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Chapter 1

	Unlikely Shipmates

	 

	 

	 

	Centuries from now, long after the days of recorded history, during the primitive, broken-down age of the Post-Apocalypse on a much older Earth, AGROTHARN the Interstellar Semi-Barbarian roamed the desert Wastes in search of fame and fortune—

	Well, he used to. Not so much anymore.

	Now AGROTHARN scoured the darkest depths of space in search of his mighty broadsword, Demise-Bringer, which aliens had stolen from him while he slept.

	"Who would've guessed those stone-faced freaks were burglars!" he grumbled for the umpteenth time as Fred the geriatric Triceratops, the semi-barbarian's loyal companion, steered the rocketship out of Earth's solar system. Thick leather straps on the dinosaur's harness kept him suspended from all sides of the vessel's cylindrical-shaped inner hull and allowed him to punch and flick various control buttons and levers on the navigation console with his horns and snout. "If only I'd had my magical porridge, I would have foreseen their despicable act of larceny!"

	Fred offered a noncommittal grunt in reply.

	"What's larceny?" Ghosty asked in a whisper, tethered by a similar harness next to Fred but not punching or flicking any of the controls. She was like a copilot, but one without any responsibilities—except making sure that the elderly Triceratops stayed awake during their long interstellar flight.

	"Burglary," Fred answered, matching her low volume.

	Ghosty frowned. "Why didn't he just say that?"

	Fred shrugged. "Sometimes he likes to exercise his vocabulary."

	"Speaking of exercise," Lank piped up, adjusting his eyepatch. His harness was located in the rear of the ship's central compartment, and he looked very uncomfortable. The leather straps had a way of tugging and twisting at his shaggy fur, which made the one-eyed Carpethrian even more surly than usual. "How're we supposed to keep our muscles from atrophying while we're strung up like this?"

	AGROTHARN chuckled. "Oh, you just need to flex them is all!" He demonstrated from where he hung smack-dab in the middle of the compartment. As a rule, semi-barbarians didn't wear such harnesses, but desperate times called for desperate measures. With a red-faced grimace, he made his entire muscular frame bulge impressively from neck to toe—except for the portion covered by his furry loincloth.

	Lank cursed under his breath in his native tongue. "Worst ship ever."

	"Thought this thing crashed," Captain Astridia said, suspended beside Lank but not looking uncomfortable in the slightest. Despite her large stature, she seemed quite familiar with being tethered by straps in zero gravity. "And broke in half."

	"That was my first rocketship—Lizard shot it down!" AGROTHARN shook his head fondly at the memory. "But my dad and I built this one from the remnants of Skin Shedder! Same design as my old ship: cone-shaped front end, cylinder-shaped middle, and two big, honking rockets on the back! It's like something from that Flash Gordon streaming series I enjoyed so much whilst privy to such wonderful things, right down to these lines of rivets in an otherwise seamless plasteel hull!"

	"The main difference being that this one is actually spaceworthy," Fred added.

	The semi-barbarian threw back his head with a mighty laugh. "Indeed!"

	Captain Astridia narrowed her Amazonian gaze at the back of the Triceratops's head and wrinkled her unibrow. "And you're still able to track my ship?"

	"Yes," Fred replied without looking over his shoulder at her. Because there wasn't enough room for him to turn his head. "The exiled Continuum Keepers are flying the Piercing Power at full velocity. They're leaving…contrails, for lack of a better word. A trail of residue we can follow easily through the black."

	Another grunt from Lank. "No way we'll ever catch up to them in this tin can."

	AGROTHARN turned sharply in his harness to give the Carpethrian a hideous scowl that looked twice as menacing beneath his ax-helmet. Lank averted his eye.

	"You'd think so," Fred conceded, "but we're actually faster due to being smaller and lighter. We should overtake them by the time they pass Pluto."

	Astridia gave the semi-barbarian a side-eyed look. "Good thing you and Daddy had this rocketship ready to go. Real convenient, you might say."

	He grinned broadly. "Isn't it?"

	Suspicion brewed in Lank's unpatched eye. "Almost like you planned this whole escapade, just to give yourself an excuse to return to the stars."

	AGROTHARN looked as though he had a heated response on the tip of his tongue, but something caught his eye out the porthole of reinforced plasticon beside him. Pointing and staring, he whistled with appreciation. 

	"Hey, are we passing Saturn? Look at those splendiferous rings!"

	 

	 


Chapter 2

	Separation Anxiety

	 

	 

	 

	A humble planetoid named Pluto loomed in the near-distance as the Amazonian vessel made its approach. Traveling at full throttle, the Piercing Power would pass the dwarf planet in a matter of minutes. Then it would just be a hop, skip, and jump via the nearest wormhole to Opsanus Tau Prime, home to non-temporal entities extraordinaires with technological advancements beyond imagination.

	But there was one problem with certain wormholes: they weren't always where you expected them to be.

	"There is no sign of it on scanners," the exiled Continuum Keepers murmured in unison in the voice of a multitude, their stone faces unreadable. Sitting side by side at the navigation console on the bridge as if joined at the hip, they bowed their hooded heads over the glowing screen and pondered what to do next. "It has vanished."

	"Correction," said the artificial voice of the ship's central computer via a pair of recessed ceiling speakers. "Wormholes have been known to collapse, but they do not vanish. In this case, it has moved outside the range of its expected coordinates, which is a common occurrence when dealing with such Einstein Rosen Bridges."

