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      “Seven days.” The doctor grimaced. “At best, you’ve got seven.”

      I sat on the bed, head lowered. It should’ve sent terror ripping through me. Instead, I was just… numb. I guess I’d seen it coming.

      Mom burst into heavy sobs. Dad stared out the hospital window, stone-faced.

      I had humiliated him. My weakness. My frailty. My disease. He couldn’t bear to look my way.

      Not that it mattered. The last time I’d seen him was on my twelfth birthday. Today was a week shy of five years. He’d only come around once since. Conveniently, it was when I was at summer camp.

      If Dr. Ring was right, I would die the day I turned seventeen.

      Sitting in my mother’s lap was my sister, three-year-old Katherine.

      She looked up at Mom, confused. “What’s wrong, Mama?”

      I wanted to say, “Yes, what’s wrong? You never cared until now.”

      But I wasn’t the steel-hearted one. Mom acted devastated, but I didn’t buy it. She’d be back to smoking a carton of cigarettes in a few hours. Killing herself. Taking life for granted. I didn’t have much left.

      Dr. Ring, wrinkled and soon to retire, stared at the floor as if he fought tears. Hopefully, I’d be the last death sentence he had to give.

      Dad pinched the bridge of his nose. “What are our options? Do we need to sign something? The funeral needs to be planned.”

      Seriously? I was sitting right there!

      Dr. Ring ran a hand through his silvery hair. “Though Daniel’s been showing symptoms of Creutzfeldt-Jakob Disease, there is no guarantee of that. But from looking at the—”

      “What are our options?” Dad snapped.

      Ring took a deep breath, calming himself. “We can only make sure he’s comfortable. I’ve seen this twice before in my forty years of practice. And, well… there’s no cure. I’ll send someone from the hospice.”

      Dad chewed his fingernails.

      I opened my mouth to speak, but stopped. I couldn’t remember what I wanted to say.

      Mom shook her blonde hair from her face and lifted puffy eyes. 

      “Mad Cow Disease?” she asked. “Daniel’s had symptoms forever. Memory loss, depression, and hallucinations. He was talking to a stuffed rabbit yesterday.”

      Dad groaned. “Lee, it’s not called Mad Cow Disease! Does he look like a cow? But this is what you get for feeding him fast food all the time.”

      I was talking to a stuffed rabbit? When? I didn’t remember that at all.

      Mom cried out, “He thought the rabbit was answering him back! It was a conversation!”

      “Lee. This isn’t the place to shout.”

      They couldn’t even get on the same page now.

      Mom sobbed and threw her snotty rag in his direction.

      Dr. Ring patted my knee and whispered, “I’ll send someone.”

      He turned and left, having been the only one to show sympathy. But I didn’t need it. I needed a cure. Despite it all, I couldn’t find a single tear to shed.

      Maybe I was so damaged already, I’d lost the function.

      Mom stared daggers at Dad. “It’s not my fault, it’s yours.”

      “Don’t be irrational.” He trembled, straining to keep calm.

      I knew where this was going. Same place it always went.

      Mom set Katherine on the floor and stood. We locked eyes and, for a moment, I thought my mother would hug me or try providing some comfort. Something she’d never done my entire life.

      But no. Mom stormed out, slamming the door behind her.

      Katherine, spooked, ran over to me.

      “You okay, Dan-Dan?” She looked up at me with a toothy grin.

      How could I tell her no? That I was going away forever, and she would be left alone and grow up neglected. My sweet sister, so innocent and unaware. She didn’t deserve that pain.

      She

      had no one. Dad only came around when convenient for him and Mom had never lifted a finger since I was nine. I cleaned, changed Kat’s diapers; I even had to forge Mom’s name on checks to pay the bills.

      So, with how screwed up our parents were, why me? My mom smoked. My dad was a complete jerk. I didn’t deserve to die. Never once had I smoked, drunk alcohol, or done drugs.

      Life wasn’t fair.

      When those Make-A-Wish commercials came on, I never thought it’d be me suffering a critical illness. Sure, I wasn’t as active as some. I lived in books of fantasy and adventure. Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland held a special place in my heart. I wanted to read it to my own kids one day.

      When not in another world, I penned my own stories in notebooks. I had a whole bookshelf of epic tales.

      Mostly, I was a good person. I gave my parents no reason to hate me. But hate me they did.

      Mostly, I was a good person.

      I hadn’t ever even kissed a girl. My best friend Nicole once stayed the night. I think the tension was there. Okay, I know it was there. We’d had opportunities to do anything we wanted. The closest we came was wrestling and giving each other massages. We’d only been twelve.

      In one year, everything changed.

      Nicole hated me. Someone spread a rumor at school that I was telling people we messed around. I’d never said that to anyone.

      My broken heart turned into hopelessness. Before I knew it, I had insomnia. I started forgetting things. Names. Faces. Entire events. But I forgot nothing about Katherine.

      She stared up at me from the floor, arms held out.

      “Up!” Kat said.

      I reached down and lifted her into a hug.

      She snuggled into my shoulder. “Let’s go home.”

      My heart cracked.

      I buried my nose in her dark hair and eyed Dad. He still stared out the window. I could read him perfectly. Dollar bills were bleeding from his wallet. There’d be no funeral. Maybe not even cremation.

      He muttered a series of F-bombs and, without looking at me, also stormed out, leaving Kat. One day, Child Protective Services would take her. When she reached a foster home, she’d never remember having a loving big brother.

      I held her tight and never wanted to let go. It might be the last hug we would ever share.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      The tears fell. I sniffled and whispered, “Yeah, I’m okay.”

      A dark-haired nurse came then and, seeing my sister, furrowed her brow. “Idiots left their daughter. No kids can stay without supervision.”

      She snatched Kat from my arms and tossed a gown on my bed.

      My sister screeched and reached for me, but I wouldn’t reach back. As she left, I saw Kat’s eyes. Her terrified, pleading eyes. The door shut.

      “Sir,” the nurse shouted on the other side of it, “you gotta watch your kid!”

      I sobbed and changed into the gown, climbing onto the uncomfortable bed.

