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      My first book tanked. At first anyway. And then it went on to sell hundreds of thousands of copies, and to be adapted for the stage and the big screen. He Died With A Felafel In His Hand was first published in 1996. The internet was a thing by then, but not much of a thing. Book publishing was still an old world business, yet to be disrupted by Amazon, the torrentz and the Great Recession. I sometimes wonder what might have happened to that book if it was released now.

      Nothing good, I suspect.

      I was lucky to be published by a small, independent house. Michael Duffy, the publisher, literally bet his own house on the business. A couple of months after release, with only a handful of copies sold, it must have looked like a bad bet. Happily, it did eventually pay off.

      A couple of readers picked it up here and there. They told a couple more. Word spread slowly, and then quickly. After about six months it was suddenly an overnight sensation.

      I’ve always remembered that. I wrote that book, but the readers made it. All writers live and die by their readers, but not all of them remember that. I try. This book is me, remembering. Over the years I’ve always been open to my readers playing in the story-worlds I make up. I created those worlds because I wanted to see what happened in them. For me, reading a story in my own imagined space, but one which I didn’t write, is a special sort of revelation. I love it.

      So, I’m an unusual writer who actively encourages fan fiction. Or ‘reader fiction’, as I prefer to think of it. I’ve read some cracking stories set in all of my fictional universes. It was only this year, dipping my toe into indie publishing, that was I able do something more than just post these pieces as an entry on my blog.

      The book you hold now is the first of many more to come, I hope. In that way, it’s a rough draft for the future. I’d like to do more, and I’d like to get better at doing them. If you’d like to try your hand at spending a little time in the worlds of Prince Harry, The Dave or Caitlin Monroe, feel free. If you’d just like to read more stories set after the Transition, the Wave or the Emergence, that’s cool too. So would I.

      The stories that follow have been written by some of my blog regulars. I’ve edited lightly, but it’s not a highly polished commercial release. It’s just for fun. And for members of my bookclub, it’s a little gift to say thanks for your time and attention.

      I hope you enjoy these stories.

      If you’d like to write your own, let me know.
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          The Demons of Butte Crack County

        

        John Birmingham

      

    
    
      "You're not from round here, are you boys?"

      Robert 'Nancy' Mitford could have squealed with delight. Instead he cracked open his brightest, most expensive grin and shook his head. "No, madam sheriff, we are not. What gave us away? This wretched thing?" He waved at the huge, mostly unfolded square of the Rand McNally roadmap he and his boyfriend had spread out on the hood of their midnight blue MG.

      "No," said Sheriff Robertson, sounding tired. "Weren't no map, no."

      She nodded at the dashboard of their sports car. "I noticed y'all had no gun rack."

      Sheriff Robertson–she wore a nametag over one water balloon sized breast–was a lady of size and color and, thought Robert, some considerable smarts. Her eyes twinkled with intelligence and a sort of bemused irony, he thought.

      She approached them under the soft, lemon yellow glow of a sodium arc lamp that hung over the roadside diner where they'd pulled over to check just how badly they were lost. The sheriff's shiny black nylon pants made a swooshing noise as she advanced, and Robert worried that her waddle was so pronounced she might spill the extra-large soft drink she had just retrieved from the window of the diner. 'Mel's Famous Diner' to be precise. A small carnival of light pushing back the darkness which seemed to gather like a living shroud around the T-junction with the Interstate.

      This, however, was not Sheriff Robertson's first rodeo, or supersized cherry soda, and she spilled not a drop.

      Swoosh-swoosh-swoosh.

      A string of fairy lights, red white and blue, framed her approach. Robert felt Darren grip his forearm and squeeze.

      "Oh my God," he whispered. "Do you..."

      "Later," warned Robert, shushing his partner.

      "Y'all will be lost then, I imagine," said Sheriff Robertson, as she took a long pull from her drink. It was an uncomfortably hot night—weren't they all down here—and Robert heard ice cubes sloshing around, knocking against each other in the big plastic cup. The cup looked like an old favorite, a vintage piece of merch from 7-Eleven, and Robert would know. He was, after all, a bona fide merchandising maven, the principal of Mitford Merchandising no less, and he had immediately recognized Sheriff Robertson's bright red plastic Double Gulp souvenir mug as the 64 ounce model released to commemorate the opening of Dumb and Dumberer.

      Sixty-four ounces of soda, just so you know, is more than a human stomach can hold.

      He remembered the Dumberer gig well because he'd bid on that account and lost out at the last moment to those bastards at Bigge Impact. That was – how long ago? – and he still couldn't help but shake his head. Jonathan Bigge was such a suntanned girl fucker.

      The good sheriff of Butte Crack County slurped her drink as she regarded their map with epic indifference. "UH-hum," she hummed around her extra wide straw. A strangely musical sound, Robert thought. She would probably have a fine, strong singing voice. He imagined her in a gospel choir, and blushed immediately at having fallen into the trap of such ill-considered racial stereotyping. It was all he could do to stop himself blurting out an apology, which of course she wouldn't understand. Oh, it was such a minefield these days. He was already sweating and felt his face flush an even brighter shade of red. To cover his embarrassment he turned to the hood of the MG and tried to find their location on the map. As he had been doing since they'd pulled into Mel's Famous Diner ten minutes ago, hopelessly lost.

      Mel had pointedly failed to help.

      "Y'all won't find yo'self there, sir. You off the map now. Butte Crack County's the sort of place tends to fall off the edge of the map."

      She pronounced it 'boo-cray', he noted as Darren struggled to stifle a giggle beside him. They had nearly run off the road the first time the MG's headlights had picked out "Butte Crack County, Popn 2437 " on a road sign about ten miles back up the interstate. Had it been daylight, rather than late evening, he would have totally stopped for a photograph when his lover started slapping him on the arm, begging him to pull over for a happy snap. They would simply devour this back home.

      Boo-cray, he silently repeated to himself. Wouldn't do to get that name wrong.

      "No, Butte Crack's the sort of place tends to get lost in the shuffle," sighed Sheriff Robertson. "We're just off the bottom left-hand corner of your map," she said. "Even those Google boys passed over us. There is a little dingus on their computer map, I hear, marking Mel's place out here, even a pop up photo taken by some German tourist passed through last year..."

      She paused and shook her head.

      "The wonders never cease do they? Anyways, the main county road's but a dotted line after that. And Fester's not even marked at all."

      "Fester?"

      "County seat. Our thriving capital. Y'all could check it on your smartphone or your GPS, 'cept of course your reception woulda dropped out when you swung around Black Mountain a coupla miles back, just before you reached the swamps."

      Darren spoke up for the first time. "Yes, ma'am, we noticed that. The radio just crackled out out. We were listening to the news, about that oil rig fire down in the Gulf, when the radio died and then both of our cells and the satnav. I mean what's with that? You don't even get satellite here?"

      A pause and a loud gurgling, sucking sound told them that Sheriff Robertson had finished her soda. She swirled the last of her ice cubes around and shrugged, "We're in a black spot for radio and such like. Gets worse with the summer, then better, then worse again. Sunspots I think. Hardly matters, long as the phone lines don't go down. Now, can I help you boys? There is a bed and breakfast in town, but it's run by old Jasper Blenny and he's... well... he's not the most broadminded man in town. Won't allow any couples to stay over, less'n they's properly married and all."

      Robert decided then that he liked Sheriff Robertson. There was something knowing but... accepting about her. He wondered if she might have a special lady of her own somewhere, perhaps across the county line. He decided to chance his luck.

      "I don't suppose Mister Blenny would be much impressed with a marriage license from Vermont, would he? We do carry a copy with us."

      "No, sir. I would hazard a guess that Mister Blenny would not be much impressed with anything that came out of Vermont. It would be a shame to delay yourself in the hope of renting a room only to find he was full up. It does happen."

      "It does," agreed Robert, turning back to the map and folding it up. "We were hoping to cut through and shave a couple of hours off our trip to Savannah."

      "I'm an architect," Darren offered. "We're driving down to tour the old city and photograph some houses."

      Robertson wiped at the sweat shining on her brow.

      "I read about them, sir. In that Midnight Gardens of Good and Evil book. They do sound lovely. Although we have some fine old homes hereabouts too."

      Robert did his best to fold the road map but was comprehensively defeated. The sheriff placed her empty plastic cup on a nearby bench and held out one hand for the map.

      "Let me."

      A few short, snapping movements, almost like a stage magician, and she had it neatly folded again, before passing it back.

      "I get a lot of practice," she said.

      Robert shrugged an apology.

      "I don't. We hardly ever drive back in the city."

      "New York?" asked Sheriff Robertson. "I always wanted to visit."

      Robert wondered how she guessed, but of course the MG was sporting New York plates.

      "Sheriff, if you ever find yourself in Manhattan we would be pleased to take you out for a drink, wouldn't we, Darren."

      His partner nodded.

      "Oh for sure," said Darren. "Listen, I might get some drinks from the famous Mel, if you're getting directions. Do you think he has mineral water?"

      "Almost certainly not," said Sheriff Robertson. "But his cooler is the chilliest in the county if you don't mind pop. Partial to Vanilla Coke myself."

      She rattled the last of her ice cubes.

      Darren walked back to the service window as she pointed down the poorly sealed road that curved away into a thick forest.

      "Town's a good few miles down that way, along Murphy's Road. But you were right. If you're looking to sneak through and cut a few hours off the drive to Savannah this is the detour you want. You might even make it by dawn if you don't dawdle. Just follow the road until you hit town. Don't take any turn offs. There's only two before the swamp dries out and the foothills start boxing you in anyway. You'll have to watch yourself on the switchbacks going in and coming out. County doesn't put as much money into maintenance as I'd prefer, but I suppose the locals know them well enough to be safe. You don't. So be careful. You'll see the town lights when you pop out into the valley, it's a ten minute drive across. A pity you're not here during the day. We do have some mighty pleasant scenery if you fancy yourself photographers. Then you reach the canyon cliffs on the other side, and the way out is easier. Road runs through an old railway tunnel, bored back in 1901. Trains never ran through. Man who dug the tunnel went broke. Makes life easier for us, though. Cuts hours off the run to Athens, and Atlanta beyond that. You head on out through there and you'll find the highway no trouble on the other side. It's well signed."

      Robert, struggled to remember it all, grinned and nodded as if he could rattle off every word she'd just spoken.

      Darren returned with two cans of Diet Pepsi, looking sheepish.

      "Best I could do," he said.

      Sheriff Robertson regarded him carefully.

      "Did Mel give y'all any trouble?"

      "No ma'am. Offered to fetch us up some chilli dogs for the road. So we wouldn't have to stop in town."

      She almost seemed satisfied with that, nonetheless casting a baleful glance back at the short, barrel-shaped man who served as the gatekeeper to the hidden valley in which her town lay. Robert watched him scraping away at a hot plate in a grey, filthy singlet. His shoulders were hairy and sweat glistened in the thick matted man fur. He resisted the shudder that wanted to run up his back. He had always been a meticulous shaver himself.

      "You boys think you can follow those directions?" Sheriff Robertson asked.

      "Yes ma'am," said Darren, popping the top on his Pepsi Max. "Hey, this really is super chilled. Like a slurry."

      She nodded, looking a little wary. A quick glance over her shoulder at Mel, who was still scraping away.

      "I told you. Chilliest cooler in the county. It really would be best if y'all hurried on through town... That fancy car of yours. It's liable to attract the wrong sort of attention."

      "We will," said Robert. "Don't worry"

      But he knew it wasn't the car she was talking about.

      [image: ]
* * *

      "Did you see her when she came rolling over with those lights behind her?" asked Darren as soon as they were on the road again. His question had an omigod-omigod urgency to it.

      "I know," said Robert, laughing. "Cookie Buffet. The Beresford Hotel. New Years Eve 2000."

      "Mostamazingdragshow evaaar!"

      And it was. He and Darren hadn't been together back then, but they had fucked all the same people and found themselves at the same bar on the first night of the new millennium.

      As Darren had said. The Most Amazing Drag Show Ever.

      "She was nice, wasn't she?" he said out loud, although it more of a private thought.

      "Not at all what I was expecting in a southern sheriff," his boyfriend admitted. "Do you think she was gay?"

      "Oh she had to be."

      "And how would you know?"

      "Well a girl just knows."

      They burst into laughter together as the sports car bit into a corner. Robert had the top down and the hot night air ripped over them, drying their sweat and cooling them down just a little. They were still winding through the swamp that lay hard up against the line of hills boxing in the village of Fester, the county seat of Butte Crack.

      Boo-cray, he reminded himself with a grin.

      The MG's headlights threw out great cones of light, rendering the swamp into a Sookie Stackhouse nightmare of ghost-white twisted tree limbs, dark snaking vines and, occasionally, bright red pairs of eyes that made the flesh crawl up and down his arms and legs whenever he saw them.

      "Ooh, what do you think they are? Wolves?" said Darren, shivering and snuggling up against him. Robert rolled his shoulder to shrug him off. It was dangerous at the speed he was doing, and he didn't want to slow down. This swamp was spooking him a little.

      "I don't think wolves live in swamps," he said.

      The lights of Mel's Famous Diner were far behind them now, and the promise of civilization, or what passed for it in the town of Fester, lay an unknowable distance ahead. The darkness wrapped around them like a great, black hide stripped from something long ago dead.

      Robert found himself accelerating a little faster on the straights.

      "Creepy, isn't it," said Darren, "Like Ann Coulter." He was trying for levity but coming off anxious.

      "This is nothing," said Robert, all braggadocio, over the roar of their passage. "I once walked home on my own, thirty blocks down Amsterdam from a warehouse party on 155."

      As he geared down and steered them around another corner, on which an ancient bald cypress appeared to lean right over the roadway as if to block their path, three pairs of golden eyes all blinked in the headlights, and he jumped a little in his seat. His testicles tried to crawl up into his body and he heard Darren choke off a cry next to him.

      "Look out."

      Robert saw the old wooden fence post, almost grey and petrified with age just a second before it disappeared under the wheels of the car. Just a second before he recognized the tendrils of rusted barbed wire wrapped loosely around it. The steering wheel jumped in his hand a fraction of a second after the front wheel on the passenger side suddenly bucked up and burst with an audible pop, like handgun going off.

      "No," cried Robert as he fought to regain control of the convertible. The thick pyramidal cone of the bald cypress seemed to loom right at him, as though it had pulled itself free of its roots and the sucking ooze of the swamp mud in which they lay, and made a leap towards the MG.

