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Ed Hulver and the Little People: Stories
By ana (Sat Apr 08, 2006 at 03:10:36 PM EST)

In which the author calls the First Ever Husi Writing Fun Chal-
lenge

Perhaps the most curious thing about this anthology is that
the title is wrong in almost every detail. Yes, there are little
people, but not The Little People. There are stories, to be sure,
but, well, they’re rather peculiar. They're extremely peculiar,
each in its own peculiar way.

At no time since the legendary appearance of leprechauns in
CheeseburgerBrown’s groundbreaking tale “The Rule of Glit-
tering Veal” has there been such a refreshing take on small
speaking peoples, mythological and otherwise. This reviewer
was reduced to a heap of giggling protoplasm by the recurring
character of Ed Hulver, differently imagined in each story, but
there with cameo appearance after cameo appearance as the
irritating co-worker in the next cubicle, the DBA with a pas-
sion for SQL and a heart of gold, the guy who opens his car
door into trafyc, the victim of a grisly murder, the disembodied
voice on a repeating loop from a distress beacon—you get the
idea.
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Each riveting story clocks in under 2000 words, making the
collection an ideal way to pass those otherwise idle moments
4 in one’s day. The entertainment value was high, originality
remarkable, intelligence crackling. Overall rating: #BC90BO,
would read again. I look forward to the next such collection.

Thatis right, folks, this hereis the announcement of the yrst-
evar Hulver’s Site Writing Fun Challenge. Write the stories in
the collection reviewed above the fold. Rules:

e Stories may be of any yction genre, but must incorpo-
rate the theme of “The Little People” in some form and a
character named Ed Hulver. Creative interpretations up to,
including, and beyond those described above are encour-
aged.

e Stories may have no more than 2000 words. There is no
lower limit.

e Submissions will be anonymous and should be uploaded to
256k.org as text or html yles. Files should contain the title
and the text of the story; please do not include your name
or Husi username.

e Deadline for submissions is May 7, 2006, at 5pm Eastern
Daylight Time == 2100 GMT, at which time judging will
begin, by poll in another diary here on HuSi.

So sharpen your pencils, stoke your spell checkers, and WRITE
THE FUCK OUT!

If I've misrepresented what 256’s upload site can do, I'm sure he’ll
clarify in a comment. Thanks also to Kellnerin, for sharpening up the
review and the rules.
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Diaspora

DullTrev

| E H that well. I was friends with his little brother,
Frank, so he had always seemed a bit of a distant gure to me. As we
had grown up, I never really got the chance to get to know him, as by the
time he would have considered me worth talking to, he was leaving for
university, and by the time he was back, | was leaving myself.

Nevertheless, I had a kind of nodding relationship with him. If | saw
him in the pub, 1d buy him a drink. But it was his brother who was re-
ally my friend, so when I got a call from Ed, asking if he could talk to
me about Frank, | was a bit taken aback.

You see, Frank Hulver had died six months earlier.

Id lost touch with Frank a little when wed gone to di erent universi-
ties. Oh, we kept in touch in the holidays, but we had new, and cur-
rently more exciting, friends to keep in touch with. I guess its always
the way  you dont want to be tied to your home anymore, but you get
a bit free with the knife as you cut those ties away. It made hearing he
had died that little bit worse, because, in my own sel sh way, | started
to wonder if maybe it was because | hadnt kept in touch; maybe I could
have stopped all this.

No one really knew why Frank died. e cause of death was clear
he was found in his student >at, starved, emaciated, and dead. But the
confusing part was why he was starved. He wasnt trapped, had no other
injuries, and in fact there was food in the >at.  ere were suspicions of
suicide, but it takes a special kind of willpower and bloody-mindedness
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D T

to kill yourself with starvation. Besides, he had been seen in the weeks
and days proceeding his death eating heartily with friends, though he
D did look thin and pale.

Eventually they decided he must have had some sort of digestive sys-
tem failure, but I think it was more a guess than a fact.

I met Ed in a pub. Id chosen it as neutral ground. But when | saw him
approaching, I was glad for another reason: Ed looked like he needed a
very large drink. I sent him to the nook | had commandeered, and went
to the bar.

Looking at Ed, | was reminded of Frank. ey both were, or in Franks
case had been, stocky. Ed wasnt fat, but he wasnt exactly lean, either. |
shook my head as | brought the whisky over to him. It was still almost
unbelievable that Frank had just wasted away.

I sat opposite Ed across the small, dingy pub table. He was obviously
distracted and jittery. In the short time Id been at the bar, he had me-
thodically shredded one of the beermats, sprinkling its remains into the
ash tray. He was starting on a second already.

Look, Ed, Im sorry I didnt get a chance to speak to you at the fu-
neral. You know | liked Frank, and | was really sorry to hear of his...

Ed looked up, sharply. Go on, say it, he said. Say youre sorry he
died. His eyes blazed as he looked at me, rocking me back in my seat.

Well, I am.

He kept staring at me.

Look, I dont know if I can be of help to you. Perhaps some sort of
counselling to help you ... | trailed o as Ed started to smirk.

You dont know the half of it. I could cope with him dying, but
this...

I looked aghast at Ed. Ed, you have to face it, you have to under-
stand. Franks gone, hes...

NO! He hasnt!  ats the problem!

At this outburst, half the pub turned to look at us, before getting back
to the business of drinking.

What do you mean, Ed? | was worried. e last thing | wanted was
a scene with a bereaved man.

Look, he said, leaning forward and lowering his voice, theres some
things | need to explain to you. When Frank died, the police called me
in to formally identify the body. It was horrible, really horrible. You
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Diaspora

know what he was like, he was built like me. But when | saw him...

Ed was looking right through me, replaying the scene in his mind,
his eyes troubled.

He was barely there. He was jut skin and bones, lying on that
slab...

Ed shook himself slightly.

But there was more. When the police realised it wasnt murder, | had
to go and clear out his belongings from his >at. Under his bed, there was
a tape recorder. iswas in it.

At this, Ed produced an old-style Walkman from his coat and pulled
a cassette from inside, before slotting it back in.

Look, Ed, if Frank liked to record, well, you know, | dont...

What? Oh, dont be an idiot. He was recording a message. He did it
just before he...well. Look, just listen.

He shoved the Walkman across the table. | recoiled slightly. Did |
really want to hear this? But Eds eyes were boring into me. | couldnt
refuse. | picked up the earphones, settled them in my ear, and pressed
play. And Frank spoke.

...can never gure out if this thing is on...let me see...Ah!

Right. I should be talking to Ed. I ve listed you on the next-of-kin
form at university, because | want you to hear this, not our parents.
Trust me on this. If youre playing this where they can hear, stop the
tape now!

Ok, then. I have nally gured out | am going to, well, not be around
much longer. So, I m going to try to explain what has been going on. Are
you sitting comfortably? en I Il begin.

It all started a couple of months ago. 1d been playing rugby...hey,
did I tell you I was picked for the university third team?  ats pretty
good going, you know. Er, anyway, | had been playing rugby, and my calf
had been raked in a ruck. Hurt like hell at the time, but | cleaned it up
and put a bandage on, and gured that would be the last of it. | forgot
about it for a couple of hours, but then my leg really started to throb.
Stabbing pains, too.

