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Chapter 1

	Out of Sorts

	 

	 

	 

	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—

	Nope. Rewind. Starting over:

	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…

	Something?

	Unfortunately, he had forgotten. But that did not keep him from trudging onward beneath the unforgiving sun, his broad, bare shoulders a mass of blisters, his long hair and beard and furry loincloth drenched with sweat, his head downcast. Sometimes he would whistle quietly to himself. But soon it would become apparent that his mouth was too parched to do so. Then he would talk to his magnificent broadsword, Demise-Bringer, sheathed in its scabbard and strapped across his back. The blade was a good listener, but it didn't contribute much to the conversation.

	"No idea where we're headed, but there's no point in being late!" he would remind them both whenever their trek through the barren wasteland smacked of stupidity. Or futility. Or both. "For some reason, I started walking in this direction, and I intend to continue!"

	Was it the principle of the thing: finishing what he'd started? Perhaps. Or maybe it was the fact that having a task, something to accomplish, helped to keep his mind off everything else he'd forgotten. Because if he were to pause and really think about why he was out here in the middle of nowhere, he just might scare himself.

	And a semi-barbarian was afraid of nothing!

	Except for fear itself. Didn't somebody say something like that, once upon a time? The only thing we have to fear is being afraid? Well, he could relate to that. 

	He didn't know why he was out here, all alone. He didn't know where he was, exactly. And he didn't know what had become of his parents or his friends. Or Nimrod, who didn't fit into either category—the idiot burglar who'd stolen AGROTHARN's magical bowl of porridge and set him on a course that forever changed his life. 

	And not only his own, but the lives of everyone he knew, as well.

	Had he passed that rock formation before? It looked unnervingly familiar. That was the real danger of wandering in the Wastes. It was far too easy to walk in circles without realizing it. And it was very easy to die without meaning to.

	"Not today!" he told Demise-Bringer. He pointed and stared at the large, lopsided rock before him. In this moment, it was his nemesis. "Today we will live!"

	But he had not brought along any water. And he had no memory of how long he'd been trudging through this insufferable heat already. Hours? Days? Weeks? How long could a large, muscular semi-barbarian go without fluids in a situation like this? 

	He stumbled and nearly pitched forward. With a barely conscious grunt, he caught his balance and then barked a laugh.

	"You see? Demise-Bringer, tell me you saw that! The dust may call to my weary bones, but I will turn a deaf ear to it! I am impervious to its insinuation that I belong on the ground—or buried six feet under! I will live to fight another day!"

	Feeling rather victorious, he thrust a fist into the air. 

	Then he face-planted into the dust and lay still. 

	Minutes passed. An hour. Two hours. AGROTHARN the Interstellar Semi-Barbarian remained right where he had fallen. The sun beat down on him without mercy, and the dry desert winds cast layer upon layer of dust upon him as if he were just another rock formation. Given time, he would find himself buried beneath pounds of the stuff.

	In its scabbard, Demise-Bringer trembled. But not with fear. 

	The mighty broadsword quivered and vibrated as if alive with some preternatural power. If one did not know better, one may have thought it was attempting to free itself.

	Then that's exactly what happened: the blade leapt from its sheath and flew through the air like a javelin, gleaming under the killer sun. It sailed over the sun-scorched wastelands and did not stop, propelled by some unfathomable magic.

	How did it know where to go? Did it follow the trajectory AGROTHARN should have been taking through the Wastes but had forgotten? Or did it fly back the way the semi-barbarian had come, through what was unknown to what was known? 

	Back to The New Arena, where AGROTHARN and his parents and friends had performed every night, for weeks on end, in the most popular Blades & Blasters Show the Post-Apocalypse had ever seen—because it was the only one of its kind? Or onward to whatever destination the semi-barbarian had determined in his thick-muscled heart and even thicker-muscled head to reach, regardless of the cost?

	Demise-Bringer flew, crossing miles without end, its blade a spear of light.



	
Chapter 2

	Lost and Alone

	 

	 

	 

	Nothing about this was right. 

	Fred should not have been stumbling through the broad leafy undergrowth of the Jungles of Jeopardy. He and Frederique and their young ones didn't live here anymore. They hadn't for quite some time.

	It was clear from all the trivia-related banners and hand-scrawled cardboard signs that the weird Treblodytes had taken over the entire area. Well, they were welcome to it. Fred and his family had bigger fish to fry these days.

	Didn't they? That was the problem, he supposed. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn't for the life of him remember what they were supposed to be doing. And he had no idea where they all had gone. Why was he wandering around alone?

	"Frederique?" he called out to his mate, pausing to listen for her reply.

	Silence answered.

	"What's a lonely dinosaur?" said one of the Treblodytes, peeking out from behind a tree trunk just long enough to let Fred see the white-painted face and darkened eyes before ducking out of view again, as was their creepy way.

	Quelling a shudder, Fred continued onward as if there were someplace he needed to be. Was someone expecting him? He doubted that. Was he expected to complete some sort of task? He thought so, but he had no memory of what it could be.

	"Kids?" he called, hoping his little ones were somewhere nearby. Were they playing a game? Maybe that was it. His geriatric dinosaur brain had just gotten a little confused. Often the case with elderly Triceratopses on their way to the Green Valley.

	He was playing hide and seek with Frederique and their younglings, of course. His task was to find each of them before they silently skirted around his position and made it back to home base. But where was home base? Their home, of course! That made sense. 