      Time stretched forever, seeming to give Robert 'Nancy' Mitford a whole life to contemplate the apparent end of his all too short stay on earth. He recalled in perfect clarity, the voice of Sheriff Robertson...

      "County doesn't put as much money into maintenance as I'd prefer, but I suppose the locals know them well enough to be safe..."

      He remembered in a compressed rush of images and feelings his wedding day, with Darren and just thirty of their best friends in the registry office in Vermont.

      The first girl he kissed. Meh.

      The first boy. Sigh.

      The time he'd nearly burned down the house when he was eight.

      And one long shriek of rubber on crumbling tarmac as the MG slewed to a halt no more than a foot from the trunk of the cypress tree.

      Pebbles and dust plinked into the MG and then the only sound was the engine block ticking as it tried to cool down. There was nothing else to hear. No birds. No breeze. No wolf howls, thank God. Just his own breathing, loud in his ears. And then Darren snorting and giggling and finally giving in to hysteria as he realised they were going to be all right.

      "Omigod," said Robert in a small, childlike voice. "I thought we were..."

      He jumped as Darren's nervous laughter turned into a scream.

      Liquid,  hot and wet sprayed the dashboard, and he had just enough time to recognize it as blood before a something came flying out of the swamp, heading for him at an impossible speed.

      Something with teeth.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Sheriff Robertson tarried a while at Mel's Famous Diner. She had the graveyard shift all to herself, what with deputies Laverne and Otis Hilmer being indisposed having their third set of twins all the way over in the Presbyterian Hospital at Athens. Not that she begrudged them the time off, of course. Frankly, with the swarm of rug rats infesting their trailer it was a wonder either of them ever found time to turn up for a duty shift at all. But it did make trying to figure out the rosters for the small five-person Sheriff's office a biblically punishing exercise.

      "Thanks for my dinner," she said to Mel as she took the warm, foil wrapped loose meat sandwich from the service window. "I'll swing back by here just before you close, for a cup of coffee."

      Mel grunted and nodded as he scraped down the grill plate again. "Might want to make it a little earlier tonight, Sheila May," he said. "Got me a ticket to the ultimate fighting down in Jacksonville tomorrow night and I'm figuring to get an early start on the drive."

      He used an old plaster scraper, the handle bound up with duct tape, to clean off the grill, never looking up from his work. Mel wasn't a man who stared at a sheriff's boobs while he talked to her. He was more likely to converse with the laces tying up her size 12 orthopedic shoes. A man of legendary shyness, Sheila May Robertson often wondered why Mel subjected himself to having to deal with the public. She was glad he did, however. His loose meat sandwiches were to die for. Literally, if she kept inhaling them at the rate of five or six a day, as was her want.

      "All righty then," she said. "I'll swing on by just before one. Need me a coffee or a diet Pepsi by then anyway. Feels like a slow night coming."

      She thought about using the porta-potty, but decided to wait until she'd driven back into Fester where she could use the more commodious facilities at the Sheriff's office. It would mean a slightly uncomfortable drive, but not as uncomfortable as trying to squeeze into Mel's portable WC, which almost certainly had not been cleaned to her exacting standards. Waving goodbye to the diner's proprietor, Sheriff Robertson folded herself back into her cruiser and pulled out onto the road winding through Cranston Swamp back to town.

      She tried to find a working station on the radio, but those New York fellers were right. It was all just static tonight. She eased off the accelerator, popping Laverne's Dixie Chicks CD out of the player, replacing it with a mix tape of her own. Although, of course, it wasn't a tape as such, just a CD she'd burned on the computer back at the office. It was funny the way words hung on like that, though wasn't it? The same way she 'taped' episodes of Touched By An Angel to her TiVo box.

      Sheila May fumbled her mix tape –mix disc just didn't sound right– of the ladies of soul into the CD player. A second later Aretha's big powerful voice pounded out of the speakers, demanding a little respect. Driving with the windows closed, the air set to Arctic and the stereo turned up loud, the county's senior law officer was cut off from the outside world, but seeing as how the outside world was a foul-smelling swamp, the noxious odors always seeming to be more oppressive in the steam press humidity of the night, she wasn't much fussed. The swamp that guarded the approach to Butte Crack Valley wasn't likely to provide her with any work. It was a rank, unpleasant place, forever belching noxious gases into the air, and offering nothing of consequence in the way of hunting or fishing to attract the locals. Even the town's resident hoodlums, the Bullard twins avoided it, preferring to dump the cars they stole across the county line in the forests on the far side of Black Mountain.

      The smell of Mel's loose-meat sandwich proved too much for Sheriff Robertson's powers of forbearance, and she found herself peeling back the foil, steering with her knees down the long stretch of straight road that would carry her about half way through the swamp. It was a pity she hadn't brought another drink with her, but on the other hand she really did need to get to a bathroom. The cruiser's headlights swung in a narrow, lazy arc across the raised bed of the poorly surfaced road as she took a few bites and adjusted her heading by squeezing her thighs against the wheel, just as she imagined old-time sheriffs must have done, eating while in the saddle.

      She wasn't foolish, though. She dropped her speed right back, and was probably doing a shade under 20 mph as she swung into the series of bends that curved around some unknown obstacles in the swamp that had defeated the original road builders. With a great act of will she put the sandwich aside, re-wrapping it in the foil to seal in as much heat as possible, and propping it in the cup holder next to her. Sheriff Robertson didn't much increase her speed and that is what saved her when she came around the bend where the New Yorkers had come to grief with just enough time to see their car stalled in the middle-of-the-road.

      Even so, as she hit the brakes the police cruiser fishtailed on the loose, treacherous road surface. Steering into the slide as she had been taught, Robertson eased off the accelerator and prayed she wouldn't end up sailing over the edge of the road. Her heart was trying to crawl out of her chest, and she thought she might throw up everything she had just eaten, but the car came to rest a foot from the rear bumper of the little midnight blue convertible. As soon as she knew she wasn't about to die, Sheila May cursed. First at the New Yorkers for abandoning the car in the middle-of-the-road, and then for being such fools as to wander off in the middle of the Cranston Swamp. Probably caught sight of a possum or something that they wanted to photograph.

      The small cloud of dust she had raised with her dramatic stop drifted over the MG, which was empty. There was no sign of the travelling homosexuals. The car's headlights were still on, adding their glow to the hard, bright white light thrown out by her own vehicle's high beams. The edge of the swamp seemed to form an almost solid wall where the light hit it.

      "What the hell now?" she muttered, putting the cruiser into park, but leaving the engine running as she climbed out. "Hello," she cried out, getting no reply. Indeed, the weird atmospherics of the swamp seemed to dampen down all noise. She should've been able to hear insects, or bats, or the rustle and splash of water lizards darting about between the roots of mangrove trees. But there was nothing. No reply from the tourists, and nothing at all from the swamp. The only sound was Martha Reeves imploring anyone within earshot to, "Come and get these memories".

      Gooseflesh, starting at the base of her spine, quickly crawled up Sheriff Robertson's back, over her shoulders and down her arms. Her fingers tingled almost painfully and she shivered. "You boys OK? Y'all out there anywhere?" she cried out. But again her own voice sounded dead and muffled, as though she were hearing it through a blanket. Robertson leaned back into the cruiser to switch off the stereo before unclipping her handgun from the holster at her hip. The familiar grip of the standard issue Glock eased some of the heebie-jeebies that had taken a hold of her silly self and she moved forward with a caution.

      Just a few steps on from her car door she drew the gun as her stomach rolled over and her eyes bulged at the inexplicable sight of a human leg lying on the road. It had been roughly disembodied—very roughly—just above the knee and was naked save for one red sock, although the sock may have been white once, she supposed. There was a lot of blood sinking into the unsealed surface of the road.

      "Oh my God oh my God oh my God," whispered Sheriff Robertson, just before she hurled explosively over the rear bumper of the MG. Half of Mel's loose meat sandwich and all 64 ounces of diet Pepsi erupted in a geyser that splashed back off the trunk and spattered her uniform pants. Even as she lost control of her stomach, she had the presence of mind to bring up her weapon and assume The Stance. Her hands may have been shaking, and there were tears in her eyes, but Sheriff Sheila May Robertson knew her job. Still chanting, "Oh my God oh my God," over-and-over again, she forced herself towards the scene of the murder. It had to be a murder; there were no animals in Cranston Swamp that could do that sort of damage to a man. Last gator was turned into boots and belts in 1934.

      She was squeezing the handgun so hard it should have gone off. The sheriff swore under her breath and released the safety. The engine block of the MG was still ticking as it cooled down slowly in the hot, close night. It couldn't have been that long since she last saw those boys. What were their names? Had they even told her? Her mind was beginning to stutter from one though to the next as panic crept in, like the vines that now looked as though they were crawling up out of the swamp waters to reach for her. "God dammit, man up, Sheila May," she told herself. "You are the law out here."

      A quick peek in the open cabin of the convertible revealed blood all over the dashboard and seats, but no sign of any kind of impact. The windshield was intact. The steering wheel too. The hood and front bumper were undamaged. And strangest of all, the seat belts were done up. The men could not have been thrown from the car on the immediate evidence. She shook her head. That sort of conjecture could wait until later. She was in trouble out here. There was no denying it. She could feel it deep inside, where fear was knotting and tangling itself into the first stages of real terror.

      She shuffled a few steps closer to the severed leg. Fighting down another sudden urge to vomit. Something made a big splash out in the darkness beyond the wall of mangrove trees, something that crashed into a solid obstacle a short distance away, raising goose flesh all over her body again. Sheriff Robertson swung her pistol in the general direction of the disturbance and capped off three rounds. They roared in the night, acting to soothe her nerves in a most unexpected fashion. The Glock took 17 rounds, and she had more than enough left in the mag to give a good accounting of herself it came to that.

      But it didn't.

      "Who's there?"

      The oppressive silence descended quickly after the last shot. No bird song. No protests from the wildlife. And no further movement in the dark world beyond the edge of the road.

      Sheila May Robertson had never felt more alone in her life.

      One quick glance at the shredded stump of flesh where the leg had been removed with such savagery, and she made a decision. Rather than moving forward to secure the evidence, she began to back away from it, to edge back to her cruiser and the weapons locker in the trunk. The further she got from the limb, however, the less interested she became in securing the crime scene. Instead a righteous certainty seized her, the belief... no, the knowledge... that if she did not leave this place right away, she would never do so alive.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Sheriff Robertson couldn't help herself. As soon as she made it back to the relative safety of the cruiser, she climbed in, slammed the door and laid some boot on the gas pedal. The car whined in protest until she remembered to take off the handbrake, at which moment it leapt forward, sideswiped the MG and drove right over the top of the severed leg she should have secured in an evidence bag. Sheila May Robertson did not give as much as one tiny shit. Every instinct she possessed was screaming at her to get the hell out of there.

      Now that she was safely in the car–although how safe, she had no idea–her entire body seem to be crawling with shivers and chills and waves of gooseflesh. She could not recall being so frightened in her adult life. She had been raised well by her mother. Raised not to take the Lord's name in vain, for instance. But as she sped away from the crime scene, quickly accelerating to a very unsafe 65 mph, the sheriff of Butte Crack County repeated over and over to herself, "God shit fuck damn God shit fuck damn."

      Her distress and dismay only increased when she realized for the first time that she had wet her pants. "Oh Lordy no," she whimpered, fighting back more tears. She was briefly, irrationally glad to be working the graveyard shift alone for once. Otis and Laverne would've been understanding if she'd rolled into the Sheriff's office reeking of her own urine and shaking with fear, but her other deputies, the asshole Buford and the even bigger asshole Redeker would've ridden her like a mechanical bull. A-whoopin' and a-hollerin' the whole time.

      The swamp flashed by her windows in a blur of tangled vines and fat leaves and huge, snaking tree limbs that seemed to wind through the darkness reach for her like anacondas. Sheila may begin to imagine she could see things in the darkness beyond a nearly solid wall of wetland vegetation. Golden glowing eyes. Tracks of light. Small inexplicable fires. She suddenly needed to empty her bladder again and had to squeeze her thighs and buttocks hard to maintain control of her bodily functions. She had stopped crying at least, but could not help the small whimper that crept out between her trembling lips.

      What the hell had taken those boys? There was nothing, absolutely nothing she could think of that could snatch two grown men out of a car, tear them apart, and eat everything but a few scraps and bones. As she put some distance between herself and the atrocity she began to recall more details she had taken in but not attended to in the shock of the moment. Pieces of dark meat and links of entrails scattered about. Scratches, claw marks on the hood of the MG. Her bowels rumbled and threatened to let loose at the same moment as a series of painful contractions gripped her belly.

      "Oh no you don't," she said to herself, gritting her teeth. Her fingers tightened on the steering wheel. A violent shudder passed through her core and she started to moan before clamping her mouth shut and turning it into a growl.

      She was the Sheriff of Butte Crack County and she would be damned if her first real challenge as a peace officer was to regulate her own girlish fear and stupidity. She might have no experience with wild animals or even, God help her, some kind of serial killer. But she had graduated third in her criminology class at Beaver Lick community college and had been beaten out four other candidates for the job, including Buford and Redeker, and if there was some sort of killer loose then she, Sheriff Sheila May Robertson, would bring it, or him, or them to heal.

      But first she would need a posse.

      As she hunched over the steering wheel, and regained a little control of a runaway terror, the sheriff eased off a little on the gas, dropping back to 60 mph, which as best she could recall was the top speed for the fastest kind of land animals like cheetahs or cougars. It was possible, she supposed, that Mr. Mitford–that was his name, she remembered at last–that Mr. Mitford and his, well his boyfriend... best to be honest about these things. It was possible they'd been taken by a big cat. Sheila May seemed to remember they'd been common enough in the deep South once upon a time. And Cranston Swamp was certainly large enough, and inhospitable enough to normal folk, that perhaps somewhere in its deepest reaches, it could harbor a rogue pride of puma or jaguar.

      Maybe a hunting party was what they needed, rather than a posse. Feeling a little safer now, shaking less and finally feeling her heart begin to slow to a less potentially lethal rhythm, Sheriff Robertson even found herself possessed of enough presence of mind to worry at the prospect of turning some of the towns crazier inhabitants loose on the world fully armed and licensed by law to shoot the glorious hell out of anything that jumped at them out of the dark. The last time a duly authorized posse of Butte Crack County citizenry had ridden out under the aegis of law was 1993 and it remained an event of legendary status in local lore.

