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Chapter 1: An Unusual Encounter


“Halt! Who goes there?” cried Richard, the sentry guard. Over his shoulder he glared through the thick, foggy mist at the stranger. The sun loomed overhead, but obscured by the fog, its rays of light seemed like a swirling vortex of a million scintillating stars. Richard had been employed for some time as the gatekeeper for the premises. The premises of what, Richard did not know. He stood hour after hour, day after day, the unmerciful tides of time eroding his life away, guarding the gate. Originally he had marked the time by drawing tally marks on his arms with a quill pen, but soon discovered that his own body was working against him. Slowly, but unavoidably, the marks transcended into another dimension, along with Richard’s shedding epidermal layer. This did not help his situation any, as having quite possibly the flattest feet in the world and a head with an inverted and recessed nose served to only diminish his already-low self-confidence. Most people who had known Richard could fondly recollect the tale of how his nose came to be inverted, it happened in a bowling accident at the age of 12. That day, Richard learned that bowling pins and his body were not one and the same.


The stranger turned, and faced Richard slowly, uttering a guttural sound that could only be the product of a hybrid between a man and an injured dingo. The man-dingo was about four feet tall, though his height was difficult to ascertain through the fog. His coat was drawn up close around him, the taunt nylon knots securing his soul within. Beneath that dull black coat was a pair of ragged pants. They appeared to have once been a checkered pattern, but after years of wear they had faded to a dismal state, the lines and colors all blending into a patchwork of shades. His shoes were of an upper-class dress style, shiny black with spiffy laces tied into no less than thirty-one independent knots. The worst sight of this conspicuous creature was his head, or rather where a head would exist on a normal individual. The neck of the coat was turned up into two upward and stiff edges, highlighting the elongated brown stump within. From the neck a pear-shaped object seemed to perch, with two menacing eyes and a snout for a nose. Visible inside the man-dingo’s seemingly normal mouth were a smattering of thick, green teeth. To complete the ensemble, his ears protruded like radio antennas to the sides.


“Advance and give the countersign,” declared Richard in a weary voice. In all of his years as the gatekeeper, Richard had never encountered anyone who gave the correct countersign. Perhaps it might be explained by the lack of mention of what the countersign was in his job description. He only knew that when the correct countersign was given, his internal senses would inform him of it. Lacking even the faintest sign of hesitation, the man-dingo extended forward his right foot so as to assume a stretching stance, and taking both of his wrinkled and stubbly hands, balled his left hand into a fist and touched it to his forehead. Having formed a right angle in his left elbow, he smoothly arced his right arm into a right angle as well, and intersected his fist to the inside of the left elbow.


“O wicked gatekeeper,


Thine soul be as rotten as an apple from centuries past,


And by the dice-games of our master the slave who cannot last,


Let me through this gate to the fate beyond!” he bellowed.


Richard’s mouth billowed a rotten sulfurous vapor into the air as it gaped open, independent of its wearer. He did not know the countersign, and yet he was positive this was it. Every atom of Richard’s being resonated like shiny shattering pitch, and the general effect was to invoke an explosive stretching of his body, with his torso wrapping itself around and rippling with the force of a pressurized soda can. The stranger emitted a heinous cackle just then, and it amplified the effect. However, as quick as this unworldly disturbance started, it ceased. Miraculously, there was an inverting of Richard’s nose that had taken place. Discarding the minor dilemma of having the nose being now composed of molten light bulb fragments, he now had for the first time in years a semblance of a “normal face.” Richard had never been too sure what a “normal face” was, because everyone that had approached the gate looked different than the prior visitor. The nuances of physical features had escaped him for his whole life, and all he was aware of was that something had been terribly wrong with his face, but he wasn’t quite sure what that something was. Dimly he had recalled a time when he had felt tranquil, a time when he did, in an odd way, resemble other human beings. It was this extraordinary emotional feeling that Richard now felt envelope him and transcend his existence onto a higher level altogether.