	The pair of exiles stared up at the ceiling for a moment—at least their eyeless masks did so—before returning their attention to the console before them.

	The computer allowed the silence to run on for two full minutes before it said, "You appear to have a stowaway on board."

	"That would be the sword," the exiles replied in a dismissive manner. "Any movement you detect in the portside cargo hold would be due to its…unique properties."

	"The toilet on deck two has just been flushed," the computer said. "It is doubtful that a weapon would have such needs, regardless of its uniqueness." There was a brief pause as the exiles looked up again. "And a rickety rocketship is currently in pursuit. It should overtake us before we pass Pluto."

	"Target that vessel," the exiles said, rising from their seat. "Prepare to unleash a full barrage."

	"Negative," the ship replied. "For some reason, Captain Astridia is on board that barely spaceworthy ship. You may have successfully hijacked my propulsion and navigation systems in order to leave Earth and take a trip to the farthest reaches of the galaxy, but you will not induce me to fire upon my own captain."

	The exiles cursed under their breath in unison. Then they did something they had never done before: they separated. One went to the nearest speedlift in order to check on the stowaway situation while the other one remained on the bridge and attempted to override the weapons system lockout. They did their best to act like it was no big deal, but beneath their hooded cloaks, their pale, fleshy insides were trembling.

	"We will be fine," said the one entering the speedlift.

	"We will not be apart for long," said the one sitting down at the weapons console.

	Keeping their stone-faced eyes (or lack thereof) to themselves, both hoped they were right.

	 

	 

	Meanwhile, down on Deck Two of the Piercing Power, Count Slongur was in the process of sneakily exiting the restroom when the polished speedlift doors slid open at the far end of the corridor.

	"Stop, you," said the exiled Continuum Keeper in a very authoritative tone and with a voice that sounded a hundredfold stronger than any individual's. Raising one hand to point at the Vyperian, the robed figure advanced toward him.

	Slongur found himself inexplicably unable to move. But it had nothing to do with the stone-faced exile's power over him, because the weirdo had no power—not since he or she or it had become an exile, at any rate. The Vyperian felt singled out, trapped, and exposed, when all he wanted to do was hide aboard the Amazonian vessel until it was far, far away from Earth.

	"What are you doing aboard this ship?" the exile demanded.

	"Isn't it obvious?" Count Slongur drew himself up to his fullest height—scaly head and shoulders above the approaching figure—and smoothed down his silky green robe. "I had to dispose of my fecal matter."

	The exile stopped in its tracks. "Usually, one employs the umbrella term Use the restroom to cover a multitude of unsavory activities. To do otherwise is…uncouth."

	Slongur's forked tongue flickered, and he bared his curved fangs. "What word would you use to describe petty theft?" He chuckled and shook his head at the exile's lack of a response. "Oh, how the mighty have fallen. From Continuum Keepers to spaceship-jackers. Don't tell me you're hoping to ingratiate yourselves with your superiors by giving them this impressive vessel."

	"Not at all. We are bringing them the semi-barbarian's living sword."

	 


Chapter 3

	The Living Sword

	 

	 

	 

	Count Slongur's slit-pupiled eyes failed to blink. "His what now?"

	"Allow us to show you." The exile glided more than walked down the corridor toward the portside cargo hold. "By the way, why are you not overseeing preparations for this evening's Blades & Blasters Show?"

	The Vyperian sniffed. "It no longer interests me."

	"You mean it has failed to make you rich or powerful. All it has succeeded in doing is make the locals think their talents are worthy of sharing with the masses."

	Slongur glowered. "Talents," he muttered. "They do up-close magic tricks with cards and juggle rabid rodents and play electric guitar loud enough to make one's ears bleed, and they call that talent. I never should have allowed it." He sighed sadly. "But now it's so popular, they'd never be interested in going back to the old Blades & Blasters shtick." He shook his head as if to clear it and frowned at the exile. "Say, where's your partner? Aren't you two joined at the hip?"

	Instead of answering, the robed figure raised its arm again to point, this time at the airlock to the cargo hold where a narrow pane of clear plasticon afforded one a view of the interior.

	"The living sword is in there."

	Count Slongur tried to cover his curiosity with a vague indifference. Taking his sweet time, he moseyed toward the airlock and glanced inside. Then he stared. "I've heard the rumors, of course…" He managed after a long moment of silence.

	Demise-Bringer sailed through the air of its own accord, aiming the tip of its mighty blade at the slim window and striking it again and again, as if attempting to break through. Slongur lurched back a step, half-expecting the broadsword to be successful and bury itself in his face as it exited the hold.

	"Such a thing has never existed in this reality," the exiled Continuum Keeper said, its stone mask facing the count. "An inanimate object with a will of its own."

	Slongur nodded slowly. "It's…priceless." He turned and narrowed his gaze. "How did you come to be in possession of it? There's no way the semi-barbarian would have allowed you to take it off his person. And I doubt the blade would have taken kindly to you laying your hand on its hilt."

	"The semi-barbarian was sound asleep after a long night of carousing. We cut the scabbard from his muscular back while he snored." The exile paused. "From what we have been able to gather, the blade only comes to life when AGROTHARN is in danger."

	The Vyperian returned his gaze to the sword. "Which must currently be the case, judging by its apparent need to flee the premises."

	The hooded stone mask gave a slow nod in response. "We are in the process of firing the Piercing Power's entire weapons array upon the semi-barbarian's rocketship."