So | took the bandage o . I guessed 1d managed to get it infected,
but it didnt look like it.  ere was some blood oozing out, but it was
clean, and fresh. e problem was that my calf was swelling up under-
neath. | had no idea why at the time. | cleaned it, put the bandage back
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D T

on, took some aspirin, and tried to forget about it.
But by the next day, it was worse. | hobbled back to the sports centre
D and visited the medic. He looked puzzled at the rather sizeable lump
forming on my leg too, but he just smeared it with antiseptic cream and
redressed it, telling me it was just an infection. | didnt bother going
back.

It was probably a good thing I didnt. By that night, | was in agony.
Id had enough, and decided | needed to lance this lump. So | went out
and bought some razor blades...Hey, do you know how hard it is to get
the old-style razor blades these days?

Um, anyway, | sat down in my bedroom, and plunged the blade into
the lump. Well, to be honest | wussed out. | only managed to nick it.
Unfortunately, that was enough. As | sat and cursed, the pain got worse.
I looked down, and...

Now, look, Ed, I dont want you getting the wrong idea here. I m not
nuts, I m really not. But | swear to you, I looked down at this cut, and it
was getting bigger. It was getting bigger because ...because there was a
tiny hand reaching through it. From the inside.

Yes, | know. Its crazy. But this was happening.

is tiny hand was joined by another, and together they pulled the
cut wider, until a tousled-haired head joined them. And then...it looked
up at me, and it winked. I swear, it winked at me, clambered out of my
leg, and legged it across the >oor. It went behind the wardrobe and no
matter how | tried, I could not nd it.

Yeah, ok, I know. s is cuckoo. But it happened.

As you can imagine, | was a bit subdued the next day. I mean, |
couldnt tell anyone, straitjackets just dont suit me. 1 gured that was it,
I didnt need to tell anyone, it was over. Yeah, right.

It happened again. But this time there were two of them. And it kept
happening.

I didnt notice at rst, but | was losing weight. | kept eating, you
know what my appetite is like, and if anything it got bigger. But the
weight was falling o me.

I nally realised, yes, I know I m a bit slow, you try thinking clearly
when bloody pixies or whatever are coming out your leg, I nally re-
alised that the weight wasnt falling o me, it was clambering out and
running behind the wardrobe.

And so here I am. I m dying, | think. My vision is messed up, and my
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Diaspora

hearing too. | keep seeing things that arent there, hearing things that

arent there. | guess its the malnutrition. I dont know what to do. I just
had to...
Oh God, my leg... eresanother one...Aaaaaaah! Jesus, it hurts.

Its looking at me. Probably confused because I m lying down, it
doesnt know how to get o the bed...No, there it goes. Jumped 0 and
scampered away.

Hell, I feel weak. I Il just put this down a moment...clunk

So tired...Aaaaaaaaah! Another one...I cant...

I looked up at Ed. But, this cant be...real. It cant be.
Dont stop now. Its not nished.

e tape runs silently for a while.  en, just audible, there is a strange
kind of keening.  en a voice, a tiny voice, starts to speak.
Oh my God. I understand...
e voice is joined by others, many others, all the same.
I nally understand. e hallucinations...

e tape clicked o , and I looked up at Ed, horri ed.

But...My God. isisinsane! isisnt possible!

I know. I thought it was because he was dying, he just lost it, but...
Well, like 1 said, | had to go and clear out his >at. When | got his stu
back to my place, they...came out of hiding. Its true. And...Well, see
for yourself.

With that, Ed reached, gently, into his coat again. And he brought
out three tiny gures.
ey re not all here, of course, I couldnt bring all of them.
Ed s voice droned on, but I didnt catch any of it. | was staring at the
gures, all identical, four inches high, with scraps of material for clothes.
Looking at me.
en, they spoke, as one, a high pitched reedy voice.

Hi.l nally understood. e hallucinations were...well, I was seeing
what | see, here, all these di erent tiny mes. I m...\Were Frank Hulver,
and | am the little people!

I looked up at Ed, terri ed, unable to process this, unable to cope. |
was going into shock, deep, deep shock.

But...What...
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I know. But | had to tell you. I had to talk to you, and Frank said |

should trust you.
What...Why me? Why did you have to tell me?

Well, I need someone to look after Frank.

But youre his brother! You can do that! | want nothing to do with
this!

I would! I have been...but, well ...l have this lump on my leg...
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Songs of the Redeemed

persimmon

M me in the usual fashion for pla-
cental mammals, and | grew to betray that heritage; when you complain
of the northwest chilliness, you may blame me for overshooting my
mark. Photosynthesis does not come easily to those of us with iron in
our veins, and this is why | pay my greenhouse debt in the House of
Prochlorococcus. We get along well; we really are quite closely related.

e House of Prochlorococcus is my geodesic home, an accidental
homage to the sixty-atom carbon molecule. Prochlorococcus and | live
inside, and sometimes | prop a pane open to grab more greenhouse
gases.

ough nobody aspires for their children to be the servant of their
inferiors, we are all in a respiratory sense the slaves of those who can
photosynthesize. | am both keeper and dependent, and Prochlorococcus
is the breadwinner of the household. e glucose-winner, actually, for
nothing is so sweet as sugar, plucked carbon by carbon from the elec-
tronically reluctant air. | sail our half-submerged polymer globe north
and south seasonally, catching the edges of tropical storms bereft of
lands on which to run aground. We follow the temperature bands for
optimal carbon xation, chasing someone elses dreams of planetary
cold.

Ithulba is a plane of water, its population a raft of polygonal amphibi-

ous eggs blowing across it. Each of us is a refugee from civilisation tend-
ing a precious desalinated photosynthetic pool.

* * *
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We are not terraformers; we are reformers. | was a student when the
Atmospheric Cascade last cycled, or at least when the reply arrived:
the farthest star had nally received transmissions from the Ithmolai
nuclear disaster. e fashion for labor-intensive biogenic modi cation
expanded into the new vacuum of the planet-habitability industry, and
the Reclamation Project recruited croppers from all over. My family lost
to Nai Ed Molai, | signed up and didnt care where the RP sent me.
Now 1 live on Ithulba, primordial home of our people and site of
the Reclamation Projects rst planetary-scale biogenic reclamation op-
eration. Ithulba, current home of pond scum and social mis ts >oating
around in plastic snow globes. e RP makes it sound much better in
the advertising material:

Ithmolai has shown the ultimate folly of Cascade methods:
the absence of consciousness from the physical process itself
allows the dangerous illusion of impartiality. Only by being
and living with the habitability e orts can we oversee and
control every aspect of the process. Join RP as we improve
the worlds through the sweat of our brow.

I dont chant when | aerate Prochlorococcus, although a lot of my co-
croppers do. It makes for a pleasant, if mu ed, chorus on the occasions
when we hit the same current.

When my assignment came, | thought it meant | was due to be
executed and composted for one of the earlier reclamation projects. |
breakfasted on dessert and reported in a very broken-in tunic. For most
of us, Ithulba was a colloguialism for before youre conceived ; our
aeration chants are the songs of the redeemed.

e planet would be habitable with a few kilotonnes of topsoil on a
raft; it would make a decent cash-crop farm. But someone thinks this
might really be Ithulba, and they cannot tell until the bellies of the
continents stand from the waters salty surface again. ey need people
as crazy and as dead as me to drain the ocean by rebuilding the ice caps,
vaster than empires and more slow.