	Did they still live in the Jungles of Jeopardy? Fred shook his ponderous head slowly. No, they did not. They lived somewhere else, for some reason. If he gave it enough time, then maybe everything he'd forgotten would come rushing back to him. 

	So he sat back on his haunches and waited for that to happen.

	"What's a defecating dinosaur?" said a Treblodyte, peeking out of the bushes off to his right. "What's a toilet?" said another one, off to his left.

	"I'm not—" Fred cursed quietly in his native tongue as their ghastly faces disappeared, back into the foliage from whence they'd come. It wasn't any of their business whether or not he was doing his business, which he wasn't.

	He looked up at the thick tree boughs above him and wondered how much work would be involved in rigging a giant net to trap the Treblodytes and haul them far, far away. Not that it mattered, he supposed. Because he didn't live here.

	But where did he live? Aboard a rocketship? No, that wasn't right. There had been a rocketship though, of that he was fairly certain, and there had been a very large human named AGROTHARN who had saved Fred's life many years ago. And since then, Fred had owed him a life debt. He remembered that clearly.

	AGROTHARN had invited him to become part of something spectacular—Frederique and their young ones, as well. That was why the family of Triceratopses no longer shared living quarters with these ghost-faced trivia freaks. 

	"But what was it?" Fred muttered to himself. "Where did we live?"

	Sudden thunder shook unseen skies beyond the soaring leaf canopy, and a violent wind tore through the leaves. Torrential rain fell in cold sheets. Fred bowed his ponderous head and prepared to wait out the storm.

	"What's an umbrella?" a Treblodyte cackled, ducking under the downpour and running off to find adequate shelter elsewhere.

	Fred ignored the weirdo. He was busy reciting the names of every person he remembered sharing AGROTHARN's spectacular something with: the semi-barbarian's parents, Veronika and Thundar, Nimrod the unmagical cyborg, Hap the vegan T-Rex, Xargon the Xenodian, Astridia the Amazonian, Slongur the Vyperian, Unit X11-76 the nanny bot, and those two nameless Continuum Keepers, exiled from their own kind. Fred the Triceratops could picture each of their faces in his mind's eye as clearly as he could recall his mate's and their boisterous offspring, yet he could not remember what they'd all been doing together. 

	Something important, he assumed. Something special.

	"Is anybody there?" he shouted at the top of his lungs.

	"Who am I?" A very soggy Treblodyte crouched in front of him, shivering in the rain. For some reason, this one did not go back into hiding. "Do you know my name?"

	Fred frowned down at the undersized creature and shrugged. "I didn't know your kind had names. Usually, you just pop out to ask something random, and then you disappear. None of you have ever stuck around long enough to introduce yourselves."

	"What will you call me?"

	Fred blinked at the pale creature's intensity. "Well…" He had no idea. This situation was rather odd, all things considered. "How about…Ghosty?"

	 


Chapter 3

	A New Friend

	 

	 

	 

	"Do I know you?" Ghosty the Treblodyte tilted its head to one side and stared at the geriatric Triceratops as if the dinosaur were somehow familiar.

	Fred shrugged. "I've been around a long while. But it's not time to head out to the Green Valley just yet. I've got a few more years left in me."

	"Where's your mate? And your offspring?"

	"That's what I'd like to know." The Triceratops sighed and shook his ponderous head. "Not sure what happened. No idea how I got here."

	"Did you walk?"

	"I suppose…" That seemed logical.

	"Where are your Xenodian rocket boots?"

	"Good question. Wait. What?" Fred's eyes widened.

	"Aren't you the brave Triceratops from the Blades & Blasters Show? The elderly dinosaur who wore rocket boots and flew over the audience, much to our delight?"

	Fred's jaw dropped open. Not because the Treblodyte had said anything profound, but because the phrase Blades & Blasters Show unleashed a flood of memories—as if a dam had suddenly broken, and a mighty river of spectacular sights and sounds roared through the geriatric Triceratops's mind, exciting experiences he had himself experienced, but had, for some reason, forgotten. Until this moment.

	"That was me…" he murmured, staring into the rain-drenched distance. "We put on quite a nightly performance at The New Arena. At first, we just sort of reenacted the adventures of AGROTHARN the Interstellar Semi-Barbarian—with a few embellishments, you might say. The crowds of post-apocalyptic survivors, mutant freaks, cannibals, and bloodthirsty dinosaurs ate it up—not literally. They just really enjoyed themselves. But Count Slongur and Captain Astridia wanted to keep things fresh, so they had us reenact some Shakespeare. You know, just to mix things up every now and then, going forward." Fred couldn't keep his smile at bay. "Frederique and I were cast in the roles of Romeo and Juliet. That sure was something. The audience didn't know what to make of it, but I like to think we brought a little culture into their lives." Fred frowned. Were those memories correct? He couldn't be sure…

	Ghosty stared at him without saying a word.

	Fred shook himself, returning to the present moment. "How long ago was that?" Seemed like it had been years, but that couldn't be right. Could it?

	"Would you believe I saw you perform at The New Arena two nights ago?"

	"Uh…" Fred blinked. "That can't be true. Your kind never ventures out of the Jungles of Jeopardy. You're kind of agoraphobic that way."

	"Would you believe that I got into big trouble with my parental units for doing so?"

	"Yes, I would." Treblodytes were known to get hopping mad for much less.