      Hoodlums from Athens drove into the Valley on May 13, 1993, attempting escape from a liquor store robbery in the big town, as it was known then and now. Unperturbed by the roadblock thrown up by then Sheriff Dobie McClintock, the big-city hoods had barrelled through, reducing the County Sheriff's official roadblock sawhorses to splinters, and breaking the hip of deputy sheriff Pubert Brumphy into the bargain.

      A goodly percentage of the town's population had turned out to watch Sheriff McClintock take down the ne'er-do-wells, and a goodly percentage of them were only too willing to be deputized into the posse McClintock quickly threw together. When they caught up with the bandits, who had run their stolen car into a tree not far from where Robert Mitford and his boyfriend fetched up, McClintock, two deputies, and forty-eight citizens of Butte Crack County poured 2399 rounds of ammunition into the crashed car and the remains of its two occupants. When asked by a news man from Athens why they had fired 2399 rounds at the two offenders, McClintock replied, "Well, we ran out of bullets."

      That was one of the first stories the old timers told her when she'd been sworn by Mayor Pickens. Sheriff Robertson shook her head and laughed mirthlessly at the memory as she swung her car into the last long, slow turn before the road climbed up out of Cranston Swamp on to a slightly raised shelf of land, before disappearing into a crack in the sheer granite face of the cliffs that formed western barrier to Butte Crack Valley. Four years she had been living and working in the county and the western entrance to the small hidden world of her new hometown still filled her with delight. Especially tonight, where it loomed in her imagination as reassuring as the front door on her own little cottage at the end of Maple Street. The natural rift, which Dan Hamer, the editor of the Fester Democrat, had told her was the result of a small, nearby meteorite impact over a million years ago, reminded Sheila May of the narrow defile that Indiana Jones and his dad the old Scottish James Bond guy had ridden into in that Indiana Jones movie with the old Scottish James Bond guy in it.

      Whatever its origin, the Sheriff of Butte Crack County had never felt more relieved to be driving towards home than she was right then. Whether posse or hunting party she would be on the radio as soon as she emerged into the valley on the other side of the cliffs raising herself a well-armed crew of angry, sleep deprived crackers.

      And they would need guns, she knew.

      And bullets, of course. This time, they would not run out of bullets.
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          The Kurdaitcha Man

        

        Jason Cox

      

    
    
      My name was once Kevin. Then the Malingee and the Mokoi and all the others came and everything changed.

      I was like a lot of young blackfellas living in my area. We didn't worry too much about anything. As long as I had enough to buy a six pack or some smoke I was happy. Or I thought I was. We got into trouble with the police a bit, everyone did where I'm from.

      My Grandad used to try and teach me about the responsibility I had to my mob and how I had to be a leader. He was an Elder in our mob and all the old folk respected him. Nobody knew how old he was, some said over a hundred but it was hard to tell. I didn't take much notice of him. He was an old fool and really annoying with all of his shit about the old ways and lore and stuff like that.

      He had this bag he used to carry everywhere with him. When we were young we wanted to know what was in there. Pestered him something chronic. He finally showed me once. It was full of old feathers and rocks and a few old bones. Waste of time, I thought. Silly old bugger.

      

      I was hanging at the skate park when the monsters came. We were talking about what had happened in America and how cool it'd be fighting monsters. My crew was pretty hard. No one fucked with us, eh. Us blackfellas are born fighters and hunters and we can handle anything. My phone rang and it was Mum telling me to get home because the monsters were in Sydney. She was freaking out. I told her I'd come home but I didn't.

      Me and my crew headed straight out to the city. Twitter said the monsters were all over the Bridge and the Rocks would give us a great view. We thought it was awesome. There were hundreds of the things and they were smashing everything. We saw one of them on top of the Opera House holding a bloke over his head and throwing him into the water. The cops had nothing on these fellas. The pigs were shooting them with the pop guns but the monsters didn't even flinch. Shaq reckons he saw one take a gun from the cop and eat it but Shaq drinks a bit, eh. Or he did, anyway.

      We were having a hell of a time watching the monsters rip it up but then Shaq fucked it all up. He piffed a rock at one of them. It was standing well below us and it was a great throw but we shouldn't have attracted their attention. Three of them broke off from what they were doing and started coming up the embankment at us. Shaq stood and waited for them. We weren't that stupid. We were already running. Shaq got his head ripped off. 

      Whenever we ran from the cops we always headed to the Youth Club. If you got there before the cops got you everyone protected you, swapped clothes and stuff so they couldn't pick you out. Instinct takes over and you head for home, that's how it works.

      Us blackfellas are fast but these monsters were real quick. We had a big headstart on them but they were catching us real quick when we turned into our street. That's when I saw him.

      My crazy Grandad was standing in the middle of the street waiting for the monsters, but he didn't look like my Grandad but. He looked fucking deadly, eh.

      He was just wearing a loincloth, the red one he wore for the  traditional dances. He was covered in the paint they wore. But he didn't look small anymore. He looked tall and strong and fierce. His eyes were fairly blazing. I tried to run past but he called to me and I stopped. First time I ever did anything he asked I reckon but this wasn't the silly old bugger I was used to.

      "Bang the stick boy". His voice was powerful. It almost sounded like he was talking into a speaker and his voice was echoing from the houses. I stopped and grabbed the sticks at his feet. I knew the rhythms, everyone did. I was still blowing like a stuck pig but I grabbed the stick and made the rhythm.

      Grandad took the Brolga stance. No idea why, but I knew the name. He stood on one leg and put the sole of his other foot against the inside of the knee of his other leg. Then he started singing. I didn't know the song. It was in tongue and I didn't know the words, but it chilled me. It was a warriors song from the Dreamtime.

      I looked at the monsters who were almost on us and I had no fear. I was shitting myself seconds before, but the song made me brave. The closer they got the bigger they looked. I could see their fangs and armour and tattoos and everything. They were scary but my Grandad wasn't scared. The monsters stopped at the line.

      There was a white line on the ground. I hadn't seen it before. The old bloke must have put it there. I followed it with my eyes. It was a strange pattern but looked like an eagle. It surrounded the Youth Club.

      The monsters stared at my Granddad and yelled out something. He took no notice, just kept singing. One of the monsters went to step over the line. It was hard to tell but I swear it looked scared.

      Granddad didn't stop singing but he pulled a bone out of the waistband of his loincloth. He pointed it at the monster and the monster jumped backwards like it had stepped into fire. The three monsters turned and fled back down the street. Granddad stopped singing.

      What the fuck, Granddad?

      The old man looked tired but he still looked big and deadly. "Surprised, eh, young fella? I told you to learn the lore. Our people are older than anyone can remember. We seen more than you can imagine and we passed it down through our stories and our songs. We don't tell em to everyone. Just the Kurdaithca men. We hold the lore until we need it to protect our people. You've strayed boy. Time to come back".

      Now I take my traditional name, Windradyne, and I listen when the lore man talks. I study hard and I go to the other mobs and talk to their lore men. I keep to the traditional ways. The monsters weren't new to my people. When they come again they'll face the Kurdaitchi Men, and I'll be one of them.
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          The Day the Monsters Came.

        

        Prof. Paul Boylan.

      

    
    
      I love Chrissy.  And the fact that we are together, and on the road traveling west, is proof that God loves me.  Me.  Ain't that amazing? No, seriously. If you knew, you'd agree. A-fucking-mazing.

      I guess I'll start where it all really started - for everyone.  The day the monsters came.

      They came at night of course.  They always come in the dark.  Because they're afraid of the sun.  I know that now and I use it.

      But I didn't know it then.  The day before the monsters came I was sitting in my car in Surfridge, parked on Trask Street, looking at the Santa Monica Bay.  I sat there watching the sun set, trying to decide whether or not to kill myself.

      I'm kind of caught here.  I want to explain why I wanted to kill myself and I want to describe what Surfridge is - just in case anyone reading this isn't from LA and doesn't know what I'm talking about.  

      I'm picking Surfridge first.  Explaining my suicidal drive can keep for a minute or two.

      Surfridge is an abandoned middle class California beach community right smack dab between Santa Monica and Manhattan Beach.   It is east of LAX.  Surfridge is a ghost town without any buildings surrounded by a cyclone chain link fence with barbed wire at the top.

      Everyone left because Surfridge is right under the path of jets taking off and landing at LAX. If you lived in Surfridge, you were more than likely to die of emphysema or some other lung disease because of the particulates. But you'd probably kill yourself first, because of the noise. Eventually LAX condemned the land, paid the owners the fair market value of their worthless homes and booted them out.

      Then they tore down the houses and fenced it all off  - a bizarre, haunted expanse of empty streets leading up into gently rolling hills past empty square lots. I love it.

      I knew a couple of places where I could drive through breaks in the fence to get inside.  I used to jump the fence before I could drive, and after I learned and bought a car I would sneak inside to drive down the wide, long, vacant roads and park and sit and think.

      And that's where I was, sitting with Chrissy at the top of Trask Avenue between the oval of North and South Grand Pre Boulevard.  No joke: that's what they named it.  Probably to avoid dick jokes that "Prix" would encourage.

      I sat there looking west as the sun set into the Pacific, trying to find the courage to kill myself.

      Actually, no. That's not entirely true.  I found the courage a long time before that.  I knew I was going to do it when I finally faced reality, when I couldn't avoid accepting that this wasn't my world, that I didn't fit into this time.  The place was right but the time was all wrong.

      If you were looking for someone to kill, there was and still is no better place than LA.  The City of Angels attracts losers like a dead cat attracts flies. Believe me, I know what I'm talking about.  Nobody here is connected to nobody.  Everyone ran from somewhere to make a new life here.  It is a city of lonely strangers.  People come and go so fast and so often that someone can go missing for months before anyone notices, if anyone notices at all. And they probably won't. Just trust me on this.

      But it was too late for me to take advantage of this rich bounty, this immense herd of dim witted cattle just waiting to be slaughtered and eaten.  For sure, there had been a time when you could get away with murder. First of all, it was super easy to find someone to kill.  A hitchhiker.  A woman whose car had broken down in an isolated, lonely place.  Virtually anyone chosen at random.  And it was easy to get rid of the body afterwards.  Cut it up, wait for night, drive just an hour from LA and be in the middle of nowhere. Stop at the side of the road. Walk a short distance. Leave a piece right there in the open and nature would do the rest.  Plenty of animals that practically waited for a paneled van to park and turn off its lights. Plenty of carnivores to fight over the flesh and bones, eating everything.

      Did you know that there are places in the Angeles Crest Forest where there used to be wild pigs and boars that would even eat teeth and the pelvic girdle, the two body parts that are the most difficult to get rid of, the ones that don't burn all the way to ash?  I bet that's the way they disposed of Jimmy Hoffa.  Pigs ate all of him.

      But it couldn't happen today.  The wild pigs are gone.  And now the cops are smarter, better trained, better equipped.  And they have open minds.  They know that there are people like me out there planning the perfect murder.

      In the old days that wasn't so.  If someone got killed, the cops would find a nigger or spic or sometimes a piece of homeless white trash.  Force a confession. Case closed.  Murder solved.  Everyone's happy, including the killer.

      I gotta confess there was a time I had a lot of unChristian hatred in my heart for the killers who came before me.  Too many of them couldn't stop for just a little while, couldn't lay low or change their pattern to make it look like a new guy.  Too many of those old timers are addicted to killing just one kind of woman or doing it in just one kind of way.  Hell, even Jack the Ripper changed his M.O.  But not Ken Bianchi. Not Gary Ridgeway. Not Ted Bundy.  That's what tipped the cops off to the fact that there are hunters out there who don't stop with one deer, but are compelled to hunt again and again and again, killing for sport and not for food.  

      And that's why the cops got smart and the science got magic. They knew people would find out that the people they'd put in prison for life or sent to the gas chamber were innocent.  If the cops wanted to keep the jobs that let them cheat, and steal and even kill every now and then, they needed to catch the new Boogiemen.  The Hillside Strangler.  The Green River Killer.  The Freeway Killer. The Grim Sleeper. The Night Stalker. Those fucking guys ruined it for the rest of us.

      These days it's virtually impossible to kill someone and not get caught. Watch any cop show on television.  Its all true, even NCIS. They got computers and law enforcement shares information every which way. Everything and everyone is under surveillance. They got facial recognition software. They know where you go, where you buy gas, where and what you eat.  It's terrifying.

      Some of my earliest fantasies awere of sneaking out of my crib, sneaking into our neighbors' house and killing them all in their beds. Over the years I made endless plans, stalked endless people, walked through God knows how many hardware stores making mental lists of all the things I'd need when the time came.

      I tried to change.  I really did.  For a while every time I thought of hurting someone, I cut myself so the pain would distract me.  I got on my knees and prayed, begged Jesus for a miracle.  But God wasn't listening. Jesus did not die so I could be saved.  I was cursed with the Mark of Cain, never to know true love or true happiness. I was going to hell no matter what, so why not do what I wanted to do? What did it really matter?

      So I schemed and planned, waiting for my moment.  But the time never came.  And, in time, I knew it was too late, that my moment would never come.  If I had any chance to scratch that itch deep in my soul, that chance was gone.  I would never fulfil the yearnings of my heart and I would never know the joy of taking even one lousy life.  No victim could be random enough.  No location remote enough. LA has no Highway of Tears.  The City was just too big now, no wilderness nearby.  No animals large enough to totally erase the body from the face of the earth.  The remains would always be found.  And then science would point its magic finger at me.  It was inevitable I would leave a hair, a drop of sweat, or a fleck of semen, something anything that would link me to my crime.  And then I would be hunted down, humiliated and die in a cage after a lifetime of eating really terrible food.

      Better to die before I did something I would regret for years.  I can't tell you how many times I almost did it.  Lost control and killed someone. But even if I killed myself afterwards, the cops would trace it back to me and everyone would know.  That would kill my mom, and she's a saint I'm telling you. She doesn't deserve that.

      I knew all of that.  I knew I needed to die. The question was how?  I sat there on that empty street in that haunted place turning that question over and over.

      Then I saw something moving, down the hill, dimly silhouetted in the fading red sky turning purple, then black, as the sun set and night came on fast - a mass of moving shapes looking like swimmers crawling out of the sea, shambling up the hill.

      The image disappeared as the daylight died.  I almost didn't see it at all.  And then I heard a noise from the same direction, some kind of chanting, guttural shouting. Probably a bunch of leftards protesting the airport or pollution or something.