Prochlorococcus is angry sometimes. We colonised this world, drowned
it, abandoned it for other worlds, and now we have tinkered with her
inner genetic world so that we could recolonise this one. We have both
denigrated her purpose and elevated her to new photosynthetic heights.
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Songs of the Redeemed

You left this world, she says. ere was no time for anything I was or
loved to evolve ways to survive. No mermaids singing, each to each; your
ancestors >ed or drowned, and dragged me along. Every lovely green
thing drenched in saline, drinking out its life water; every swaying sea
plant under more layers of water than it could gather sunlight through.
Something may yet survive in the deep, but it has a sulfur metabolism
or worse; the atmospheric oxygen didnt change between our ships de-
parture and arrival, which was a few hundred years in planetary time.

Maybe | should put in for a respite. Maybe when | got back, some real
time would have passed locally, the oceans would have dropped some
fractional measurement, and single-celled organisms wouldnt talk to
me. But no matter if I m losing it; Prochlorococcus is right: even after
the lands have risen, the Ithulba found will never be the Ithulba of my
peoples collective unconscious. Besides, my grasp of reality is irrelevant,
as long as | can still optimise photosynthesis.

eres actually nothing stopping us croppers from hooking our pho-
tocells together and joining up permanently, or from hooking up our-
selves, or from hitching out of here on the next supply ship. Nothing
except for a parareligious (or hell, overtly religious) fervency, and the
knowledge that the worlds we left were well and truly gone in the di-
lation of time when the . ¢ transport started up its drive. Who goes
streaking across time and space to settle down and start a family?

Its a big planet; maybe someone is building that cash-crop raft and
an anchor with a very long chain. But whatever each of us has now,
we would leave behind again if we took any extrasystem jaunts. e
sentient-being condition has always been such that your life collapses
behind you if you neglect it, but time dilation exponentiates the situa-
tion. If you want a lasting e ect, you have to dive deep instead of going
skipping around the systems.

My story is the same story each of us has: faith in redemption, through
the works of our hands and the spirit of our colleagues. In one sense,
it doesnt matter whether or not this is Ithulba; in another, it so very
much does. is work would have merit and poetic justice on any world
>00ded by the rising tides of our greenhouse folly, but it would not be
coming home.

Our stories since the transport landed are all the same: we have all
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lain on the tops of our photocells under the raining sky; we have all felt
the horizon, so close and so vast; we have all contemplated the irony of
us imitating the chloroplast on a grand scale. We are the same in the
way that the air and water are homogenous; each of us takes a di erent
random walk to a similar destination. Our paths our pasts dont
matter. People who think their pasts matter dont jump onto ships with
speeds that approach a decent fraction of ¢. And of course the past mat-
ters, or we wouldnt be trying to drain Ithulba, but our personal pasts
are meaningless individually. We are the bank, the wash of sand, the
ocean, the little people. We are each an evolutionary dead end, except
for whoever might be building that habitat raft; we only make a dif-
ference when we throw our lots in together, shoulder to the climate
change. We are here now, ostensibly for the survival of our species as
it spreads back to the ruined planets, but mostly because the same way
that every child in every system wants to grow up and nd Ithulba, each
of us wanted to believe in something, in each other, in something bigger
than ourselves.

ere are worse forms of self-delusion. It s a slow suicide, but most of
them are. Sometimes it s better not to think too hard.

e scientists who will excavate Ithulbas lands are not yet born in my
time, and the vast open oceans | know will be gone forever. e Ithulba
that is now the Ithulba that is now my home will be gone, and
they will sing the world s old name in their songs again: Nai Ed Hulver,
home of wished-for memories.
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How the Little Ones Died

ucblockhead

T E his eyes. ey stare. When | am away from
him, | swear to God | wont let him do it again, but there he is in front
of me, those eyes boring into me, and I nd my will crumbling again.

Yes, Mr. Hulver. Yes, yes, of course. Right away.

And then Im o again, to do the unspeakable.

I could end it. I could end it easily. A shot to the head, and hed be
dead. Lying on the >oor, bleeding. | think of it often. I convince myself
that I will do it. I approach the eld with a hand on my pistol in my
pocket and I think . .. now! But he turns, and those eyes, those eyes
refuse to let me move as he says:

Are they dead?

Yes, yes they are. | killed them because | could not kill Ed. Sometimes
I hate the little bastards. Because I cant kill him, I kill them. Stomping,
crushing, destroying their little homes as they scurry out begging, plead-
ing for their lives. Take our gold! Take our gold! I m not here for your
gold, I m here for you, and you will pay the price for my weakness.

What they did to him, I do not know. I know nothing about him ex-
cept the eyes that compel me. Did they trick him out of money? Loved
ones? A life? | do not know. I only know that he found me, the one, the
only one he tells me, the one that can see them and nd their homes.

e one immune to their glamour. e only one who can destroy them.

at should give me power over Ed Hulver, but it does not. Instead,
it is my weakness. It is what led him to me, and what forces me to Kkill
them. And | do, again and again. | hate them for making me kill and |
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use that hate to kill them.

It is all I see when I sleep. e little ones running. e eyes star-
ing. My hands and feet, like another mans, stomping and crushing and
shooting, against my will, I think, I hope. | had a life, once. Now | just
kill and kill and then go to him to nd where I must kill again.

Gold they want to give me. Gold. | cannot use gold. Gold gives me
no power over him. It gives me no power to be free. A shiny metal to
sit in my safe while | go to face those eyes to tell him no, no, they arent
dead. ere is nothing he could do to me, and yet I cannot do that.

I cannot do that and I do not know why. Why? Why did | not laugh
at him when he came to me, a weak little man, shorter than me and
going to fat. He sat down at my table and just looked at me. Looked
at me until | asked what, what he wanted, and he said, | know you see
them. I want you to kill them. Kill them and come to me in the eld
with the cows tomorrow. Tell me how they died. And I looked at him,
this strange man sitting down across from me and my mind told me to
laugh, laugh at this little weak man that asked me to do this for him. But
the eyes bored into me and that mind choked and gasped under their
glare as | said, Yes, yes of course. I will. I will do that.

I did it for him and | came to him in that eld with the cows and told
him how they had run and died and he said to me with no in>ection
in his voice, Tomorrow you will go to Birmingham and do the same.
And so | did and so more died and so have the last ten months gone.

I go to meet Mr. Hulver in the eld. | see him and | take the pistol
from my pocket. | take the pistol from my pocket and re. | re into
his eyes and watch him fall. One, two. I re into his eyes and watch him
fall, bleeding and dead.

And | wake up.

And | go to meet Mr. Hulver, to tell him how the little ones died.
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e Man in the
20th-Century House

Kellnerin

S W

I said, | know its your birthday tomorrow and I m sorry but I didnt
get you anything. Lexa kept walking at a brisk pace.

Nom dismissed her words with an >ick of his hand. No. I said, Stop;
listen.

She turned and stared at him. He was standing stock-still. After a
minute she asked, What are

Shhh. Come back here a sec.

She hesitated, then took the few steps back toward him.

No, no. Walk like you did just now. Go back over there, then come
back as if you were going to keep on going past me.

Nom?

Lexa. She did as he said, and on the last two steps before she passed
Nom, he was sure the sound of her heel striking the ground resonated
more than it should have. Hear that?

What, the walking?

e ground.

I dunno, whats it supposed to sound like?

Not like this. I know my yard.

Every inch of it?

He got down on his haunches. Apparently not.

