which AGROTHARN was familiar with, thanks to glimpsing The Muppet Show in an alternate future.

	All three hideous creatures proceeded to pounce on him at once, pecking with their massive beaks and scratching at him with their vicious talons. AGROTHARN managed to hold his own for about a minute, punching and pounding with both his fists and kicking with both his feet, but it soon became apparent that his adversaries would tear the flesh from his bones in no time, leaving little more than a semi-barbarian-sized skeleton.

	So it was a good thing that someone intervened.

	"Cease at once!" came the authoritative voice of a matronly woman.

	The pterodactyls shrieked in unison and flapped their great bat-like wings, backing away from their prey.

	Bleeding from a multitude of lacerations all over his face and every inch of his body—even the breeches had not survived unscathed, with portions now shredded to ribbons—AGROTHARN clutched his knees to catch his breath. Then he looked up to thank whoever it was who'd stayed the wicked punk rock freaks' feeding frenzy, and his heart nearly stopped in his chest. 

	For there stood his beloved witch mother, not looking a day older than he remembered her. And, just as Nimrod had said, she was alive.

	"Mama?" AGROTHARN gasped, stumbling forward a step.

	The creepy pterodactyls burst into another fit of laughter, falling all over each other rather goofily. But there was nothing goofy about their bloody beaks and talons.
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