	"Would you believe they confiscated my favorite deck of cards, my red bouncy ball, my guitar, and my stuffed rodent—as well as my name—for such a grievous infraction? And that I am never allowed to participate in tribal trivia nights henceforth?"

	"Harsh." Fred couldn't help feeling some measure of sympathy for the creature. But then a thought occurred to him. "You can take me there. You know the way."

	Ghosty tilted its head to the other side. "To The New Arena, you mean?"

	The Triceratops nodded and rolled forward from his haunches onto all four feet. "I don't know what's wrong with my brain, but I think going back there might help matters. As long as you're willing to be my guide, young one."

	"Is that my name now? Young One? Or is it still Ghosty?"

	Fred shrugged. "Take your pick."

	The Treblodyte scampered away on all fours, even though it was technically human. Pausing to make sure that Fred was following, it said, "Are we friends now?"

	The Triceratops almost smiled. "I suppose so. Ever been friends with a dinosaur?"

	Instead of answering, it asked, "Have you ever been friends with a Treblodyte?"

	They both shook their heads. Then, pummeled by the rain, they forged a new path together out of the Jungles of Jeopardy.

	 

	 

	Meanwhile, Demise-Bringer sailed through the air, crossing mile after mile of the post-apocalyptic lands like a spear of reflected sunlight, powered by some sort of perpetual motion machine—or unknowable magic. 

	But as with all good things, its impressive flight through the Wastes was bound to come to an end at some point, and so it did, its hilt caught one-handed by a tall robed figure standing alone in the desert. 

	The hem of the robe flapped in the dry wind, and a broad hood shielded the figure's head and face from the sun, keeping both in shadow. But emerald eyes glowed from the shroud with a sharp intelligence and power very few on Earth could comprehend. 

	They were the eyes of a mighty witch.

	"My son's blade…" she whispered to herself, turning the broadsword over before her stern gaze. Then she clucked her tongue. "Not like him to let it wander off."


Chapter 4

	Wandering Off

	 

	 

	 

	Hap the vegan T-Rex stood over a stagnant, murky pool and admired the reflection he found there. Baring his vicious teeth, he turned his big head side to side as if posing for a fashion photographer. Never mind the mutant flies that buzzed around the gross water, dropping every so often due to the day's intense heat. 

	For some reason, the muddy water had yet to evaporate.

	"PROBABLY BECAUSE IT IS SO DISGUSTING," Hap said—and then cringed. He had not heard himself talk for quite some time now, and he had a very booming voice. "WELL, THAT WAS EMBARRASSING. IT IS NOT OFTEN THAT ONE IS STARTLED BY ONE'S OWN VOICE."

	He tried to laugh it off, but his laughter struck him as crazy-sounding, and that made him cringe even more. So he decided to shut up for the moment. 

	But just a moment.

	"I WONDER WHAT THAT LIGHT IS, SWEEPING ACROSS THE DESERT WASTELANDS. COULD IT BE A SMALL VEHICLE OF SOME KIND, PERHAPS A HOVERCRAFT LARGE ENOUGH FOR A MUTANT SQUIRREL TO RIDE?"

	He watched Demise-Bringer sail through the air in the distance without realizing it was Demise-Bringer or that it was a mile away. Then his tummy rumbled, not for the first time as of late, and he grimaced. 

	Sometimes he wished he had become a lacto-ovo vegetarian instead of a vegan. Then he could have climbed up the Mountains of Madness to a punk rock pterodactyl nest and eaten their unfertilized eggs. Or he could have journeyed way out to the Fields of Forgetfulness and wrestled a mindless moo-cow for its milk. That would have been something.

	"ON THE TOPIC OF FORGETFULNESS, I WONDER HOW LONG I HAVE BEEN ADMIRING MYSELF IN THE REFLECTION OF THIS MORIBUND POOL."

	He frowned. Was there not something important he should have been doing? Did he need to go somewhere? And where were his friends?

	"GRUMPY TRICERATOPS, ARE YOU HIDING?" He waited for an answer, but there was none. He called out the names of his other friends: Wizard, Lizard-Man, Semi-Barbarian. They had been on many adventures together. One in particular involved a giant kitty in an arena... "THE NEW ARENA?"

	Hap blinked. What was The New Arena? Why did its name stir his emotions so? He felt excited and anxious and proud and… What was this other feeling that welled up inside him? Fear? What did he have to be afraid of? He was a freakin' T-Rex!

	"I AM AT THE TOP OF THE FOOD CHAIN. OR AT LEAST I WAS, BEFORE I BECAME A VEGAN. IS THAT WHY I AM AFRAID NOW? DO I THINK SOMEONE WILL EAT ME? A GIANT KITTY, PERHAPS?"

	No. From what he recalled, the giant kitty had met its demise at the ax-hands of Wizard. Was that right? He could not be sure. Everything inside his head seemed fuzzy.

	"I WONDER IF SOMEONE CAST A SPELL ON ME, AND THAT IS WHY I CANNOT SEEM TO REMEMBER THINGS CORRECTLY." His little arms twitched nervously. "OR MAYBE I AM NUTS."

	He shrugged and went back to staring at his reflection like Narcissus of old.

	 

	 

	Demise-Bringer led, and the Lady Witch Veronika followed. 

	"Take me to my son," she whispered, holding the mighty broadsword out before her like a divining rod. Where the blade pointed, gleaming under the unforgiving sun, she knew she would eventually find AGROTHARN. 