Phenom Anderson had been a piece of wishful thinking, but it wasnt
that much of a stretch. Left to their own devices, his parents would
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probably never have opted for gene re nement his mother in par-

ticular hadnt been at all sure about the idea but a group of friends
had pitched in for a gift certi cate, and his father had said it would be

a shame to let it go to waste. ey d gone with the package popularly
known as the V, short for double varsity. But the Andersons hadnt
counted on Jen-e-Teck being overwhelmed by the winter holiday rush,
or an exhausted technician dozing o at the wrong moment during a
routine splice.

All things considered, Phenom had been fortunate. By some miracle
he su ered no serious adverse e ects from his mangled DNA, although
far from being the picture of rugged athleticism, he barely cleared six
foot and that was when he favored his left leg, which was half an inch
longer than his right and caused him to walk with a slight limp. His par-
ents won a malpractice suit against Jen-e-Teck and were awarded a gen-
erous settlement, enabling them to move into a sparkling new house of
violent glass. It was the cutting edge in home security at the time: mutu-
ally assured destruction for the private residence. After a training period
during which the house got to know its masters, if it detected anything
amiss the entire building would explode, the shards of itself becoming
lethal to any would-be intruders. Best money | never spent, his father
had been known to call their ill-fated brush with genetic manipulation.

On Phenoms eighteenth birthday (though by then he was already
going by Nom), the three of them packed a picnic and spent the day at a
park by the river. It had been one of those luminous days; the light came
o0 the water just right, making it appear to glow like acacia honey. By
the time they got home it was almost dusk, and as his parents walked
hand in hand up to the front door, Nom lingered for a moment taking
in the shifting colors of the sky.

When the house blew, he had been reaching to take the picnic basket
out of the car and escaped the full force of the blast. Later, it was dis-
covered that a brief blackout while they were away had partially reset
the house defense system and it had reacted aggressively to his parents
approach. e utility swore that power was only out for a minute, but
one minute of failure was all it took. Had it been much longer, the house
would probably have shut down completely, or rebooted back into train-
ing mode. Nom was knocked backward; the cars windows shattered
but being made of the normal passive glass in>icted relatively few
injuries.  ats not right, he remembered the thought >ashing across his
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mind as he fell and brightly colored fragments cascaded all around him,
catching the last light of the day like the insides of a kaleidoscope. Its
my birthday. It cant be right.

It came as no surprise to Lexa, who grew up next door to the Andersons,
when Nom ended up becoming a cultural historian. After grad school
he landed the job of resident caretaker of an old house from the twen-
tieth century, set on acres of its own land outside of town. ese days he
was more resident than caretaker. Some thought he was drawn to the
Hulver Estate because it was suited to someone of his size  he didnt
have to watch his head when walking through doors  but really, Nom
just wanted to live in a house that didnt try to think for itself.

He wasnt sure how he felt about the hidden door on the grounds,
literally in the ground, he had just discovered.

Lexa stood patiently watching him pace in a clockwise circle. Her ti-
tanium hair fanned out in the wind under her broad-brimmed hat. She
looked like a seven-foot dandelion whose fuzz was about to >y away in
the breeze. At last Nom stopped pacing and looked at her.

What do you think?

I think if you keep this up the suns going to set in a couple hours.
She shook her head to keep her blowing hair out of her face.

But the hole in the ground.

She met his gaze. Ed Hulver?

One of the many legends surrounding the Estate told of an eccentric
brother of one of the Hulver patriarchs who had disappeared under
mysterious circumstances. e family records made little mention of
him after his childhood and none after his early thirties. WWhen his name
did show up, paranoid was a word often connected with it. Obsession
was another. Later, the clan gradually died out, or its members all moved
away, and the house was abandoned until it was adopted by the histori-
cal society.

You think he went underground?
ats what the stories say, isnt it?
Not literally. Itsa gure of speech.

Lexa shrugged. So what do you think it is? In your expert caretaker
opinion.

He stared at the spot on the ground. Ed Hulver.

* * *
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ey went back the following morning with tools, got the door open,
and climbed down the ladder that led into the ground. Nom jumped
from the bottom rung onto the >oor and turned on his >ashlight. It
was a room the size of his bedroom in the house. His >ashlight swept
across walls of a uniform late-twentieth-century industrial grey, lined
with shelves on two sides. Its some kind of emergency shelter. Bigger
than | expected.

Lexa stepped o the ladder and looked around for herself. Its not
that big. Standing on the >oor, she could reach up and place her hand
>at on the ceiling.

Nom was inspecting the shelves next to him; they were stacked sev-
eral layers deep with supplies. Look at all this food.

Lexa picked up a can. You call this food? She held it out, showing
the label.

People used to eat peanuts.

People who wanted to die?

Look. He pointed the >ashlight at the logo on the can. Why the
top hat and cane, do you think? Cause the bogeyman likes to look good
for a night on the town? Oooh, scary. He shook the can in her face.

She took the can and put it back on the shelf. Well that smiles pretty
creepy. Hey, if this is a shelter, where are you supposed to sleep?

Good question.  ere was no furniture of any kind. Nom worked
his way along the bare walls, looking for anything that might fold out
to a bed or even a seat.

Lexa started on the wall farthest from the house. Maybe its in the
next room, she said after a minute.  eres a door here.

Nom crossed over to where she was standing, put his hand on the
doorknob and tried it cautiously. It was a little sti , but it turned. He
glanced at Lexa. She looked back at him and >icked her eyes to the door
as if to say, what else are we here for?

He pushed the door open gently, and it >ew right out of his hands,
banging against the wall on the other side. What the hell? a shout
echoed from the other side. Out of re>ex, Nom leaped into the hallway
to grab the door and slam it shut, but not before the voice cried, Hey!

Does this thing lock?

Not that | can see.

Great. Nom shined the >ashlight at the ladder, but there was no
time for them to get all the way up. He backed away from the door,
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pulling Lexa with him, but that was the extent of his plan.

Maybe they re friendly?

Maybe. But Nom was seized with the certainty that nothing good
was about to happen. Lexa, get back up the ladder. Take the rungs two
at a time. Close the door behind you.

But

Nom silenced her with a glare.

Happy birthday, Nom.

Go!

When at last the voice reached the door, it was angry. Nom tensed,
standing at the base of the ladder, gripping the >ashlight in one hand.

Who the Hell are you? e door banged open again and the voice
roared as its owner stormed through, then >inched away from the light.
In his astonishment, Nom let the hand holding the light fall to his side.

e gure was only four feet tall, four-six at the most.

Nom Anderson. His voice felt thick. Cold air seemed to >o00d in
from the hallway. e stranger had backed though the door again but
was still watching him. Areyou Ed Hulver? Nom asked, though he
knew that wasnt possible.

What d you know about Ed Hulver?

Nothing, just...l1 m the caretaker at the Estate.

How did you get in here? the voice snarled, but the sound of Lexa
slamming the door above answered the question. Without the sunlight,
the only illumination came from the small circle cast by Noms >ash-
light, which chose this moment to >icker and die.

Story of my fucking life, Nom muttered.

Emboldened, the stranger advanced. What was that? You trying to
let the birds in?

No, what... Nom felt eyes taking him in inch by inch.

You came from up there. How did you survive?

| I was lucky, Nom thought. | was getting the picnic basket. It
was twenty-two years ago. But then he realized the stranger knew noth-
ing about that day.