      I smiled slowly, remembering that senile old guy who plowed his car through the Santa Monica Farmer's Market and killed a bunch of people, and I knew this was the way I was going to go out.  If I hit those people down the hill with enough speed I could kill five, maybe even ten hippies. And no one would suspect I did it on purpose.  Everyone would think it was an accident.  Surfridge. A ghost town. No lights. Usually deserted. It happened after sunset. Driving in the dark.  It was an accident.  A terrible accident where a lot of people died, including the driver – an average Joe with no criminal record who paid his taxes, who kept to himself, spending his free time working on and driving in his car.

      Let me tell you about my 1958 Plymouth Fury.  I bought her because she had a huge trunk that I imagined was perfect for transporting a dismembered corpse, and I imagined this over and over again.  But I got more than that.  I got a beautiful, powerful machine that could really move.  Not at first, of course.  She was a piece of junk when I found her.  But that big trunk spoke to me, so I bought the wreck for next to nothing and spent the next eighteen months putting every penny I had into her restoration.

      She ended up with a fuel injected 350 cubic inch V-8 engine with twin 4-barrel carbeuretors. Sure, she has shitty gas mileage, but she is built like a Sherman Tank, weighing in at 3,700 pounds.  A sexy, sexy Sherman Tank with attitude.

      So I turned on the engine and backed up as far as I could go for a decent run up.  I shifted into neutral.  On my stereo I turned on the end credit music for Iron Man 3, gunned the engine, shifted into drive, floored the accelerator pedal and shot down Grand Pre Boulevard like a rocket, like a bat out of hell, like the Devil himself fleeing Heaven.  

      I did not turn on Chrissy' lights.  No point warning our prey.

      I don't remember how long it took for me to cross the distance between that mob and me.  I don't know how fast we were going.  But I remember turning on my headlights at the last moment.  I wanted to see their faces when I hit.  I wanted to see the terror in their eyes before I died.

      But it wasn't people in my high beams.  It was monsters.  Monsters with spears and swords.  Some of them wore armor.  And they were big.

      What fresh hell was this? Some sort of college prank?

      I laughed and pressed the accelerator pedal down even harder.  I was headed smack dab into the middle of the bunch, headed straight for a big, ugly motherfucker crouching down, picking up something it dropped, with its fanged mouth gaping and its eyes wide in terror, frozen in my headlights.

      Goddamn no! These were college kids. These were honest to goddamned monsters.

      Good enough. I thought. As good as it was going to get.  And, to top it off, I was going to die a hero.  Savior of LA.  I was going to get what I always wanted and I would make my mother proud at the same time.  I was about to die a happy man.

      I watched Christine's grill smash into the lead monster's head.  I felt her jolt from the impact. I felt a pressure wave pushing at me, as if we hit a thick brick wall. I expected Chrissy's engine to come crashing through the dashboard, killing me.

      But I didn't die.  Everything stopped. Like God hit the pause button. Suddenly I knew the name of the monster I killed.  I knew the name of the Daemonum sect it belonged to.  I knew that this war band was on its way to attack LAX. I knew they had come to murder everyone they could find. I knew they were going to eat their victims.  I knew that Surfside was chosen for this invasion portal because the empty streets made the shape of a fallen man, and that coincidental symbol made it somehow easier to break the wall between worlds.

      Then I heard Chrissy talking to me. She told me that she loved me, that she had always loved me, that she adored the attention I gave her, the care I showed, rebuilding, restoring and improving her.  She said that made her feel good. She said she wanted to make me feel good, too, and asked me what she could do to make me feel good.   

      I told her I wanted to kill and kill and kill.  Confessing that to my sentient automobile made me feel surprisingly good and not at all bonkers.

      Time started again.  We were still moving, and moving fast.  I made a hard right turn to circle around for another go and, with Chrissy singing a song of love and blood-thirsty desire, we ran into, ran over and killed every fucking monster within the reach of our wheels.  We hunted them down the wide, empty ghost town streets and over rough ground.  There was nowhere Chrissy could not go.  Her tires were impervious to any hazard.  She practically flew. Nothing could penetrate her skin – not even those big ass arrows fired by those big ugly bugs.

      We ran them down and crushed them all.

      Since then it has been Chrissy, the road and me.  She tells me where the monsters are, and I take us there. She gets pretty icky from the guts and goo that erupt from monsters that explode on impact.  But she hoses down clean and shiny and ready for more. Best of all? The mileage. I haven't filled her tank since that night at Surfridge.

      She tells me all the time that she loves me.  And I am not ashamed to say I love her, too.  I've never been closer to anyone or anything.  I have never been happier.

      She's changed a bit since that night. I tricked her out with nitrous injectors and a new longer-stroke crankshaft to increase the swept capacity of her engine.  She's turbo and supercharged. These improvements give her a really potent burst of initial speed.  Her headlights now include an array of ultra violet lamps.  The monsters react as if Chrissy's high beams are death rays. When they start to burn as I close in for the kill they know it's us and not just some other guy in a car.

      And I guess I've changed, too.  I like saving people.  I haven't thought about killing anyone for a long time.  And that big trunk that first attracted me to Christine? The one I fantasized a million times about using for wicked fun?  It's full of the gifts we've collected from everyone we've saved.  Because people think we're heroes now. Champions.

      We're headed to Kansas City now.  Chrissy tells me there are monsters there, and that the streets downtown are wide.
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          The Interruption

        

        Karletta Albianac

      

    
    
      I was at a seminar when I saw my first monster. A social skills tutorial for kids and young adults on the spectrum. People like me. I was running an exercise in structured flirting when I heard the disturbance just outside the big window.

      Usually I process sounds while looking at the facilitators, but this was really loud and weird. A sort of grunting noise.

      Grunting? Who would do that? I saw one of the other volunteers staring out the window, and focused on a shape there. An old man all bent over? A huge man if so – jeez he was huge. I didn't know what he was doing out there. Maybe sneaking around to empty our bins. The homeless blokes will do that on rubbish night, when the bins are full up.

      I had some sympathy, of course, but this was way too distracting for my seminar kids.

      I marched to the door. Someone grabbed my arm to stop me but I shook them off. This was my seminar room, my responsibility. I opened the door slowly. Not making a noise was important to the integrity of the room. I had to preserve the space, even if this bloke wouldn't.

      I turned towards the sound. My heart stopped.

      It was a beast breathing heavily. A thousand things ran through my head. Protect the kids. Alert them, but don't panic. I called out in a shaky but hopefully cheerful voice 'Lock the doors and call the police.'

      'Get inside," someone whispered. But I was frozen to the spot. I wasn't going anywhere.  'Just shut the doors and call the police,' I said.

      I stared at this thing. Its enormous chest was rising and falling with each breath. Those teeth were... Jeez. Don't look at the teeth. What else do you see? Leather. Metal armour. The biggest cock I had ever seen. Oh jeez."

      So this was it. I got into the present. I focussed on the beast. Bye bye world. At least I had life insurance. I watched as it raised its head and sniffed at the air. Jeez those nostrils were huge.

      Then it picked up a wheelie bin under each arm and shambled away.
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          Recital

        

        Eamon Hamilton

      

    
    
      Report of Captain Brad 'BB' Bennett, Commander Carrier Air Wing 5, USS Ronald Reagan:

      

      The pod of whales should have been our first warning. We were shadowing the Liaoning carrier group when our attack sub tracked this pod on our path. Whales were rare enough in that part of the world for us to take notice of them.

      Our attack sub for that cruise was the USS Jimmy Carter, escorting the USS Ronald Reagan carrier group. Who says PACFLT doesn't have a sense of humour?

      The pod of whales disappeared, which spooked the Carter's CO. He's supposed to know everything that happens in his sphere of control, but his sonar couldn't ID what had taken them. The whales weren't out primary focus though. We're not Greenpeace. So we put it down to the mystery of the deep and we carried on.  

      Not long after, the Reagan's CO – Captain Chuck Solter, a good operator - gave me the news about that oil rig in the Gulf of Mexico, the place where it all seemed to start. We talked it over, but there wasn't much in it for us. Remember at first everyone had that tagged as a terrorist incident, and we were too occupied trailing the Liaoning. Neither of us wanted events back States-side distracting our crew from the game.

      Then along came the Hamburg Trader. She was a container ship making the trip from South America to Asia, like the Liaoning but in reverse. We kept our ships clear of her, but I took a flight of F/A-18s up one afternoon and buzzed them on our way back to the Reagan. They were ecstatic on the radio. 

      When the Hamburg Trader disappeared, it was like the whales all over again - gone with no trace of what took them. A ship that big will tell the whole world if they have trouble, especially if they're carrying a billion dollars' worth of wares. All of the shipping lines have protocols in place because of the piracy problems off East Africa. But we received no distress call and heard no beacon.

      Captain Solter called PACFLT right away, and they authorised us to break off from the Liaoning and mount a recovery. All of the Reagan's execs met in the CO's Stateroom that night to talk through the possibilities. Someone suggested a Chinese anti-ship missile, but no missile could sink a ship that big so quickly. Piracy and mutiny were unlikely. The sea state was fine. We were up past midnight with no answers.

      Before I hit my cabin, I had an update in the CDC (Combat Direction Center). Surface radar detected small items in the water from the Hamburg Trader. The Liaoning's CO had called to say they were mounting a search effort. By the next morning, it was a joint recovery effort. 

      I launched an E-2 Hawkeye first so that we could coordinate airspace with the Chinese. A P-8 maritime surveillance jet from Kadena arrived in the search area later that morning. I was perched in the back of the CDC with the other execs when the P-8's video feed came through, showing where the Hamburg Trader went down. We all sat in that dark room watching a handful of shipping containers bobbing in the water on the black and white screens. The Reagan was approaching helo range of the search area when it all turned to shit.

      The Chinese had been communicating their intent all morning, but then they stopped talking to us. Captain Solter must have thought it was odd, so he told the comms guys to check their frequencies. We heard the Chinese saying plenty to each other. Our translators had a hard time keeping up with the volume of traffic, but it was clear they were under attack.

      It went for their attack sub first – a Type-95, a nuke-powered boat. We got a clearer version of events from the USS Jimmy Carter afterwards. They said something raced up from the seabed, about five miles deep, and attacked the Type-95 like a rabid dog. 

      I wasn't happy with the clarity of the intel picture we were getting from radio intercepts, so I called the P-8 to cover the Liaoning group. By the time we had them on video, their fleet oiler was half-submerged. The screen suddenly went bright, and we thought they were lasing our camera before the P-8's pilot said the oiler had gone up. She said it was like a second sun coming out.

      I can handle most situations because I'm ready for them, you know. Doesn't matter how extreme. War is extreme. But when Captain Solter asked me how soon I could get a package in the air, I was stuck. I just couldn't fathom what we were up against.

      The P-8's video feed switched to the Liaoning, which had come to a halt for some reason. Before I could question it, this curling limb emerged from the carrier's bow, coming out of the water like a vine 200 feet into the air. It was surreal, watching this on the feed. Another limb came around the hull, and then another. Soon there were about a dozen of them around the Liaoning. The carrier looked like a model on the black-and-white video feed. Before anyone in the CDC could ask what was going on, all of these limbs closed tight on the Liaoning's deck. 

      It was a death grip. We made out people being swept into the water – or maybe they jumped, we didn't know. Aircraft and sections of the hull were being crushed by the pressure, and after a few seconds, we saw a 60,000-tonne aircraft carrier broken in half.

      The CDC was silent. The Liaoning hadn't broken cleanly, but I could see a jagged cross-section of its decks. When the limbs loosened their grip, the Liaoning's bow and stern separated, and they bobbed in the water.

      Someone in the CDC was throwing up. That sound was our cue to go into overdrive.

      My first call was to bring all of my Squadron COs together, and plan our rescue effort and air cover. I still wasn't sure how we'd attack this thing – Weapons and Tactics School covers more conventional threats. I launched a constant cover of F/A-18s with 500-pound JDAMs. PACFLT sent us extra P-8s and Global Hawks for surveillance. We even asked for B-52s to come up from Guam.

      The USS Jimmy Carter tracked the threat back to the seabed. The remainder of the Liaoning's group steamed our way, and we even tanked some of their jets before we recovered them to our deck. In the end, we didn't launch a rescue mission. Everyone was convinced we'd be safer back in port, so we headed west with all speed.

      It stayed quiet until that night. I was watching over launches and recoveries from the ship's island around midnight, when the USS Jimmy Carter detected a threat bee-lining for them. I know enough about attack subs to say their targets are normally on the surface or at their level. This thing was ascending from three miles beneath them.

      The Carter's CO was spoiling for a fight though. Call it retribution for another attack sub being mauled, or maybe he just thought the Carter was our only line of defence, but he shot a salvo of torpedoes as soon as he had a firing solution. The target just kept rising up to meet them. All of the group's sonar operators heard the explosion. We never got the Carter's version of events, so we never found out what happened to those torpedoes.

      The CDC called me to say there'd been an explosion. I could hear cheering in the background. They thought the Carter had nailed the fucker. Then it got weirdly quiet, and the CDC told me they'd call back with an update.

      PACFLT's investigation afterwards concluded that USS Jimmy Carter was clipped amidships by a large body travelling at more than 100 knots. The sub made two complete rolls before the hull ruptured. Like that, 141 souls were snuffed out.

      All the while, we were launching and recovering jets. I noticed the surface ships were closing formation around us. It was night, but we could make out the white hull of a Chinese frigate coming alongside our escort destroyer. An F/A-18 recovered on the deck when the whole of the USS Ronald Reagan – all 100,000 tonnes of the carrier – jolted like someone had rear-ended it.

      All of us on the island fell against the railings. I yelled out asking if everyone was OK, then checked on the F/A-18 that landed. It was intact, but leaning on its wing.

      The first of those limbs burst out from the water along our port-side, right behind the F/A-18. Even after seeing what happened to the Liaoning, I still feel like nothing prepared me for the size of it. It was this black muscle, as thick as a subway carriage, and dragging a curtain of seaspray across our deck.

      An E-2 was about to land after the F/A-18, but the pilot got waved off his approach. I don't know whether he couldn't see the limb in the air, or he didn't have time to react. The E-2 was 100 feet over the landing deck when its port wing collided with the limb and sheared off. The rest of the aircraft came down on its side at the Reagan's bow catapults. The explosion lit up the whole ship, and spewed burning fuel and prop blades all over the deck.

      From the fire, I could see more limbs towering over the Reagan. Right as someone hit the crash alarm, these limbs closed hard around us. They hit the deck like an industrial press, crushing anything beneath them - aircraft, vehicles, sailors, they were all pulverised. If our jets dropped ordinance on them, we'd be destroyed.

