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ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

If you're reading this, Congratulations!  You're one of the few Readers who hasn't jumped ahead to the Interesting Bits, skipping all the mundane sections where the Author goes on about tangential things, like how he had an idea while on riding on a bus, or which friend tolerated his excruciating decision-making process between Bookman Old Style and Book Antiqua font.

Few writers can claim to be the sole source of their work, as we all rely on friends and family for encouragement, suggestions, ideas, beta-reading, proofreading, and laughing at the funny parts (do not underestimate the value of that last one).  I fear that any list I could make, even if I could mention every individual who ever helped, would never capture the full extent of the support I have received.  If I overlook anyone, I apologize.

This Book Would Not Have Been Possible Without:

	My Parents, who, much to my constant amazement and relief, are avid fans of my work, even when they don't get all the pop-culture references.


	Jocelyn Parrish, tireless Proofreading Minion.  Her willingness to call from the East Coast just so I can hear her laugh about a particularly funny line is greatly appreciated.


	Elizabeth Turgeon, my Best Fan, who listens to me go on about the Escalator, keeps me from getting lazy in my writing, and is an exquisite source of ideas and inspiration.  Plus, she is Wicked Smart.


	My Newsletter Subscribers, without whom I would have decided long ago that nobody else was interested in an uncommon-sense advice column, and would have become Terribly Discouraged.


	My Webcomic Fans, who are a constant source of delight.  And I'm not just saying that because I hope you'll buy a copy of this book. 


Special Thanks to those Readers who feel that the Acknowledgements are worth reading, and made it all the way to here!  You are the people who get and appreciate my sense of humor, and to you I am eternally grateful.

PREFACE

If the Universe were truly just and fair, Dr. Eldritch would share an author's byline on this book.  After all, he was the one who hunted vampires in pre-Industrial Eastern Europe, attended the University With No Name, consulted with myriad governments, corporations and individuals on all matters supernatural, unusual and weird, and eventually settled into a comfortable semi-retirement as an advice columnist.  In a way, these are his words, not mine. 

I realize that based on that statement, people may ask: 

“Wait... Is Dr. Eldritch REAL?” 

As Dr. Eldritch would say, let's not get hung up on Facts.  I like to think that having a bit of doubt lends the appropriate Aura of Mystery to a Legendary Character.  He's the rumor that just might be true.  The celebrity who has left the party minutes before you arrived, or was called away from his TV interview by an International Crisis.  He's the figure disappearing into the crowd as you turn and say, “Hey, wasn't that...?” 

Even though Dr. Eldritch and I are never seen in the same place at the same time, he is definitely not me.  I'm a mild-mannered consultant by day, who turns into a mild-mannered writer/webcomic-artist by night.  One who likes to dream of Boundless Adventure, but still always be home in time for dinner. 

I hope you enjoy this collection of advice letters!  And as I like to say, Thank You for Encouraging My Behavior!


-Evan Nichols

October  2009





DISCLAIMER

––––––––
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My Legal Minions advised me to state the following: 

THESE LETTERS ARE FICTION.  That's right.  They're made up.  They are presented for Entertainment Purposes Only, which is obvious to any Reasonable Person. 

THE ADVICE IS NOT FOR YOU.  No matter how similar you may think your situation is to the ones described, DO NOT use this advice to guide your actions.  Instead, consult a professional in the mental health, legal, law enforcement, or religious field.

YOU ARE RESPONSIBLE FOR YOUR OWN ACTIONS.  I am not telling you to do anything, especially illegal or immoral actions, and cannot be held liable for what you do, or the results of any of your actions. 

If you don't understand any part of this, please do not read my writings.  Do not do things that make these disclaimers necessary, and go back to watching daytime television. Thank you.
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INTRODUCTION


A Note From Dr. Eldritch
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I'm frequently asked, “Why did you create an advice column to address unusual, supernatural and mysterious situations often experienced by mythical creatures, secret agents, superheroes and ordinary people in extraordinary circumstances?”  (Well, I'm paraphrasing, of course, but that's the gist of the questions.)  Naturally, my answer is, “Because nobody else was doing it.”

More importantly, how could I not?  Most people don't know the tell-tale signs that reveal when a close friend has been replaced by a Doppelganger.  Few are granted enough wishes to learn how to word them properly.  Learning by trial and error when dealing with werewolves tends to end mostly with fatal errors.  Rather than make everyone reinvent the glitter-thrower*, I felt it only logical to share my background and experience.  If I save even one person from wandering unarmed into a murky basement when a psychopath is on the loose, I've done my job. 

