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Sometimes, you have no choice but to begin. You toil and plan, and you make false starts and decisions, and there you are, middle-aged in the middle of your six hundred-fiftieth year, and you have accomplished nothing. 

King Ronald Tiberius of the planet of Memphis, or Rev, stood in the middle of his round control room, as he liked to call himself. He admired the surroundings, as gold adorned everything around him. It made him feel all important, like he knew who he was, but it made it difficult to find things. 

His robes were of black and red satin, and his crown lay permanently attached to the bare skull he knew of as his noggin. He could no longer remember his original face. It had died and slid off years ago, leaving him an able-bodied skeleton with remarkable strength and agility, even though he had no physical muscles or ligaments holding him together. 

Rev turned. The body of the poor man he had drug through the door when it was so surprisingly open last night was lying on the floor. He was still breathing, something now wholly lost on Rev, but could not raise his head for some time. He was wearing jeans and a black motorcycle jacket. There were goggles around his neck. His bald head was bleeding. 

Rev kicked the man’s head. It rolled over. He looked up above his golden throne, which he almost kissed, to see three great empty cavities, the only dark things in the room. The magical chains equipped with ghastly toe-pincher coffins seemed to want to lick the man on the floor to death. 

Did they love him? Hate him? Want him for dinner? They swayed in the air, each reaching for him while Rev looked on. 

“She wants you. You must have spirit,” said Rev. 

Rev held his bony hand over the man’s head and telekinetically lifted him from the floor. Rev was about eight feet tall, so slender he made models cry, and appeared very elegant, with a wave, as he held the man aloft. 

The man awoke, his eyes flashing open as his feet cleared the floor, and he floated in front of the skeleton. 

“What's your name, human?”

“Zed.” It was more of a stammer than his usual bravado. Usually, Zed had the undead in the other position with a shotgun. The trouble was being a zombie hunter. They were generally pretty stupid creatures. 

Rev walked around Zed, still keeping the arm he was holding him with. Zed just hung there as the thin skeleton revolved around him. 

The eye sockets were empty. There was no hit of glowing or otherwise cheesy effects. 

“I suppose you will be adequate. I need to refuel, and since this thing runs on, those who are strong of heart, I suppose you will do nicely.” 

“What, I, uh...”

Rev waved at the chain, which was now trying to bite his leg off like an attack dog, and it sprang forward. Rev dropped Zed, who landed on the floor in a pile. 

The chain snaked out. 

Zed pulled a TASER gun from behind his back, under his jacket, and jabbed it at the chain. It recoiled, and before Zed knew it, another was flying at him through the air. 

Rev laughed. He turned and sat down on his golden throne. He could now see it better, as the gems all over it, especially across the armrests, were lighting up. 

“Good. She does like you.”

A chain wrapped around Zed’s left arm. It pulled tight. Zed stood his ground. But lost the TASER. It clattered to the ground. He reached into his pocket and retrieved a bulky revolver, if you could call it that, containing five shotgun shells. He shot at the chains. The sound was deafening inside the trim area. A hole appeared in the wall from the shot, but it quickly reformed around it. 

He shot again, but as he was pulling the trigger, another chain caught his arm, and the shot went wild. 

“Who are you?”

The chains wrapped around his face, muffling the readiness of what Zed was trying to say. 

“The closest interpretation to your language is King Ronald Tiberius, the skateboard warrior, the power of the mastodon, and baker of fine banana nut bread.”

Zed’s eyes said it all. The chains turned him upside down, and after, they slammed him into the rigid gold walls. It left him feeling pretty soft and squishy.

“I know; just call me Rev if you ever get your mouth back, anyway.” 

Rev turned his chair, which had a crystal control on its back, toward a complex of large circular crystals and magic mirrors emerging from the wall. 

Zed felt the Wall, smooth and gritty yet soft and smudgy on his back as the chains pulled him up into the coffin-shaped alcove. The chains pulled him in tight, and once he was in place, everything lit up around him. He could feel the gold walls melting slightly around him, sweating as the surrounding lights glowed. 