Overcome by this newfound transformation, Richard found himself unconsciously bowing to the stranger, and as if in a dream, he heard himself say, “Welcome home, Sir Hygelwick.” The two men found at this moment that they could both perfectly understand each other. No further words were needed to express their thoughts, as each was completely aware of the other’s state of mind. One plausible explanation for this turn of events is that Richard and Sir Hygelwick had their minds linked through a straw in a fourth-dimensional fast food restaurant. Just as this enlightenment was prepared to effect a great revelation between the two regarding the purpose of Richard’s job and all other unsolved questions, somewhere in that fourth-dimensional universe a three-year old child blew bubbles through that straw. While ripples with the force of a million tsunamis fluttered through the continuum of space, Richard and Sir Hygelwick for the longest time were utterly nonexistent. The exact cause of their yet indescribable problem perhaps may never be found, but at a later time, though instantaneous to the duo, they found themselves smacked into the center of that long fabled event known to the human race as “Backwards Day.”


Backwards Day was one of those things that most adult humans had heard of; it was probably the creation of a child, one with a twisted sense of humor and lacking common sense. In fact, the creator of Backwards Day probably was too stupid to remember to vomit three times per day, or rather the backwards vomiting of food consumption. In countless educational institutions, it had been the subject of lunch discussions, and eventually denounced by a self-proclaimed enlightened individual as a horrible exercise in logic. Contrary to public belief however, Backwards Day existed, and at this very moment, Sir Hygelwick was commencing the festivities. The one saving grace among this horrible anachronism was the partial state of normality that remained, balancing carefully between a narrow thread of escape into the usual world and an anchor dragging Richard downward into the ether.


As a result of this newfound existence, Richard found that his body was once again being distorted by an external influence. This time it was not Sir Hygelwick’s doing, but rather the air molecules surrounding him. Since the universe was now effectively reversed, the normal process of respiration was as well. As Richard watched in horror, air everywhere streamed him to pieces. His toes stretched outward in elliptical points, then slit apart into infinitely small pieces. After flowing back like milk over warm cereal, the cycle repeated, throughout Richard’s whole body. There was no greater torture than having your friends, the nitrogen and oxygen molecules of the world, betray you and callously pump the atoms of your existence among themselves for their benefit. Alas, poor Richard was now stuck in this situation. Curiously enough, he remained mentally intact, which added to the pain, as every nerve screamed to his brain while it disintegrated. Upon the cyclic restoration of his matter though, the nerves triggered a euphoric sensation beyond any human-induced possibility.


In this manner, Richard was perpetually trapped to suffer between excruciating pain and pleasure, the two alternating so fast as to appear simultaneous to his poor mind, which by this time was beginning to overload from the stimuli. Whether this vicious state continued for a millisecond or a century, Richard could not be certain. Luckily, the insane logic associated with Backwards Day spared Richard from actual extended torture. Because the reverse of having Backwards Day was normality, but the reverse of that was Backward Day, but the reverse of that was normality and so forth infinitely, the entire universe found itself locked into a whirlpool of its own logical suicide until the molecular soup hastily overflowed with its laws, pouring chunky bits of matter and energy here and there among the vast indescribable field of existence. Understandably, as best as the concept of understanding still remained due to the now bent ether, this had profound effects upon the realm of human existence.


No longer was Richard confined to the parameters of a normal human life, thanks in part to the coincidental destruction of the previously known universe. A miraculous transformation had taken place, one on the level of the scarcity and excitement of a spontaneous nuclear reaction in a bottle of drinking water. Far from such a secular occurrence was this however; an infinite number of parallel three-dimensional cross-sections of the universe had been ripped through space, with an end result of a fantastic and bewildering array of objects ending misplaced in each three-dimensional plane. Despite this, at the moment Richard found himself standing in the middle of a seemingly normal street, in the middle of a seemingly normal city in the United States. Sir Hygelwick was standing on the sidewalk, looking exactly as upon their first meeting, with the yellow-green antiquated streetlight overhead casting long shadows down from his ears, giving him the appearance of a foreigner. Indeed, with his ragged, ice pick like hands, he extended his index finger outward towards Richard and beckoned for him to come. Half filled with weariness, Richard quickly sprinted across the dark asphalt road and hopped onto the sidewalk about one meter from Sir Hygelwick. In doing so, he not only complied with the request, but also removed himself from the precise location where an erratic ice cream truck swerved an instant later.


Glancing around nervously, Sir Hygelwick scanned the surroundings, his beady eyes shifting from top to bottom repeatedly as they circled from left to right. On this particular section of road, there were vacant dirt lots lining the sides, with only the twinkling of stars at night being visible down in either direction. Upon being satisfied of no other souls within sight, Sir Hygelwick began speaking to Richard in a grating but low voice.


“You are no doubt confused by the uniqueness of your present situation,” he remarked, then after pausing for breath, continued.