What follows is the first collection of the letters and responses from my advice column.  Unlike books that address only zombies or robots, its subjects range from secret-agent envy to Gnome infestations.  If you find any of this book amusing, I invite you to check out the website at AskDrEldritch.com.  There you'll find more of these columns, plus a long-running webcomic.  And even more content may have been added since this book was published, such as podcasts, short videos or graphic novels.  

Most importantly, if you enjoy these columns, feel free to tell your family, friends, coworkers, acquaintances and complete strangers about them!  You never know whom you might save from zombie attack, meteor strike, or madness caused by seeing an ancient Tentacled Horror.  Those are the sorts of things that people are really grateful about.

* For Unicorns, naturally.
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THE ADVICE
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Dear Dr. Eldritch,

You've got to help me!  My life has gone completely weird! 

Two days ago, I went to my twenty-year reunion.  Back in high school, there was this girl I was totally crushing on (I'll call her “Michelle”) but she hardly noticed me.  I wanted to ask her to the Senior Prom, but when I tried, I couldn't speak!  It was humiliating.  Anyway, she was at the reunion too.  It shouldn't be a big deal to just say “Hi, what's up?”, but she's still totally gorgeous, and I still couldn't get up the nerve to talk to her.  I left, bought a bottle of whiskey, and started drinking.

So, for two days I was drunk and thinking about how my life has gone nowhere since graduation; dead-end jobs, layoffs, failed relationships, you name it.  I was so depressed I even considered a bridge jump into the East River.  Instead, I passed out in a cheap motel room.  But when I woke up this morning, it's like I'm in a totally different world.  I'm in a huge bedroom, in a great house.  There are two kids calling me Daddy.  And get this: Michelle is my wife!  She's acting like everything's perfectly normal, so I'm going along with it, but inside, I'm freaking out!  It's like I'm in a parallel universe, but in this universe I did ask her to the prom, and my life has been great ever since.  Now I've got a family and I'm apparently a vice-president in some big company, so I should be happy, but it's all so confusing.  People I don't recognize act like they've known me for years.  I'm clueless about what to do at work, and I'm scared someone will find me out and I'll lose everything!  At least in my old life I knew what to expect.  What the hell is going on?

—Fish Out of Water in New York

Dear Fish,

First, calm down!  This situation is quite common. 

Second, find a blunt object in the master bedroom and bash yourself in the head with it, hard.  Then, take a roll down the grand stairway in the foyer.  There's nothing like faking a head injury to explain odd behavior, and it will buy you time to get your bearings. 

Okay, now you should be nursing a splitting headache in the hospital, with a worried Michelle hovering nearby.  Here's what's happening:  You're being shown what your life could have been like if you'd taken positive action at a key point in your past.  In your case, getting a Prom date.  This is a fabulous opportunity, but the game is rigged against you.  You don't have the memories of the last twenty years, just the current results.  This actually sucks, as you've already noticed. 

You're supposed to confuse a bad case of Culture Shock with the belief that the grass isn't greener where the other half lives.  Your increasing frustration with the struggle to fit in eventually makes you wish you could return to the life you remember, and “Poof!”  You wake up in your squalid hotel room, grateful to be back to your pathetic existence.  This is a steaming dish of manure.

Here's your winning Game Plan:  Once out of the hospital, send the kids to boarding school for a while, and spend time with your “new” wife.  Have her tell you stories of your life together. When you're alone, repeat the stories to yourself, visualizing them in great detail to make the memories seem real to you. Ease back into work.  If things get confusing, complain of a ringing in your ears and double vision (symptoms from your “head injury,” of course), and have your assistant help you get through the situation.  You want to integrate yourself slowly into your new life, reducing the culture shock. Once you get familiar with this parallel universe, you'll find it's an excellent place to be!  Even though you didn't actually experience those twenty great years, your new future can be your Dream Come True.  Don't be tricked into nostalgia for your other life.  It was crap, and you know it!  Don't look back!

Good luck, and let me know how it comes out!