Next to him, he could see two other alcoves with chains, which just sat there with a low red glow, looking hungry. The chains in them appeared disheartened because they were still empty. 

“Yes, this world will do. A new place where I can put down roots and continue my work,” said Rev, apparently to no one. He stood up in a tiny little room and paced the room, putting his bony hands behind his back. His bony feet made constant marks in the floor’s gold, but there were so many other marks, probably from where he had been pacing before, that it all looked normal. 

Zed noticed a definite smear of gold on the floor at the hem of Rev’s black and red-stained robes, which slowly gathered dust as he paced. 

The chains tightened. 

For a second, Zed couldn't see anymore. He could feel his liver splitting, his stomach rupturing, and blood flowing as the ship, or whatever this hell was, drank him up, or so it felt. 

His eyes bulged, and then his vision cleared. Everything went from a sparkling black to the strange gold room he saw below him. 

Tied to the wall, he tried to remember. He'd been at his place. There had been a large box or something he had been trying to open. A sarcophagus? What was it? He tried to remember. He remembered hands grabbing him and dragging him in; then, his mind went blank again as the chains squeezed tight. 

The place was lighting up. What was he, a third of a tank of gas here? 

Below him, Zed could see his place, his motorcycle, through the strangely warped crystal screens in front of Rev, who was mashing lit-up buttons on his throne. 

A blast of energy blazed out on the screen, and Zed watched his motorcycle explode into an explosive ball of green, sticky flames. 

He tried to complain, but the chains continued to compress, muffling his harrumph and squeezing the wind out of him again. 

Rev pulled a lever, and the crystal screens went dark. The entire room shook. Rev hobbled back to his chair; his footing badly knocked out of whack by the rumble. Far less gracefully than he had been walking, he returned to his chair, pulled a silk sash from the corner, and buckled himself in with a magic clasp at his waist. 

Then it rumbled. The place vibrated like it was trying to ride a bucking bronco in a lightning storm, which is close to what it looked like on the outside. 

Outside, the gold sarcophagus shined with pulsing green light through many jewels encrusted upon it. After being shipped to Zed’s trailer, it stood up from the box's wreckage, and the green fire from his melting motorcycle was spreading. 

Then it vibrated. It buzzed, twirled, and spun around incredibly fast until it vanished, blasting a sheaf of air out around its epicenter that put out all the fires and leveled Zed’s place. 

Inside, Zed just thought of Nancy. He had to get to Nancy before he passed out again. 
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“Terrance! Hang on!” said Nancy Charming. She yelled at the top of her lungs and reached down to hold Terrance, who was dangling over a tight, misty canyon. Below them, flashing red lights flickered, and a large amount of growling and snarling was going on. 

“My dear, why has a date with you always got to end with my life in mortal peril?” said Terrance. He thought he would lose a shoe over this, but he knew he was luckier than that. 

“I don't know, maybe it's my amazing personality,” said Nancy. She grunted. Lucky as he was, Terrance had put on a few pounds since the last time she had seen him. It wasn't so much that he was heavy. She could deal with the weight. It was the fact that he was wiggling so much. 

“Could you stop waving your legs around so much?”

“I don't know. I might like to just slip into the maw of this god-awful thing below me.”

“I could let you go at any time. I know you. You couldn’t die if you tried.”

“It might be luckier if this thing killed me, frankly.”

A tentacle whipped up from the darkness, red, thick, and strong. It wrapped around his left ankle, and he tried to squeeze his foot off. 

“Oh, crap.”

“You're telling me.”

“When are you two going to get on with it?” said Zack. 

Zack stood on the ledge above Nancy. He was hazy and translucent. Being dead for quite some time, he had his attention focused elsewhere. He had been on the other side for a millisecond, and in that time, he'd seen a movie, a projection of a friend’s life actually that they were evaluating, and won a chili cook-off in the time it had taken Terrance to get caught by the tentacle. 