Survive what?

ere was no answer. He heard footsteps pacing the room for what
seemed like minutes. Nom couldnt stand it anymore. How long have
you been down here? Why all these stockpiles of food  a thought
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occurred to him that are barely even touched? Youve got a metric
Warhol of soup here

at? A can struck Nom in the chest. Its chicken,isnt it?

Nom couldnt read the label in the dark, but he did seem to remember
a lot of cream of chicken. So?

e >u! Fucking Bird Flu! And peanuts  another can, larger and
more squat, was >ung at Nom some sadistic motherfucker stocked
this place. How do you survive a worldwide pandemic in a shelter where
all the food is poison? Eh? Well | gured it out. I gured it out and I ve
lived for over a hundred years. e man was worked up in a frenzy.

Noms eyes were almost adjusted to the dark. So, youre
A hand grabbed him by the front of his shirt and pulled him to his
knees. Ed Hulver. And I will outlive you all.

e >ash of teeth was the last thing Nom saw. As he lay bleeding on
the >oor, he remembered the sound of Lexas voice wishing him a happy
birthday. It just gures, he thought before he blacked out for good, to-
day would be the day I run into a midget vampire.
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groan
brains
groan
brains
groan
brains

Ed Hulver awoke to the dog licking his face as the sun shone through
the broken windows. e bed itself was dishevelled and bloodstained.
Ed didnt know who the dog was it looked like some mutt  but ei-
ther way it was happy to see him. Ed also had no recollection of how he
found himself in this room. He had dim memories of stumbling around
in a darkened, foggy state; not drunk, but permanently dizzy, like his
senses didnt work fully.

He gave the dog a pat on the head, to which the dog wagged his tail
rapidly before running out of the room barking. Ed pulled the blood-
stained rags of the remaining curtains back and felt the strong sun
stream in on his face. It felt good to be alive.

groan
brains
groan
brains
groan
brains
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Ed looked at his arms; they were bloodstained and one of his ngers was

obviously broken, sticking out at an impossible angle. He could taste the

acidic texture of congealed blood on his lips as well.  ere was no way all

this was normal. e dog was barking away madly by this time and Ed

turned to see a the shadowed hulk of a human. Its stature was restricted
bent over,even. e gure lurched forward and stopped.

Ed and this gure stared each other down, each not sure what to
make of the other.

At this point Ed realised he was looking at a zombie and reacted
with violent terror, picking up the nearest blunt object and smashing the
zombie over the head with all his might. e zombie collapsed in a heap
on the >oor, immobile from the blow.

e skin of the zombie had the same hue as Eds skin, though Ed
could see that his chest was picking up colour, moving from a palish
blue to whitish pink. Like Ed was coming back to life. Coming back
from the dead even...Ed wondered to himself if it was possible for
zombies to return from the dead to the world of the living?

Could it?

No way?

groan...brains...groan
brains...groan...brains

Ed had de nite memories of being dead, even being a zombie. He could
feel in the fog of his memory the excitement and lust of eating human
>esh. So how had he come back from the dead? Did hell get some va-
cancies and his soul came back, or was it something physical?

e dog was barking furiously again and Ed grabbed the lamp that
had been useful as a blunt weapon with the previous zombie. Another
shadowed gure stood in the doorway; this time it wasnt stooping and
didnt look remotely zombielike. A cheerful female midlands voice
drifted across the room:

So yer oop and aroond then?

e voice continued:

Sorry aboot the mix up with the zoombeh, soomtimes they escape.

e woman rolled her eyes.

Causes all sorts of prooblems with the fooreman.
Ed was a bit shocked and his vocal chords and mouth werent work-
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ing like a live persons would. ey sort of opened and shut without any

sound coming out.
Itsall right loov. e resurrected are always a bit doopey at rst. 25

Come on then, I Il get yoo a cup o cha and soom food. You moost
be starving?

Ed was. Obviously being a zombie was not very nourishing. He fol-
lowed the woman down the stairs to what looked like an epileptics
kitchen stu was strewn everywhere  but there was no denying the
smell of warm crumpets, baked scones, and fried black sausages.

A sizzling skillet of black sausages was dumped down in front of
Ed:

Ecky thoomp! he said happily.

What?

Nothing. Just something | recall from before | was a zombie.

Oh.

So how was | resurrected? I mean how did | get from being a human
to a zombie and back to human again? Ed asked.

Yoo becoom a zoombie by being et. Yoo become a hooman again by
etting brains, if yoo et enoof of them.

Ed was surprised but the logic made a Hollywood kind of Romero
sense. But if you had to eat human brains as a zombie to become a hu-
man again, where did the brains come from? How did you manage to
do it without depleting the stocks of humanity further?

Ed asked.

e reply?

We raise midgets to feed to the zoombies that are going to be resur-
rected. Strapping lad like yoorself was chosen to be resurrected so you
cood be overseer of the midget farm.

e hairs on Eds neck rose and his eyes widened in irrational fear.

Midgets? But | am scared of midgets!
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A Shot in the Dark

georgeha

E H night with stabbing pains in his toes. e
bedroom was dimly lit by streetlights, and at the foot of the bed he saw
the most adorable little people, about six inches high, with ruddy faces
and bright white teeth.  eir chubby little hands grasped tiny forks and
knives, and they glittered in the dark as the little people stabbed Eds
toes and sliced o little bits, greedily stu ng them in their mouths, with
small drops of Ed s blood running down their chins.

Ed sat upright and screamed. Hes awake, lets go! e little people
jumped o the bed and scurried under the dresser while Ed fumbled for
the light on the nightstand.

Ed honey, whats wrong, murmured Betty. She then sat up, too.
Your feet, they re bleeding, they re getting blood all over the blankets!
Indeed, Eds toes were bleeding, leaving smears of blood all over the
sheets and blankets.

e next day Ed hobbled to his doctors o ce. It was painful remov-
ing the Band-Aids stuck on the ends of his toes, and the gloves and face
mask the doctor and nurse wore didnt help. Just a shot in the dark, but
its looking like a staph infection, commonly called >esh-eating bacteria.
Let me give you a script for some new antibiotics, and I Il send in tissue
samples for analysis. Call the o ce in a week if youre not better. All
in all, only two hours from the time he started Iling out forms to the
time he left with a script. Ed gured he was better o not mentioning
the little people.
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Ed slept better that night, and better the next night, and the next. His
toes started to heal.

Ed Hulver woke up one night with stabbing pains in his toes. Hmmm,
hes unusually piquant today, do I taste clindamycin? | believe you do,
ooh, could you cut o that tasty slice for me?  rough slitted eyes, Ed
saw the little people clustered around his toes. Ed also saw his MCSE
study guide sitting on the nightstand. Slowly he reached for it,and when
he had it, he bolted upright. Go, go, go!

Ed threw the heavy book at the little people, hitting one square in the
back before it could get safely under the dresser. It lay there, the arms
sticking out from under the book, until Ed saw four little arms reach out
from underneath the dresser, grab the >attened little person, and pull
him under. So, they could be hurt.

So what exactly do you need a handgun for? e clerk had a helpful
tone, as if asking for a handgun was the most reasonable thing in the
world, and not an act of a desperate man.

Personal protection and dealing with some little varmints around
the house.

e clerk set a small, dull metal revolver on top of the counter. s
one is a modestly priced revolver, . caliber so its not too hard on the
novice, with enough power to stop most intruders and varmints. He
placed a few boxes of bullets on the counter and took out one from each
box. He held up a dimpled one. Use this one against intruders. He
held up one looking like a time-release cold pill. Use this one againsts
varmints; it s a shot shell that spreads like a shotgun. He held up a nor-
mal bullet. Use this one for practice; you should practice a few times.
Now, I need your license and credit card, and you have to |l out this
form.