      Katherine’s screams faded before long.

      Eventually, a different nurse came. An older woman with kind eyes and a white bob cut. She smiled warmly.

      “Hello, Daniel.” She took my arm and had an I.V. in before I’d even noticed. “For now, we’ll give you fluids. But if needed, we can administer—”

      “I know how it works,” I said.

      “My name is Sandy. I’ll be your nighttime nurse and I’m scheduled all week, so…”

      “I’ll see you again.”

      “Most assuredly so. I’ll wish for your recovery.” She nodded toward the window. “Clear sky tonight. Lots of stars. Maybe you should try a wish too? You never know.”

      A nurse talking about wishes? She was trying to give me hope, I guess.

      As she left, I spotted a toy Katherine had left on the windowsill. One of those U-shaped magnets. A brownish bug crawled across it. Sick.

      Doom weighed heavy on my heart as I glanced out the window. There was a bright star. Brighter than any I’d ever seen. I blinked and it split into a dozen orbs of light that spun in a circle, combining back into one.

      Another hallucination. Wonderful.

      Fine. Whatever.

      I watched it as drowsiness set in. Did Sandy put something in the I.V. bag? It didn’t matter. In eight days, I would be gone. In seven, I would die. And for the six leading to my fate, I would lose what made me… me. My mind.

      My toes were numb. I looked down and tried wiggling them. They barely moved.

      Was it my time already? Seven days or seven minutes. What did it matter?

      Maybe it would’ve been better to give up the ghost right then.

      “Kat,” I murmured, “I wish there was something I could do. Some way to fight this. All I want is to see you grow… and be happy…”

      I closed my eyes and drifted into frigid darkness.
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      Loud cheering. Laughter. Oohs and aahs.

      My eyes opened, but everything remained dark. I could feel my fingers and toes now, but they were frozen in place. Something pressed against them. The powerful scent of dirt filled my nose.

      A lightning bolt of panic struck. They’d buried me alive! No, I wasn’t dead! I needed out.

      “Help!” I tried to scream, but my jaw couldn’t move.

      I pushed with all my might, wiggling, struggling, squirming.

      Whatever held me down weighed too much. There was no clawing my way to the surface.

      Soon I’d run out of air. I needed to stay calm and think. If I freaked, I would suffocate. But there was no way out.

      Mom flashed into my mind. I could picture her on the couch, unconscious and groaning.

      That was ninety percent of her day. The pain meds did it. Kat and I deserved better. We deserved a mom who didn’t claim to be in constant unbearable pain. One who didn’t take a cocktail of drugs given to her by different doctors. Ever since she’d jumped out of a moving car and rolled down a hill, her neck had been supposedly messed up.

      Dang it! This was her fault. She’d probably told the doctors to bury me the moment my eyes shut. I wouldn’t be a burden anymore. She’d have more money for her precious cigarettes.

      Would Kat share my fate?

      “No!” I cried.

      “Aheeheehee,” came a squeaky voice. “What have we here?”

      “Help me! Get me out!”

      “Sure thing, buddy.”

      The dark dirt fell away, revealing a bright green sky peppered with pink clouds. Something grabbed me under my chin and lifted.

      “Whoa!” the voice gasped. “Why, you ain’t nothing but a head. Aheehee.”

      I glanced down to see I had been lifted off the ground. But I didn’t see the rest of me. No feet, legs, or arms.

      “What the—?” I gasped. “Where’s my body?”

      Then the world spun and a face appeared. I stared into the eyes of a boyish-looking man with a great honking nose and wide buckteeth. He also had a dark mullet and pointy ears. The guy held me aloft, grinning.

      “This isn’t real,” I whimpered. “No, no, no, this is crazy.”

      He shook me hard and my brain clanked around like a penny in a can. I literally heard it.

      “Who are you?” I asked. “What’s happening to me?”

      He chuckled. “Dunno. What’s happening is happening, buddy. Where’s ya body?”

      “Don’t you know?”

      “Nope.”

      He held me with grimy hands and dirt-crusted fingernails. His breath smelled like rotting fruit. I might’ve puked, but I had no stomach. I wanted to push him away, but I had no arms. I could feel them, but not see them.

      I begged. “Help me find my—”

      He spun me, flipped me upside down and juggled me. Overwhelming dizziness took over and I did vomit. Instead of puke, dozens of springs poured to the ground at the man’s enormous feet. They made cartoonish boings as they landed and bounced away.

      “Gross, buddy.” The man watched them go. “Glad you didn’t get those on my new duds.”

      His new duds were no more than dirty overalls with apparently nothing underneath. He didn’t even have shoes.

      When the world stopped spinning, I glanced around. Piles of objects lay strewn across some kind of junkyard, from a mountain of bobbleheads to a stack of trombones and even kitchen sinks.

      “Guess they have everything here,” I muttered, then met the man’s eyes. “Please, can you help me find my body?”

      Hopefully, I could be put back together. Or wake up from this nightmare.

      He shook me again. “I been asking ya where it is. This here be the Normal Depot. Yer parts be around here somewhere, I reckon. Let’s look-see.”

      It didn’t look like a normal depot. I was pretty sure the pile to our left was old Atari cartridges.

      As he started walking, the bounce in his step gave me more motion sickness.

      “Put me down,” I said.

      “Why would I do that? You may be something valuable to my show.”

      “No. Nope. I’m not a performer. Are you crazy or something?”

      “Only during the daytime.” He shrugged. “Or maybe night. I can’t be sure. My other half don’t tell me when he comes round or not.”

      Yeah, I was worried. He had too many screws loose.

      “Where’s Dr. Ring?” I asked. “Maybe he can help sort this out.”

      The little man stopped and scratched his head. “What’s a doctor? I don’t know ’bout any rings or gold coins.”

      “I didn’t mention gold… never mind. Listen, I was in Belmont Hospital. Can you take me there?”

      “Nope, nope, nope. No bells around here for miles. And none named Mont for even further.”

      I’d had about enough. My hands, wherever they were, were balling into fists.

      “You’re joking, right?”