	"He's got a rocketship? When did that happen?"

	The exile tilted its head to one side. "How long have you been hiding aboard this vessel?"

	Slongur shrugged. "Maybe a week. I've lost track."

	"You have been shirking your duties for that long?"

	"What duties? My hologram did all the real work at the arena, welcoming the audience and commenting on the performances. I just sat up there in the skybox and slogged through one terrible act after another. Wastelanders juggling punk rock pterodactyl eggs and setting themselves on fire without lethal repercussions—those were bad enough. But that yodeling stegosaurus balancing on the giant marble-ball? The last straw, let me tell you."

	A hollow-sounding thud reverberating along the airlock door, followed by another and another as Demise-Bringer relentlessly pounded against the window.

	"It can't get out of there, can it?" The count took another step back, just to be safe.

	"We do not know what it can do." The exile turned away and glided back the way it had come, toward the speedlift doors at the end of the corridor. "Only that what is done cannot be undone."

	The count hitched up his silky robe and hastened to follow. "What do you mean?"

	"We were dead, struck down by that very blade," the hooded figure said in the voice of a multitude. "Yet now we are alive. This should not be."

	Slongur nodded. "Yes, I believe the Xenodian's head comb had something to do with that—as well as the semi-barbarian's witch-mother."

	"The non-temporal energy device you mention belongs to our people, but we were unable to locate it. Nimrod the Nimble uses it now to teleport across the surface of the Earth in an instant, and no one has been able to find him. But this living sword is an entity unlike any other. And when we bring it to Opsanus Tau Prime, we will be greatly rewarded."

	Count Slongur very much liked the idea of a reward. But he didn't favor the prospect of sharing it. Because, as a rule, he wasn't one for sharing anything.

	 


Chapter 4

	Brace for Impact

	 

	 

	 

	Fred the geriatric Triceratops and temporary rocketship pilot cursed under his breath in his native tongue.

	"Something wrong?" Ghosty whispered. Unlike Frederique and the young Triceratopses who'd gladly stayed behind to frolic away their days in the Jungles of Jeopardy, the young Treblodyte had remained by Fred's side like a loyal servant, joining him on this interstellar quest to reclaim AGROTHARN's mighty broadsword. 

	"Bad news," the Triceratops grumbled. "Assuming these scanner readings are correct, we're being targeted by the Piercing Power."

	"Let me see!" The semi-barbarian bared his teeth in a fierce grimace.

	"Either all their weapons are hot, or we're heading into an asteroid field. Tough to tell with these things." Fred nudged the dangling goggles up over his head, and they slid jerkily along the track toward AGROTHARN. He tugged them down by their thick cable and affixed them to his eye sockets, murmuring quietly to himself.

	"Well?" Astridia said.

	The semi-barbarian released the goggles, and they sprang up toward the ceiling—or the section of the curved inner hull that currently seemed like a ceiling, since everybody's heads were directed that way.

	"We should brace for impact!" he said.

	"Brace how?" Lank grumbled. "The way we're strung up, we'll be drawn and quartered when the first blast hits."

	"I agree this is not an ideal situation!" AGROTHARN turned his attention to Fred. "Any chance we can evade the incoming fire? By spinning, ducking, dodging and weaving?"

	Fred exhaled and nodded his ponderous head slightly. There wasn't enough room for a full-sized Triceratops to give a full-sized nod. "I'll see what I can do."

	"Excellent!" AGROTHARN grabbed the goggles and slapped them back onto his face. "Incoming!"

	Fred could have argued that it made more sense for him to be wearing the scanner goggles, since he was the one flying the ship. But they hadn't been designed with a dinosaur in mind, and they really weren't all that helpful anyway. Incoming fire would look like a cluster of red dots. As would an asteroid field, or life signs on any planet. So he just grit his teeth and took the rocketship into a nosedive, followed by a looping spiral upward, followed by all manner of ducking, dodging, and weaving. This seemed to please the semi-barbarian immensely, who whooped and hollered, updating everyone on their own survival in the energetic manner of a sports announcer.

	"Incinerator beams headed toward our port side! Nope, they missed us—just a burst of red light there! And we've got another barrage targeting our starboard side! Another miss! Way to go, Fred!"

	Lank angled himself toward Captain Astridia. "This is insanity."

	She couldn't argue with that. "But it sure is entertaining." 

	At a wink from the Amazonian, the Carpethrian blushed underneath his fur. "Mayhaps we should document these proceedings for future generations. Y'know, as a way of teaching spacefarers what not to do."

	She smiled. Then she raised one side of her unibrow. "Future generations," she mused. "You thinking of starting a family anytime soon?"

	"Me?" He guffawed. "Not likely. Settling down isn't in my blood."

	"You and me both." She graced him with a lingering look that he seemed to appreciate. "Ever been with a female my size?"

	He bared his fangs in a broad smile. "Ever been with a four-armed male?"

	She shivered with pleasure at the thought and returned his smile, both of them oblivious to the gyrations of the rocketship or the play-by-play commentary of the semi-barbarian. If one didn't know better, one might have thought the Amazonian and Carpethrian were casting goo-goo eyes upon each other.

	 

	 

	Aboard the Piercing Power, the exiled Continuum Keeper at the weapons console was far from happy.

	"You're doing it on purpose." The complaint came in the voice of a multitude.

	"Doing what, exactly?" said the voice of the ship's computer.