“I am a Go, whom might be best described to you as a component of your being called ‘God’. We live in the fourth-dimension, and your entire universe is actually part of a pastime we play. As a child, each young Go receives a prepackaged ‘Game of Life,’ containing all of the ingredients necessary for him to start his own chaos-filled human aquarium of fun. Well I’m quite embarrassed to have to mention this to who I would consider a toy, but I made a most foolish gamble with another Go. Within two respective, marginally similar, universes, we agreed to swap two random humans and assign them a difficult task. If the task is not completed, then the respective universe will be destroyed and sold for scrap matter replication.”

Richard gasped in horror, but moreover at the sheer mystique of such an existence. Oddly enough, the usual feelings of overwhelming nausea or mental inability that one might experience at such a revelation were not present. Following the initial awe of the truth, Richard felt a sublime calmness in him. And yet, he wanted to save his universe, he was silently rooting for it to win. He saw himself as a drop of water on a car windshield in erupting rain, towards the bottom. The raindrop fights so hard, to accumulate enough water to escape off the top. Slowly it begins to roll upward, meeting sources of encouragement in the other water spheroids. Every vibrating molecule of its existence struggles with its life to do that is natural, that is right, to disappear before watching eyes. Richard knew that the raindrop must not be interrupted, not be quashed by the windshield wipers of an omnipotent fool. It must follow its destiny upwards, to join in the cycle of its being, to fall another day and exult in its ability again.

“What do I need to do?” asked he.

“Most excellent,” replied Sir Hygelwick. “As you may be aware, this existence of sorts is not the one you remember. It is…well, shall we say ‘different’? In order to preserve your world, you are required to assassinate the emperor and live for at least one day afterwards. If these conditions are satisfied, as per my agreement with my friend, you will be transported back to your home world, and all will be well again.”

Richard’s brain deftly processed this information, but his rational mind choked on the chicken bones launched by Sir Hygelwick’s statement. Confusion permeating his head, Richard opened his now-dry mouth to ask an indefinite stream of questions. As his vocal cords tightened with stress and prepared to resound forth his uneasiness, Sir Hygelwick disappeared, leaving Richard uttering a beep of guttural noise at a fluttering white notecard. He stooped down to pick it up, and in the process noticed that the pavement was different from what he recalled previously. Contrary to the rough, geometrically repeating epidermis of a road, he was standing in a mud pit. The road, if it could be possibly be elevated to such a majestic noun, stretched down the road in endless rows and columns of turbulent dirt particles mixed with foul water. This resulting mixture not only had a visually repulsive texture, but the stench was significant enough to invoke an involuntarily wrinkling of the nose of any person who stepped with a meter of the road.

The notecard that Richard retrieved had the words “693 K Street, Dwelling #32” printed simply in a generic black font. It was apparent that this was where he was supposed to go. Unfortunately as such is fate, Richard did not know where he was, much less the location of an apartment on a strange street in an unknown city. Even now, still no other people passed by in the street (for it had no sidewalks). Destitute at the moment, the only sensible option was to pick a direction and trod through the muddy avenue until assistance could be found. Thus, Richard stuck the notecard in a pocket and engaged upon this path.

A number of minutes later, the situation remained unchanged. Then, he heard a rumbling noise from behind. As Richard craned his head over his left shoulder, eagerly anticipating meeting another soul, he was greeted not by civility, but rather several kilograms of high velocity splattering mud. The undesirable attributes of the road at hand were demonstrated once again by the speeding object that passed Richard. After hastily wiping his face with his shirt to clear the mud obstruction, he watched a vehicle of a type he had never before seen rush towards the horizon.