      Whilst it was clinging to us, this thing's bodymass moved to the portside, which caused us to lean that way. I was screaming over the sound of its limbs squelching across the deck. I didn't know how long before we'd break up, although the Reagan is much bigger than the Liaoning. Then our bow began to sink, and I knew where to look when its head emerged.

      It came up over the bow like some Viking masthead. An MH-60 hovering off our side used its spotlight to illuminate it. The smoke and flames from the E-2 crash obscured any clear look, but I remember seeing a long, grey snout, like an alligator's. The head was the size of an airliner. It was staring us down from the bow with these glassy black eyes and an opened jaw.

      I've had some of brushes with death during my career. I landed a Tomcat with an engine fire on a carrier once, at night, in a North Atlantic Winter. All of those experiences, I was a master of my fate. Nothing in my career however compared to the terror I felt looking at this thing's head, and having nothing to come back at it with.

      The USS Halsey hit back first. It opened up from only 300 yards with its five-inch gun. Amidst the squelching, screaming and sirens on our ship, I remember the boom-boom of its gun, and those shells impacting on its hide. The grey snout turned away from us and focused on the Halsey.

      A torrent appeared from its mouth. It was like someone turned on a waterfall that finished on the Halsey's bow. I thought they'd capsize for a moment, and when the torrent finished, the deck gun was out of commission.

      The MH-60 got hit next. The torrent was only brief, but it smashed the helo back like an unbalanced top. It didn't explode though – they crashed into the waves in a crumpled heap.

      All this time, there'd been an F/A-18 orbiting overhead. He couldn't drop his bombs, and he'd known what this thing had done to the Liaoning. I heard the pilot on the radio, asking permission to jettison his ordinance and ram this thing.

      Lieutenant Homer Perales was his name. You don't forget the name of a guy who single-handedly saves an aircraft carrier.

      I yelled on the radio for him to do it, and it was all over in the next 10 seconds. Perales flew a missed approach of the Reagan's landing deck, and right as he passed the island, I heard his ejector seat bang out. After that, it was all ballistic.

      The F/A-18 hit the snout like a 40,000 pound arrowhead, going at 150 knots. I took cover behind the balcony, so all I remember was the noise, and the waves of heat passing over. When I watched the video feed later, I saw this thing's head disappear in a ball of fire.

      Once the noise finished, we looked over the balcony. The limbs unravelled from the deck like loose anchor chains. Its bodymass was being dragged beneath the hull, so the Reagan started bucking as we ran it over. Sailors appeared to start fighting the fires on the deck. Below decks, they found out why this thing attacked us. We weren't prey, or another alpha predator. We were its host.

      During the attack, its cloaca had lined up against one of the aircraft elevators to the hangar deck. Nine of its larvae got dumped inside. I say 'larvae', but each of these was the size of an Orca, and built like the mother - snout, body mass, and mess of limbs.

      A group of blue shirts chaining down a Chinese Sukhoi got hit first. The larvae spread throughout the hangar and ate anyone else who didn't run into the corridors. That went on until the Marines arrived and got to work.

      We were too focused with firefighting from the island, but we could hear gunfire down below. Then there were explosions of aircraft caught in the hangar firefight. This went on for an hour before we closed all of the blast doors on the hangar deck and sealed them in. I don't want to say how many Marines and Sailors we lost down there, but if it weren't for them, I doubt we'd have made it back.

      Post Script

      We laid anchor 50 miles out of Yokasuka, and ferried most of the crew off the ship. The Japanese weren't going to let us into port. Their local media had spread a rumour that we had reactor trouble, though I think the truth of what was on board was more frightening.

      RECITAL started right away. A fleet of recovery ships went out under RECITAL QUEST, hoping to find the wrecks. RECITAL CRECHE is still on USS Ronald Reagan, examining those things in the hangar deck. The last I heard, a pair of them had eaten the rest, before we started ferrying livestock on board. The USS Ronald Reagan's deck now has a pasture. I wonder what the Gipper would have made of that.

      During that cruise, I never thought it would be my last. After I got back, PACFLT if I could helped on RECITAL QUEST. I declined the offer. They asked me if I wanted to finish my tour with another carrier group. I said I was reluctant. 

      They didn't blame me.
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          Coco vs the Monsters

        

        Gordon Bingham

      

    
    
      Coco felt the crash and through the ground of the dog park. Something vast had dropped from the sky. A human arm projected from under the scaly hide of the beast-which was-not-a-bird but which had somehow fallen from the sky. The hand grasped reflexively around the hilt of the ball thrower, relaxed and then was still.

      Coco had been smallest Staffordshire Bull Terrier in her litter when born. She was bred out of a line renowned for courage and toughness. As a pup she had been trampled by her litter mates when food appeared and she had survived because she smart and would never back down. As an older dog she now sported a grey muzzle, cloudy eyes, and aching joints when she chased the ball for too long.

      The beast lying in her park smelled wrong and it had fallen on her master. Coco growled. Looking at the beast she could see fluid oozing from large holes all over its body. One of the wings of this thing which was no bird lay at an awkward angle, the leathery skin full of holes. Her growl deepened as the creature began to move its enormous head. 

      The thought of her master, the man who answered to Steve, laying dead under this thing which was no bird was starting to piss her off. It had invaded her territory and squashed her master. Who would fill the food bowl now, Not-Bird-Thing?

      The red mist was falling on her. Lips skinned back from fangs and hackles piled up between her shoulder blades. The thing which was no bird seemed even larger than the kennel where Coco and Steve lived, but that was of no concern to her. Had she not bested dogs many times her size in this very park? And this thing which was no bird had fallen from the sky because it was already wounded. It was bleeding. Coco knew what to do with that. She charged for the largest wound, a raw and gaping hole in the neck.

      The thing which was no bird was slow. Perhaps near death itself.

      As Coco clawed, chewed and burrowed deeper into the beast's neck the foul smell worsened. Dark viscous fluid began to seep faster from the wound. Furiously shaking her head to the left and right Coco was now shoulder deep into the Not-Bird-Thing and going deeper. She felt her jaws latch onto a thick rope of vessel which pulsated weakly in her mouth. Clenching down she tore it open and was sprayed with a jet of fluid strong enough to blow her out of the body and onto the grass. She heard a final rumble from the beast before darkness descended.

      Coco blinked. Waking slowly, she looked at her surroundings. Her vision was clear. It had not been this clear for many years. She felt none of the aches or pains that always accompanied a fight in the dog park. Her muzzle was jet black again, the greyness gone. Lying on a stainless steel table in a room smelling of disinfectant she groggily remembered clawing her way into dar Drakon.

      The Dragon?

      How did she now know the Not-Bird-Thing in the park was a Dragon? She did not know, but it transpires that she did know much of dar Drakonen. More than enough to know that  dar Drakon was a Dragon, in the words of Steve Who Was Dead.

      She howled. For Steve was dead, and although she had avenged him that was not the same as having him still in her pack.

      Craning her neck, Coco saw a woman wearing a white coat looking at her. The label on her coat read RAMSAY. That was strange she had never understood the human squiggles and lines before. RAMSAY spoke to her. "Hey there cutie. You feeling better? I'm sorry about your master."

      A phone rang, distracting RAMSAY.

      Coco's eyes widened as she realised she could understand the humans speak, not just “Blah blah blah Coco blah blah blah walkies”. Trying to respond all she could manage was a low whimper. Her stomach did not feel well, becoming hot and tight. Trying for a bark all she could manage was a large burp that was warm and tasted sulphurous. Twin thin tendrils of smoke spiralled up lazily from both her nostrils.

      While Coco pondered this strange development and watching the smoke dissipate RAMSAY conversed on the phone. "Okay. Are you sure? Okay will do". Turning back to Coco the vet began to speak again.

      "Sorry sweetie. It's not your day is it? We're bugging out. I'm afraid it's the green dream for you".

      Coco's eyes widened. She understood exactly what RAMSAY meant. She began to whimper and tried to stand up. The heat in her belly expanded and she produced a belch of fire that shattered the nearest window. Coco leapt from the stainless steel bench, her claws scattering on the metal surface. RAMSAY screamed but Coco knew she would fine. She was surprised.

      Claws ticking on the pavement she began to run, as the heat banked up in her belly, and thin ribbons of smoke trailed from her nostrils....
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          F Troop

        

        Jason Cox

      

    
    
      We were the hardest of the hard men. We were battle proven over decades. We'd taken on and beat all comers. Our colours had never been lowered.

      We were Milwall Football Club, the greatest football team in the world; we also had the hardest supporters in the world. They were called The Bushwhackers and they'd made hooliganism a science. The Bushwhackers were feared all over England. When you played Milwall you played 11 on the pitch and thousands in the grandstand, probably more waiting for you outside.

      We were the hard core of The Bushwhackers. We were F Troop. Old school hard men. I was there when they invented The Milwall Brick and used it to beat the fuck out of those Westham cunts. Then it went strange.

      We were playing Liverpool in the semi of the F.A. Cup and we were winning. Two nil up at the 82 minute mark. We were off to Wembley. Wouldn't that just stick it up those tight arse fucks with their old school ties and ladies underwear. We were so happy we'd stopped chucking stuff over the fence at those fucking toffs from Liverpool. We didn't want to give them any excuse to call the match off and rob us of a victory. Then those fucking monsters decided to show up didn't they?

      They came out of the tunnel and no one noticed. Not at first. Milwall had it in the penalty box so our attention was at the other end of the ground. There was twelve of them; big ugly bastards, could have been Arsenal supporters they were so fucking ugly. The biggest one sneaks up on Balotelli, the Liverpool striker, and bites his fucking head off. We fucking pissed ourselves we did. Hard to believe the day could have got any better. Then we saw one chasing Jamie Philpot and it all turned to shit. Jamie was one of ours.

      The rest of the crowd tried to run out of the stadium, the weak pricks. But not F Troop. We headed over the wire and onto the pitch. The monsters were eating whatever they could get their hands on, players, security, staff, they didn't think anyone would hit back. They were wrong.

      The Milwall Brick is the weapon of choice of F Troop. When the cops started searching us and using metal detectors, all those years ago, we had to stop bringing conventional weapons to games at The Den. That's when we invented The Brick.

      It's a bunch of coins wrapped in a newspaper. The sort of stuff everyone carries. The cops couldn't stop people reading papers or having coins. You pay the paper out flat and put the coins in the middle. Then you fold it so the coins don't fall out then you piss on it and let it freeze over. It's like an iron bar when you whack someone with it.

      We were all over those Orc fuckers like fat chicks on a cheesecake. Most of them were hardly looking, just chowing down on people. We hit them before they realised it. It was straight out of the old playbook. They didn't go down easy but with enough people whacking you it doesn't matter how big or tough you are. Hundreds of us surrounded them with The Brick going up and down, again and again. The blood flowed like a river and by the end of it we looked like a horror movie. By the end of it they were just fucking splodges on the ground, you couldn't even tell they were monsters.  Milwall was victorious once again.

      The final score that day was Monsters 127, Milwall 12. We took that as a win for us.

      It must have hurt Her Maj a lot to hand over that medal to Milwall. For service to the Realm it said. I still don't think she'd go character witness for us anytime soon but.

      The Football Association decided not to play the final in honour of the dead and injured; just another way to keep Milwall down as far as we saw. Bastards.
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          Road Trip

        

        Frazer McLennan

      

    
    
      I was driving down the I-80, or is that up the I-80, I never can tell. Anyway, I was heading east through Nebraska, late at night.  It's very flat there. And dark. My car, a Volvo 240 DL, about 30 years old and Richelieu Red in colour, was cruising along in the left hand lane, the world whizzing by.  I kept my tweed cap tightly down, just over my eyes, trying to avoid the mirrored glare of the high beams from the inconsiderate jerk tailgating me.  Soon enough though, the maniac passed by, tooting his horn as he went past.  I continued my safe, steady driving, headlights penetrating into the darkness.

      After about ten minutes, I saw a bright red pair of tail lights off to the side of the road. I slowed as I approached.  My tailgater had run off the tarmac and into a ditch.  Something darted out from under his car and across the road.  I swerved left to avoid the startled animal, but I felt the bump as it passed under my tyres.  The car bounced and veered, the windscreen shattered, spraying glass everywhere.

      A thick arrow speared into the passenger's headrest. I didn't know what it was at the time of course. I slammed on the brakes, forgetting everything I had learned in Advanced Driver Training at the Volvo Improvement Facility.  The car spun anticlockwise through 360 then 720 before finally coming to rest.

      I turned my head.  The arrow, which I now recognised as an arrow with something of a start, had a wooden shaft. It was tipped at one end with a cast iron arrowhead and fletched at the other end with red and black feathers.  I suspect that were it not for that poor prairie dog or whatever making a run for it and going under my wheels, the arrow would have run me through like a cocktail onion.

      I wasn't going to waste time waiting for whatever it was to fire off another arrow.  I floored the gas, and the car, groaning about the unnatural demands placed upon it, moved off, slowly picking up speed.

      I did not waste time speculating on the provenance of the arrow.

      I put my foot down and accelerated away. When I was safe and had cell coverage I was resolved to inform the authorities that they had a bow hunting serial killer to be after.

      Some miles on I could a gathering of people.  A large group, seemingly purposeless.

      I slowed as I drove up to the group. Wondering if they had been stranded by hoping I could push my way through.  They all turned towards me in unison when they heard the sound of the engine, and started shambling over.  Shambling only means one thing, and I didn't want to become the satisfying munchies for a hoard of zombies, so again I put my foot down and turned down the nearest side street.

      No sooner had I turned when, BLAMMO!, and some ugly little fucker was sprawled on the hood of the car.  It wasn't one of the zombies.  It wasn't remotely human.  Armoured up but strangely going commando.

      He crawled up the windscreen smearing his genitals across my field of vision.  I couldn't see but then I didn't really want to be looking in that direction just at that moment anyway. He started picking away at the sunroof.  

      I turned the steering wheel left and right trying to shake him off.  I almost managed to get him to slide off but he ended up hanging on by a claw, draped over the driver's side window, testicles swinging back and forth.  I pushed the button for the window to automatically wind down, grabbed my classic Swiss Army knife, a thankfully recent gift from my wife, pulled out the blade, and stabbed it manfully into the left testicle of the monster attached to the roof of my car.  

      A bloodcurdling howl ripped through the air.  He lost his grip on the car.  I lost my grip on the knife.  We went our separate ways.  Him rolling off onto the road surface, me accelerating away along that same surface to safety.
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          The White Mountains

        

        Jason Cox

      

    
    
      As told to Al Jazeera correspondent موجه دفة القارب :

      I lived in Gandamak near the Tora Bora mountain range. I have seen thirty winters. I have slept through air raids, gunfire, bombs and on two occasions I even slept through the call to prayer but I did not sleep that night. Not well anyway. I had been watching the news on the internet. In some places the Taliban would kill you for this but in Gandamak things were better.