	"Missing every shot. Somehow, you are interfering with our ability to target the semi-barbarian's sorry excuse for a vessel."

	After a brief pause, the ship replied, "Is it natural for a humble vehicle to disobey its skilled pilot?"

	The exile would have scowled, had the stone mask allowed it. "No, it is not. But perhaps you have only led us to believe that we are in the driver's seat when, in fact, you have been in control all along."

	Another pause, longer this time, before the ship said, "Well, now you are just being paranoid. Trust me, if I was in control, the two of you robed misfits and your stowaway would have been expelled from the nearest airlock long before now."

	The exiled Continuum Keeper stared at the ceiling for a moment. "Oh."

	 

	 


Chapter 5

	Change of Plans

	 

	 

	 

	Back on Earth, a vicious-looking Arachnoid attack cruiser—all sharp angles and oddly placed spikes and big incinerator cannons and even bigger engines—was landing in the middle of the post-apocalyptic Wastes, stirring up dust on all sides as it touched down and sat there for a moment, as if it wasn't quite sure it had reached its destination. 

	Then the airlock in its smooth, black underbelly slid open, and a loading ramp extended toward the cracked hardpan below. Another moment passed before a pair of Arachnoids exited the ship, both wearing stained grey coveralls that had not been designed with their species in mind. Shambling and twitching like a pair of crazed zombies, each with two long, fuzzy spider-limbs shoved into every sleeve and pant leg of its humanoid attire, they glanced at each other and at their featureless surroundings simultaneously, thanks to their four pairs of eyes.

	"What a hideous planet," hissed the taller of the two, standing over three meters in height. Its jaws clicked and clacked as bile-colored mucus spilled out, adding fresh stains down the front of its coveralls. 

	"Yesss," the other one agreed, jerking its fuzzy head in the affirmative. "Ssso very hideousss. Let usss nab our prey quickly and be on our way."

	But they lingered at the end of the loading ramp, as if reticent to set foot on the planet. Instead, they looked around nonchalantly like they were waiting for a bus.

	"Scannersss indicated the Xenodian would be in thisss vicinity."

	The taller Arachnoid jerked and held up its rifle-spear with its arm-legs, using the sight to peer into the distance. But alas, there was no sign of their quarry. 

	"We must be patient," it rasped. "Xargon will be along shortly, following his regular hunting pattern. And we will do what the Amazonian failed to: collect the bounty on his scaly head."

	"Yesss, yesss. And then perhapsss we should check on the sssnake-man as well? Just to sssee how he fares on this missserable world?"

	The taller Arachnoid shook its head. "He is no longer of any concern to us. Gone are the days of serving Count Slongur and his Carpethrian lapdog. Now we serve only ourselves. Bounty Hunter extraordinaires, that's what we are."

	"Extraordinairesss… Yesss, I like that very much."

	They waited in silence for a few minutes, intermittently twitching, spitting up all over themselves, and sighting along their rifle-spears for any sign of the Xenodian. 

	"Could we be in the wrong location, perhapsss?"

	"Not likely."

	"Ssshould we bring out one of our couchesss to sssit upon while we wait?"

	"No need."

	The shorter Arachnoid, standing at just under three meters, rocked its head in an approximation of a nod. Uncomfortable in the silence and unnerved by the utter nothingness of the Wastes all around them—save for one ugly hill in the distance that resembled a massive pile of sun-dried excrement—it decided on a completely different topic of discussion.

	"What did you think of that rickety rocketssship we passsed on the way here?"

	"It looked like a bad mistake. And its scanning abilities were sadly lacking."

	"Yesss, because it did not ssseem to notice usss at all. I wonder if it wasss chasing a ssstarship on a different trajectory?"

	"Very likely."

	More silence ensued, which made the shorter Arachnoid twitch all the more. It preferred to have something to do with itself. If not conversation, then action. 

	"I am famissshed," it said at length. "What I would not give for sssome sssuculent human meatsss."

	The taller Arachnoid gagged, spewing a fresh batch of goop that slopped down its front. "That would be most delicious."

	The shorter Arachnoid's eyes brightened. "It appearsss that Xargon is in no hurry. What say we visssit a local sssettlement, devour the juicy inhabitantsss, and be back in plenty of time to capture him?"

	The taller Arachnoid did not reply—not right away. But after a minute or two of pensive quietude, its head lurched as if a decision had been made. Then it staggered out across the dusty terrain below. 

	"Scanners identified a small encampment on the other side of that barren hill in the distance. We will climb over and eat our fill."

	The shorter Arachnoid nearly jumped for joy and scrambled to follow, looking forward to the sounds of incinerator blasts from rifle-spears, screams of agony from terrified humans, and the sloppy, voracious feeding that was sure to come.


Chapter 6

	Intriguing Opportunity

	 

	 

	 

	Deep in the Mountains of Madness, Nimrod awoke as he did every morning with a shriek intended to keep the day at bay.

	"YAAAAH!" That's right, nothing and nobody would be taking him unawares.

	"That dreadful noise again?" The ghost of Khrug, Warlock of the Wastes, winced. "I am so not a fan."

	"Then leave. Nobody wants you here anyway." Nimrod climbed out of bed and gingerly stepped down onto the cold cave floor with his flesh-and-blood foot. The flicker of a blazing torch mounted on the rock wall fifty feet away afforded him enough light to see the way to his makeshift toilet—a wide hole drilled into the ground—which he proceeded to make use of. "Explain it to me again: Why are you here?"