	She walked at a brisk pace, her black leather boots striking the cracked desert hardpan with purpose. Something in her magical mother's heart told her the semi-barbarian was in serious trouble. She couldn't explain it; she just knew it: AGROTHARN was dying.

	Did she know why she'd been wandering alone in the Wastes? Did she have any idea how she'd gotten here? Not a clue. Neither did she know where her husband, Thundar the Barbarian, happened to be at the moment. Or any of those weirdos her son associated with. Truth be told, she had some difficulty remembering anything that had happened lately, prior to finding herself in the desert.

	"You found me," she said to the broadsword. "Now find him."

	Was it a sign of madness to be speaking to an inanimate object? Perhaps. She had flirted with insanity before, after going without sleep for decades. But her courageous son had rescued her—twice, if memory served. 

	Now it was her turn to rescue him.

	From what? She had no idea. But she took some solace in the fact that she remembered AGROTHARN finding her with those leather and denim-clad pterodactyls in the Mountains of Madness. Perhaps her other memories would return in like manner, given time. She could hope.

	Had an enemy cast a spell on her, to befuddle her mind? That would have required the most powerful magic in the world. Whom did she know that was capable of such a despicable act? Was there anyone with magical skills more potent than hers?

	 

	 


Chapter 5

	More Potent Magic

	(Two Days Ago)

	 

	 

	 

	Being an impressive cyborg wasn't enough for Nimrod the Nimble. He wanted power—raw, magical power he could use to conjure cool stuff into being, or to levitate, or to bring rocketships down from the sky. He'd done it all before, and he knew he could do it again. He just needed a talented sorcerer to help him get his magic-mojo back.

	But it wasn't like he could ask some mirror on the wall who was the most magical of them all. Instead, he had to rely on his burgeoning friendship with a robot.

	"Why, of course I can run a search for you," Unit X11-76 replied, chipper as ever. "I would be only too happy to do so. Pip! Ever since Commander Xargon got himself a starring role in that nightly Blades & Blasters Show, I hardly see him anymore. I just sit around on the couch and have tea parties with myself. It would be nice to have a real function again—not that guarding Skin Shedder with my life isn't important!"

	Nimrod stood at the bottom of the loading ramp and nodded, not really listening. He kept a keen eye out for Count Slongur's security personnel, tasked with keeping lookie-loos away from the Xenodian predator-class star cruiser. The snake-man's warehouse was otherwise empty and dark tonight, except for the bright light emanating from within the spaceship, shining around Unit X11-76's gleaming silhouette.

	"No idea why the Vyperian and Amazonian saw no need for a former nanny bot in their show," it lamented. "I've done plenty of battle before, you know. With a blaster in each hand. Cheerio!" The bot raised its spindly metal arms and cheered for itself.

	"Right. So…how long should this take?"

	"In a hurry, are we?" Unit X11-76 tilted its shiny metal head to one side, light-bulb eyes dimming suspiciously. "Need to catch a bus or something? Pip?"

	"I just don't want either of us to get into trouble. You know how Slongur can be." Nimrod tried to laugh, but he sounded insane, so he stopped. "Real control freak, that guy. Am I right?"

	The nanny bot nodded. "I don't know why you all are continuing to work for him, performing every night like trained monkeys. It's humiliating, isn't it?"

	Nimrod raised his impressive mechanical arms made of black plasteel and wiggled his mechanical fingers in response. "He gave me these. And this leg." He curled his metal fingers into a fist and knocked on his metal thigh with a resounding clang. "I always thought being a cyborg would be cool."

	"And is it?" Unit X11-76 tilted its head to the other side.

	"Heck yeah! I'm freakin' awesome!"

	"But you want more." The bot took a step toward him. "You want to find the most powerful magician on Earth."

	Nimrod shrugged. "She won't give back what she took from me—what she trained me to be able to do in the first place! She's being completely unreasonable."

	"You refer to the Lady Witch Veronika."

	"All I want is what was mine to begin with!" he shouted, his voice echoing in the spacious warehouse. With a cringe at the noise, he glanced furtively over his shoulders, one at a time, to be sure none of the security creeps were headed this way, shock batons sparking at the ready. "I need my magic," he added in a low tone. "That's all."

	The nanny bot nodded. "Commander Xargon doesn't believe in magic, you know. He would not be pleased with yours truly programming such scandalous search parameters into Skin Shedder's computer."

	"Can you do it or not?" Nimrod snapped.

	Unit X11-76 took a step back, its light-bulb eyes bright. "I said I could. And I will, consequences be damned. But I would like something in return. For my efforts. Pip."

	Nimrod almost smirked at the bot's audacity. "Name it, friend."

	"If you would be so kind, could you please ask Count Slongur and Captain Astridia to consider including me in the Blades & Blasters Show?"

	"You have my word." He didn't intend to tell the Vyperian and Amazonian anything. "Now, let's get this search programmed, shall we?"

	"We shall!" Gesturing for Nimrod to follow, Unit X11-76 led the way through the greyish corridors to the bridge, where it proceeded to tap its spindly metal fingers rapidly across the keyboard on a central console. "Establish search parameters: Find the most powerful magician on planet Earth," the bot said as it typed in the program, generating the code on the spot. "Scan for any inexplicable power signatures and triangulate sources to biological organisms. In particular, search for conjuring abilities, telekinesis, and levitation." The nanny bot turned toward Nimrod. "Should that about cover it?"