The overall impression reminded Richard of a chariot from a history textbook in school, however there was a twist to such a simplistic and recognizable mode of transportation. The chariot-car, as it might logically be called, was constructed with a wooden frame about four feet in width and ten in length, with a set of two small wheels in the front, to which was an open combustion engine. The light beams from various streetlights caused the engine to surrealistically glisten as it vibrated, leading the eyes backwards. Connected by two wood planks to the powerhouse was the chariot. Its wheels were thrice the size of the driving ones, and upon a Roman-style rider’s frame there stood a universally recognizable soldier. The man stood of above-average proportions; Richard estimated his height at two meters. Only the back of his body was visible by the time Richard was able to spot him, so his facial features were left to the imagination. His head was shaved, and in an incongruent association, he had two inches of bushy sideburns from his ears to his chin, uniformly black. His torso was clothed in a skin-tight white tunic, with an interlocking metal web covering, in resemblance to medieval chain mail. Around his waist was a perfectly fitting crimson cylindrical belt, with metal brads evenly spaced around the perimeter. Hooked over this belt hung a short sword, unsheathed. It curved gracefully, leading one’s eyes to the tip, where a bloodstain could not help but be noticed. Completing this military man’s costume was the pants, also tight and covered in miniature barbed metal hooks. The footwear was hidden by a six-inch wooden board in the back of the chariot, ostensibly to protect the rider from inadvertent falls backward. The swirling patterns of light that danced on the metallic coverings of this man communicated a sensation of peace and nature, while the appearance was rather frightening.

Whether the contradicting visual signals were a devious plot by the wearer or his superiors to confuse enemies in combat, or merely the reflections of Richard’s unusual mind, it could not be determined. With a lack of a better intent in life at this moment, he continued to walk down the road, squinting into the distance to look for human structures. Richard had his mind set on finding the address on the notecard; he reasoned that it was the only thing he concretely knew. Everything else would be a new experience and uncertain, but at least Sir Hygelwick left the notecard, and this whole ridiculous journey was his idea.

Chapter 2: Mortifera

In the civil twilight that enveloped Richard, it was difficult to see, and the streetlights’ overpowering glare detracted from his distance vision. However, he thought that he saw a tower shimmering like a mirage over the vanishing point of the road. Upon a half-hour of further trekking, a stone fortress intruded itself in front of Richard. The glassy structure was composed entirely of polished stones, black and deeply mirrored. The stonework formed an interlocking circle of defense that rose twice Richard’s height into the air. This incredulous fairy-tale structure lay precisely in the center of the road, which now branched into motionless streams of mud to the left and right. Hesitant upon this unusual sight, Richard paused, standing before it and gazing hypnotically with his mouth ajar. His mind flashed with pleasant memories as he unconsciously watched his own reflection in the stones of the structure. The sun, reduced from an omnipotent rationer of life to an insignificant blob, burned over the imperfect form of Richard's left hand.  Completely spellbound by the trivial aspects of his life that he saw in the stones, Richard's higher-level thinking slid to a halt. As a figure in white slinked up behind him, Richard was oblivious to the world, to its monotonies, to its pleasures, to its simplistic existence.  Filled with the utter void of sensory deprivation, Richard did not feel the wooden club impacting upon his skull. Nor did he observe the white figure slinging his body upon the back of a horse and galloping away down the right fork in the road.

Richard awoke in a fantasy. Or at least, it seemed like a fantasy castle. Childhood memories of playing with castles hastily constructed out of overpriced plastic blocks flooded his mind.  He attempted to stand up, but felt restraints on his hands and feet. Lifting his head up, he observed a series of antiquated torches burning in stone holds along a wall. He was in a square room, entirely constructed out of stones as one might find in a medieval castle. Spaced evenly on all four walls were torches, which apparently provided the only illumination. The wall cast the appearance through its many shadows that it was of some age, with green moss having nestles in some of the larger cracks present.  The walls lead Richard's eyes up to the ceiling, which in all of imagined grandeur was nothing more than staring at the inside of a pile of stones. The cold of horror crept through Richard’s mind as he then realized that he had not seen a door. Was there no means of escape from this strange place? A voice now interrupted the mystique:

"Who are you?” a female voice angrily inquired.

Richard turned his head to the left, and saw the person to whom the voice belonged.  He had long been of the impression that voices were not an object of people, but rather the voice was the entity, and each being was merely a shadow through which the depths of the voice's character was only skimmed out in small pieces. The subject of this voice was standing in front of the opposite wall, her right side illuminated faintly by the maniacal laughter of the flickering torches. Richard squinted, and saw that she was young, and dressed in a white dress. No, she wasn’t wearing a dress, Richard told himself upon a second inspection. She was decked out in a princess gown. Lying on the table, Richard felt sinusoidal waves of nausea rush over him. The woman looked to be straight of a fairy-tale book; his first thought was that everything was a dream. The surreal events of the past day could not be true; castles simply didn’t exist anymore. As he began to feel his mind dragged down by the burden of its own dead weight, Richard’s last thought was that perhaps he should have cut down on the morning shots of intravenous caffeine.