-Dr. Eldritch

Dear Dr. Eldritch,

I've been abducted by aliens and taken on board their spaceship for experiments many, many times.  I've almost gotten used to it.  The last time it happened, though, I thought I saw men in suits.  Business suits.  And I'd swear one had a federal ID badge.  I'm not one of those crazies, you know, who believes in Conspiracy Theories and all that, but I can't help but wonder if our government could be involved in alien abductions.  Would they do that?  I mean, really?

—“Guinea Pig” in Raton, New Mexico

––––––––
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Dear Guinea Pig,

Loyal readers of my column know that one of my roles is to separate the Grains of Fact from the Chaff of Conventional Wisdom.  To shine the Light of Truth upon the Fleeing Cockroaches of Ignorance.  To... well, to Engage in Other Odd Metaphors to provide you, the Reader, with the knowledge necessary to survive in a world of Arcane Dangers.  Even so, it breaks my heart to address alien abductions, due to the expressions of surprise and shock, followed by crushing disappointment.

Here's the Bad News:  Humans have never been abducted by Space Aliens.  No sentient extraterrestrial beings from other planets in our galaxy have ever been here.  Planet Earth is a lonely, unvisited oasis in the vast reaches of space.  No ET.  No Triffids.  No Predators.  No gray things with big eyes.

If you're one who Wants to Believe, understand that I'm not saying that there isn't intelligent life Out There Somewhere.  It's a big Universe!  I'm certain there's life on other planets, and probably intelligent races with scientific development.  But so far, none has risen to an adequately advanced technological level to surmount the huge obstacles inherent in interstellar travel and dropped by for a quick crop circle and anal probing.  Sorry, that's the way of it.

On the other hand, humans have been abducted for centuries by beings from other dimensions.  Our politicians and bureaucrats receive terrifically nice gifts for letting it happen.  In a future column, I'll give a complete primer on How to Avoid Getting Probed.  Until then, take comfort knowing that while those mysterious lights in the night sky may be unidentified, they're not from distant planets.  In this dimension, anyway...

Good luck, and let me know how it comes out!

-Dr. Eldritch

––––––––
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Dr. Eldritch's Quick Tips

––––––––
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When you realize who has framed you for embezzlement or murder, don't go confront them alone!  Announcing “I know what you've done and I'm going to the police!” is a quick ticket to a shallow grave.  Let their first warning be the SWAT Team kicking down their door.
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—————————  ❖❖❖❖  —————————
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Pixies hate the smell of vanilla, so keep the little pests out of your closets with vanilla-scented candles (unlit) or a few drops of vanilla extract in a dish.
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—————————  ❖❖❖❖  —————————
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While mummies aren't destroyed by sunlight, they avoid it as much as possible.  If a mummy is hunting you down for defiling his tomb, stay as close to the North Pole as you can (or South Pole, September through March)!

––––––––
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Dear Dr. Eldritch,

I have six cats.  Mostly they sleep in their special beds, eat, and play with their darling little toys, but sometimes I see them staring at something, and when I look, there's nothing there.  My sister Esther says
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	Buy a mess of steel nails, three-penny or larger.  Just below the head of each one, wrap about six inches of white string or dental floss (waxed, unwaxed, or mint; doesn't matter as long as it's white).  When the neighbors aren't watching, drive these prepared nails into the ground every thirteen inches around their property line, working counterclockwise.  Don't go wider than thirteen inches, even if you have to sink the nail through tree roots or concrete.  In the unlikely event that something escapes during one of their gatherings, it won't ravage the neighborhood.







	Some evening just before dark, set a homemade pie on your neighbor's front porch.  Don't knock or ring the doorbell, just leave the pie.  It will be gone by morning.  A few weeks later, leave some fruit or meatloaf.  Encourage others in the neighborhood to do the same.  The food doesn't have to be fancy, just tasty.  If the empty dish appears on your porch, consider it a heartfelt “thank you.”  If there's a gift along with it, you have achieved the pinnacle of neighborly relations. 
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	You're an experienced, powerful practitioner of the Dark Arts, and you've decided to employ a djinn in building a fabulous palace in your hidden, otherworldly domain.

	You're a student doing a research paper.

	You're just inquisitive and want to know for “Entertainment Purposes Only.”

	You're a complete novice who wants to see if you can summon a djinn for the fun of it, or (let's be honest) to have it serve you and grant wishes.























[image: image]


















[image: image]








[image: image]





	Vampires can eat or drink anything they want, but they need blood to “live.” 