	He nodded happily. "Now I should be getting back to the afterparty. We have one following every show, y'know. You'd think the cast would be over it by now, but there we are in Slongur's lounge, drinking and laughing and telling jokes like we're old pals."

	"That sounds simply wonderful…" Unit X11-76's eyes flickered wistfully. "Pip."

	"Sure is! Well, bye!" Nimrod waved and skipped away, metal parts clanking and cape billowing.

	 

	 


Chapter 6

	In the Wild

	 

	 

	 

	Xargon the Xenodian excelled at living in the wild. A hunter by nature, he had no issue with slaying his meals on the run and finding suitable shelter along the way, always stalking his prey, never allowing himself to become complacent or sedentary. His reptilian body appreciated the dry heat of the Wastes and had no issue with the lack of water, for he drank the fresh blood of every creature he caught, slaking his thirst with more than enough to have his fill.

	Did he miss his weird metal head comb and the power it afforded him? Of course. But what was done was done—even if he couldn't remember what exactly had happened. His crew was no longer with him. The bad burger was probably to blame. Yet none of that mattered right now, because he was on the hunt.

	Had he reverted to a more primitive version of himself no longer in command of a predator-class star cruiser? Perhaps. Be that as it may, the hunt was all. And he had been tracking a most magnificent animal for the past few hours: a full-sized Tyrannosaurus Rex. 

	It reminded him of Hap the loony T-Rex, but it was not Hap. Xargon had no idea what had happened to Hap or where he was at present. Perhaps he and Xargon's crew were living it up in some abandoned building, partying day and night. Xendan was probably having the time of his life, the dumb idiot. But that didn't matter.

	Without making a sound, and with his curved, vicious-looking Xenodian blade at the ready, Xargon crept up behind the T-Rex, prepared to jump onto its back, climb up to its throat, and slash away until the magnificent creature expired in a fountain of its own gore. Then he would hack the meat off its bones, while pausing every now and then to drink its blood, and by nightfall, he would be roasting the meat over an open fire. 

	He salivated at the thought.

	But why was this T-Rex sitting next to a nasty pool of stagnant water? And why was the dinosaur bobbing its head as if it were listening to some rockin' tunes on a pair of headphones—only there were no headphones?

	Immaterial. Xargon steeled himself to lunge into action.

	The T-Rex snorted and jerked its big head as if awaking suddenly. "THAT WAS A TERRIBLE DREAM. A NIGHTMARE, I SUPPOSE," it said to itself. "NO ONE SHOULD EVER DREAM ABOUT A DENTIST WIELDING A WHINING DRILL. IT IS VERY UNPLEASANT." The dinosaur turned sharply as if sensing Xargon's presence. "WELL HELLO THERE, LIZARD-MAN. LONG TIME, NO SEE."

	Xargon's bulging yellow eyes drooped—as did the rest of him. The T-Rex was Hap, after all, and, thus, could not be prey. Because one did not slay and eat one's friends. 

	"Hello. I thought you were someone else."

	"DO YOU KNOW MANY TYRANNOSAURUS REXES HERE IN THE POST-APOCALYPTIC WASTELANDS?"

	"No." Xargon sheathed his curved blade in its equally curved scabbard, attached to his belt. His blaster holster hung blaster-less on his hip. "What are you doing out here in the middle of nowhere?"

	"THAT IS A VERY GOOD QUESTION. I COULD ASK YOU THE SAME THING. SO I SUPPOSE I WILL: WHAT ARE YOU DOING OUT HERE?"

	"Isn't it obvious?" Xargon stared, unblinking, at the T-Rex for a full minute. When the dinosaur failed to answer, he said, "I am on the hunt."

	"THAT SOUNDS LIKE FUN. AND WHERE IS YOUR CREW? AND YOUR ROCKETSHIP? AND YOUR ROBOT?"

	Xargon had no answer to any of those questions. And that gave him pause. "I suppose they are…elsewhere."

	Hap snorted again, but he had not drifted off to sleep. "WELL, THAT IS NO ANSWER AT ALL, IS IT? NO. I SHOULD THINK NOT." He pivoted his body to face the Xenodian. "WHAT I THINK IS THAT YOU ARE AS CLUELESS AS I AM."

	Xargon scowled. Or maybe that was his normal expression. "I am not clueless. I know exactly what I am doing out here: I am on the hunt."

	Hap nodded slowly. "MAYBE. OR MAYBE SOMEONE CAST A SPELL ON BOTH OF US, AND THAT IS WHY WE CANNOT SEEM TO REMEMBER THINGS CORRECTLY. OR MAYBE WE ARE BOTH NUTS. WHAT DO YOU THINK?"

	"I am not nuts." Xargon jutted out his scaly jaw. "But you have always had a loose grasp on reality. Goodbye." He walked away in search of more suitable prey.

	"DO YOU SEE THAT LIGHT IN THE DISTANCE, LIZARD-MAN? AND DO YOU SEE THE ROBED, HOODED FIGURE APPEARING TO WIELD IT LIKE A SWORD?"

	Xargon would have squinted, but his eyelids were fairly nonexistent. So instead, he stared wide-eyed into the distance. "You have incredible eyesight, dinosaur. I see only a dark blob moving slowly on the horizon with a glint of light attached to it."

	"YES, THAT SOUNDS ABOUT RIGHT. SHALL WE GO SEE IF THAT IS SOMEONE WE MIGHT KNOW? MAYBE THEY REMEMBER CERTAIN STUFF THAT WE DO NOT." Hap nodded. "YES, THAT WOULD BE HELPFUL."