Ed looked at the form. He had led a life free from trouble with the
law, so there were no convictions, and since he hadnt told anyone about
the little people, he wasnt technically diagnosed with a mental illness.
Easy enough to Il out.

Okay Mr. Hulver, you checked out. Sign this slip and youre a gun
owner. Take this card to the address on it, it s a friend s shooting gallery
S0 you can practice a little.

It was three in the afternoon when Ed got home; Betty was still at
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work. He had time to clean the pistol like the guy at the gallery showed
him, and stick it under his pillow, loaded with shot shells. It smelled
slightly of oily metal. en a hot shower; he stank of gunpowder, and
his arms were sore. Shooting a gun certainly wasnt like it was in the
movies.

Ed Hulver woke up with stabbing pains in his toes. Cut that piece
loose for Harry here  his arms and legs arent doing so well, said the
leader of the little people, one hand holding a small piece of Eds toe.
Ed kept his eyes nearly closed and, ever so slowly, slid his hand under
the pillow. He grabbed the revolver and turned the safety o . Slowly,
slowly he brought it from under the pillow, aiming as best he could for
the leader.

e gun ring in the small bedroom was a lot louder than it being

red in a large shooting gallery, with ear protectors on. Eds ears were
ringing but he didnt care, as he saw the leader of the little people >y
back, his cherubic face turned into hamburger. Ed red at the next little
person; he hit his foot too, but he was getting used to that pain.
Betty woke up and started screaming. She looked at Ed, looked at his
gun, and stumbled out of bed, running out of the bedroom.

e little people started running for the dresser, save for one  Harry
perhaps  who was splayed on top of Eds foot, his tiny arms and legs
encased in white casts. He turned his head to look at Ed, his eyes gleam-
ing red, and then turned back and bit Eds toe. He was Ed s next target
and Eds gun nished the job the MCSE book started.

e rest of the little people had scurried under the dresser. Ed stood
up, his feet in extreme pain, and staggered to the dresser. A quick shove
toppled it, sending Betty s jewelry and face creams >ying, and Ed saw
the little people weaseling their way through a loose >oorboard. e last
one was Eds next target, and then Ed emptied his gun into the >oor-
board. Betty s screaming became more rhythmic, and the streetlights
started >ashing.

Whos the new nut, Demetrius? An orderly was taking a break outside
room
Some guy who had that >esh-eating bacteria, it was eating up his feet.
e pain drove him so nuts, he started shooting his feet. Of course,
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that only spread the germs, the docs had to cut o his feet. Crazy.

Demetrius emptied the trash in Ed s room and pushed his cart down to

the next one. e orderly resumed mopping.
Ed Hulver woke up one night with stabbing pains in his stumps.
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e Mirrored Menagerie of
Adventurous Pixilates

randomxs

W ,  are the Pixilates.

We have been on the Red River for what seems like days now. As yet,
no one has come up with a plan exciting enough to get us o the river.
It is vast and surrounds us on all sides. Our problem as it stands now,
is that each minute, each second that goes by means we are that much
closer to an attack from the White Pirates.

To our great surprise, the White Pirates have yet to show up. If for
some reason they do, we all know it will be certain death or a carnival of
errors  on their part. ey can be tricked. But only for a while.

We see the signs of where they ve been such as the day we passed
through the Great Covering and barely escaped. We could have left
then but the docking was dried, caked, crusty and very nearly sealed.

When we are through with the Exit, | am going to get drunk.

Mate! e strategy meeting is in two minutes, dont forget! the peg-
legged Idiot yells.

Yes, this would be a crucial meeting. e women love them and contrib-
ute the best ideas. ey will watch our backs and advise us according to
whatever plan we decide on. e excitement of the Exit (usually from
the Great Covering) makes us think better and clearer in the ensuing
chaos.
We all agree that we dont want to leave through the Dark Mud Flats
and possibly get impacted there, right? says Matie, seeking assurance.
We all agree with that statement. e Dark Mud Flats have a stench
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that is almost unbearable. However, as some of us have pointed out, the
safety there is alluring. e White Pirates never go there, at least not
the ones that are still alive. Nothing there is living or wholesome. What
little is living, is not something anyone wants to think about too much.
It is a wasteland. Going there for the Exit is a last resort.

We also agree not to exit through the Yellow Estuary either, agreed?

e Oracle says while she jabs my ribs.

She always reminds us of the one time we, in grave desperation, tried
exiting via the Yellow Estuary. It very nearly cost us everything. We
almost drowned there.

We could try exiting at the Large Forest near the Great Covering,
a crew member suggests.

True enough and the landing most likely would be a great deal softer.
Problem is, however, none of us thinks we have enough time to wait
for a tree to fall that opens a portal. We have dallied around here long
enough and too many scouts have spotted us.

I have an idea that we could try, the Oracle says thoughtfully.

Of the many times as we have passed very close to the Great
Covering, | have noticed aberrations, irregularities in the Covering,
said the Oracle.

I have a strong suspicion that if we can nd the largest irregularity
there, in the area of the Twin Lighthouses, our Exit would be swift and
quick. she said.

e idea is like a brilliant white light. It lights everything up in our
minds.

Lets get to work on our plan and then execute, | say.

Everyone agrees and we get started.

Some areas are cluttered and crowded with Red Barges carrying food
and supplies. But travel at those times is swift, very swift. It is only when
we get close to the Covering that movement, though less crowded, is
much slower and more treacherous. It is fortunate that the Red Barges
are usually empty at those spots. All we need to do when we get there is
to pass under the last bridge to get to one of the Irregularities.

In our case, it is one large Irregularity. It will depend on perfect tim-
ing. If we can get close enough to the base of it, then we might be able
to pull this o . We are excited by the idea. What ingenious ideas the
Oracle comes up with. She always comes through. Now if we can only
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pull ito fast enough. Why didnt we think of it sooner?

We are located near the Filtering Plant. It is necessary now for me
and my fellow Pixilates to map our route and calculate our time. e
timing is very crucial. We also know the risks. Even though we can ght
o and slow down the White Pirates with the best of them, we also
realize they can be our doom. Time is running short.

e Oracle oversees the plans and commits them to memory along
with the other memories she has stored. In time of emergency, she puts
together her vast knowledge and wealth of creativity to guide us away
from peril.

First we Il need to get in the correct chamber of the Valve. is
should shoot us upward, and get us closer to the Twin Lighthouses.

Her perceptions are instinctive. e Oracle also points out that if we
get in the wrong chamber of the Valve, the Back Surge will take us in
an undesirable direction. So we strap down and are 0 within a matter
of seconds.

We know that once we are in the right chamber of the Valve, time
becomes critical as we get closer to the Twin Lighthouses. We will have
to rely on our steering abilities at that point.

With only a matter of seconds left to arrive at the big Irregularity,
navigation becomes critical. In the distance hordes of White Pirates
are gathering, and in each of us our hearts are pounding. Once in the
narrows close to the base of our Exit point we must then wait for the
External Forces and then if we are lucky enough, we will be free.

We ght o anumber of White Pirates one at a time. ey are soft
and mushy. e Pirates are not fully organized yet for a full assault. But
we know they will be soon enough. We travel for a short time under the
Great Covering and come to rest at the base of the Irregularity between
the Twin Lighthouses, waiting.