	Wooden stakes work, but aren't required.  A large iron spike through the head will slow down anything, if it doesn't kill it outright.  A sharp axe will separate limbs, heads, and torso, and nobody's much of a threat when in three or more large pieces.  The Laws of Physics still apply. 


	Speaking of which, fire and silver work on everybody, not just werewolves and the living dead.  I'm not saying that ordinary bullets won't work, but I keep a shotgun loaded with silver and sodium pellets in a stabilizing compound (you chemistry students out there will remember sodium's combustible properties when exposed to liquids).  It's a devastating mix of stopping power, anti-regeneration, and incendiary effect that works for whatever's bothering you. 


	Sunlight destroys them quite nicely.  I wouldn't be surprised if vampires like to winter in Alaska; they don't mind the cold and the nights are very long. 


	Garlic does nothing to them, but some like to eat it to annoy the traditionalists.


	They don't fear a cross, that's just a holdover from the early days of Christianity, when it had the ad slogan “We're The Vampire-Free Religion!” 


	Holy Water, however, does hurt them.  Go figure.


	Contrary to legend, vampires do cast shadows and reflect in mirrors (Laws of Physics, remember?).


	While these bloodsuckers like to say they're immortal, that isn't true.  They're just undead, which means they don't age, but they can die. 
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	Study the mistakes of your peers.  You'll note that they've all failed.  Compare them to the secret cabal that actually controls global political and economic power today, and you'll see that stealth, subterfuge and money work better than extortion or force.


	Don't kill your henchmen when they fail you, even if they lose a critical piece of your Doomsday Machine or allow your adversaries to escape.  You might think that the surviving team members will be more motivated to succeed, but actually morale drops dramatically.


	Have some contingency plans.  You'll have to accept that despite your genius, a foolproof plan includes the flexibility to handle unexpected problems.  Most global conquests fail because their masterminds refused to believe that a single part could go wrong.


	Don't toy with your adversaries, or gamble against them.  Despite their unruffled appearance, they are deadly serious while you are playing games.  See how that mismatch could be a big problem for you?  Goof off after your scheme succeeds, not before.


	Don't eliminate your enemies in slow, complex ways.  I know: That takes all the fun out of it.  But you'll note that when someone's being ominously lowered into the lava pit, there's always just enough time to cut the ropes and swing to freedom.


	Don't reveal crucial information to your opponents, even if you're confident that they're about to meet their doom.  We know their Puny Brains are no match for your Mighty Intellect, but if they don't know where the missile guidance control panel is, they can't mess with it.
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	Stay indoors as much as possible.

	Polar bears are wily hunters, so when the doorbell rings, look to see who's there before opening the door.

	If you must go outside, stay in your car as much as you can, park near your destination, and move quickly to get inside again.

	If you must travel on foot, especially after dark, surround yourself with people who are slower and weaker than you. You know what this means.
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	Take friends.  Actually, take people that you don't like, because most of them won't survive.  This may seem callous, but every minute that evil entities are gnawing the bones of your non-friends is one less minute that they're chasing you.


	Don't have sex!  Don't take anyone you've ever slept with, and under no circumstances have sex with anyone while in the house, no matter how hot they are or how much they're coming on to you!  I can't stress this enough.  Remember this little rhyme:  To Mate is to Seal Your Fate.


	Arm yourself.  The handy poker or kitchen knife is woefully under-powered against ichor-dripping fangs.  Silver is your best friend here, and it's not just for vampires anymore.  A 12-gauge, short-barrel shotgun with silver double-aught is an ideal close-quarters anti-evil weapon.  Most gunsmiths in Maine have a supply of shells under the counter, no questions asked.  Take a couple backup weapons, including some blades, for when things get personal.


	Night vision.  The military's biggest gift to creature-of-the-night combat.  The lights always seems to go out right before things get nasty, so be ready for it.  An added bonus is that ghosts barely register in night-vision goggles, but demonic creatures are readily visible.  Why is this important?  True ghosts are non-corporeal, and can't affect physical objects.  Sure, they can take a form and make sounds that will scare you so badly your grandchildren will be born shaking, but they can't grab, bite, claw, or rend you.  So the best thing is to ignore them, and with night vision, you can hardly see them.  It's the demonic entities that you need to worry about, and they show up just fine in your night-vision scope.