	 


Chapter 7

	In the Know

	(Two Days Ago)

	 

	 

	 

	There's only so much stale beer and preservative-laden, pizza-flavored snacks one can imbibe before one begins to wonder if there's more to life. At least that's what happened to AGROTHARN the Interstellar Semi-Barbarian during one of the evening afterparty rituals, when the cast of the Blades & Blasters Show congregated in order to kick back and relax after their latest spectacular performance. 

	By that time of night, all of the adoring fans had vacated The New Arena and gone back to whatever holes they'd crawled out of, and the fan favorites—such as AGROTHARN, Fred the Triceratops, the Lady Witch Veronika, and Thundar the Barbarian—would fill themselves with food and drink, laughing and regaling one another with tall tales, enjoying the company of non-fan-favorites such as Nimrod, Hap, and Xargon now that they all weren't pretending to kill one another.

	"What's that, son?" Thundar quirked a bushy grey eyebrow at AGROTHARN, who had cast a proverbial wet blanket on the proceedings by wondering something out loud that probably should have been kept to himself.

	"Oh, probably nothing, Dad!" The semi-barbarian grinned fiercely, putting a brave face on things: the yawning abyss of self-loathing, for instance, due to playing the same role every night in front of said adoring fans and then partying the rest of the night away, as they were doing now, without much in the way of overarching purpose. "I mean, I know we're doing a great service to the community, giving them an awesome stunt show and reminding them that good will always conquer evil—"

	"I DO NOT CONSIDER MYSELF TO BE EVIL," Hap said. Only his snout could fit inside Count Slongur's well-furnished lounge via a large roll-up door while the rest of him remained in the spacious concrete subterranean hallway outside.

	"Your role as villain is to slaughter my young ones," Fred pointed out. He, too, was too big to fit inside, but his little ones could, and he kept an eye on their rambunctious frolicking via another large roll-up door.

	"Rar," Frederique added her two cents, sitting outside next to her mate.

	"YES, MRS. GRUMPY TRICERATOPS. IT IS JUST A ROLE I AM PLAYING."

	"And you play it well!" AGROTHARN was quick to add. 

	"I WOULD NEVER HARM ANY OF THEIR VERY CUTE OFFSPRING. I AM NOT A MONSTER."

	That was debatable, but no one argued the point. 

	"I guess what I'm saying is…maybe we should be doing…more?" AGROTHARN raised his hands helplessly—which was a new look on him.

	Everyone glanced at each other. Xargon the Xenodian didn't so much glance as stare, and his prolonged staring with those buggy yellow eyes made everyone in attendance uncomfortable. 

	"More…" the Lady Witch Veronika echoed. "As in…more stunts? More magic, perhaps? I could bring it up to Count Slongur and Captain Astridia at the next writers' room meeting. You never attend those. Why is that? Don't you wish to be in the know?"

	"I am a man of action!" AGROTHARN replied with a scowl. "Not words!"

	"Well," she continued, "there's been talk of bringing in some Shakespeare—"

	"TREBLODYTES? NO THANK YOU. ALL THEY DO IS SHAKE SPEARS AND JUMP ON MY HEAD. AND SPEAK IN QUESTIONS ALL THE TIME. THEY ARE SO ANNOYING. AND ODD-LOOKING. WHAT IS WITH THE WHITE PAINT THEY WEAR ALL OVER THEIR BODIES, EXCEPT FOR THE BLACK PAINT AROUND THEIR EYES? THEY LOOK LIKE HUNGRY GHOSTS."

	No one could argue with that. But it was off-topic, so they ignored Hap.

	"Exactly!" AGROTHARN pointed at his witch-mother. "Something like that! Introducing the survivors in this post-apocalyptic wasteland to books and people from the past! Doing something to salvage what has been lost!" The semi-barbarian leapt to his feet with a fierce grin that bared all forty-eight of his impressive teeth. "That's what we need to do, Mama!"

	She dipped her chin, pleased with her son's response. "Well, I'm glad you approve. It was my idea, after all, and the count seemed interested in pursuing it. We thought that perhaps Fred and Frederique could play the roles of Romeo and Juliet?" She raised a manicured raven-black eyebrow at the Triceratopses.

	"Rar," said Frederique. 

	"She said okay," Fred interpreted with a noncommittal shrug.

	AGROTHARN clapped his mighty hands, and in the confined space, the sound was like a crack of thunder, bringing everyone to attention. "So be it!"

	It was then that Xargon noticed something. "Where is that former sorcerer?"

	Everyone looked at everyone else. Nimrod was not in attendance. Which was odd, because he was usually the first to pass out drunk at every night's afterparty.

	"I'll go find the fool and tell him the good news!" AGROTHARN stomped out of the lounge. "I see great things in store for the Blades & Blasters Show!"

	 


Chapter 8

	More Good News

	(Two Days Ago)

	 

	 

	 

	AGROTHARN was halfway down the nondescript concrete hallway before he realized that Xargon had joined him.

	"You are very quiet and sneaky, Lizard!" the semi-barbarian observed.

	"I could have killed you if I'd wanted to," the Xenodian replied.

	AGROTHARN glanced at the blaster holstered on Xargon's leg. "Good thing you still owe me a life debt!"

	"Until your witch-mother expires, yes."