      “Nah, I don’t joke. Far too serious for that, aheeheehee.”

      I whimpered. An insane man was kidnapping me to be in a show. I didn’t even know what kind of show.

      “Oh, hot dung! Lookee here, son. I found ya torso.”

      The man spun me to show me a bronze block on the ground. It was almost torso shaped, even having what could be a neck. But not mine at all.

      Tears leaked from my eyes. “How is that a torso? How am I even alive? I’m just a head!”

      “Don’t ask me no compli… compolica… compulcoted… you know. FAQs. Frequently Awkward Quacks. Aheeheehee.”

      He plopped me onto the torso and, with a clunk, I stuck to the metal neck. I turned my head left and right. It worked. Now I needed my arms and legs, and I could run away as fast as possible.

      I sighed. “Is this where they bury people who can’t afford a funeral?”

      “Nah! This be the Normal Depot. It’s where all useless trash goes. I told ya this already, buddy. And it looks like you’re one of those thingies.”

      “What? Useless? Trash?”

      “Nopers. It’s when metal sticks to other metal. Ya know?” He put a stubby finger to his chin. “Magna…”

      While he thought, something wiggled under his mullet. I didn’t want to know what.

      “Magnets?” I asked. “Are you saying I’m magnetic?”

      “Sure, buddy.” He grinned again. “But I have to get back to da show soon, seeing I’m the ringleader and all.”

      He didn’t need me as an act; he was enough acts on his own.

      The man licked his palms and tried to lift me. “Oomph! You’re heavier now, ain’t ye? You gotta go on a diet. Nothing but apple steaks and orange bananers for you.”

      Layer after layer of dread washed over me. I just wanted to go home. To see Kat.

      A low humming came from nearby and there was a tugging on my shoulder. The pile of trombones exploded like a grenade and a bar of jointed steel slammed into my right side. My eyes widened. It wasn’t my arm, but it was an arm.

      “Aheeheehee,” the man giggled. “You’re putting yourself back together. I’ll be a Guacamole Mole Man!”

      I held out the arm, having full control over it. The hand before me was like a robot’s with segmented foreign fingers. I curled them, making a fist.

      More humming filled my ears and another object shot across the depot and attached itself to my other side. The new arm looked the same as the first.

      Then, with another loud humming from three different directions, bronze missiles fired toward us.

      Crazy guy jumped five feet in the air, crying, “Oh, my Bessy in a donut!”

      The projectiles flew under him, attaching in three parts to form my lower section and legs. The urge to faint came over me. I looked like a naked bronze marionette.

      I took a deep breath. “It’s the Mad Cow Disease. That’s what’s happening.”

      “Uh, no. Aheeheehee,” the crazy said. “There’s only one mad cow around here. And she ain’t here. I’m the only one, and I ain’t mad or a cow. I think.”

      “I’m so confused.”

      “So Confused? I don’t like that name. Ain’t no rolling off the tongue. Let’s call ya something valuable. How ’bout we name ya after the legendary stranger, Magna-Racha.”

      I cocked an eyebrow. “Doesn’t Racha mean roach or something?”

      “Sure, buddy. Just like the first one. Course, he died. But I discovered ya in the junkyard dirt and you have them floppy things on your head.”

      “You said this was a depot.” I sighed. “What floppy things?”

      I hesitantly reached up.

      “I been saying this here’s a junkyard.” He tossed me a pair of shorts and a t-shirt from a nearby pile that had a sign labeled Clearance. One hundred and one percent off.

      I pulled a long springy wire from my head, holding it before my eyes. It looked like an antenna. My jaw dropped and I let go. It snapped back with a boing.

      “Well, go ahead, buddy. Stand up, will ya? Don’t think I can carry something so big.”

      I didn’t know what to call this guy.

      “What’s your name?” I asked as I pulled on the clothes.

      He stood, hands on hips, puffing out his chest. “Leeroy Ben-Frank the twenty-fourth. Now let’s go.”

      Could the first twenty-three Leeroys have been this crazy?

      Looking down, I wiggled each toe and they obeyed.

      Good enough. I braced myself and got to my feet. When standing straight, I was taller than Leeroy by more than two feet.

      “I want to go home,” I said.

      He grinned. “Aw, shucks. You’re a big baby, ain’t chee, Magna-Racha?”

      I balled my hands into fists. “My name is… Magna-Racha.”

      No, that came out wrong. I took a deep breath.

      “My name is Magna-Racha.”

      I was trying to say my actual name. But what was it? I couldn’t remember.

      In my mind, I heard Mom’s voice. I used to sit in my room, playing video games, and she’d cry out from downstairs.

      “Bring me a soda!”

      Every time, she’d say my name first. But I couldn’t hear that part. The harder I tried, the more my memory fizzled. I blinked a few times.

      “What was I trying to remember?” I asked.

      Leeroy tilted his head. “The price of dishpans on Planet Pluto?”

      “Pluto’s not a planet—”

      “How dare you insult my great grandma! Bless her appendix.”

      “Huh?”

      “Scoot, Magna-Racha,” Leeroy said. “We gotta be hurrying. The second act is gonna start. You’ll be the star.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not joining your show. This is serious. I was in the hospital, sick and dying, and now I’m in some zany junkyard with a three-foot tall halfling.”

      “Hey, man,” he said. “No need for anti-political correctitude. I’m a half-guyling.”

      “Please! Point me back to the hospital.”

      “No can do.” He slowly shook his head. “You’re coming with me, buddy.”

      “Heck no.”

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out what looked like the handle of a gun. But he kept pulling. By the time he was done, he had a nearly three-foot-long revolver. There was no way it could’ve fit.

      Eyes wide, I lifted my hands. “No need for violence, Leeroy Ben-Frank the twenty-fourth.”

      “Leeroy Ben-Frank the twenty-third, to be honest,” he said. “We don’t count my grandpappy.”

      “Okay!” I said as he shoved the end of the gun to my chest. “Don’t shoot.”

      “I don’t be wanting too.” He grinned. “But my show’s been a-failing and you’re what the proctologist ordered. Been looking for a Magna-Racha and the ole Holder of Eyes told me you’d be here.”