He awoke a number of hours later, spurred by tiredness as well as the earlier fainting. The young woman was standing over him, with a concerned look on her face. For the first time, it was completely visible. She had a typical elliptical head, from the top of which flowed a mix of blonde and brunette hair down slightly past her shoulders. Indeed, those shoulders were wearing a fancy white dress that complemented the fair color of her skin. As Richard paused to absorb this new situation, she spoke.


“Why are you here?”


To that question he uttered no answer; rather his mind was occupied, tracing the delicate contours of her face, and partially overloaded from shock. He saw his mind, in its energy state, a ball of plasma spinning instantly surrounded by rubber bands. Simultaneously the rubber bands were bouncing and snapping, with uncanny timing. His mind was stretched abysmally in multiple dimensions, processing sparkling new sensory inputs, and then the taffy snapped.


“I will not repeat myself once more. What do you want?”


He was back in reality, or the perceived reality that had corrupted his meaningless existence with purpose and insanity.


“I…don’t know,” he gasped. “My name is Richard, and I’m on a mission to assassinate the emperor of this world. I have no idea why, but I know I must if I want to live.”


Her eyes narrowed at him, casting the appearance normally reserved for used car salesmen. “You say you are against the emperor. Yet you have no idea of what you are doing.”


Being fairly quick witted, Richard knew that somehow the notecard in his pocket must be connected to this entire experience. “My pocket…there’s a notecard in my pocket,” he exclaimed, entirely uncertain of her reaction. Stomping over, she removed the card and glanced carelessly at the writing, expecting a trivial distraction. Instead, she took a second, longer look and then stared up at Richard.


“I have been waiting for this moment my entire life. You were sent by the Go!”


“Err…yes I suppose I was,” stuttered Richard.


With that satisfying response, the woman unlocked Richard’s chains. He sat up slowly, looking around, and then at the woman.


“I am Mortifera,” she said. “The emperor of this world is an evil man; I want nothing more than to destroy him and bring peace. He keeps us in the most basic state of existence, with police and martial rule. Follow me.”


Mortifera walked across the room, to the opposite side, where the dimly lit wall seemed to be haunting the air. After Richard hesitantly followed, she pressed her left hand against the wall and closed her eyes.


“Are you okay?” asked Richard nervously. She appeared to be oblivious to him.


Her hand stopped, trembling slightly. It rested on the center of a large stone.


“Yes!” she exclaimed, with a pleasant wickedness in her voice and smirk. Shoving her palm into the wall, the brick slid inwards and a deep rumbling sound rattled the torches in the room. Richard followed the source of the sound to his left and turned in time to see the remnants of the wall vanish into the floor.


Behind the wall there existed a magnificent palace, complete with gold pillars, plush red carpeting, and beautiful girls. Then Richard blinked and his illusion vanished, revealing a plain wooden staircase that descended into the black depths of the world. There was no handrail for support, nor lighting in the tunnel. Merely, Richard peered along the inside of the ice cream cone of light, the hind torch illumination spiraling into a murky blur of nothingness.


“Let’s go!” shouted Mortifera. She proceeded to the staircase with a brisk and commanding gait. Richard followed, slowly but carefully. He felt himself step into a black hole as he passed into complete darkness. “Don’t worry,” she said, “there is nothing to collide with until we see light again.”


“Now would be a good time to explain what we have to do,” she casually commented while placing her feet on stair after stair.

“I’ve been prepared for this almost my whole life. As a young girl, I read about Sir Hygelwick and I once heard his thoughts in my head. He told me of your quest, and to be ready to assist you. As such, I entered the banking industry and soon I had control over the financial, and thus emotional, lives of every person on this planet. I could snap my fingers and have anything I wished. It was at that point, that I knew I was ready. The current emperor came into power about then, and I sold my business for 56 billion oxygens.”

“What are ‘oxygens’?” Richard interrupted.

“Oh, that’s right. You have no knowledge of this world. Well there was a convention a few years back, attended to by the most powerful people on this planet, and also the least. The dollar collapsed previously, and a new currency was needed. They argued for months on what a new monetary system should be based on. Some said gold, others silver. Some even wanted tea like in ancient China. The one thing that they were able to agree on was that the basic unit should be based on something intrinsically valuable.”

“Do you mean gold?”