	"That again!" AGROTHARN threw back his head with a mighty laugh. "Lucky for you that my belly is full of so much beer, or I might take offense at your thinly veiled threat against my mama! Are you here to help me find Nimrod the nincompoop?"

	Xargon glanced up and down the corridor surreptitiously, seeming to think they were being watched. "It's not wise for any of us to wander off alone, bad burger."

	AGROTHARN narrowed his semi-barbaric gaze at the alien. "What on Earth are you implying? We're the stars of the show! There's nothing to be worried about here!"

	"That's what worries me." Xargon's scaly hand rested on the grip of his blaster. "I don't trust the Vyperian. Or the Amazonian. They're planning something. Undoubtedly it will culminate in them setting themselves up as post-apocalyptic king and queen."

	"I too have suspected as much, which is why I keep a close eye on them!" AGROTHARN leaned toward the Xenodian with a conspiratorial wink. "If at any time I perceive them as being dangerous, and not simply self-serving, I will bring their demise!" He drew his impressive broadsword from its sheath, strapped across his broad back, and, muscles rippling, brandished the blade high. "Ha-HA!"

	"That's quite a pose," Xargon said. "We should be grateful that we have been allowed to keep our weapons. Even though they confiscated my weird metal head comb and have confined Unit X11-76 aboard Skin Shedder—locked inside a warehouse."

	"I don't miss Demon Spawn one iota! And what do you need your fancy spaceship for, anyway, Lizard? With the Continuum Keepers out there seeking your head on a pike, isn't it best to keep a low profile? Remaining planet-bound and starring in a spectacular Blades & Blasters Show in the middle of a post-apocalyptic wasteland is the best way to stay off their radar!"

	"Perhaps," Xargon conceded. "But I still feel as though I've been castrated."

	AGROTHARN clapped the Xenodian on his scaly shoulder and graced him with a grim look. "May you never suffer such an indignity!"

	"YAAAAH!" Nimrod shrieked upon unexpectedly meeting them in the hallway. Quickly composing himself—and lowering the cyborg fists he'd raised in self-defense—he sniffed self-consciously and looked down his nose at each of them in turn. Which required tilting his head back at an awkward angle, since AGROTHARN and Xargon were much taller than he was. "What're you both doing wandering around? It's not wise, you know. Slongur's security freaks are always lurking about."

	"That's what I told the bad burger. He doesn't listen. Because he's a bad burger."

	AGROTHARN laughed, whacking the Xenodian on the back fondly and sending him stumbling forward a step. "We were looking for you! Tonight's afterparty wasn't the same without your abomination of a body passed-out drunk on the floor!"

	Nimrod blinked. "Right. Well, as you can see, I needed a stretch of the legs—"

	"You were returning from the warehouse, were you not? Where Skin Shedder is confined?" Xargon stared at Nimrod. "Don't lie to me. I can tell."

	"Warehouse? What?" Nimrod laughed, and he sounded a bit nutty. "I was looking for a pair of pliers. Needed to make a slight adjustment to the grip strength of my right hand. Don't want to keep shattering Slongur's coffee mugs, am I right?"

	AGROTHARN glared at him. "I smell a rat! And that would be you, dishonest fool! Which is it: a stretch of the legs or minor repairs? Or perhaps something else entirely?"

	Xargon drew his blaster and leveled it with Nimrod's nose. "Could it be that you were attempting to gain access to Skin Shedder? Are you planning a way to escape this neverending hell the bad burger refers to as a Blades & Blasters Show? And if so, you had better plan on some company, for my crew and I will be joining you."

	Nimrod laughed again, and it didn't sound any saner. Raising his robo-hands in a gesture of either surrender or defense—his cyborg body language wasn't always easy to decipher—he smiled at a point midway between Xargon's and AGROTHARN's heads. "Nothing of the sort, I assure you! Having visited outer space, I have no inclination to ever return. It's so cold and dark and empty, and there are all those ugly aliens—no offense."

	"None taken," Xargon said. "Because you are alien to me. And you are ugly."

	"Then what were you doing?" the semi-barbarian demanded, bringing the sharp blade of Demise-Bringer perilously close to Nimrod's flesh-and-blood throat.

	"Good news!" Nimrod proclaimed with a whoop. "I'm gonna get my magic-mojo back!"

	 


Chapter 9

	The Deepest Dungeon

	 

	 

	 

	Thundar and the Death Valley Barbarians couldn't see much of their surroundings, and that was probably for the best. There's just something depressing about being chained up in a dank, dark dungeon, and the less one dwells on his environs in such a situation, the better.

	"How long do you think he'll keep us down here?" asked Xendan, one of Xargon's crew. They too were chained up, and their bulging alien eyes might as well have been blind, because they couldn't see anything either. "Until we starve to death? Because I can't stop thinking about cactus-flavored ice cream."

	"We're all hungry, friend," Thundar said, shifting his weight with a grimace. Sitting on the cold concrete floor was bad enough, but having one's arms shackled to the wall above one's head made it far less pleasant. "Just gotta grit our teeth and bear it."

	"Why?" said the two exiled Continuum Keepers in the voice of a multitude—and in perfect unison. "Do you really think we will escape our miserable fate?"

	"I do." Thundar nodded adamantly, even though no one could see the gesture. "We have very powerful friends—"

	"Who have forgotten all about us," Xendan wailed. "Don't you think they would have rescued us by now if they cared? Or if they could?"

	"Why were they allowed to roam free while we sit here in bondage?" said the Continuum Keepers. "What makes them so special?"