      “For the last time, I’m not—”

      He pulled the hammer back on his gun.

      I swallowed hard. “Sure, I’m Magna-Racha. Nice to meet you.”

      “Okay dokay. Now march, my pretty.”

      With a sigh, I turned and walked.

      A few hundred yards away, across a dirty lot, we came to a series of towering circus tents. Beyond it were rows of smaller ones and a Ferris wheel that leaned at a seventy-degree angle.

      The closer we got to the largest tent, the louder a pipe organ became. It played haunting, twisted carnival tunes.

      We continued and, all the while, he kept the huge gun jammed between my shoulders.

      The first life we came across made my heart stop. Everything in me screamed, “Turn and run for your life!”

      The humanoid was nine feet tall with four heads. A giraffe, a zebra, a lion, and a hippo.

      He was only the first of them. They were all just as terrifying. Most were taller than Leeroy, but a few were shorter, too. Some looked like they were wearing masks with animal features, but there were no seams or edges. I tried not to stare. I tried so hard.

      “This is insane,” I said.

      Leeroy giggled. “Aheeheehee! Aheeheehee!”

      Circus patrons looked away from their weird foods, eyes on us, while others didn’t offer a glance. No one made a move or said a word. They didn’t care Leeroy had a hostage.

      We passed more tilted rides and crazy booths. One had the game where you throw plastic balls into little fishbowls. The only thing was, inside those fishbowls were miniature humans, and the attendant was a giant goldfish with bulbous eyes, gills, and all.

      “Mommy,” a boy cried. “I want a picture with the bronze bug man.”

      Leeroy giggled. “Stop. There’s always time for fans.”

      I pursed my lips and turned. Toward us came two figures. The little boy looked normal enough except for his elephant trunk, and behind him walked a muscular woman with biceps bigger than my head. She towered over the child by four or five feet and had a unicorn horn.

      “Okay,” Leeroy told them. “One picamature is three clips.”

      “Three?” the boy’s voice came from the mother’s mouth. I did a double take.

      “Anything for my schnookums. Here you go,” the little one said in a feminine voice, handing Leeroy three paper clips.

      I was in either Hell, or a terrible never-ending hallucination. The lumbering child hobbled over and put his arm around me, squeezing me in tight to his hairy armpit.

      “Go with it, Magna-Racha.” Leeroy still aimed his gun at me.

      “Okay, okay.” I put my arm around the boy-woman-thing and tried to force a smile.

      The small one reached into her purse and pulled out a large black box, then a tripod. Again, they couldn’t have fit.

      She placed the box on the tripod and aimed the camera at us. “Fuzzy zucchini!”

      “Fuzzy zucchini,” I said through gritted teeth.

      A blinding red flash went off and a pressure filled my head. When the blistering dots vanished, everything stayed tinted red for several seconds. Leeroy shook the mother’s hand and the big child skipped around them, making the ground shake with each mighty step.

      “Anything for fans,” Leeroy said. “I thank ye much for ya patronage-itude. Aheeheehee.”

      “Bye-bye, Mr. Racha,” the huge boy sang. “We’ll see you at the show. I can’t wait for your act.”

      Did everyone know Leeroy hunted for new acts?

      I raised my hand and curled my fingers in a hesitant wave. Together, they frolicked away. Leeroy lifted his gun again and poked it into my ribs.

      “Ya did good, Magna-Racha. So, let’s keep keeping on. Aheeheehee.”

      In the real world, I collected paperclips and had thousands in jars. I would’ve been rich if I had them with me. Maybe I could’ve paid someone to save me.

      Leeroy delivered another painful jab, so I spun on my heel and walked. We continued for another few minutes; as we passed food booths, there were strange yet compelling aromas. My stomach growled. And then I saw what one place was cooking. It looked like a jack-o’-lantern, but it had tiny legs and arms. Had it been alive? Nausea replaced my hunger. I wanted to stop and vomit.

      “Can we—?” I started, but he cut me off.

      “No!” Leeroy said. “You’re fed after da show, like all the other acts.”

      “That wasn’t what I was gonna ask, you angry little—”

      “You mind ya manners, Magna-Racha.”

      “Please stop calling me that!”

      Leeroy pointed me toward the largest tent, and when we approached, a frog-like man pulled open the curtain. I walked inside where bright lights shined onto bleachers filled with hundreds of fans of all shapes and sizes.

      “Go to the center ring and perform.” Leeroy kicked my behind and I stumbled forward.

      I looked back and he lifted the gun again. With a quick nod, I rushed out and a spotlight focused on me. The crowd cheered and clapped, and Leeroy’s voice boomed through the tent.

      “Laddies and gentlewomen. Performing for ya this evening, in his grand debut, is my good friend, Magna-Racha. My magnetica five thousand roach-a-ma-boy. Everyone get ready for the performance of a lifetime, or it will be his last. Welcome to the best circus ever: the big top of Strange World.”
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      “Magna-Racha! Magna-Racha!” chanted the crowd.

      Leeroy rolled his hand in the air. What did he want me to do? All I knew was he’d shoot me if I did nothing. The crowd likely wouldn’t even care.

      The cheering continued. Every guest was a freak show in their own right, with humanoid bodies and animal heads. I spied a green tentacle-faced man in a cowboy hat. He stared at me with narrowed eyes. His gaze was chilling.

      Okay, the crowd was getting annoyed.

      “Magna-Racha!” came one last cry.

      And they fell dead silent, except for a shrill chirping from one side. A pony-headed man stood in response.

      “S-sh-shut your trap!” he shouted. “We’re t-trying to listen to M-Magna-Racha.”

      The cricketing silenced.

      “Sorry,” said a scratchy voice.

      Pony-man sat again. “The floor is all yours, Mr. Racha. Show us your magnificent powers.”

      “Um…” I cleared my throat and spoke louder. “My name is—”

      “We know your name!” a heckler called.

      Leeroy furrowed his brow and bared his buckteeth.

      Okay, okay. Do something.