“No, gold isn’t really valuable, is it? Think about it, it was hailed for years as the ultimate in trade for any situation. Anyone would accept gold. But what is gold? It’s nothing more than a metal with 79 protons; humans have no physical or mental dependence upon it. Thus, it was systematically determined through process of elimination that the one valuable commodity was oxygen. It is the only thing needed for immediate survival. If you are unable to breathe, you will pay anything for oxygen. We use the ‘oxygen’ as our basic unit of currency. Nowadays most transactions are through paper representation, but in vaults we store miniature oxygen containers. Each is composed of carbon nanotubes, which allows the oxygen inside to be extremely pressurized. It’s actually practical.”

Richard steadily digested this information, and was mesmerized by the sheer logic and simplicity of it. The system Mortifera had mentioned provided the absolute most sensible method for creating a currency. “Self, if you ever return to your home, lobby for oxygen-based currency,” he mumbled to himself in one of his eccentric mental notes. Meanwhile, the conversation drifted away along with the previously surrounding void as beams of light shone in front of Richard.

“Here we are!” exclaimed Mortifera, her voice accented by the sweet harmonics of sincere joy. Peering ahead, Richard squinted from the harsh juxtaposed light. He stood on a smooth concrete surface, which was a dull gray, dressed in a fine layer of the powered sugar dirt that accumulates over time. Recessed into the concrete were two iron rails, much like those of railroads. They were spaced about an arm span apart, and lead down a tunnel towards the infinity of hell. The illumination was provided by a dull and visibly aged light bulb directly overhead, which cast a yellow tinge over the antiquated scene.

This tunnel was about ten feet high, of the typical Roman arch variety, and the vehicle in front of him obstructed Richard’s better view of it. It was of a wooden trolley-type construction, being about seven feet high, ten feet long, and marginally wider than the track width. It was simplistic, yet had a complicated mental aura about it. The red paint was faded, but underneath was visible the edge of a shiny electric motor. There was no doubt that it was an electric trolley running on electric rails. Efficient, he thought to himself. He liked efficiency. But he was digressing now, and that was inefficient. Thus he continued his microsecond observations, completely unconscious of this automatic detail of the brain. The trolley had one door, with a rusty doorknob. The only window was facing the front, and was about six inches square. Overall, it was both impressive and sadly lacking in features.

“This railway system is quite old, I found it here by accident whilst building my castle. It operates on electrical power, which is supplied by a generator. The tracks will take you to the outskirts of the capital city. I have not been there personally, so unfortunately I cannot tell you more information. You get in, and I’ll start the trolley. The ride will take about 12 hours. Here, take this.”

Mortifera reached down to her ankle, and pulled up her dress, revealing a black handgun tucked halfway into her sock. She handed it to Richard, saying:

“This is a 9 mm semi-automatic gun, of top quality design. It is loaded with six thermite bullets. They ignite upon impact, leading to melting of the target.”

“Impressive,” Richard breathlessly replied. “Thank you!” He shoved the gun into his sock, as socks are a handy carrying place for utilities such as pencils, pens, and the occasional deadly weapon of course.

As Richard opened the door to the trolley with a rusty creak, he wondered what he was doing. The absolute insanity of his present situation and the number of mental leaps of logic he had taken in the last hour alone was haunting him. Again, his self-discipline engaged and he focused on the task and hand however.

Opening the door and stepping into the trolley, he looked around. It was a plain wood interior, with absolutely nothing worth noticing. He closed the door behind him, and waited. Then, he almost lost his balance as the trolley jerked into motion, with a varying acceleration that insinuated the motion of a roller coaster starting. Soon it reached a uniform speed, and the only comment to himself that Richard could make was the smoothness of the ride was superb. There was only the infrequent and gentle sideways prodding indicative of turns. Lacking anything to do, Richard sat down on the floor, cross-legged, and pondered his current situation.


Richard had started to ponder some serious ponderings, on the same caliber as a man ready to jump off a bridge examining his life. The physical needs of the body were not in agreement with the mind however, and a dozy feeling washed over him. Mechanically following the natural impulses, Richard lied down on the hard floor and was soon asleep, snoring like a water buffalo.

Chapter 3: The Plot Thickens in a Manner Completely Unrelated to Motor Oil


The telephone rang. Telephones still existed, and by the Law of Universal Annoyances someone was standing nearby to answer it.


“General Frackenstein here”


“This is Cereal Bowl. There is a rebel proceeding into the capital city. I have reliable information that he is using the old tunnel line.”


“Acknowledged. A welcoming party will be dispatched.”