Having not waited long, we feel a massive surge that we have been
waiting for. We have left the branch of the Red River and are now inside
the Irregularity. Its now only a matter of time. Another massive surge
occurs and we are certain the next one will eject us to freedom once
again, as it always does.

I am startled by a great straining sound far o in the distance. is
is followed by an immense pressure buildup all around us and we brace
ourselves against what will be a massive expulsive eruption of the
Irregularity that is certain to occur.
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And then ... KABLOOY!!
We nd ourselves >ying through the air and in a nanosecond we are
smashed against a gigantic Mirror covered in Ejecta.

Goddamn it!  at zit hurt like hell! Shit! Ed Hulver grimaced as he
reached for the hydrogen peroxide to clean the wounded pimple. It was
just enough time for the stunned Pixilates to gather what little wits they
had and scurry 0 to nd another victim for their thrills.
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Dear Master

CheeseburgerBrown

D M ,

I regret to inform you that my mission to kill Tom Cruise has failed.

Operations began on schedule and agents were seeded at the casting
auditions for Dreamworks Pictures War of the Worlds : Mans Revenge
for which the call sheet speci ed numerous sapiens sapiens of small
stature.  ree agents including myself were hired for the production.
(All relevant receipts have been forwarded to accounting.)

Subsequent intelligence revealed nine production days during which
our agents would be on location with the target in Arizonas Painted
Desert. Simulations and drills began immediately and were carried on
for the ve weeks before the shoot.

One week before the shoot, cast rehearsals began on the studio lot.
Our team encountered problems right away. One of the sapiens sapiens
midget actresses turned out to be friendlier than our protocols normally
allow, and one of our agents was drawn into a carnal situation.

As you well know, our kind are burdened to fart golden coins upon
climaxing sexually. is came as a surprise to the midget, who screamed.

e trailer was then disturbed by her husband, a sapiens sapiens dwarf
with a signi cant enthusiasm for the second amendment. A double
hostage situation ensued during which the interloping spouse forced
at gunpoint our agent and the midget to couple repeatedly in hopes of
becoming rich o their love.

e LAPD shot all three of them.
At this time | called an emergency brie ng and it was agreed that
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Agent Fairlocks and I would move against the target at the rst op-
portunity. at opportunity presented itself upon the rst day shooting
on location, when the target entered the luncheon wagon for his private
meal.

Agent Fairlocks erected a boundary circle using the standard charms
while I penetrated the lock with an equal parts mixture of pixie dust and
enchanted cloves. We came through the door simultaneously and drew
our weapons, but before we had released our rst volley the target pro-
pelled a stack of cafeteria trays at us using his Hubbardian telekinetic
powers. Agent Fairlocks was incapacitated.

is ends here, Cruise! | shouted, discharging my weapon.

He dodged the bolt, but awkwardly, since both of the units who com-
prise the targets body had been feasting: the upper operative through
Cruises oral cavity and the lower operative through his opened >y. ey
lost balance upon hitting the >oor and I could discern the upper opera-
tive s feet pushing out through Cruise s abdomen.

You two fools have betrayed our people, and ignored our every am-
nesty, |said. e time has come to pay the piper.

I am a man! countered the target viciously. And I can have security
in here within two seconds. Do you hear me? Two seconds. e only
reason | hesitate is because | would hate to see you sabotage everything
just to get back at me. Go on get out of here. You have a war to

ght!

My war is right here, Cruise, | whispered. Do your worst.

I knew that if I could separate the target into his two component
parts |1 would be able to take on each operative singly. | pursued this
strategy with vigour, but Cruise s Hubbardian powers proved too much
for me. | was tossed from one end of the luncheon trailer to the other
like a ragdoll. I knew my mission had failed and I resolved to make my
peace.

Just then the door smacked open to reveal a lone gure in a security
uniform. | was not fooled, however, even for an instant. | knew that it
was none other than Edward X. Hulver.

Hulver! 1 hissed in unintentional unison with the target.

is ends here, promised Hulver darkly.

I ve already said that part, | said.

Shut up.

e target stepped forward with con dence, the beady eyes of the
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lower operative peeking out through Cruises open >y. You have no red
hair, said the upper operative, and this is not your concern.

e world s welfare is my concern, replied Hulver crisply, weary but
sharp eyes >icking between us. Not by choice, to be sure, but its mine
none the less.

You cant stop this, said the lower operative in a pants-mu ed voice
from waist-height. is is bigger than you.

Hulver chuckled and settled into a ghting stance. My kung-fu says
otherwise you leprechaun piece of shit.

e duel was mighty, the ghters bouncing and >ying all over the in-
terior of the trailer in a >urry of boxing stsand erce kicks. I regained
su cient strength to hide behind an overturned table, peeking out be-
tween the legs of a chair, waiting for my opening.

Hulver managed to pin the target down in a corner, his face red from
exersion. Separate them! I cried. Separate them now!

Hulver turned to look at me quizzically and the target took advantage
of his momentary distraction: the lower operative extended his head
from Cruises pelvis and bit Hulver in the delicates. Hulver howled and
>opped backward.

I ran out from cover with the separation incantation on my lips, but
was stopped by a forceful push of invisible energy from the targets n-
gertips. Hulver watched me mutely, his face still scrunched up in agony.

We must work together! | implored him.

I Il never cooperate with one of your kind, he swore, getting to his
feet. Stay out of my way.

Hulver was not prepared for the targets nal assault, however. e
target wrestled his e-Meter from his belt and engaged it. A beam shot
out of the end and opened up a time vortex near the co ee station. e
interior of the trailer was suddenly rocked with violent winds as the
present boiled away through the clenched edges of the glowing tem-
poral anus.

No-0-0-0-0-0! | screamed, but it was too late. Hulver was sucked
into the vortex, which then disappeared with a >ash of blue light. Fuck!
I commented.

Fuck indeed, chuckled the target as he ambled slowly toward me.

Fuck all the way to Faerytown.

He savaged me with both sts, pinning me against the wall as he

pummelled my kidneys with martial precision. en, in the midst of his
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Dear Master

tossing me around the room a bit, | managed to prepare and release my
incantation. With a >ourish | delivered it and the target broke apart.

e upper operative landed in a steam tray of pasta and the lower
operative, tangled in Cruises pants, rolled across the >oor and lodged
beneath a table. Separated, their strength was a tenth of what it had
been. No longer bearing the shape of a sapiens sapiens, his Hubbardian
powers abandoned him.

Ha! | yelled in triumph. How the mighty have fallen. Judas may
forgive you but I, sirs, cannot.

I cracked my knuckles and prepared to aim an unforgivable curse at
the upper operative. Avada

Just then Steven Spielberg burst into the trailer. In a mad dash to
preserve his camou>age the upper operative jumped upon the shoulders
of the lower operative and pulled a loose >ap of Cruise s facial skin over
his head. Steven!

What s going on here? Your call was ten minutes ago, said Spielberg.
What happened to you, Tom? God. He cupped his hands and shouted
out of the trailer: Can we get make-up in here?

A >otilla of make-up girls and loose-jointed hairstylists pushed into
the trailer behind Spielberg. George Lucas wandered in with a cup of
co ee, some of which had spilled on his >annel shirt. Has anybody got
a napkin?

Not now, George, snapped Spielberg. We have a situation here.
Tom looks like shit.