      “Well…” My mind was blank. I’d never spoken in front of a group. Leeroy wouldn’t need to shoot me. I was about to have a heart attack.

      “I’m a human and I’m in a nightmare,” I said.

      “Human! Well, gosh dang,” Pony-man said. “What’s a human?”

      Someone answered, “I heard they can do all kinds of crazy things.”

      “Oh, boy. Do a crazy thing, Mr. Racha!”

      I set my jaw and closed my eyes. What could I do? I needed to do something.

      A slight tugging came to my antennae. I opened my eyes and spotted it high above my head: a metal peg held together the support pillar of the tent. It pulsed with a golden energy. If my body was magnetic, then maybe I could attract metal at will. If I could just pull the peg loose…

      “I can do it,” I whispered.

      “What?” someone cried. “You’re speaking too low.”

      “For my first trick—” I threw my hand into the air and focused on the peg. Nothing happened. Several seconds later, still nothing. The crowd whispered and tension thickened.

      “Come on…” I said through my teeth.

      The peg twitched and wiggled. Almost.

      “Please,” I strained my mind. “A little more.”

      Clank.

      “I shall disappear!” I cried.

      The peg tore loose and flew toward me. I ducked, as the pole buckled. Half the tent crashed onto Leeroy and the audience. They shouted and cried in a mixture of anger and surprise.

      My cue had come. Exit stage left. I turned and ran, diving under the fallen tent, crawling on my hands and knees. Daylight; c’mon, daylight!

      “Oh no ya don’t, buddy!” Leeroy seized my ankle.

      I rolled onto my back, struggling to get free. The half-guyling’s face popped out from under a tent wrinkle.

      “Ya ruined muh show,” he hissed. “Now ya owe me a lifetime of commitatude.”

      “I commit my foot to your face!” I kicked Leeroy’s fat nose, making him screech and let go. I threw myself back and crawled as fast as possible.

      Then there was daylight. I was outside. With everything in me, I scrambled. Into a wall.

      I bounced back to see a pink-skinned speedo-wearing muscleman. His shoulders almost swallowed his golf ball-sized head.

      “Who. Are. You?” He leaned forward, his tiny eyes peering. Putrid banana breath washed over me.

      I jumped back, taking up a Karate pose. I didn’t know Karate.

      “S-stay away,” I said.

      “Are. You. Scared?” He emphasized each word. “Don’t. Fear. Munké.”

      “Your name is Monkey?”

      “No. Munké. What. Yours?”

      “Someone, anyone!” Leeroy shouted from beneath the tent. “Grab that magnetica cock-a-ma-roach! Grab Magna-Racha!”

      Munké cocked his pimple-head. “You. Magna. Racha?”

      “Yes. I mean no. I mean… Bye!” I dashed, but he snatched me from the ground and held me aloft by my antennae.

      “Ow!” I cried.

      Munké pulled me close.

      “You. Part. Of. Circus?” he asked. “What. Your. Act?”

      “Disappearing!” I swung my fists, but it caused me to spin.

      “Oh.” He looked at the moving tent flap. Leeroy would be coming through it at any moment.

      “I can’t do my act if you’re holding me,” I said. “Let me go. So I can, ya know, disappear.”

      “Oh. Act. Sure. Thing.” He dropped me on my behind and I bounced to my feet.

      I spun, making a break for it as Leeroy emerged. “Munké, you dumbooka! I said stop Magna-Racha.”

      “But. He. Disappearing. Act.”

      My feet pounded the dirt as I sprinted through the carnival crowds. I ran past games, food, and sideshow acts.

      A mixture of thundering footfalls and “Aheeheehees!” followed close behind.

      A dark tent was around the corner on my left. The perfect place to hide.

      I rushed inside and ducked behind a barrel. Munké stampeded by, barreling over a group of child-sized beavers.

      Leeroy fell to his knees. “Are you fans okay?”

      My heart froze as I waited.

      “Welcome,” a woman said.

      I spun right into a tentacle which wrapped around my waist and lifted me off the ground. Struggling and kicking did no good. It was far stronger than me.

      A pale young humanish woman sat at a table. She was beautiful with her charcoal bob cut and almost-glowing green eyes. From the back of her obsidian dress jutted eight tentacles, four on each side. A glowing crystal ball sat before her, reflecting a dim light on her face. It accentuated her black lipstick, smoky eye shadow, and violet blush.

      “Have a seat.” The tentacle set me on a barrel, but didn’t let go.

      “Please, I don’t belong here!” I tried to break free.

      “You’re a nervous boy,” she said, her voice smooth as silk, almost seductive.

      “You can tell I’m a boy?”

      “A human boy. But there’s more. You’re not from Strange World.”

      “Right!” I said. “Can you help me get back?”

      She cocked an eyebrow. “Are you sure you want to return? You’re dying and have fewer than seven full days… this I can confirm.”

      A ton of bricks fell on my heart.

      “I don’t…” I lowered my head. “I don’t want to spend my remaining days in a nightmare.”

      “You think this to be a nightmare?” she cooed.

      “What else could it be? Everything here is crazy. Everyone thinks I’m a cockroach.”

      She leaned forward and with her fingertips poked the wires on my head. “It’s the antennae, dear. I’ll also clarify Strange World is anything but a nightmare. It is your salvation.”

      “What does that mean?”

      She shrugged, her tentacles following the motion. “If you want a fortune told, you must pay.”

      I sighed. “But I don’t have clips.”

      “I do not request physical currency,” she purred. “Only a promise.”

      “Look, lady—”

      “Do not address me as lady, it makes me feel old. I am called the Holder of Eyes.”

      I blinked a few times. “You collect eyes?”

      She sighed. “No. It is because I can see into the future. You will travel from here. You will enter the forest to the west. There you will find one in trouble. Save them from their fate. They will one day be very important.”

      I stared with furrowed brows. Why should I have to save anyone? I needed saving. Maybe I could just lie and get her to help me.

      “Sure.” I shrugged. “I’ll go save this damsel in distress.”

      The octo-fortuneteller stared, eyes scrutinizing. Finally, she nodded.