“Click,” the telephone said to itself, not comprehending the utter simplicity and importance of its latest conveyance of thoughts. For the telephone was a truly evil invention, capable of waking a person in the thicket of his dreams, only to provide the undying dial tone. The infernal dial tone had always been a scourge of Richard; he could hear it laughing at him, the sharp F and perfect A dueling with waves, fighting to the death inside his ear. Such was life, and of that, was currently suspended.

Chapter 4: The Mildly Unfortunate Accident and its Consequences


Richard awoke decades later inside the trolley car. “No, no,” he told himself. “It’s only been a few hours.” He had the habit of talking to himself when isolated, and now was a prime example. Still groggy, he rolled over on the floor, and then listened to the eerie silence that drifted in. The trolley was stopped. Thinking he must have arrived, he rolled onto his feet in a fluid motion and peered out the small front window. The vanishing point of a dull gray tunnel smacked right back at him.


Richard gasped softly, then rubbed his eyes and it dawned on him that he was trapped in the midst of a tunnel of unknown length and location. The adrenaline pumped into his blood as the graveness of his situation was quite apparent. For here lay Richard, inside a trolley car, underground, and utterly lost. Lacking confidence, he timidly opened the trolley door as if expecting a tiger to jump at him. But only the black silence of the tunnel roared back, marked by a tawny light bulb that flickered all too irregularly. He walked a few steps forward into the desertion, then turned to glance at the trolley.


The trolley was unchanged, its physical features laughing through their dependability. However, that was not the subject of Richard’s mind at this point. Instead, he noticed an incongruity on the ceiling of the tunnel. Although difficult to perceive through the light conditions, there was something over the trolley. It was a mysterious thing, one that was the combination of the physical attributes at this mind. As if by clue, at this point the flickering light bulb decided that it was not appreciated nor well suited for its isolated task, and sputtered out in a pop.


Then he saw them! The newly veiled blackness shone with the might of a thousand spinning buttered toast cats. Richard could not see his hand, as there was now no source of illumination, but a swarm of glowing colored bugs were flying through the air all around him, maintaining a distance of about fifteen feet, but scintillating and pulsating in colors. The majority were small dots, of a reddish hue, swirling among themselves as if following the Brownian motion of detergent lines in water. At this precise moment something snapped, and Richard was in control. As he gazed around, the legion of paranormal objects would follow the path of his eye, waving as a swarm, and no individual being distinct. Try as he did to look at an individual color, they just blinked out of existence at the same time, merging the entire mass to a panoptic array of his mind. Ita accidit, thus it happened, that Richard’s mind was now, left to its own devices in the darkened and freightened state, reverting to the childish self-amusement characteristic of none other than the criminally insane and those carrying umbrellas.


It was a suffusion all its own, that of an infinite number of mental projections, now splitting into several flanks and proceeding on the perpetual destiny of repetitiveness. He was cracking, and rapidly with the pressure of the lava of his soul spitting a chasm right between the two halves of his brain. Richard had to find light, and fast. With the superpower of cornstarch and dental floss, he leapt soundly into the air, grabbing the top of the trolley with his hands, and pulling himself up. He frantically felt for the shape he had seen earlier, hoping it was an escape. Groping in the darkness, he felt the smooth yet bumpy characteristic of a metal panel. He pushed, and it roughly swung on a hinge, partly open. With great force by it, Richard climbed through and rolled onto solid ground.


Having pushed himself away from the panel, he heard it clatter shut. “Not good,” he thought. The logic behind that statement was carried on the waves of heat that rippled across Richard’s unprotected body. The ground he stood on was sprinkled with assorted rocks and dirt, much like a desert. In fact, Richard thought it was a desert, when he stood up and saw cacti hovering in the horizon. He now stood in the middle of rough terrain, isolated from any element of civilization, on a small hill among others. Bending down on his knees, he tried to open the panel, but it was recessed, and he lacked any tool capable of fitting the narrow and taunting gap around its edge.


The heat was unbearable, Richard thought to himself. Not the little kid complaining type of unbearable either, where it was exaggerated for effect or goals, but the heat was so intense Richard imagined his skin turning crispy brown in an oven. “Ding!” went the kitchen timer in his head, as he snapped back to reality. His nostrils dried up, conveying the mental image of iodine crystals sublimating under heat. Pausing, he surveyed his situation. The tunnel beneath him was now almost completely untraceable, and he was standing in a series of small hills, easily climbable by all but the weakest subjects, covered with small bushes and cacti. The ground was of a firm footing, with only small loose rocks forming the cereal crumbs of the large rock foundation. The sun shone directly overhead, completing the idealistic desert of the world.