	"Right." Another nod from Thundar. "That's what we've gotta figure out. What do we all have in common? You, me, my biker gang, these lizard-aliens. Why'd the warlock curse us with blindness and chain us up like this? Why hasn't he killed us?"

	Silence, save for the slow, maddening drip-drop-drip of something wet in the vicinity, held the moment as the bikers, Xenodians, and former Continuum Keepers racked their brains for a plausible answer.

	"Is it because we are nonessential personnel?" Xendan suggested at length in a tentative tone of voice, as if he knew the answer was wrong and was afraid he would be called dumb because of it. "Or that we are less-than in some way?"

	"Secondary characters…" the Continuum Keepers mused.

	Thundar didn't like the sound of that. "No. We're important for some reason. That's why he's keeping us alive."

	"Not for long," Xendan moaned. "I am so hungry, I would even devour the flesh of a sand serpent. It's probably for the best that we're restrained by these chains. Otherwise, we Xenodians would feast on you humans in a heartbeat. And you stone people as well, whatever you may taste like."

	"Are you referring to us?" said the Continuum Keepers. "We are not made of stone. We just wear obsidian masks in order to look mysterious."

	"It's working for you," Thundar said, and the Barbarians grunted in agreement.

	"Perhaps the wrong questions are being asked," the pair continued, as if they had not been interrupted. "Instead of wondering what we have in common and why we share the same fate, we should be asking what our captor wants. What do we know about him?"

	"He's a powerful sorcerer," Thundar stated the obvious. "His magic is stronger than my wife's. And that's saying a lot. Cuz she's got mad skillz."

	"Indeed," the Continuum Keepers agreed. 

	"But he didn't squash her like a bug—or any of us. He banished my son and my wife and the Triceratops and the T-Rex and Xargon into the Wastes after clouding their minds. And he locked us up in here. Was that his way of showing mercy? Or is he playing some kind of sadistic game, and we're just the pieces on his chessboard?"

	An inarticulate shriek from Xendan stole everyone's attention. "Sorry," he moaned. "I thought I was strong enough to chew through my arm, but I'm not."

	"A brave attempt at freeing yourself," Thundar said with a grim nod.

	"Not at all!" Xendan sobbed. "I'm just so hungry I could eat anything, and I knew it would grow back eventually." The other Xenodians murmured in agreement, their chains clanking as they decided to try it for themselves.

	"This isn't good," said Bob, the husky, grizzled, scar-faced Death Valley Barbarian seated beside Thundar. "They get free, they'll come after us. I don't care if they're armless freaks by that point. All those needle-fangs in their gobs? We won't stand a chance against them."

	"Time to rip off the bandage, I suppose!" Judging from the high-pitched shrieks and gurgling that followed, Xendan had decided to make a second attempt.

	"What do you suggest?" Thundar strained against his shackles, pulling with all his might and succeeding only in chafing his wrists badly. 

	"Sorry, man. No suggestions." Bob cursed under his breath, tugging at his restraints in like manner. "It's sure been one helluva ride. Gotta die someday, I guess."


Chapter 10

	Visitor by Night

	(Two Days Ago)

	 

	 

	 

	Late that night, while Nimrod lay curled in his bunk—located above Xendan the Xenodian's and below Xaiden the Xenodian's in a room crammed to the brim with triple-decker bunk beds, every one of them taken by either a member of Xargon's crew or Thundar's snoring bikers—the former fledgling sorcerer had a very strange dream.

	In it, he stood alone in the middle of the Wastes. Cracked hardpan underfoot, merciless sun above, and desert winds blowing dust into his face. He squinted his eyes and put on the goggle-sunglasses that dangled around his neck on a strap. Nothing lay behind him or on either side of him, but in the distance, stirring up dust in great billows, a post-apocalyptic army advanced. 

	Countless ranks of foot soldiers were followed by exhaust-spewing vehicles, which were followed by dinosaurs. The warriors had a cobbled-together look to them, chrome-studded leather and tarnished armor where sunburned skin wasn't visible. The vehicles were rusty, caked in dust, with chunky tires churning beneath heavy, iron-clad exteriors. Giant thunder-lizards brought up the rear, all of them carnivores, grinning malevolently. They carried rocket-launchers in their little arms.

	While Nimrod stared in disbelief, wondering who these freaks could be, a deep, ribs-rattling voice spoke, crossing the distance that separated them:

	"You seek me with alien technology. Yet you do not know me. For if you did, you never would have sought me in the first place."

	Nimrod shivered. The voice sounded like someone was speaking directly into both of his ears at once, far too close for comfort. Intimately, lip-smackingly close. 

	"Who…are you?" he squeaked, hating how his voice did that whenever he was about to wet his pants. Which didn't happen too often, thankfully.

	"You know who I am." The voice left it at that. "And soon you will behold the unfathomable power of my sorcery, as well as the incomparable might of my army. Brace yourself for the inevitable: Nothing will stand against us."

	Nimrod tried to swallow what felt like a dry lump of newspaper in his throat. "If you are the powerful magician I seek, then I have no reason to stand against you. I will join you!" He clasped his metal hands together in supplication. "All I ask is that you return the magical abilities that were taken from me."

	The ground beneath him trembled as the army inexorably advanced.

	"I am no mere magician, fool. That would be like comparing the sun to a white rubber ball." The voice sounded perturbed. "I am Khrug, Warlock of the Wastes. You will look upon me and fear."
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