He doesnt look so bad.

Half his face is hanging o !

Lucas shrugged. We can x it in post.

Spielberg groaned. Get the fuck out of here, George. Seriously. Just
get the fuck out.

Tou-chy! commented Lucas as he wandered away.

e target allowed himself to be worked over by the stylists.  en he
remembered about me and cast about until he spotted me crouching
on a pile of broken chairs. Him, he glowered, pointing. He said | was
gay.

Spielberg turned to me. Youre red.

I was escorted o the location by security and allowed to make a
telephone call to see if | could get a taxi to pick me up in the middle of
the Painted Desert. | gave up after a few unsuccessful attempts and re-
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solved to walk home to Ireland. Fucking Ewoks, spat one of the secu-
rity guards at my back, so | put an unmentionable curse on his testicles.
I could hear him howling for miles.

And so now | make my report to you, Master, and await whatever
punishment you see t to visit upon me and my family for this failure.
Words cannot convey my regret and my shame. e Hubbardians re-
main at large, and no doubt their store of mystic knowledge has been
swelled by stolen intelligence from the two betrayers known to the sa-
piens sapiens world as Tom Cruise.

I remove now my jingly hat and lay it aside, my head as naked and red
as a baby s. I have laid down my belt of charms, for I no longer deserve
to carry them. So too my sacred cock-ring, and my ceremonial nipple
clamps.

I stand before you naked and beaten, my ass still sore from Tom
Cruises violent ministrations.

Your faithful servant,
Alawicious
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George and the Fairy

D

G feet, which felt decidedly unsteady be-
neath him. Was it the alcohol? Or was it the large knife wound to the
gut? He wasnt sure, but either way his feet werent going where he
wanted them to  he collapsed down again.

He reached in his pocket and pulled out his phone. Sarah, he thought.
Sarah will help me. Shakily he found her number; the phone rang three
times before she picked it up!

George | ve told you it s over, dont phone me again  click came the
reply before he even had the chance to speak!

Bloody caller ID, he thought. He redialed but was just met with a
beeping sound; Sarah had taken the phone o the hook, she didnt want
to speak to George again, ever, and certainly not during ER!

, his ngers dialed.

Police, Ambulance or Fire Brigade? a voice asked.

I need an ambulance, I ve been stabbed, I m in Orsons Park, near the
fountain. No reply came. George looked at his phone: nothing but a
blank screen. He turned iton. e phone brie>y lit up only to turn itself
immediately o . No way of knowing how much of the message had got
through. George did the only thing he could think of and shouted for
help exactly two and a half times before passing out.

e next thing George was aware of was a voice. Oi, lazy bones, open
your eyes!

A remarkably well-feeling George looked up. Standing in front of
him was a woman barely three inches high. She was dressed in a nurses
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uniform  not a real practical nurses uniform, but the kind youd nd
hanging in the window of a sex shop or in some dodgy s comedy.

Like the out t? she quizzed. | thought it was somewhat
appropriate.

Are you an angel? asked George.

Penelope Rosedweller rolled her eyes. What a clich@d race these hu-
mans were. |, she said indignantly, am a Flower-maiden, what you
humans would call a Fairy. She did a little twirl and her nurses uniform
disappeared and was replaced instead by a >owery tutu and wings. Not
real wings, but the kind a child would wear to a fancy dress party! See?
she said in a voice dripping with sarcasm.

Oh and before you ask, Penelope preempted, this is not a dream,
and I m more than happy to pinch you. She clicked her ngers and
George clutched his gut as all the pain from his stab wound came mo-
mentarily rushing back.

Anyhow, we could spend all night chatting, or I could save your life!
Which is it to be? the fairy questioned rhetorically. ~ ought so. Now
my magic isnt strong enough to do much more than mask the pain for
a bit. Youre still bleeding and if you dont get to the hospital youre still
going to die. | reckon your best hope is if | keep the pain away as long
as possible and you try and make your way to St Peters.

St. Peter Royal In rmary was only a quarter of a mile a way or so
across the park. George knew it well. It was only a couple of streets away
from his >at and was where his girlfriend (or was that ex-girlfriend?)
worked. His mind brie>y >itted back to the argument they had had
earlier. OK, so it was her birthday anyone can forget a birthday cant
they? Admittedly, rolling in drunk after one too many post-work drinks
probably wasnt the best move but shed forgive him, he was sure she
would.

Excuse me, Mr. Daydreamer, the fairy piped up, do you want to
hang around here, or do you want to live past twenty-seven?!? Now get
a move on! My magics already beginning to fade.

George got up and started towards the hospital lights; it would be
quicker across the long grass. He often used the park as a shortcut,
though Sarah had always told him it was unsafe to be there after dark.
Her friend Cindy had been mugged by one of the council estate kids
last autumn. Wonder if was the same one, George thought as he hur-
ried along.
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George had gone fty meters or so but the pain was beginning to
return now. He was doing his best to blank it out I ve got to make it, he
thought to himself as he dug in and went as fast as he could towards the
hospitals bright lights.  en from behind him he heard a familiar neee
naww sound. It was an ambulance! ey were going to the fountain. e
Operator had heard him!

George turned to make his way back to the fountain, but suddenly
the pain shot through his stomach again. He fell to his knees and then
keeled over. He tried to cry out for help but he was too weak to let out
more than the barest whisper. By the fountain he could see the ambu-
lance and the paramedics looking at the ground and then talking into
their radios, but he knew that they wouldnt be able to see him out here
in the dark, away from the paths lights.

ings were staring to get darker, yet George could still see the fairy
clearly as she walked slowly up to him, she wasnt dressed as a fairy any-
more or even a nurse but was dressed in somber black.

I m sorry, George, she said. | know it was terribly mean to trick
you like that, but I do hope in your next life you Il remember: When
you take a drunken shortcut through the park, not to take a piss on the
>owerbeds!  en she joined everything else in fading to nothingness.

Half an hour later, paramedic Ed Hulver stood over the body of
George Baker eld. 1 justdontunderstand, he told his colleague. How
could someone who lost that much blood have made it all the way over
here?
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Doubled Duplicity
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H H A all right?

Mimi stared, her big dark eyes more prominent than ever as she ex-
amined her husband s blank face for any sign of life. It had been more
than half an hour since the gang had pulled him out of the surf and
across the beach to the driftwood re burning tfully in the gusting
wind at the base of the chalk cli .

Ed? Eddy! C mon buddy! Are you in there? Peter shook Ed s shoul-
ders. He licked the sea salt o his lips and glanced worriedly at Mimi
then back at Ed.  ere was nothing there. Limp limbs under the still
damp wetsuit and closed eyes under the wispy blond forelock. Nothing
indicated any sign of life except for the far too shallow, far too irregular
rise and fall of Hulver s abdomen.

Ed took a long pull from the pint glass in front of him. He glanced at

his wristwatch. Damn! he thought. How the hell am | going to ex-

plain this to the wife? It had been a long day. Interviews, lunch, more

interviews, and then that . . . he shuddered and took another quick pull.
Damn! Damn damn damn damn damn!

If only he hadnt decided to take a shortcut down that alley.  en none
of this would have happened. What would he tell Meg? Sorry honey. |
think I was assaulted by gnomes in an alley and I think they re trying to
take control of my body. Can you get me to a doctor? Yeah. atd go
over real well. e opening in his back felt strangely cold. He wondered
if anyone could see its outline through his light shirt and jacket.
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