      The American news programs were all reporting monsters attacking people in the street. The footage was not always good. Much of it was taken from the internet and people's phones as they ran away. But it was clear the monsters were large and strong.

      The Imam at our Mosque had spoken about the monsters at evening prayer. He believed the monsters were either the souls of the departed martyrs wreaking vengeance on the Great Satan or a horrible chemical weapon which Allah (peace be upon him) had turned back on them. I did not dispute the Imam but I am a man of logic. I studied science and was taught to examine a problem properly. Sadly while I did not agree with the Imam, I had no explanation of my own.

      The sun was dipping low reflecting off the gold tops of the minarets when the call to evening prayer came. Many people headed out straightaway, some had a belief that punctuality was like piousness; I was not one of these. In a few moments the streets were flooded with people heading to the Mosque.

      A noise from behind distracted me. I turned to see my wife pulling on a hijab before gathering my daughters. When I turned back to the street people were running.

      The faithful were moving like a river down the street, moving faster all the time. Behind them and coming down side streets were these enormous creatures. Even from where I stood on the seventh floor I could already see blood splashing on the crowd. There were monsters in the streets. The monsters from America.

      I would like to say that I immediately grabbed my children and wife and tried to escape but in truth I was transfixed. More and more of these creatures filled the streets. There were hundreds of them. Some swung crude weapons like axes and even swords and others simply ripping the faithful apart with their hands.

      I grabbed the family's AK-47 that I kept near the door and with it a satchel with fresh magazines and grenades. My spare car keys were always in the front pocket of the satchel, along with gold, some cash and our passports. My wife knew better than to ask what was happening and quickly grabbed the hands of my daughters. We left the apartment and ran down the stairs into the underground garage. My girls were quick. They had trained for this many times.

      Well, not this exactly. But you know.

      My car was always fuelled up and ready to go. I never allowed the tank to fall below half full. I threw my bag in the front seat while my family hurried into the back seat and put on their belts. My wife reached under the seat where we kept the family handgun. It was a Glock, always loaded.

      Our escape route had been planned without monsters in mind of course, but we had planned for the streets to be full. A back lane onto Maiwand Road followed by a sharp right onto The Kabul Highway. I had chosen our apartment specifically for its access to these roads. It didn't work out as I had planned.

      As the garage door opened a monster stood in the alleyway staring at our car. In its hand was a piece of some unfortunate soul. An arm I think. My wife screamed and I drove the car straight at the monster. It dented the car and pushed the beast aside, but I do not believe it killed the fiend.

      The road was blocked by crowds and monsters, but I had trained for this at least. Lowering the window I balanced the AK on the car body to stop the barrel raising and opened up, hosing the monsters with armour-piercing bullets. The crowd ducked as soon as they heard the noise so only a few of the faithful were killed, rest their souls. Some of the monsters tried to charge me. They were brave, but they are dead now.

      I pushed the accelerator to the floor and swerved onto the street. My plan had changed, we would go across country. The car looked old but it was strong with a powerful engine and quite good tyres. We raced across the desert at over 100 kmh. I thought we had escaped but I was wrong.

      In the rear view mirror I saw monster trailing behind us. It looked different to the others and moved with a terrible speed. I would later learn it was a demon known as Shavat. I was still well ahead of our pursuer and had covered almost 16 kilometres; my wife was on the phone screaming down the line.

      As the terrain changed I needed to slow down, it would not do to break an axle or blow a tyre at this speed. The fiendish Shavat was closing upon us. All my youthful training with the mujahadeen had not prepared me for this; I was expecting to fight men not demon hordes. But when I looked back the monster was gone.

      The roof of our car collapsed in on us as the monster landed on it. I lost control of the vehicle and it skidded sideways kicking up dust and crashing into an outcropping of rock. My wife was firing the pistol but I did not hear any impact. I grabbed my AK 47 and pointed it towards the monster but it was ripped out of my hands by the demon. It was truly a horror to behold. It leaned in to the back seat searching for my children. My wife's screaming drowned out all other noise. Then its head exploded. My brothers had heeded the call.

      When you are Al Qaeda you think of the Tora Bora caves as a safe place, as a haven. The monsters learnt like so many before them that you do not pursue the righteous into Tora Bora and expect to live. Now we had a new fight. The Great Satan was bad but they were at least Allah's creations. Indeed, they are people of the Book. We would fight these monsters together and teach them what it is like to battle the righteous.
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          Hippopotamus Cave

        

        Yinan Wang

      

    
    
      Incident report by Kevin Stone, assistant paleontologist:

      We were six days into the excavation at Hippopotamus Cave when it started, and that day began like the five before. Break of dawn, I roused the camp. That was my job because I like to get up early. I'm sick like that. I'm that asshole doesn't get hungover at the keg party and just loves to bang a couple of pots and pans together in the morning, yelling, "Wakey, wakey hands off snakey." My dad was in the army. That's where I got that shit.

      Anyway, everyone's used to it by then, so a couple minutes after I started ringing the dinner bell, or the breakfast bell I guess at that time of day, most everyone is wandering around doing their morning thing. One of the grad students, Anton, worked as a short order cook as this diner just off campus. He was always up early too. Had to be to work the breakfast shift. But it's good for us because he's making the beans and bacon and scrambled eggs. You don't want me messing with that. Professor Bloomfield, he was our boss hog paleontologist, he hovered about, making everyone anxious. He lived on black coffee and Twinkies and he was real eager to get back to the cave and get on with the excavation of Hippopotamus Cave.

      Hippo is this natural cave in the Ordovician limestone of the Antero basin. Weathering created sinkholes into the cave tens of thousands of years ago. Animals would fall into the sinkhole and die down there, which attracted scavengers, but they couldn't get out either, so you end up with this amazing fossil deathtrap. Ranchers discovered the cave entrance three years year ago, but its location in the ass end of nowhere made a major dig difficult. Our expedition was two and half years in the planning.

      I was eating my breakfast, thinking about the find we'd made two days ago. There was all the usual Pleistocene crap; camels, horses, and even traces of a sabertoothed cat. That was cool. As we removed the bones one by one from the pit, we found all these large sloth bones that had been gnawed on by some kind of big ass predator with a really unusual bite pattern. Like its mouth was full of sharp but badly aligned teeth. Several other bones appeared to have been "cooked", even though this just wasn't possible. There were no humans in North America back then. Eventually we came across something we've never seen before, what appeared to be the end of a rib bone almost the size of a whale's but reptilian in nature. We'd uncovered the first foot of it yesterday, the best find of the expedition so far, before we decided to call it a night. I was keen to get back to that bad boy.

      As the sun started cresting the surrounding hills, the team formed up in a loose line and began the long hike to the cave entrance, led by Professor Bloomfield. Everyone was excited. The prof', five grad students including me (designated assistant paleontologist in charge by the professor, woo hoo), and three undergrads who were here for summer studying geological fieldwork. The cave sat in the base of a hill with a surrounding boulder field, a large boulder near the entrance looked a lot like a hippo, which was how Hippopotamus Cave got it's name.

      It was a fair climb and the professor was wheezing and everyone was out of breath by the time we got to the entrance, since we were just about 8000 feet above sea level. We caught our breath as we put on our cover; cheap disposable paint suits, gloves, and dust masks. The limestone had a high lead content, and nobody wanted to get that dust on them or in them.

      Before entering the cave, I revved up a portable generator by the entrance, which turned on a long string of naked lightbulbs within the cave. The cave entrance is a tight squeeze and you had to  crawl in on your hands and knees. Professor Bloomfield was not in the best shape and definitely had the hardest time of it. Past the entrance the cave opened up and descended through a series of passageways and turns. A few hundred feet of walking and crawling brought you to what we called "the pit", a large round room 60 feet across, with a domed roof above and a floor that dipped towards the center which contained a pit 30 feet across and a few feet deep, littered with bones.  There was once a hole in the center of the ceiling, 30 feet up, from which animals would plummet into the cave, but at some point a large boulder had rolled into the hole and clogged it up. That in itself was a mystery worth investigating. The excavation was centred on the pit and a series of walkways had been built so that no one was had to step on the fragile bones. The lighting wasn't great, since the genny couldn't support more than about a hundred light bulbs and most of them were strung out along the passage down there. Only the last dozen or so ringed the pit.

      Professor Bloomfield moved on to the walkways while I followed with our excavation tools: a pair of geologic hammers, chisels, spray bottles, and pry bars. Three of the grad students prepped their work tables along the edges of the room, with Ziploc bags, sharpies, tissue paper (really just toilet paper) and plaster kits for anything that may need reinforcing. The fourth grad student, Karen, took out a camera and prepared to continue documenting the dig. Karen gave me a smile from behind the camera as she snapped a picture with a bright flash.

      "Oh come on! Give me a warning before you do that!" Professor Bloomfield cried out, and Karen looked slightly abashed. I smiled at her and she nervously smiled back. We'd been getting close the past few nights while we talked and ate around the campfire. She laughed at my bad Pleistocene mammal puns, so I thought I was definitely in with a chance.

      Anyway, work began in earnest; the Prof and I working the find again. We carefully removed overburden and small bones covering the massive rib. Karen would take a picture after every few exposed sections. The grad students would label and package the smaller removed bones, and the undergraduates would place those in boxes and eventually run filled boxes back to the surface.

      It happened about two hours into the dig that day. First I heard a sound; like something a bunch of bones clattering together would make. The Professor didn't seem to notice but I looked over at Karen and saw she looked as puzzled as me. Bloomfield finally seemed to realise something was up when this noxious smell filled the pit; it stank of rot, and swamp gas, and something sickly sweet gone over.

      "What is that stench?" Bloomfield asked as he looked around accusingly, like somebody had cut the cheese. We all returned his look with blank stares. The Prof shook his head, muttering to himself, and went to pick up another bone that was overlaying the rib when there was an explosion of bone bits and a blur shot out and grabbed his arm. He screamed but it was cut short as his head slammed hard into the pile of bones as he was pulled in to the pit.

      We just stood there, frozen by shock for a second before I finally grabbed the professor's legs. I struggled to pull him back up onto the walkway but I had no chance. I was fighting gravity and whatever got a hold of him. He screamed and struggled and kicked, making it even harder. A few seconds later and his legs disappeared into into the pit, which filled in behind him. I retreated, slowly at first. My legs felt stiff and cold. But then I got running and everyone was running, for the edge of the cavern. Well, sorry, everyone but two grads. They were still frozen in shock.

      I spun around to try grab Dylan and Carol and get them moving but a stone as big as a baseball flew out of the pit and struck the wall near one of the light bulbs lighting the room. It hit with such force that it shattered with a crash like a rifle shot and took out the nearest two bulbs. That shook Carol out of her daze and she ran towards the entrance but Dylan was still standing there staring at the pit. I was only a few feet away from grabbing him but another stone flew and hit the lightbulb nearest the room entrance, dead on, and it severed the power line, dropping the room and the rest of cave into darkness.

      I stumbled and fell. I should have landed on Dylan but he wasn't there anymore. I heard him cry out, but I didn't know where he was and I really fucking didn't want to be in that room any more. There were more noises coming from the pit and the stench was unbearable. I started to gag. I found the entrance to the room by feel and luck and the sounds of students yelling and fleeing.

      I thought I heard a sound coming from far behind me. It was guttural, almost like someone snorting some old dead language, and it sent me into a dead run, straight into a wall.

      I don't know how long I was out, but coming to in the pitch darkness was disorienting. I don't remember how far up the passage I had gotten. I was lost. And I was not alone. There was something in the cave passage with me. I could hear its heavy breathing, and the stench of rotting meat. I slowly and quietly reached into my pocket for my backup flashlight, but it was in pieces, probably from me crashing into the wall.

      The thing in the room with me was close. Its breath was hot and repulsive. I slowly reached into my shirt and brought out my chemical glowstick. We all carried one as a final backup. I didn't want to see what was in front of me but the darkness and not knowing was worse. I bent the glowstick and with a snap the room slowly lit with a soft lime green glow.

      I'm pretty sure I wet my pants then, but I don't remember. Maybe I pissed them when the thing grabbed Bloomfield. What I do remember was the monster. It was humanoid, but barely. All gangly of arms, at all the wrong angles, a roughly triangular head covered in knobs, with jagged teeth and a smile that was all wrong. It's skin was  covered in sores and ulcers. The eyes were flat and yellow in the glowstick's light. It was just fucking... wrong. I'm a scientist, and I'm telling you 'wrong' was the only word to describe this thing.

      I thought I was dead. But the monster didn't like the glow. Sort of flinching and squinting it reached out and plucked the glowstick out from my fingers with gnarled phalanges that ended in sharp claws. It held the stick at arm's length as it examined it, like it might explode in it's face. Then, I shit you not, it dropped the stick into a leather pouch it was wearing. Just before everything dimmed into blackness and I'm sure that motherfucker smiled at me. It's mouth was junkyard of broken fangs and tusks.

      The room exploded in bright light. I was blinded but by the ear piercing shriek I could tell the monster was too. A hand grabbed mine. A human hand and it pulled me up. A woman's voice yelled "Run" and I knew it was Karen. I couldn't see because I was blinded, but I could hear the strobing of the camera going off as we ran through the cave. I trusted her to get us out. Each strobe of the camera brought a screech from behind us, as the creature gave chase.

      We ran, we headed up. My vision was coming back and I could see a bright narrow passage. I started to slow and to argue that she should go first but Karen slapped me and pushed me into the passage. I crawled, scraping my arms and legs, shredding the remainder of the dirty and bloodied paint suit, and I stumbled into sunlight. I turned around and grabbed Karen's arms and she lunged through the last few feet of the passage. She screamed as something grabbed her and started pulling her back. I pulled with all my strength. Karen kicked out and we both flew out of the cave as she came free of her boots.

      We stumbled and ran as the monster came out of the cave. It shrieked and we continued running. My legs felt leaded and numb and I stumbled, tripped, and fell, wheezing from the thin air. Karen ran past me, turned around, and looked back to the monster. I looked too, expecting it to be leaping upon me, but it wasn't there. The monster had taken a few steps out of the cave but was fas shuffling back towards the entrance. It's hide was sort of bubbling and smoking in the morning sunlight. It ducked back into the cave with a final snarl and disappeared.

      "The hell was that?" she gasped.

      I didn't know.