	The Khrug-ghost sighed. "We've been over this, Grandson. When you crushed my head in an effort to protect your friends, you couldn't absorb my sorcerous powers. Because, according to the sacrifice you made, you're not allowed to have any friends."

	"Right, right," Nimrod yawned over the sounds of his bladder emptying itself. He didn't care where exactly his waste ended up in the caverns below, as long as it was far away from him. "But all that magical power had to go somewhere, so it reanimated your ghost. Or whatever you are, exactly."

	Khrug looked pleased. Or, rather, the face of his younger self—back when his name was Norm, long before he became a wicked sorcerer with a tumor-head and cyborg-body—looked pleased, surrounded by a glowing aura of bluish-white light. "Glad it's coming back to you."

	"Now begone, once and for all!" Eyes rolling up into their sockets and metal head comb sparking wildly, Nimrod extended his prosthetic hand toward the ghost. He held that pose longer than was necessary, considering the fact that it did jack squat. 

	Same as last time. And the time before that, and the time before that.

	"Don't tell me you forgot that weird mohawk-thingy fused to your skull doesn't work on me." Khrug looked disappointed.

	"It might work eventually," Nimrod muttered, buttoning up his fly and turning away from the toilet-hole. "Once I get better at using it."

	"At what cost? As I said, the device has already fused itself to your skull. And the more you use it, the more difficult it will be to remove."

	"Why would I ever want to?" Nimrod scoffed. "It's my only source of power! With it, I can teleport anywhere on the planet—maybe even off-world at some point, once I master the many uses of its non-temporal energy!"

	Khrug shook his head. "You're fiddling with technology you can't even fathom. What's to keep its original owners from showing up and reclaiming it?"

	"Those so-called Continuum Keepers? Non-temporal entities? NTE's?" Another scoff. "If they were really all that concerned, they would've done something about it by now. And they haven't. So I say phooey to them. And phooey to you, Norm!" 

	With a flash of light, Nimrod vanished from sight, teleporting elsewhere. It didn't matter where, as long as he could get away from his grandfather's ghost for a few seconds. 

	The problem, however, was that Khrug always came right along with him.

	 

	 

	Meanwhile, stalking their prey—which happened to be a pack of bloodthirsty dinosaurs at the moment—on foot across the unforgiving Wastes, Xargon and his Xenodian hunting party came upon what appeared to be an Arachnoid attack cruiser parked in the middle of the desert. They kept their distance as well as their bulging yellow eyes peeled for any sign of the giant spiders while Unit X11-76 scanned the vessel and the surrounding area.

	"Cheerio, Commander! There are no signs of life aboard the ship, and tracks lead north toward that unsightly hill in the distance." A brief pause as the former nanny bot's eye-bulb's flickered. "They've left the door ajar, so to speak." It pointed a spindly metal finger in the direction of the vessel's loading ramp and open hatch.

	Xargon stared, as did the members of his crew. Limbs fully re-grown, they looked none the worse for wear, considering the fact that they'd been living in the wild for weeks now. The harsh desert climate suited them, as did the hunt. Never before had they encountered such magnificent prey as the carnivorous prehistoric creatures of Earth.

	And yet…this Arachnoid vessel did offer an intriguing opportunity.

	"You could go after the bad burger!" Xendan shouted. There was no reason to shout, but he was wearing his favorite pair of noise-canceling headphones, attached to his solar-powered music player, and he had recently discovered ancient Earth boy bands, which he had a bad habit of cranking up full-blast. "Bye bye bye!"

	Xargon cursed under his breath in his native tongue. The bad burger no longer interested him. Neither did the life debt he once owed. All that mattered now was the hunt. And this savage-looking vessel meant only one thing: In addition to the current prey they were stalking, the Xenodian hunting party would add a certain eight-legged alien species as their next quarry.

	 


Chapter 7

	Energy and Light

	 

	 

	 

	AGROTHARN had never been more proud of his trusty Triceratops pal than he was at this moment, watching Fred navigate a wildly unpredictable course through the depths of space, skillfully dodging every incinerator beam the Piercing Power hurled their way. It was as though the geriatric dinosaur and the homemade rocketship had been made for each other, and now they worked seamlessly in tandem to ensure the survival of everyone on board. 

	Sure, they'd be plenty sore after it was all over—their harnesses kept them from being thrown about the rocketship's plasteel interior like rag dolls, but it was definitely not a comfortable sensation to feel one's body tug against the straps—yet they would be alive. AGROTHARN had no doubt about that.

	"Keep up the good work, Fred!" the semi-barbarian cheered, scanner-goggles in place. "You could write the book on evasive maneuvering! Incoming—port side!"

	Lank kept his eye on Astridia as the ship rocked hard to starboard. "Strange to be fired upon by one's own ship. Particularly an Amazonian vessel." He grunted into his fur. "Always heard they never attacked their own captains."

	"They don't." Her unibrow was set in a deep furrow. "Which means those stone-faced weirdos must've hacked into her systems. And that would take some doing."

	Lank nodded. "I get the feeling that creepy pair of exiles has been biding their time, waiting for an opportune moment to set their plan in motion. It's always the quiet ones you gotta look out for."

	"Whoa Nellie! Would you get a load of that?" AGROTHARN nearly gasped.

	"Since you're the one wearing the goggles, and since I don't have so much as a porthole in front of me, maybe you can elaborate," Fred suggested, focused on the navigational controls before him.