	Prepare your house during the daytime.  Unless the will has a clause you didn't mention prohibiting altering the house, spend some time in the days preceding your nocturnal visit getting ready.  Choose the best area to set up defenses, one with a good escape route if things get too hot (consider removing the front door for the duration!).  In the rest of the house, barricade all the doors and windows, especially to attic and basement.  Cover the walls of your safe zone with heavy plywood, and block all extraneous access points.  If you have a source, claymore mines can be your best friend.
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	Mark two 1-foot squares on the ground out behind the house.  The one on the right is “Your” side, the other is “Their” side.  This is your bargaining table. 


	In Your side, set out something to trade, such as a small bottle of milk, some bottle caps or shiny beads. 


	They'll leave some things along the back edge of Their side, maybe a dead vole, a pointed stick and a gemstone.


	Indicate interest in a particular thing by moving it toward you, keeping it within their square.  Move things you don't want outside the square on “their” side (such as the vole, unless you have peculiar tastes).


	When what's in Their side seems a fair trade for what's in Your side, take it.  They'll take your trade item. 


	Repeat as needed. 
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	It's illegal!  Seriously, pseudonyms and a prompt tropical-island retirement are rarely necessary for legitimate ventures.







	It's dangerous!  Money changes everybody.  How do you know one or more of your friends aren't thinking that their share of the pie could be just a bit larger if you also went missing after you played your part?







	You don't know what you're doing!  You may think that being non-criminals is to your advantage, but it's not.  Crime Investigation has risen to a noble science.  The tiniest misstep will trip you up.  Without years of study, how are you going to know what to do and what not to do?  Your inexperience means you'll probably be caught due to a rookie mistake, instead of slipping through the net. 







	Something will go wrong!  If I had a nickel for every “foolproof” plan that unravels faster than a coed's mummy costume at a frat party, I'd have a whole lot of nickels.  Most career criminals can't create a foolproof plan, what makes you think a bunch of amateurs can?
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	Everybody feels misunderstood, alone, and freakish sometimes.  And anyone would be frightened and confused by the changes you're experiencing.  So, by feeling like a freakish outsider, you're completely normal!  You should feel better already.







	Don't tell anyone about your powers!  They will either naively tell others and put you at risk, OR maliciously attempt to exploit you, OR be killed because of what they know.  Don't say “It will be different for me!”  Trust me, it won't.







	Keep your powers hidden.  Don't use them in public, yet.  You will be tempted, probably when a busload of nuns, orphans, and kittens is threatened by a fiery death, but someone will see you, it ends up in the papers, people ask questions, etc.  That's just how it works.  A long, secluded vacation where you can explore your new-found abilities unobserved is a great idea.







	Use your powers only for good.  Sure, it will be tempting when you know you could empty that bank vault or win dates through mind control with gorgeous people who have snubbed you all your life.  Those clichés about slippery slopes are unfortunately true, and a few “harmless” uses make the later transgressions too easy.  Eventually you'll find yourself thinking, “It'll solve everything if I just kill this one person, and that's it.”  It never is.







	Some strange twist of fate will bring you in contact with others like you.  They will either be the only ones who can help you, or they'll try to draw you into an evil plan.  Be cautious until you determine which it is.  Don't be sullen and resistant, unless you're a teenager, then it's perfectly normal.  If their goal turns out to be “Evil Plan,” don't go off on a soapbox lecture about great power and its relationship with responsibility.  Act naturally, as if you're going along with it, then disappear, anonymously tip off the authorities so they can capture the bad guys, and move to a new town.  Wait for the next strange twist of fate, repeating this process until you hook up with a compatible group.







	If you must go public, pick a really cool name.  Names with “Black,” “Green,” or “Captain” are good.  Avoid harmless creatures (e.g. “Captain Aardvark” or “Vermilion Wombat.” They're just not cool) or references to surfing.  Above all, do not use a name that's already taken!  When you have a list of possible options, casually ask the guy behind the counter of your local comics store if they carry “graphic novels” for the names you're considering. If he perks up when you read a name and asks who publishes it, you know you've got a keeper.







	If you must wear a costume, don't be trendy.  Flashy sleeves or a gaudy headdress which looks so great today will look dated a year or so down the road.  You can't go wrong with dark spandex and sleek sunglasses.  Yes, it's been done to death, but it conceals well under street clothes, allows freedom of movement, and never goes out of style. 
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