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Chapter 1

	Porridge of Power

	 

	 

	 

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

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

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

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

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

	"Right." Fred shook his head unhappily.

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

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

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

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

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

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

	Fred snickered. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	Nimrod shook his head. "Nope." 

	Another snicker from Fred.

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

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

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

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

	 


Chapter 2

	Enchanting Furniture

	 

	 

	 

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

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

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

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

	"Yes!" AGROTHARN cheered.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	Every single one of them collapsed under his impressive girth.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	 


Chapter 3

	The Cynical Trees

	 

	 

	 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	A chuckle coursed through the forest. Tree humor.

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

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

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

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

	 

	 

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

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

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


Chapter 4

	The Truth Revealed

	 

	 

	 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	"Why?" None of this made any sense.

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

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

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

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

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

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

	Nimrod's brow wrinkled slightly. "Yes?"

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

	 


Chapter 5

	Oh, the Horror

	 

	 

	 

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

	So AGROTHARN soiled himself royally.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	"Now to find a suitable change of attire!"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	 


Chapter 6

	Rocketship Down

	 

	 

	 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	 

	 


Chapter 7

	Xenodian Hunting Party

	 

	 

	 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	"Glad to hear it!"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	The Xenodians looked at each other, confused.

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

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

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

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

	 


Chapter 8

	On the Menu

	 

	 

	 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	"Do what now?" Fred looked confused.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	"No," Fred said.

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

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

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

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

	"On our ship, of course."

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

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

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

	The Xenodian named Xendan hung his scaly head in shame.

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

	AGROTHARN nudged Fred. "Heard enough?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

	 


Chapter 9

	A Laughing Matter

	 

	 

	 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	Fred and Xargon glanced at each other and shrugged.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	Fred paused to count. "Five."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


Chapter 10

	Time to Chat

	 

	 

	 

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

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

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

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

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

	"Have you got a better idea?"

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

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

	"They were playing ball. With a rat."

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

	"Not so much for the rat."

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

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

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

	"Any news of the world?"

	"How do you mean?" Fred said.

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

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

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

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

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