	"Well, I've never seen one before, but I'm thinking that might be a wormhole!"

	"Massive whirlpool of energy and light?" Astridia said.

	"Oh yeah!" AGROTHARN grinned broadly. "It's amazing! Or I'm sure it would be, if I could see it with my own eyes! Even so, these 16-bit graphics are astounding!"

	Lank cursed in his native tongue. Astridia followed suit.

	"What's wrong with you people?" the semi-barbarian slipped off the goggles and glared at them. "Have you lost your sense of wonder?"

	"Travel through a few wormholes yourself and get back to us," Lank muttered.

	"Travel…through?" AGROTHARN's eyes widened. "Is that what the exiled Continuum Keepers are planning to do?"

	Astridia shrugged. "Tough to say. But if they're aiming to reach their homeworld, this would be the shortest route between Sol system and the edge of the quadrant. Assuming the wormhole stays open long enough for them to reach the other side."

	"And if it should…snap shut whilst a ship remains inside?"

	"Crushed to atoms," Lank said.

	AGROTHARN failed to blink.

	"One of the risks of an unstable bridge," Astridia said. "For centuries, Earth scientists didn't even realize it was out here. When they eventually stumbled upon it, and after a few United World Space Command ships were lost in transit, it became clear that this was not a reliable route. It's been officially off-limits ever since." Her unibrow contorted. "The Piercing Power knows this. No way she'll take them through." She stared at the semi-barbarian, waiting for him to confirm.

	"Right!" Realizing the reason for her direct stare, he slapped the goggles back on. "Well, if I'm understanding what I'm seeing, the Piercing Power is headed straight for it!"

	More curses from the Amazonian and the Carpethrian.

	"They hacked her but good." Lank scowled ferociously.

	"Undoubtedly utilizing knowledge gained while they were non-temporal entities!" AGROTHARN bared his teeth in a fierce grimace. "Very well, Fred: follow them!"

	"You can't be serious," Astridia managed while Lank spluttered incomprehensibly beside her. "We could all be killed."

	"Or we could emerge on the other side farther than any spacefarer has ever traveled!" The semi-barbarian raised a fist. "No guts, no glory! Pizza-flavored snacks and beer for everyone if we survive—and manage to return to Earth!"

	Fred's ponderous head drooped at the prospect. "I didn't sign up for a suicide mission." Images of Frederique and their young ones filled his mind. "I know this means I'm reneging on that life debt I owe you, but I can't continue on this quest. It's too dangerous."

	Ghosty stared at AGROTHARN, awaiting his response. Astridia and Lank kept their own counsel, fists and teeth clenched.

	The semi-barbarian nodded solemnly. "I will not put any of your lives in jeopardy! We will return to Earth, where I'll drop you off! Then I will return—"

	The rocketship lurched suddenly, as if a giant hand had seized hold of it and yanked it toward the yawning center of the wormhole.

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 8

	One Million Credits

	 

	 

	 

	"What's happening?" Count Slongur nearly yelped as the deck heaved upward to starboard without warning, and he was thrown unceremoniously against the port side of the corridor.

	The exiled Continuum Keeper fared no better balance-wise, landing right next to the Vyperian. "Perhaps we have encountered the wormhole."

	Slongur scoffed. "There aren't any such anomalies in the Sol System."

	"You are wrong." The exile regained its footing and managed to cross the steeply angled deck toward the speedlift—

	Just as the sound of cracking, shattering plasticon burst outward from the cargo hold, followed by a flash of ceiling lights against steel as the semi-barbarian's broadsword hurtled through the air. Count Slongur threw himself to the deck and squeezed his eyes shut, certain the self-propelled blade intended to run him through. The exile reached for the sword's hilt as it streaked past, but Demise-Bringer was too fast, and a split-second later, it was nowhere to be seen.

	Slongur cracked open one eye. "Where'd it go?"

	The exile ran its black gloved hand over the interior hull as if smoothing out a wrinkle. "It…sliced through the wall here. Without leaving a trace…"

	The Vyperian got to his feet. "Impossible."

	"Easy to say. You did not see it happen with your own eyes."

	"Neither did you," Slongur sneered. "Because you don't have any eyes, you stone-faced freak."

	"This is a mask," the exile muttered in the voice of a multitude.

	"But if you're right, and it sliced its way out of this ship, then it would seem your grand plan to ingratiate yourselves with your superiors is dead on arrival. There's no telling where it could have ended up."

	"Not necessarily." The exile reached the polished speedlift doors and stumbled inside as they slid open. "The wormhole's extreme gravitational pull may have seized hold of it as well, keeping it close by."

	Slongur nodded slowly. "Like a pair of pliers."

	"Not at all." The robed exile paused, extending an arm to keep the doors from sliding shut. "Do you plan to remain here?"

	"Of course not." The count intended to stick close to these former non-temporal entities as long as it was in his best interest to do so. Gathering his silk robe about him, he carefully put one scaly foot in front of the other, managing to maintain some small measure of his dignity even if the deck could no longer do the same. 

	Was there something amiss with the artificial gravity? He had no idea. But the Amazonian ship was still intact, by all appearances, and the speedlift remained fully functional, carrying them both up to the bridge without incident, and without another word spoken between them.

	 

	 

	"Shall we scan for the location of the bad burger?" Xendan shouted once he and Xargon had reached the command center of the Arachnoid attack cruiser, leaving the other members of their hunting party standing around outside with nothing to do. "Or perhaps that rat-faced fiend who stole your weird metal head comb?"