“Onward!” pondered Richard. He decided to travel in the same direction as the tunnel had been transporting him; there was nothing else to sway his decision. So, with slow and deliberate efforts, he began to walk up and down an infinite number of hills, each one marginally higher than the last. This was having the net effect of raising his elevation after several hours. He proceeded in this way until the last ray of sunlight had set behind another menacing cactus, then he collapsed peacefully into a sandy strip of land.

Chapter 5: The Desert Menagerie


Richard had woken early, with the rising sun. He set out around 6 AM, more exhausted and unstable than the previous day. The lack of water was beginning to affect his judgment, and his parched lips cried for that hydrogen-oxygen mixture like they never had before. The morning heat had flashed upon him suddenly, transforming the air from a pleasant and numb channel into a searing method of eternal torture. He missed his morning shot of caffeine, the rush of that substance doubling and tripling and quadrupling his heart rate, making him want to attack something nearby, and conquer the day in the famous method of carpe diem. Instead, Richard found himself at the impasse of a deep canyon. At the extreme edge of the horizon, he could see a shimmering and colorful effect that could only be the result of city lights. The city was perhaps 40 miles away, but the deadly recess that lay in front of him now killed his survival. Standing at the edge, he looked down to see a drop of several hundred feet, with almost completely vertical walls. Small tufts of plant stems protruded out of the otherwise inhospitable guide rails to hell. Every few seconds a pebble would tumble downwards into the chasm.


He was now reminded of the heat that encompassed this area, and the combination of that and the abyss before him lead Richard to believe he was journeying to the fiery pit of hell. The waves of heat were overwhelming now. Richard felt each wave of heat hit his body, starting at the temple, and reflecting down to his feet. He was at the resonant frequency of the heat waves now, and one after another in an endless stream of misery would reflect upwards from the feet to the temple, and another would enter to take its place. Repeatedly this occurred, the amplitude of the waves growing exponentially until he was nothing more than a toy of the heat waves, being tossed back and forth. His mind was melting, his consciousness dripping like a cheap imported plastic toy lit on fire. The noxious fumes of the imagination overwhelmed him; Richard saw a most remarkable sight in the canyon ahead. A circle of men, floating in mid-air over the ravine, were dancing feverishly. “No, they aren’t men,” Richard thought to himself. “They’re elves!” Half destroyed by the oppressive temperature, Richard observed four identical fiery elves with hammers. Each stood about five feet tall, but was slightly hunched over, holding a Thor-like hammer in the left hand, and with short orange hair that danced along in the air. They formed a circle about ten feet in diameter, and their gravity-defying motions carried them through its circumference every three seconds or so. Glaring at an elf in horror, he saw the grimaced facial expression that each carried. It was a combination of a sneer and jubilant laughter, for the cackles produced by this group were shattering to the eardrum. This led to completely destabilize Richard’s mind, and he saw in his mind’s eye the elves dancing, again and again. There was no end, but Richard magnified these fiery elves from hell until they consumed him.


It was his body that suffered now, for Richard spun around wildly, the last breaths of stale air feeding the dehydrated mess that he was. With a lurch he stumbled forward, and threw himself off the cliff in a spasmodic collapse. As he flailed through the air, the only thought remaining in his jumbled head was a radio commercial he had heard as a youngster:


When you need a tasty treat,


That’s quite delicious but not too sweet:


Remember for your little fix,


Always go with Balsa Wood Sticks!

This nonsensical rhyme precisely represented the rest of Richard’s mental state as well. Unfortunately, he never hit the water but rather was pulled away from it.

Chapter 6: The Previous Five Unmasked


 The alarm clock chimed softly, initially at a sub-audible murmur and gradually increasing until it was loud enough to wake up a dead gorilla. Victor E. Xerxes rolled over in bed and groaned. He had experienced a horrible dream, and was now attempting to reconcile the thoughts of Sir Hygelwick, himself as Richard, and dancing elves. He moaned, muffled by the bed sheets drawn over his head, and finally after much hesitation arose.


Glancing at his wristwatch, he saw the glowing red letters: “DECEMBER 11, 2043.” Victor sighed; it was another tedious day of work for him.