      “In your world you lay, unconscious you stay. You have not come to leer, but to escape the fear. But beware here! Danger hovers near. If you stay, do not delay. Death becomes us all, and without a hero, Strange World will fall.”

      “You did not just send me on a world-saving quest, did you?” I narrowed my eyes. “One, that’s cliché, and two, I’ll probably die first. Not much time to be a hero, eh?”

      “Never did I say you’re to be the hero, or you must save Strange World. But I must ask, do you wish to die?”

      I sighed. “I think I’m dead either way.”

      “Find the one I mentioned.” She smiled, revealing pearly whites. “That will set you on the path to freedom.”

      A black cloud burst from the crystal ball, blinding me. I coughed, choking on thick smoke. A few moments later it cleared and I sat on the barrel, all alone. No trace of the fortuneteller remained. Not even the table.

      I must’ve imagined her. Strange World was nothing more than a stupid insanity-induced nightmare. I had to come to my senses.

      “Magna-Racha?” Leeroy called. “Where’d ya go, buddy? I only want to pay ya what I owe ya.”

      My nerves spiked. He couldn’t trick me.

      I rushed to the back of the tent and under I crawled, emerging into a field of violet grass. It stretched as far as the eye could see. The wild didn’t look promising, but it was better than being a slave or getting shot.

      “Why is this happening?” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Why do I deserve this?”

      “Me. No. See. Magna,” Munké said from within the tent.

      Time to vamoose.

      I exploded into a sprint, straight into the field. Not once did I look back until I passed a hill, hundreds of yards away. I fell to my knees, trying to catch my breath.

      “For a dream, this is exhausting,” I panted.

      The entire circus was visible from my vantage point. It spread horizontally for at least a mile. Leeroy could search forever and not find me.

      “Thank the Author,” I muttered.

      Huh? The Author? That wasn’t what I had meant to say.

      Sighing, I descended the hill, getting further from the madness. Or perhaps deeper into it.

      The landscape was insane, with grass going on forever in every direction. The only landmarks were great cylindrical towers off in the distance that glared in the dying sunlight.

      The ground rumbled and I ducked on reflex, looking around. It was like a herd of buffalo charging in.

      Creatures appeared from the horizon, bounding toward me. They were as big as SUVs. But they weren’t buffalos. They were so round, they looked like giant chinchillas.

      They slowed to a stop a hundred feet away. In truth, they were cute and fluffy. But with my luck, they probably ate bronze bug boys.

      Everything kept getting stranger and stranger.

      I kept my distance from the giant chinchillas and headed for the nearest tower, which shined like metal. If I climbed one, maybe I could spot something in the distance. A hole or even a town. And then I could hide until I woke up.

      Twenty minutes later, I approached the base of a tower and my mind blew further. The side was sheer and I almost bent over backward trying to see the top.

      I placed my palm on the tower and felt a magnetic pull. It glowed yellow briefly. Yes! It was metal. I took a deep breath and climbed onto the tower’s side like a stuffed cat with suction-cup paws. You know, the ones you’d see in a car window.

      Hand over hand, I climbed. Up and up, I went. Halfway, my arms tired.

      They say never to look down. But recalling the warning always induces that exact act.

      A cry escaped my lips as I saw the ground, dozens of feet below. I hugged the wall and my heart jackhammered my ribs. I’d climbed sixty feet or more, and if I fell, I’d die. It was all a nightmare, yes, but better not to take the chance.

      The octo-fortuneteller’s words echoed in my mind. She wanted me to find someone in the forest and rescue them. Ridiculous.

      I’d never had such a vivid dream, though.

      “Better keep moving,” I murmured.

      I continued climbing. The sky darkened. It was getting late and I didn’t fancy finding out what went bump in the night. A while later, I crawled over the top of the tower.

      

      In the center of the tower top was another absurdity. A giant tab. Like on a soda can.

      I turned to the other towers and my jaw dropped. They all were exactly that: soda cans. But those weren’t magnetic, right? Better not to question it.

      In one direction stood Leeroy’s carnival, which was coming to life with spotlights and the lit-up Ferris wheel. Opposite that were mountains, and to my right appeared to be a lit-up city with a floating island high above it.

      Then I glanced the other way. There it was. A forest with cobalt blue leaves.

      The Holder of Eyes had made me promise to go there. Yeah, right. She shouldn’t have believed I would. I had no reason to put myself in further danger.

      But as much as I craved the city, a tug of guilt kept me staring at the forest. I couldn’t take my eyes away. Someone was in trouble. They might even die.

      “No!” I crossed my arms. “Not going there. No way, no how.”

      The setting sun was blotted out by a great shadow. A horrendous screeching made me dizzy and I almost collapsed. I didn’t see it until it was upon me: a flying monster swooping in and latching onto my shoulders with its feet.

      I cried and flailed as we flew over the edge of the soda tower, heading west. Straight toward the cobalt forest.
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      The bird monster screeched as it carried me, talons hooked under my arms. I’d never liked heights, but I still had the urge to break free and fall. As badly as I wanted to, the ground was too far below. The giant chinchillas looked as small as their normal-sized cousins.

      Could death in a realistic nightmare kill me, or would I wake up in the hospital? Of course, with my luck, I was probably teetering on the edge of the hospital roof, stuck in a bout of madness. No way was I taking that risk.

      So, I remained frozen as we flew toward the blue forest.

      In nature, birds take worms back to their babies for food, don’t they? Someone needed to tell this avian that magnets are terrible for the digestive system.

      It screeched again as we passed the boundary of the forest and kept going. The farther we flew, the less chance I had of freedom.

      The sun vanished behind the mountains, leaving the sky dark. Moments later, we approached a twisted sky-kissing tree. It stood at least thirty feet above the rest. A wide circular bundle of sticks rested upon the highest branch, and in it were five polka-dotted eggs.

      Without slowing, my grim reaper opened its claws and I plummeted. I landed on my rear with a loud crack, shaking the nest and rocking the eggs.

      I winced, expecting the bird to go to work prepping me for mealtime. Instead, the shadowy raptor rose into the sky, flying toward the mountains.