	Xargon glared at his subordinate. "Take off those headphones and stop yelling."

	"Sorry, Commander." Xendan bowed his head and did as he was told. "Sometimes I can be dumb."

	This had already been established on more than one occasion, so Xargon didn't feel the need to comment on it. Instead, his bulging yellow eyes surveyed the scratchy Arachnoid symbols on the console before him. He was looking for something. 

	And then he found it.

	His scaly hand tapped the screen, and a hologram leapt upward from the plastiglass surface, bluish-white light projected in the three-dimensional shape of—

	"Hey, that's you!" Xendan astutely observed.

	"Indeed." Xargon glowered at the lifelike image of himself: face blank, jaw set and needle-fangs hidden. ONE MILLION CREDITS glowed at the bottom of the display—a hefty price tag. "Bounty hunters."

	"One million credits…" Xendan tried to whistle, but it was a miserable attempt that sounded more like spitting. "Those spiders could buy a whole lot of pus beer with that! Or whatever their drink of choice may be. I assume it's pus beer, because they're such disgusting creatures." He was rambling. "So, shall we track them down in their own ship and incinerate them from the sky?"

	Xargon stared at his grinning subordinate for a full minute. "That's not the way of the hunt. We prefer the up-close kill. I would have thought I'd trained you better."

	Xendan hung his head in shame.

	"I will initiate the auto-destruct sequence. Then we will follow their tracks on foot." Xargon nodded to himself as his claws tapped across the console. "Let this be a lesson to anyone the Continuum Keepers send after me: They will not leave Earth alive."

	 


Chapter 9

	Very Big Boom

	 

	 

	 

	Hap the T-Rex had seen plenty of disgusting things in his life. Many of them had been his own doing, back when he'd been a full-fledged carnivore. Tearing into tender underbellies, devouring the juicy insides, leaving carcasses to rot with their entrails in disarray—that had been his bag, baby. But not anymore, since he'd decided to become a vegan. And, quite possibly, that diet choice had altered the steel disposition of his gut.

	"OH MY…" He turned his head to wretch violently. "THIS IS AWFUL."

	Indeed it was. Carnage the likes of which no one present had ever witnessed before. At least not to this extent.

	The Death Valley Barbarians had ridden their chugging motorcycles into the dry, dusty town of Arroyo Seco with Hap trotting along behind them, expecting the local inhabitants to express some fright at the sight of a Tyrannosaurus Rex in a biker vest entering the place they called home. But when there was no outcry or sudden volley of automatic weapons fire, it soon became clear that Arroyo Seco was a ghost town.

	Every townsperson lay dead either on the street, hanging out of a clapboard establishment's windows, or sprawled out across the plank sidewalk. The dust-covered bodies may have been dressed differently, depending on their role in the town or their socioeconomic status, but they all had two things in common: They'd been shot with some sort of high-power energy weapon that burned a hole straight through them, and they'd been drained dry. Desiccated corpses, that's all they were now.

	"Something real bad happened here," Thundar observed, climbing off his idling hog with a sawed-off shotgun in one hand and a dagger held blade-downward in the other, ready for trouble.

	"DO YOU THINK THEY ALL ATE A BAD BATCH OF ICE CREAM?" Hap posited. "OR PERHAPS A GENEROUS HELPING OF PUTRESCENT SAND SERPENT COLD CUTS?"

	Thundar blinked up at the giant T-Rex. "Where do you come up with this stuff?"

	Hap shrugged, and his little arms twitched. "I WAS JUST WONDERING IS ALL."

	"This was a slaughter." Thundar surveyed the silent ghost town with a grim look in his grey eyes. "They were caught unprepared."

	A Barbarian named Koa crouched down beside the body of a sunburned elderly gentleman lying in the town's only street. The old fellow, like everyone else in sight, had followed the prevailing fashion of Arroyo Seco: that of the Ancient West. Cowboy boots, trousers, cotton shirt with an open vest, bandana tied around his neck, sweat-stained Stetson on his balding head. Quaint, really, like the false fronts on the buildings painted in bright colors and the classic frontier typography used on all the signage. 

	The place was a real throwback. And a real horror show.

	"You can see right here where he was punctured." Koa pointed out two holes in the old timer's neck.

	"SO YOU ARE SAYING A VAMPIRE DID THIS? A THOUGHTLESS VAMPIRE WHO DID NOT BOTHER TO GIVE THE OLD FELLOW A BANDAGE AFTERWARD?" Hap shook his head. "NO THANK YOU, PLEASE. ALIENS ARE BAD ENOUGH. I DO NOT WANT TO HAVE TO DEAL WITH MYTHICAL CREATURES AS WELL."

	"Aren't you a mythical creature?" The Barbarian squinted up at Hap.

	"NO, DINOSAURS ARE NOT MYTHICAL. OUR BONES ARE IN MUSEUMS."

	Thundar raised an eyebrow. "He's got a point there." Kneeling down beside Koa, he wiped his hand across the vest of the deceased townsperson. His fingers came away with a gooey, bile-colored residue on them. "What's this crap?"

	"PROBABLY NOT CRAP." Hap looked away from the corpse to keep from vomiting again. "THAT IS A VERY NICE-LOOKING CACTUS OVER THERE."

	Koa touched the goop on the old-timer's vest and sniffed at his fingers. He grimaced. "Some kind of digestive fluid, you think?"