“Shut up, Zack,” said Nancy. 

“Kinda busy,” said Terrance.

“It might help you to know that it's got one gem you were looking for below it in the mist.”

“That's good information,” Terrance managed through gritted teeth. He thought one of them might be cracking. 

“I think it would be lucky that thing gets hold of you,” said Zack. 

“Zack!”

“Shut up, Zack.”

“It's just that if it gets you, it'll be lucky to survive Nancy here. She's already straining a little.”

“Zack.”

“I know, I know. The answers are down there, though. The sooner we get down there, the better.”

“Zack, sometimes I hate you.”

Zack adjusted the fedora on his pale translucent head after fixing his hair. 

Another tentacle shot up. It lashed around Terrance’s other foot. They both crept up his legs. 

Standing in her mother’s leather boots, Nancy pulled and strained, raising Terrance another three feet above the cliff's edge. Her face glistened with sweat, and her shirt became soaked as she stretched and strained. 

“I'm going to get you up.”

“Nancy...”

Zack looked away, even though he could see it all happening backward on another dimension so that he couldn't avoid any of it. 

Four or five more tentacles whipped up out of the mist, each a different size and strength. One tentacle had a barb. 

They surrounded Terrance and grabbed Nancy by the feet. 

“Ehhh.” She fell to the ground, losing her sweaty grip on Terrance. She felt her shoulder slam against the stone ledge, knocking the wind out. 

“Zack!”

He was next to her in an instant. 

Terrance was too busy screaming to be of any further help. He fell into the mist. He got his mind back a bit after he got through the fog, lying flat on his back before the creature. He gaped in horror as the beast writhed in front of him and whipped to the side to pull the rest of its tentacles back down. 

“Here we go,” said Zack. 

“Oh, shit.”

Nancy slipped off the ledge and down into the pit. She hated this bit, and lately, when this kind of thing happened, she had become accustomed to the honking sound of her breath on the way down. The only trouble was that it gave her the hiccups, like nobody's business. 

Her body fell through the mist. She could feel her weight shift, the boots she had inherited from her mom doing some of that work and coming to a landing. Above them, on the ledge, Zack held his nose, like that did any good, and jumped like he was jumping off of a high dive into a pool far below. 

Nancy stood, the tentacles waving wildly around her but not currently on her. That was good. Terrance was screaming his head off next to her, screaming like he was a little child. At the moment, his mind teetered on the edge of blithering, just three steps away. 

Nancy stood before the creature, its beak-like maw in front of her, snapping repeatedly. Tentacles waved about. Some were black and scaly. Others are green and hairy. Some were thin and slimy. 

It snapped its beak at her. 

She reached behind her back, like she needed to do that anymore, and when her hand returned to view, a shimmering but sharp dagger appeared in her hand. She reached around with Terrance there and produced another. 

She crouched, Terrance on his knees next to her, and suddenly Zack standing behind her, well out of the way. She was ready. What was the creature waiting for? 

It roared. 

“Come on!” yelled Nancy.

“He's coming,” said Zack.

Nancy flashed her daggers, and they extended with a cashing into too much longer, curved swords.

The creature whipped out one tentacle, a nasty and sickening yellow one. Nancy chopped through it with one of her spectral swords, stomped on the wiggling end, and then vaulted up onto the beast's face. 

She spread her arms and brought them together to cross the swords in midair. She slashed out and cut into the beast, carving into it like a food processor with hungry guests waiting. 

Terrance stopped screaming, and his body became covered in vast amounts of slime, black and sticky. Somewhere ahead of him, Nancy was screaming at the top of her lungs and hacking away at the beast. 

There was so much splatter that he could see no more. The dry cleaning bill would be interesting, but what did he expect, hanging out with Nancy? 