      Mama bird had left. If she came back, I was definitely going to die kicking and screaming. I’d give her and the quintuplets indigestion.

      The five bowling ball-sized eggs sat there, slightly rocking back and forth. All alone. Abandoned.

      “Go on.” I sighed. “Leave your babies. Mothers are useless.”

      If I didn’t want to become dinner, I needed to get moving.

      I crept to the edge of the nest and peered over. Vertigo smacked me across the face. We were high up. Way more so than the soda-can buttes.

      A strange ticking came from somewhere nearby. I turned around, but saw nothing. Maybe the last victim had dropped a pocket watch.

      While it would’ve been nice to know the time, I’d had enough of the madness. It was time to escape.

      I crawled to the tree trunk and looked for a place to climb down. There were branches below. It looked like I could lower myself from one to the next.

      I stared at the nearest branch. It was a few feet out, a couple down.

      The ticking grew louder and a familiar melody played from the nest. Pop Goes the Weasel.

      I slowly looked back. The eggs swayed to the tune as a crack appeared in one.

      My heart raced. Once the music finished, something was gonna happen. And it was likely going to be bad.

      I spun back and prepared to leap.

      “You can do this! You can do this!” I said.

      I couldn’t do it. It was too far to jump.

      The last notes played and I swallowed hard.

      Boom. The nest exploded. I was sent off like a rocket, heading for the ground. I had no air in my lungs to scream. Countless trees flew past. I crashed through branches, each snapping from the force.

      The dirt was shooting up to meet me. I got out a yelp just as I hit. The sound was cut short, and I tumbled and rolled for what seemed like a mile.

      Finally, I stopped. It took a long while before I dared lift my head.

      When I did, overwhelming nausea took me and I vomited a pile of plastic letters. The magnetic kind children play with on refrigerators.

      “Crap monkeys.” I coughed. “I need to wake up already.”

      My entire body ached, but the pain wasn’t enough to snap me back to reality. It seemed my brain wanted me to stay insane.

      I sighed and rolled onto my back. “I hate Strange World.”

      After a few minutes, I sat up.

      It was getting cold and, despite having some kind of organic metal skin, I shivered and rubbed my arms.

      A gigantic yellow moon filled a huge portion of the sky. It was full.

      One of the few things my mother had ever imparted to me was that weirdoes come out when the moon is full.

      “Heck,” I said. “At this rate, a werewolf might show up just for kicks. And it’ll be wearing kicks.”

      But given the oddball population here, it’d be a werehuman selling wolf fur coats.

      I had a few scratches on my arms and legs, but no blood. And nothing seemed to be broken.

      Using a tree as balance, I stood and wiped dirt off my shorts and shirt.

      I turned full circle, looking deep into the dark woods. Small patches of moonlight broke through the trees, leaving a spooky ambience. The chirping crickets didn’t help. I could only picture a huge cricket man bearing down on me.

      “Now what?” I muttered.

      In my flight, I’d lost all sense of direction.

      My antennae shot up and the surrounding sounds faded, but I sensed a vibration. A steady but rhythmic beat. It felt like… drumming.

      Orange light flickered through the trees. It was there for a moment, and then gone.

      Someone was nearby and had a torch. Maybe it was a race of friendly elves. No, more likely it was huge, brutish orks.

      

      Fingers crossed, I started forward.

      When I saw another flicker, hope jammed in my heart. I broke into a jog. The vibrations were coming from the same direction. At least it wasn’t Pop Goes the Weasel.

      I ran for what felt like an hour, but I wasn’t getting closer. My breath ran out and I doubled over. To think I had wanted to join the cross-country team at school.

      After recovering for a moment, I walked on. The thumping continued. My feet ached and my calves were on fire. I came to a log and tried to step over, but I was too tired.

      Down I went, landing hard. A poof of dirt lifted around me and I surrendered to the unforgiving ground.

      “I can’t take it anymore.” Tears came to my eyes. “This is too much. It’s been too long for a dream or hallucination.”

      I rolled onto my back and gazed through a hole in the canopy above. The stars in my world were stationary. These moved and flashed different colors. They might not have been stars at all. Each was flickering from red to blue, orange to green, and yellow to pink. It was strangely pleasant to watch and it made me think.

      Six years prior, we’d moved from a big city to a small Midwestern town. I’d never fit in at school. I couldn’t even manage good grades. Not only was I a reluctant loner, but a loser too.

      If only my mother hadn’t argued with my grandfather. Every day, it was something new. She put buttered bread in the toaster. She left the fridge open. She burned a pot when she passed out cooking. And all the while, I defended her and stood up to Gramps. Then he kicked us out and forced us to move to the Midwest.

      It was all her fault. We could’ve stayed on the west coast where I had friends. People who cared if I lived or died. I couldn’t even remember their names or faces.

      As I watched the sky, a star shot past. It had a rainbow tail.

      “Wow, now that was beautiful,” I murmured.

      Time to make a wish.

      “I wish to return…” I started, but then sighed.

      Why wish to go home? I was going to die. Maybe here, in this strange body, I wasn’t sick. I could wish to cure my disease. That way, I could live out my worthless life. Then Kat’s face popped into my mind. Those huge, innocent eyes. Yes, life was worth it. For her. The last thing I wanted was to leave my beloved little sister in a true nightmare.

      “I wish for a way to cure my disease,” I whispered. The dam broke and I lay there crying for a few minutes.

      When the tear well ran dry, I stood and looked around. I’d happened into a moonlit clearing. The trees around the edges were thicker and seemed to flank four distinct paths leading in different directions. Straight on, left, right, and behind me.

      I focused in, feeling for the vibration, but now music echoed from every path.

      Which way? No idea.

      Sighing, I shut my eyes and spun, stopping on my heel.

      “There.” I pointed to the straight-on path and headed that way.

      A minute later, I came to a similar clearing. Again, I found four identical paths nestled between trees.

      Left this time. I had no real reasoning for my choice, but I continued.

      A minute passed and I emerged into yet another clearing with three other paths. Again. I had to be going in circles. But the paths hadn’t curved.