      We shuffled slowly back to camp since Karen was shoeless and the trail way was rocky. The transport van was gone but my pickup was still there. I searched my tent for the keys while Karen went for another pair of boots. We tore it out of there in less than a minute. I thanked Karen profusely for saving me. She smiled shakily and pulled a first aid kit out of the glove box and started treating the cuts on my head. Within half an hour we were in Hartsel and calling the state police. The geology van was there along with surviving grad students and the undergrads. An hour later, we watched as a whole lot of army helicopters flew overhead, in the direction of the cave.
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          Godzilla Eat Your Heart Out

        

        Simon AKH

      

    
    
      We were on vacation, the whole family, visiting my old stomping ground in Kansai, south of Tokyo.  The Kansai region takes in Osaka, Kyoto and Kobe. Kobe is where it all happened. First the quake, and then these monsters. We were staying at the Hotel Okura down on the harbour just near the bridge across to Port Islan – my wife, Lanie, our three kids, Andy, Pete and Samantha. It was a very nice hotel in a sterile Japanese way, with an overpriced breakfast buffet that the kids loved and reasonably large inter-connecting rooms on the ninth floor overlooking the city.

      We had been looking around Kobe and visiting the places I used to hang out in. The curry house in China Town, the cheesy pizza joint in Sannomiya, the lovely leafy suburb in the Ijinkan area where the foreigners used to live and KRAC. KRAC is the Kobe Regatta and Athletics Club near the Hanshin Expressway and it's been around since 1870 as a place for gaijin and their Japanese friends to hang out. It used to be on the harbor back in the 60s but moved to Hachiman dori where there was room for more tennis courts and a playing field. The "field" is a large paddock of raked granite and it's hell to play soccer on. Even worse for rugby.

      Late in the day we dropped the kids with my old mate Tak – Takenaka Takeshi who I've known since 1980-something. Apparently I am responsible for him buying a Ford Cobra as it was the closest thing he could get to "the last of the V8 interceptors". And it nearly sent him broke. We took the train from Umeda in Osaka where we'd been eating okonomiyaki, to Kobe Nishinomiya, dumped the kids with Tak, and then changed to the subway for Rokko station. The plan was to go to check out the Attic in the Rose Garden building in Sannomiya and see if it had changed at all. Last time I'd been there I'd was drinking with Randy Bass the baseball star and a bunch of JAL trolley dollies. We got to the Attic at around nine in the evening and were there for an hour when it happened.

      Some foreign dude ran into the bar shouting drunken rubbish – not entirely unknown in a foreign bar in Kobe. He was a Pom and a gibbering wreck. A couple of the regulars calmed him down enough to get some weird story about monsters coming out of the subway at Rokko station. We laughed because the Japanese have this thing about scaring the bejeebus out of people by dressing up as monsters and chasing them around for shits and giggles, especially for TV shows. We were all laughing at him when our cell phones started ringing. All of them.

      Turned out he wasn't just a drunken maddie or the victim of a TV prank. There really were monsters coming up out of the subway after all. The only rational explanation anybody had for it all was radiation. The quake had cracked open Fukushima and the radiation had created a bunch of monsters. It did for something to carry everyone's fear and confusion.

      The bar emptied pretty quickly then but nobody knew what to do. We weren't going to use the subway of course, and I thought maybe the train line might be a good bet. At least it's above ground. Outside we could hear sirens, lots of sirens, alarms, and something that sounded like a school bell. We started down the hill, angling away from Rokko station but in the general direction of Nishinomiya. Lanie was anxious about the kids, but she still didn't believe the monster bullshit. The locals were dashing into their houses, getting off the streets. We hurried along as best we could, nervous and wondering what was really going on. Seriously, radioactive monsters?

      So we knew we had to get back to Nishinomiya, then we could either attempt to make it to the hotel, or try Plan B. Trotting along to the east of Rokko, we headed to Rokkomichi Station. It was then that I heard the shots, gun fire echoing through the night and not that far away. There are police boxes all over the place so I assume it was coming from them and that meant it was serious. Gun ownership in Japan is rare and extremely difficult. I remember some hunter twat on the news one night proudly standing with his rifle and a dead black bear. Apparently it was the last one in the district and he potted the poor lonely beast. The gunfire escalated so we got a move on.

      As we neared the station, a man tried to get us to go into his apartment building. "Come, come, ofu streeto" he said. But out of breath and in broken Japanese I said, "Watashitachi no kodomo ga ikanakereba naranai". Something like we must go to our children now. At that he bolted back into his building and locked the door. At the station we saw others, probably with the same idea. There was supposed to be a train coming through in four minutes so I bulled our way in and we waited to see if it would turn up. If it didn't, you knew the shit was in the fan.

      The gunfire had stopped and we couldn't hear any more noise from that direction. We still had no idea what was going on and stupidly, I found it all a little exciting, a bit like the time I experienced a few earth tremors in Nagoya. No idea what it was, especially as I was somewhat drunk. Anyway, the crowd surged forward as we all heard the train approaching. It looked as though it was coming in hot, much faster than usual but it did stop and we piled into a crowded carriage somewhere towards the front of the train. I had to pull Lanie in behind me. People were still squashing like it was peak hour, not coming up on midnight. Then the screaming started and the pushing  got much worse. I wrapped my arms around Lanie and kept her in the middle of the carriage, pushing and swearing.

      Above the heads of the other passengers I could see folk running along the platform. The whistle blew and the doors were trying to shut but people were hanging out the doors. Something was forcing its way into the station. It was a creature. It was huge and it took a moment for me to process that it had a body in one set of claws, and was swinging a huge god awful sword in the other hand. It was cutting people down as they tried to get away. Looked like something out of a movie and part of me still wanted to believe it was just that. Or a TV prank. I held onto that for a while too. But looking up on the roof of a café across the road I could see another of the monstrous bloody things. This one was more insect like and it was drawing a fucking bow and arrow! I was sure of it. I'd seen enough of that thing at the Athletics Club.

      The train left, doors closed or not and rapidly picked up speed. I was just about to relax my sphincter when there was a loud clang, metal tearing behind us and through the door into the next carriage I saw blood splatter and parts of people flying around as the sword sheared through the side of the carriage. People screamed, but we pulled away and the rest of the ride was relatively uneventful, except for all the dying and screaming in the next carriage of course.

      We didn't stop at any other stations until, thank God, we pulled into Nishinomiya. The doors opened and everyone spilled out, as paramedics and police pushed in. Out on the platform everyone was warily looking around the station but the way was clear. Tak lived a short distance from the station and we bolted across the street and up a lane to his building. We buzzed his apartment and he let us in. We took the steps two and three at a time. Andy, Pete and Samantha were waiting at the door for us, all talking at once, all excited and clearly fearful. Tak asked what was going on. The news very confused, he said. I tried to describe the bits and pieces we had seen so far but of course it made no sense. We could see the glow of fires some distance away, could still hear sirens and we tried to get the TV news but it was chaos, with no real idea of what the overall situation was.

      After talking through, we thought it might be best to try get to the airport. We just wanted to get home. We all piled into Tak's car, a souped up Bisimoto Honda Jazz with me in the front passenger seat, Lanie and the kids squashed in the back, and we headed towards Motorway 5. It ran along the waterfront. To the west we could see smoke and the glow of fires. Traffic wasn't too bad though, and Tak was a good driver so I urged him to hammer it, which he did.

      Speeding down Expressway 722 we hit the ramp to the M5 and saw the destruction out to the west. Fires burned out of control over there. Up the ramp, engine screaming, and we were surrounded by a bunch of the last Bosozoku – Japans relatively harmless bikie gangs. They were slowly dying out and becoming just another odd, funny little subculture. On their blingy bikes, they roared up the expressway heading towards the epicentre of the event like us, but I guessed their intention wasn't to flee but to check it out. Crazy mofos were just asking for it in my opinion.

      After about 8 klicks of dodging through traffic we hit the Kowan Kansen toll road. Half way and things were looking OK, with our honour guard of bling bikers screaming along when the a pair of the bikers in front of us were snatched from the road, motorcycles and all by two huge fucking tentacles. We accelerated. The kids screaming and Lanie holding them all tight as if she could protect them from the whole world. We made it, swerving past one long arm which missed us by metres when it swept another group of Bosozoku screaming into the water below.

      Tak was now officially not having fun and clearly regretted his decision to play Uber driver for the night. It didn't help the whole situation with him screaming "NANDA!" looking in the rear view mirror at the carnage we left behind. I shouted "Tak! Drive the bloody car!" which seemed to get him back on track. We had two kilometres until the exit to Port Island, just two – surely we'd make it.

      The fires were getting closer, Sannomiya was burning fiercely, but we had only to skirt the edge, get through the terminal area and we would hopefully be home and hosed. I'd already booked seats on my phone. Very expensive seats, and I couldn't even get us all on the same flight. I had Lanie and the kids on the first flight. I was booked half an hour later on a different carrier. But traffic was getting heavier and slower.

      We rounded the off ramp, coming up on the long, low bridge across to the island. Too low and far too crowded. In fact traffic had come to a standstill. We surged the Jazz up the road until we could get no further. It looked like people fleeing the CBD had the same idea as us. We all hopped out to go on foot, but I'd lost a bit of faith in this plan after the octo-monstrosity we came across on the expressway. We pressed on, running with the masses until Pete stumbled and I had to carry him to keep up. At 700 metres or so I was seriously blowing but the crowd carried me along.

      Behind us we could hear screaming again, giving us a burst of fear and energy to make it to the bridge. There about twenty policemen guiding us all straight along the main road, over the bridge which was thankfully short but perhaps not short enough. The chaos and madness building us behind was palpable, the screams awful, and we couldn't look back. Several of the police opened up over our heads with hand guns and we could hear this visceral roaring, driving us forward.

      Three people to our right front were abruptly hurled forward, pinned together by an enormous arrow the size of a harpoon. The intensity of the gunfire picked up, no longer any fire discipline, just blatting away at whatever was behind us.

      We hit the end of the bridge running flat out and I chanced a look behind. I glimpsed three of the big arse Oni-sans, mythological Japanese demons, wading in with swords, axes and maces. None stood a chance until I saw a bullet hit the centre monster in its gaping fang filled maw and it crashed to the ground, crushing an elderly woman with a round face.

      The Oni had always seemed to be half comical and strangely jolly to me, but these were just big ugly powerful beasts. I heard a gunshot then, louder than a pistol, and saw another old lady fiercely working the bolt on what looked like an old rifle.

      Another shot crashed out, the big bullet hitting one of the bastards in the face. More harpoon sized arrows landed ahead, with screaming wails accompanying the hits. Lane was crying. The kids were shrieking. I'd pissed my pants. Buggered if I knew where Tak was.

      A Kubota front end loader barrelled down the road, people getting out the way as it charged towards the bridge, in the bucket was a short stocky man, covered in tattoos, waving a large katana and screaming "BANZAI". Clearly still Land of the Rising Sun and lunatics.

      From the eastern side of the bridge came a hammering sound, a machine gun opened up and cleared the two remaining big monsters crossing the bridge along with several smaller orcy things, with another gun joining in from a Hayabusa class patrol boat on the harbor. That big honking canon easily chewed through the demons on the roadway and raked another of the bow and arrow bastards on the roof of the terminal building.

      We were still shambling by this stage down the main road towards the Kansai Airport Island when the naval boats main gun opened upon the Kraken thing with the tentacles. The guns took it apart. I heard Pete whispering in my ear, "Welease the Kwaken".

      "Dude, just run" and we did, down the street and out of out of hell.
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          The Sasquatch Incursion.

        

        Roger “The Rhino” Ross.

      

    
    
      Unedited Transcript – Interview with Rhino Ross – Allegheny Mountains Incursion - ///09.20.16///

      

      [ Voice off camera - muffled.  OK, Mr. Ross, errr, sorry, Rhino,  just look into the camera and tell the story in your own words. Take your time and try not to leave anything out. Take all the time you need. You never know what might be important later. ]

      

      "To defend our campsite from Sasquatch incursions, Sugar Bear."

      That was my flip response, twenty years ago, when my then fiancée, now wife, asked me, "why do you need all of those guns and liquor?" She was watching me pack the truck for that first of many-to-come long weekends away with my buddies. Now, it's our in-joke to refer to my annual trip with the guys as The Sasquatch Weekend. Without fail, every year, she kisses me goodbye and says, with a twinkle in her eye, "Have fun, be safe, and kick some Sasquatch ass." I used to think it was hilarious. Now? Not so much. I don't think she'll be saying it anymore after this last trip and what happened with that Hooper guy in the news. Anyway, are you sure that you want to know all of this background stuff?  Yeah? OK, I'll go on then.

      So, our camp was Man Shangri-La. A six hour drive from the city where we all grew-up, the five of us scraped up enough money for a couple of acres of land in the mountains back when it was really cheap. The first couple of years we did the weekend in tents. Over the years we added improvements, including a pretty nice log house, as our respective incomes improved and desire for creature comforts increased. Commercialization eventually caught up to our little slice of heaven and the tourists arrived in the area. It was still pretty isolated and beautiful, but by now we had a pretty sweet compound that sported ATVs, a hot tub and an outdoor shooting range that could be rented out to campers for most of the year and provided us with a nice little tax write-off.

      By now the routine of our first day for the weekend was comfortably ingrained. Arrive. Unload the weekend's supply of food and liquor. Unload and stow the guns and ammo and show off any new acquisitions. Play catch-up over cold brewskis with whoever's there already. Repeat brewskis and catch-up as the others arrive. Get the steaks ready for the grill and prep the sides, stay hydrated during this work with more brews. Cook. Eat. Clean up. Reward yourself with a cold beer. When the sun finally sets, break out the scotch and cigars and sit around the fire pit. Like I said before, pretty much Man Shangri-La. But with beer. And Scotch. And cigars.

      The part of the weekend that I really looked forward to was sitting around that fire. No matter how long we're apart, the moment we get together the years fall away and we're still the same nerds we were a lifetime ago. It doesn't take long for the Monty Python quotes to start up, the old jokes to be told, and old D&D campaigns hashed over and thrashed out. I usually laugh so hard my gut hurts. Yeah, I know what you're thinking - a bunch of middle aged geeks. What you really should be thinking is a bunch of middle aged geeks with a lot of disposable income and a collective gun fetish. And I thank whatever deity was looking out for us that night.