He wiped away the muck from his eyes and watched as Nancy delivered the killing blow with a great scream. The creature slumped and rolled over. It sank into the earth. Its stench rolled into the cracks in the ground. 

“Got him!” said Terrance. 

Nancy dripped with slime from head to toe. She slopped it on the ground, allowing the spirit swords to disappear. Terrance looked at himself and realized that it was only on his face. He wiped it away with a handkerchief.

“That was lucky,” said Zack. 

Zack and Terrance shared a smile.

“Let’s get on with this. Monster’s dead,” said Nancy. 

The three of them passed the beast's carcass to find an alcove behind it made of gold. They crossed the threshold and walked to a great golden door caked in mud, dust, and slime. 

“I got this,” said Zack. He reached through the door, his arm in up to the elbow. He gritted his teeth and almost felt them grinding together. “Spirit lock. Almost got it.” He winced again, then stuck his tongue out. There was a click; a great ker-chunk echoed from behind the door. “There.”

There was a hiss of air as the chamber behind the beast opened. 

“That's interesting,” said Terrance.

“Good,” said Zack. “She's strong but not lucky enough to survive in there without you.”

“Right.”

Nancy heaved the massive door aside. Cold air poured out over them.

“This is nice. Maybe for a summer place? I could live here,” said Zack. 

“This is a pit,” said Nancy.

“No,” said Terrance. He pulled a coin from his pocket and tossed it down the glittering hallway beyond. It clinked, then rolled twenty feet and came to a stop. The floor beneath it fell away, a ten by ten-foot chunk. 

“That, my friends, is a serious pit.”
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Martha and Ron sat in front of a rusty screen door at the entrance to a short travel trailer. They attached a yellow electric light to the left side of the awning with a coiled wire. To the other corner of the awning hung an electric bug zapper.

The light under the awning was too far away from a black Jeep parked nearby, making it barely visible. 

Martha and Ron sat in collapsible fabric chairs with a cooler between them. Martha nursed a soda. She fitted it into the cup holder of her chair. Ron opened the cooler and got out a root beer for himself.

They were not old and yet not middle-aged either. They looked too old to be still working but too young to have the money for the camper life. Who cared? They were on guard anyway and laughing. 

“I was thinking, how long has Nancy been with us?” said Martha. 

“I don't know. It seems like forever. Her poor mother.”

“She needs to get it started with Zed if she's going to.”

“What, because she's as dead as her mother already? Really.”

“That's not what I meant.”

“I know, but you never know what we do for a living. Might be nice to get away once in a while.”

“We took an oath.”

“I know, I know. But it's not like we are the only ones who can hold down the fort. Margie's been doing this a long time, too.”

He took a sip. 

“I don't even know how old she is.”

“It’s not as old as you think. The years haven't been that kind to her.”

“She's a noble lady.”

There was a snap in the dark.

“What was that?”

“I heard it.”

Martha reached behind her where a stack of fishing poles lay and plucked a wizened old staff from underneath them. She used it to stand up. 

There was a snarl. 

“Oh, crap.” Ron opened the cooler, reached in, and pulled out a sword too long to fit. He stood up and hefted it onto his shoulder. 

“It's okay,” said Martha. She stepped out into the dark. Ron went with her but kept back a little. He kept his hand ready with the sword. 

Martha stepped forward. Her blue T-shirt became a long, flowing robe. Her feet now stood in intricate sandals rather than grubby sneakers. 

Rob’s T-shirt morphed into knight’s armor and his hat into a loose helmet, but his legs still wore Bermuda shorts and sneakers. A red plume of feathers rose from his forehead. 

Martha stepped out ahead of Rob.

“It's okay,” said Martha. 

There was a snort. 

Eyes opened in front of Martha, the eyes of a towering black panther, at least eight feet tall. It had three heads, and, at this point, who knew how many legs? 

“Oh man,” said Rob. 

“It's okay, Robert. Isn't it, dear?”