      “Something’s seriously wrong here,” I said.

      Fear sprang to my mind. I dragged my foot, drawing a big X in the dirt. With that, I tried the right-hand path. Soon, I reemerged into a clearing. Sure enough, an X was at my feet.

      It was a forest maze. I sprinted to my right and appeared back at the X. I ran straight ahead. Again the X.

      “Oh, come on!” I said.

      I went right. The X. Left again. The X. Forward. X. Left. X. X. X. X. They all led to the X. I couldn’t escape.

      “This is stupid!” I stomped my foot.

      No matter where I ran, I arrived in the same clearing. There was only one way I hadn’t tried.

      I turned around and focused. Loud drumming came from the path that had been behind me.

      “Seriously?” I furrowed my brow.

      This crazy world was too much. I thrived on reason. The scientific method. Proof.

      But there was none of that here.

      I walked back the way I had come. No clearing. No X.

      The further I traveled, the louder the music became. Several minutes later, dancing light from a fire appeared on the trees ahead.

      Finally.

      I moved toward the party, but stopped short. The Holder of Eyes had said I needed to rescue someone. These could be the captors.

      I ducked behind a tree, peering into the new clearing. A short silhouette stood in front of a bonfire, belly dancing. Badly. It was fat and had short ears. Its only clothing was a leafy hula skirt.

      More heavyset figures pranced up beside the first. Each held sharpened sticks in their hands. One danced around on cloven hooves on the opposite side of the flames. His skin was pink and he had a huge pig nose. All his other features were human.

      I rolled my eyes. Well, they were almost orks. I mean, pig-men? Why not?

      Then I saw him. A figure sat on a tree stump, hands tied behind his back. He didn’t belong with the tribal pig-men; he wore a collar and a blue t-shirt, and had white fur with black spots, including one over his right eye. His long floppy ears made him look like a beagle and his enormous eyes screamed childlike demeanor. A dog-boy. Shadows leaped over him as he growled.

      “Crap monkeys,” I whispered.

      This was him. I’d found the one who needed saving.
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      The Holder of Eyes was wrong. I didn’t have any hero genes. There was no way I could rescue anyone. The pigs looked vicious with their pointy sticks and crazy belly dancing. Okay, maybe they looked ridiculous. But they outnumbered me and they had weapons.

      I didn’t even belong in Strange World. Why did that stupid fortuneteller want me to do this?

      The tribal oinkers continued their wild dance, hopping from foot to foot, wiggling their bellies. One stuck its butt in the air, shaking it fast.

      All at once, everything went silent and the pig butt shaking ceased.

      Another of the swine ran across the clearing to a jukebox. It popped in a coin and punched a couple buttons. The music blasted again and the butt-up pig continued working it.

      “Twerking pigs,” I whispered. “I’ll have to burn my eyes out later.”

      The dog-boy prisoner sat on the tree stump, fear making his brown eyes jiggle like gelatin.

      Dang it, why do I have to love dogs? He had those big puppy eyes… the kind you can’t resist. I’d never forgive myself if left him to his fate.

      As the pigs all faced away from me and twerked wildly, I waved like mad, but the dog-boy didn’t look. He lowered his head, eyes closed.

      The situation was grave. If I didn’t hurry, the pigs might make him into a hot dog roasted over the fire.

      On the ground was a round stone. I snatched it. If I screwed this up, we’d both be hot dogs.

      I brought back my arm to throw, but half the pigs spun and stuck their butts toward the fire.

      I dropped behind the log, holding my breath. Had they seen me? There came a loud oink and the music quit.

      Crap monkeys! I shut my eyes tight.

      The oinkers knew where I was. At any moment, I’d become a pincushion.

      Several seconds stomped by, and nothing. Slowly, I turned on my knees and peeked.

      Six new pigs had appeared in the clearing. They carried a platform bearing a throne. And on that throne sat the largest hog I’d ever seen. The massive swine’s skin was blotchy pink. He held a scepter with a lightning bolt-shaped strip of bacon at its tip. Strangest of all, he wore kingly robes of violet, gold, and red. And on his head was a crown adorned with a dozen gems, each a different color.

      “My Oink Brigade,” King Pig sang. “We gather here tonight to put on trial this interloper.”

      The massive hog hopped from his seat, bending the platform and forcing the pig-men to their knees. With a heavy thud, he landed on the ground, sending up a dirt cloud. The dog-boy sneezed, blowing dirt and snot right into the king’s face.

      “Ew! Gross,” Hog King cried, falling to his knees.

      He wheezed until a pig-man rushed to his aid with a long leafy fan. The pig flapped the fan, sending the cloud away.

      “Another transgression.” Hog King cleared his throat. “And against me. How indecent.”

      “I did nothing wrong.” The dog-boy shook his floppy-eared head.

      “And another.” Hog King’s eyes widened. “You dare speak to moi without addressing me as your king?”

      “Hashtag notmyking,” the dog said.

      One pig asked, “What’s a hashtag?”

      “I think it’s eaten with pancakes,” said another.

      “Silence, fools!” Hog King bellowed. “This puppy speaks nonsense.”

      The puppy snarled. “Jerk face, you killed my king and stole his crown.”

      One extra fat pig-man giggled. “Well, he should have made it harder to break into the castle.”

      “Now, now, my dear Richthofen von Pepperoni.” The false king lifted a pudgy finger. “We didn’t break and enter. We walked in and asked to borrow the crown, nothing more. King Quacker was more than happy to comply. And even volunteered to go to the gallows.”

      “You lying dirty pig!” the dog lunged, but fell flat on his face. He rolled onto his back and sat straight again. “King Quacker would do none of those three things.”

      “Three?” Richthofen started counting on his fingers.

      “Dirty pig?” the big oinker screamed. “Indecent, dirty mutt!”

      “Takes one to know one,” the dog mocked.

      “You’re the dirty one!”

      “No, you are.”

      “No, you!”

      The back and forth went on for thirty seconds before Richthofen spoke up.

      “Hey! King Quacker did two things, not three.”

      The big hog stopped arguing and turned to Richthofen
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MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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