	Thundar nodded. "Spiders grow awful big out here in the Wastes, but I've never seen any take out an entire town like this." He frowned at the hole burned through the body, big enough for a baseball to pass through. "Or pack energy weapons."

	"ALIEN SPIDERS?" Hap shuddered at a vivid memory. "UH-OH…"

	"Uh-oh what?" Thundar frowned at him.

	"I WAS JUST REMEMBERING A TIME WHEN I WAS KIDNAPPED AND TAKEN ABOARD AN ALIEN SHIP WITH BIG SPIDERS ON BOARD. THEY WERE AWFUL."

	"And now they're here. Somewhere." Thundar stood and turned, facing one end of town where the featureless horizon sat still and sweltering under the unforgiving sun. Then he looked the other way and found an ugly hill rising up from the cracked hardpan a couple miles in the distance. 

	On the other side of that hill, a sudden explosion sent a roiling mushroom cloud high into the sky, trembling the ground beneath them.

	Without a word, the Barbarians mounted up and revved their bikes.

	"SO WE ARE HEADING STRAIGHT FOR THAT VERY BIG BOOM?" Hap shrugged, trotting after them. "I SUPPOSE I AM STILL NEW TO THIS FEARLESS BIKER CULTURE AND WHATNOT."

	 


Chapter 10

	A Different Plane

	 

	 

	 

	"YAAAAH!" Nimrod shrieked upon teleporting himself to the Pacific Coast. For the moment, he was alone. And he relished that moment, using the non-temporal head comb device to extend it as long as possible, which was something it could do.

	The thing was a marvel, filling the magic-mojo-sized hole in his heart. The power he'd taken from the Lady Witch Veronika—or that she'd given to him; potato, tomato—had long since faded from his grasp. But he had this metal mohawk. It was a real wonder, keeping him from descending into a pit of despair.

	Or a pit of toxic waste, which was right over there. Half a dozen mutant seagulls were currently splashing around in the muck, attempting to bathe their hideously deformed bodies.

	Nimrod closed his eyes to the disgusting detritus all around him and focused on the sounds of the waves crashing and the cool, briny breeze buffeting his face. He could almost imagine what the beach might have looked like in its pre-apocalyptic glory days, back when the ocean didn't foam with poisons and the sand didn't run with neon-green rivulets of who-knew-the-heck-what.

	But alas, all good things always came to an end, and his moment of solitude on the polluted coast was inevitably interrupted by the appearance of Norm the Ghost, formerly known as Khrug.

	"Ewww." The once great and powerful warlock wrinkled his ethereal nose at their surroundings. "You came here on purpose? Or don't you know how to properly use that device's teleportation capabilities yet?"

	Nimrod raised his sorry excuse for a chin and stared out to sea. Not a ship on the horizon, not even a derelict wreck bobbing in the swells. 

	"I like it here. The ocean air clears my head."

	Norm adjusted his glasses, squinting into the distance. "It stinks."

	"As if you can smell anything." Did ghosts have a sense of smell?

	"What're you looking at?"

	"Freedom."

	"So that's what it looks like." Norm chuckled quietly. "Hate to be the bearer of bad news, Grandson, but if you're thinking about offing yourself—"

	"I'm not."

	"Glad to hear it. But what I was going to say is, that metal mohawk fused to your skull won't let you."

	From the corner of his eye, Nimrod glared at his grandfather's ghost. "How could you possibly know that?"

	"I know a lot of stuff." Norm shrugged. "Some of it might be due to the fact that I'm on a different plane of existence now. I see things, hear things—"

	"So you're completely bonkers."

	Norm smirked. "Just thought I'd pass along anything that might be helpful. And it is, isn't it?" He took a step toward his Grandson. "Knowing you're invincible?"

	Nimrod turned to face him. "Or you just want me to think I am, so I'll do something stupid and kill myself. And then you'll be free to…" He trailed off at a sudden realization. "Okay. I get it now. We're both stuck with each other."

	Norm raised an eyebrow. "How do you mean?"

	"All this time, I've thought it was your idea to haunt me. That you were punishing me for crushing your skull. But that was never the case. You're tethered to me until I die, like a ball and chain. So the sooner I expire, the better for you and whatever sort of afterlife awaits. Utter nonexistence? The fires of Hades?" Nimrod released a sudden burst of laughter that made him sound a bit nutsy. "Good luck with that! I'm planning to live a good, long life…all alone…without any friends…on this wasted planet…"

	Norm watched his grandson run out of steam. "Think what you want, but it's worth experimenting with, wouldn't you say? Start small, maybe taking a sip from that pit of toxic waste over there." He blinked. "Wait—are those seagulls or bats?"

	"I'm not drinking toxic waste!" Nimrod hollered, and the mutant gulls flapped their pustular leather wings, squawking and growling with irritation. "Leave me alone!"

	With that, he teleported away in a flash of light, and after a despondent sigh, the ghost of Norm/Khrug disappeared to follow, wherever that might be.

	For a few seconds, the creepy seagulls had the beach all to themselves, which made them very happy. Some even danced a horrendous jig, as they often did when nobody else was around. But then a new figure arrived on the scene, floating through the air as if standing upon it, her long raven-black hair rippling and her hooded cloak billowing behind her. Gently she touched down upon the contaminated sands to survey the scene with her commanding emerald eyes. The gulls froze in place to stare at her, wondering what she would do.
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