The cat purred. The sound came from all three heads and sounded like it was going to vibrate them both across the lot. 

Martha reached out and held her hand out for the cat. It sniffed, closed its eyes momentarily, and rubbed her hand with its middle face. 

Rob allowed himself to breathe again, filling his lungs with air. Things slightly gray around him came back into focus. 

The cat rolled over, down onto the ground, and showed its belly. 

“That's right,” said Martha. “There you go.” She scratched the cat, sticking to the neck and face. It flipped its backside over. At least three tails that Rob could see in the dark waved at them.

“That's right. Martha stood back up. 

“He’s hungry.”

“Wise to feed him?” 

“He's just a big kitty. Go get him a steak.”

“Serious?”

“Yeah.”

She leaned down again to pet the beast again. 

“Okay, if he's scratching at the door later for scraps...” he hiked back to the trailer, opened the door, and went in. 

Martha buried her hands in the cat’s fur. 

It play-attacked her, grabbing at her with three of about nine paws the width of her entire torso. 

The door rattled, and Rob came out with a purple steak. It was a foot thick and about three feet long. He threw it at the cat, who leaped and took it from the air. 

It rolled, landed, then carried it over to the camper and curled up under the bug zapper, which was currently crackling as it worked on a bunch of particularly stupid golden beetles that kept hitting it while flying upside down. 

“He's just adopted us.”

“Joy of joys?”

She turned and headed back to the camper. Before she could get there, her clothes had returned to normal, and she leaned her staff up against the camper by the door. It blended back in with the fishing poles. 

She picked up her drink and sipped it. 

Ron sat down. His helmet had vanished again, but his torso's armor plate was still visible. 

He rubbed at it, and it faded, revealing his shirt underneath again. 

“You sure that's enough for him?”

“He told me so.”

“I remember the other time with the eagle bear; it's just...”

“The eagle bear had to go to the potty. I told you to let it out, is all.”

“We were in the middle of a science fiction convention.”

“Exactly. Cosplayers. No one would have noticed it. Poor thing.”

He took a sip. 

“He's okay over there?”

“He’ll be purring all night. Help us guard the entrance.”

Margie stuck her head out of the door. 

“Martha, have you heard from Nancy yet?”

“Not a text.”

“I hope they're back soon. I've lost three chess games with Brian, and Carrie is asking me technical questions.”

“Oh no,” said Rob. “Want me to come in and bore her with sword fighting styles?”

“I'll be all right. I was checking. Is the cat yours, Martha?”

“He's him,  but he will help us watch tonight. He's working on one of the Gorgon steaks now. It should keep him nice and sleepy.”

“Okay, good enough. I'm going back in. She's got Terry with her so they won't be dead,  but it can get weird when he's around.”

Carrie poked her head out the door with Margie. 

“Weird? You playing chess with Einstein's brain in here?”

“Shut up,” Margie said with a smile. 

Carrie ducked back in the camper. 

Margie shook her head and went back in herself.

The cat snorted, and two heads popped up, alert and sniffing the air. 

“There,” said Martha. She drew a wand from her side. 

“You see something?” said Rob. 

“Almost. The cat just smelled it.”

He stood up. Under the awning, they could see very little. 

Martha put on a pair of sunglasses. 

“What are those For?”

She pointed the wand. “This!” The wand exploded with a bolt of lightning. In the crackling light, it streaked across what was desert and hit a lone figure, a two-headed giant about ten feet tall in the dark. It exploded with light, yelped, and fell. 

The cat looked at Martha.

“Go get him, buddy.”

The cat jumped and bounded after the giant. It grabbed him, scuffling and screaming, then swallowed him whole. It returned and curled up to bathe itself next to them in the dark. 

Another bug hit the bug zapper. 

Margie popped her head out again. 

“What was that?”

“Nothing,” said Martha. She quickly put away her wand. “Some dumb thing in the dark.”

“Gotcha. Time to go back and lose again.”

“Tell Brian I've got a soda for him.”

“You know that makes him crazy.”

“I know.” Martha laughed about this to herself.

Margie popped back in. 

The screen door smacked hard, rattled, then slowly clicked closed.
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“Crystal, where are my socks?” said Ted. He was rummaging under his bed in a cozy cabin-style room. Someone was in the bathroom getting ready. She was wearing a dress and was sticking her butt out while she worked on herself in the mirror, but Ted couldn't see her face. 

“I don't know. Have you looked at the ceiling fan?”

“What?”

“Look up.”

He looked toward the bathroom in confusion.

“You were tossing them in all directions last night.”

He looked up. The socks and his tie were hanging there. 

“I suppose if you weren't such a wolf in bed, I...”

“Hey.” She poked her head out of the bathroom. “You know you love it.”

She was a werewolf. She was still in her clothes, but the hair, the teeth, the face. The eyes. She growled at him with a cheesy, slavering grin. 

He grinned back. 

She morphed back to herself. They were a couple in their late fifties and had an interesting life. 

A picture stood next to his side of the bed, a family portrait of himself with his daughter Nancy and Nancy's mother Sally, who had died not too long ago. It would have horrified Ted to know Sally frequently came to watch as a ghost while he and Crystal were together, which is why she did it. She had no regret or jealousy; she didn't work that way anymore. 

Above the door was a compound hunting bow. 

There was a tap at the window. 

Ted went to open the sliding glass door, and a raven flew in and landed on his head. 

“Hello, Bob,” said Ted.

“Bob!” squawked the bird.

Crystal leaned out of the bathroom. 

Bob greeted her. “Bob!”

Bob slipped and slid down Ted’s head and stood on his shoulder. 

“Wasn't Nancy supposed to call you?”

“I don't know. I'm not sure where she is at the moment. Somewhere in South America?”

“I'm not sure. She told me she was about to go tomb raiding, some Indiana Jones romp where the death traps were always knee-deep.”

“I don't know how she does any of it.”

“She is just like her mom, that's for sure. She told me about this guy Terrance, Terry, something they take with them on missions like this.”

“What's his special skill?” She came out of the bathroom to sit on the bed.

“Straight up, Luck. He’s so lucky that they use him to help get around the traps, sneak by without them going off, or trip them early so they aren't a threat or something like that.”

“Lives in Vegas, does he?”

“I believe he did it until he got banned.”

“So, He's no good in a fight?”

“No, it's all dumb luck.”

“I was thinking, do you want to go into town to look at dresses?”

“You still want to do the full wedding thing?”

“You know it, with all our crazy friends.”

“That would be a sight. Yeah, I'd love to go into town and look at dresses. Nothing like that up here in the mountains, right?”

“Nah, it's all tourist junk up here. Christmas all the time.”

“I know.”

He smiled. 

Outside, he could see the snow that never sticks, still falling, like it always does. It would be nice to see a clear sky once in quite a while now. 

“Yeah, I think that would be a great idea.”

“Bob?”

The bird looked at him. 

“Fetch.” He pointed to his socks on the ceiling fan. 

The bird flew off to get them. 

He grabbed Crystal for a quick kiss as the bird began to hop and fly around the room, bringing his clothes to him. He got the socks, a shirt that was Crystal’s, a good one, pants that were too heavy for going into town, another, better pair, then a jeans jacket he liked to wear a lot, mainly because Bob’s nails didn't rip into his shoulder as much. 

He put them on one at a time, then got Bob to step up on his hand. He took him to a perch of twisty soft branches great for chewing. The raven thanked him, “Bob!” Then, I chewed for a second and went straight to sleep.

“Good, then.”

He turned to Crystal. “Ready?”

She nodded while pushing earrings into her ears. “Let’s go.”

She grabbed a coat and Christmas scarf out of habit, and they headed out. They were still staying at the lodge where she worked in the lounge. Ted
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