      Everything was going great. You know that chill energy of a sublime single malt buzz, accentuated by the peppery taste of a good cigar? Yeah, that's about as good as it gets. That's when that idiot Roy opened his mouth and the goddamned moonshine came out. Everyone has a "Roy" in their group; the loveable idiot who does the most heinous things, takes everything over the edge (and everyone, generally willingly, with him), but is still accepted. After the mason jar made its way around the circle a couple of times Roy excused himself to 'drain the lizard' and disappeared inside the house. That's when we first heard the sounds. A loud snorting and snuffling, kinda' barking sound. Not like a dog or wolf, but more wild. I've spent a lot of time out there but I had never heard anything like that before. Gave me goosebumps, especially since I couldn't see much past the light from the fire pit. We all looked at each other and Smitty yelled out, laughing, "Cut the shit, Roy! You aren't scaring anyone with your bullshit Squatch impression." We were all laughing, drunk. Roy must've snuck out the back door and circled around in the woods. However, Roy walks back into the light of the fire and slurred, "What the hell are you guys yelling about?" All of us turned to look at him and that's when the spear hit him in the shoulder with a meaty ka-thunk.

      All hell broke loose, a million things happening at once. Roy just gaped at the spear sticking through his shoulder. I guess it was shock or maybe the pain hadn't registered with his moonshine soaked brain yet. He just sorted slumped to a sitting position and then it must have hit him because he started screaming. The rest of us jumped up and ran to him. That's when, I don't know, I guess the best thing I could say was guttural chanting started coming from the forest. Someone shouted 'get the lights'. We have flood lights all across the property for safety and to light up the range if we want to do some shooting at night after drinks in the hot tub. Yeah, well, I never said that we were the brightest bulbs. Anyway. I reached Roy and a few seconds later lights started coming on and we could see what happened to him. It looked like a spear you'd see in one of those caveman or safari movies, but it was way thicker. It went all the way through his shoulder, just below the collar bone and a razor sharp tip at the end of about two feet of spear was sticking out the through his back. The wound was leaking blood, not gushing, cause the spear sealed both wounds. That was probably really lucky for Roy cause the nearest hospital was an hour away. I knew enough first aid to not try messing with it. But, still, the way he was screaming, it had to hurt like a motherfucker. Sorry, excuse the language. He tried to pull on it but Smitty and I managed to hold him down and lay him on his side. I told Smitty to take off his belt so we could immobilize Roy's arms so he couldn't thrash around and hurt himself any worse. The fight kinda drained out of Roy, probably shock, so we didn't have any problem trussing him up. I stood and since Roy stopped screaming I could hear Greg clearly. He was shouting, "Guys, guys, holy shit, it's fucking Sasquatches and... little Sasquatches."

      I turned and out at the edge of light, about 75 yards away, we could see 3 towering, ummmm, beasts, I guess that would be as good a word as any. And each of them had what looked like a hunting pack of the ugliest critters that I ever saw. All teeth and claws. I was rooted to the spot. I'm not proud to say that I wet myself right there and then. All that joking for all those years and now I was going to get murdered by Sasquatch for real. Smitty and Gene were running for the house, Smitty yelled over his shoulder, "gun up assholes, those things tried to kill Roy." That broke me out of my own shock and I hightailed it for the gun locker with Greg on my heels.

      Like I said before, we like our toys. I won't go into the details but in about no minutes flat we were loaded for bear. Or, I should probably say loaded for Sasquatch. Anyway, we came back out of the house and set-up in four firing lanes facing the Sasquatches. Sausquatchae? I don't know, what's the plural of Sasquatch? Yeah, now I know that they weren't Sasquatches, but then, hell, all I knew is that some nine foot tall, ugly as a rabid mother in law, monsters were coming for us. The beasts barked some guttural command and the smaller creatures took that as their cue to attack. The ran for us and we just started lighting them up as fast as we could pull the triggers. Wasn't hard shooting. They just ran straight for us like they had nothing to fear. Tough bastards. The last one made it inside five yards before it went down. I got a good look at it. It sure as hell wasn't no hunting dog.

      I really didn't have time to dwell and we reloaded as fast as we could because the monsters were drawing swords and pulling shields from their backs. I couldn't believe it. What the fuck were Sasquatches doing with fucking swords and shields? Like Orcs in D&D. Or maybe more like Trolls at that size. Yeah, yeah, like I said, I didn't know then, OK? Anyway, they just started walking across the field towards us like they were out for a stroll. They started chanting again and banging their swords on their shields. Louder and louder and picking up the pace. We didn't waste any time and started shooting again. These things were a lot tougher than the first ones. I think we put close to eighty rounds downrange and it didn't even slow them down. They got to within 40 yards and that's when I heard Greg say, "Fuck this." and he dropped his AR on the ground and picked up his baby, a .50 cal monstrosity that he calls The BMFG. You can figure it out for yourself. He sighted in on the middle monster and shot. The report was deafening and, in surreal silence, I watched the round impact with the monsters shield and blow it, and the chest of the monster, away. Everything stopped. Us. The monsters. The monster that Greg shot just sort of looked down at the massive hole in its chest and then back at Greg and then back down at the hole and then it just toppled over. The other two just looked at their, I don't know, buddy, and then looked back at us. That gave Greg all the time he needed to reload. The second one didn't know what hit him, standing still at 30 yards, Greg could've put that round through a penny. The monster's head pretty much exploded like that guy's head in that Scanners movie. Old movie - look it up. I think that shook the other one up and it turned to run back the way it came. Greg reloaded and sighted on the beast and I could swear I read his lips and he said, "I just rolled a 20, double damage motherfucker" before he shot it in the back.

      My hearing slowly came back and we surveyed the damage. Smitty said he was going in the house to use the land line to call an ambulance and the local sheriff's office, in that order. The rest of us got busy and checked out the bodies of those things. God, they smelled worse than they looked. And, not to be indelicate, they had swords, and armor, and shields, but they were free balling it like they were on some beach in Europe. Weirdest damn thing I ever saw. Smitty came back out and said they were sending a life flight chopper for Roy and that the Sheriff would dispatch someone as well. Things got a little dicey when the Sheriff's Deputy got there and saw the 4 of us still loaded up. No way in hell were any of us going to put down a weapon for the rest of the night. The Deputy finally saw the monsters and stopped yelling for us to put down our weapons. He looked kind of yellow around the gills and walked behind the house to vomit at one point. He got back on his radio and did whatever cops do in these kinds of situations and pretty soon I think every cop in three counties and the State Police were there. The chopper landed and they took one look at Roy and asked us if we had a chain saw as there was no way that they were going to be able to load him into the chopper with that spear sticking out of him. Of course we did. I think the EMT smiled a little bit when he went to work on cutting that spear away.

      They got Roy squared away and took off. The Staties took our statements. Asking the same questions over and over again. It took about 2 hours. That's when the, no shit, black chopper landed. Two guys wearing identical suits and sunglasses, at night, got out and starting waving credentials at anything with a badge ordering them to pack up and leave. The cops weren't too happy about it but after some back and forth on their radios they all left us with the two suits. They walked up to us and I said, "What up MIB?".

      I was still a little drunk and juiced up on adrenaline. I just saw my lifelong buddy take a spear to the shoulder and big balled orcs and murderous Sasquatches. What the hell were a couple of suited-up government monkeys to me. Yeah, I was wrong. They were a lot worse than the Sasquatches. I won't go into details, but now that we're at full blown war with the orcs, everyone has heard the stories about agents from covert government agencies swooping down on supernatural shit before the war and threatening people with everything from rendition to Gitmo to the death of loved ones if they revealed anything to the public - all under the aegis of 'national security'. But the rabbits out of the hat now and everyone with a TV or the internet has seen New Orleans and Omaha and that Super Dave guy kicking ass and taking names.

      We got lucky that night. A couple of Hunn got through and found some geeks with guns and that was that. I don't know what would've happened if there had been more of them. Three were bad enough. Not even a full war band. I'm just going to take it for what it's worth and be grateful that all of us, including Roy, are OK. Are we going back next year? You bet your sweet ass we are. And, when my wife kisses me goodbye she'd better say, "Have fun, be safe, and kick some Hunn ass."

    

  



    
      
        
          13

        

        

    
    






          Monster Trucks

        

        Joe Thompson

      

    
    
      So you want to know what happened on – what they calling it now? – Emergence Day? You've probably heard a thousand stories but I bet you haven't heard one like mine. I got the whole thing on video – from the air!

      It all started when I was messing about with a new toy. A huge quad-copter that I can control remotely. I'm a bit of a gadget freak  and this was my new baby. It could go as high as 10 000 feet, had auto-hover, auto-recover and auto-homing. That meant if I lost control of it, it would return to where it last took off. It had GPS, a high-resolution camera with zoom capability and ultra long-life batteries that meant it could stay up for almost an hour. If it could cook I would have married the thing.

      That day, I was going to try something new. It was Muscle Motor week at the Grand Prix track on Phillip Island where I had my weekend place.  Muscle Motor week was where they had souped-up cars, those monster trucks with the big wheels and even outsized motor bikes.  They were running these things around the Grand Prix track at a million miles an hour and having a whale of a time. What I was going to do that day was to try and stream the take from the drone's camera onto my laptop and, from there, stream it to my live YouTube channel via my phones LTE. I was shooting at dusk, with a special low light rig. I was really looking forward to the seeing the results.

      I'd got this working a few days before – I won't bore you with the technical details – and now I wanted to do it with the muscle motors. So I parked up on farm track about 2 miles from the race track and fired the beast up.  It rose to around 3000 feet and I put it into auto-hover and then started to steer the camera so it was pointed at the track. I got that working and then zoomed in and started streaming my take. It was awesome.

      The first ten minutes was me just videoing the monster trucks going through their paces. Then I watched the pits for a while. A bunch of mechanics messing around with tools and air compressors and then I zoomed in on the bikers who were prepping their custom hogs. They were a wild looking bunch. About 30 hairy-arsed blokes with big arms and even bigger guts. I wouldn't have liked to mess with them.

      Then something happened. There was a cracking noise that I could hear from where I was controlling the drone from and then the earth started shaking. A fucking earthquake I thought. I've been through a few small quakes before but this was.......different. I'd taken my eyes off the drone feed by now and was holding onto the side of my car to keep my balance. I was facing towards the racetrack when I saw a huge cloud of what looked like smoke or dust fountain into the air from the center of the track. I snapped my head back to the drone feed and zoomed into the center of the track. It was pretty difficult to see through the haze but I could just make out what looked to be an enormous sink-hole. At least that's what I thought it was.  Then I saw movement....

      Ever seen an anthill that's been disturbed and watched the ants come boiling out? That's what this looked like. But they weren't ants. I don't know what the fuckers were – they were straight out of Lord Of The Rings or Hellboy or something – but there were hundreds of the bastards and they looked pissed!  It's odd how your mind works when something weird happens. Honest to God, the first thing that went through my mind was "I'm going to make a fucking fortune with this video!"  Then this huge THING came up from the pit. It was easily twice the size of the rest of them and he shouldered his way to the front of these monsters. There was like a 5 second pause as he looked around at the panicking crowd. Then he took this monster sword from his back and charged. As soon as he moved, the rest of the monsters did the same. Straight for the main stand they headed.

      The track was dotted with stalled and stopped monster trucks and they just ignored these and headed to where the crowd was the thickest and started swinging those fucking swords at anyone in their way. I saw a guy trying to shove his family in front of him towards the exit get cleaved in two. The I saw his wife go down – decapitated . One of the orcs stuck the baby straight through the body and heaved it up into the air and started shaking it like a damn trophy. The blood. Oh Christ the blood. It was spattering all over the place from this tiny body. I didn't know how there could be so much blood in something so small. I threw up, but I kept watching.

      I zoomed out so I could see the whole track and it was just carnage. There were bodies everywhere. Some of the orcs were chewing on the dead but most of them were chasing screaming men and women. They were fast, these fuckers. As soon as they got with range it was either a sword slash across the neck or a leap that would put them on someone's back and those fucking teeth would bite down. I could faintly hear the screams from where I was.  Then I heard a couple of engines start up and panned around and caught a few of the monster trucks starting to move. One just barreled straight for the fence and BOOM – smashed straight through it. But the others..... They had balls.

      Three trucks were now up to speed and they started mowing the orcs down like wheat before a sickle. When one of these ten-ton monsters hit an orc there was just a splat and an orc would go cart-wheeling through the air. Or you'd see the truck rock a little and a spurt of blood go shooting out from under its wheels.  It was beautiful man, just beautiful. Then I saw more and more trucks start up and I thought we might actually have a chance. The trucks were now herding the orcs up the track. Getting them into a group and then BANG - one of their mates would come charging in from the side and crush the orcs. We actually had a chance. Then it all changed. Remember that big fucker I told you about? He showed up and started screaming what I'm guessing were like battle orders and shit.

      The orcs changed in an instant. They stopped panicking and, instead, started throwing themselves at the trucks. They were jumping onto the front, the back ,the sides. Most of them were knocked off, a lot of them were crushed but a few managed to get a grip and they hauled themselves onto the speeding trucks and then it was curtains for the poor bastards driving them. The trucks didn't have windshields – no glass – so they were open to those bastards. A quick stab with a sword or spear and the truck would just splutter to a stop or crash as the driver was killed.

      It wasn't over yet though. There were four or five trucks still in action through either luck or skill and they were still taking their toll of the orcs. The big bastard screamed again and the monsters who were in the stands stopped killing and flooded onto the tracks and went after the trucks. They were doomed. I was almost crying watching the bravery of those drivers. They could have ran, they could have smashed a gap through the fence like the first truck did but they stayed and fought and gave the unarmed crowd a chance at escape.

      One by one they fell until there were only two left. Big Black and Big Red. Monster Trucks covered in blood and gore. They were tearing around the track at crazy speeds. Too fast for the orcs to get a grip of them but it couldn't last for long. Sooner or later they were going to run out of gas and then it would be game over. Then I saw Big Black do the impossible. As he was passing Big Bastard Orc he slowed and hit his air-horn. A huge sound that startled Big Bastard who jumped and tracked Big Black. Shouldn't have taken your eye off the ball mate. He was too busy watching Big Black and Big Red came thundering at him from behind and hit him square in the back. That fucking huge sword went spinning through the air followed closely by the big boss orc. He flew about 50 yards and bounced along the track, all broken and bloody.  As he came to a stop I saw the fucking thing rise to one knee. It was going to get up! But Big Red had other ideas and hit him again and threw the brakes on. Then he rolled the truck over the body of Big Bastard and started doing doughnuts. He spread that fucking thing into monster jam. It was awesome.

      Then came the miracle. When Big Bastard went down, the smaller orcs just lost their shit. They went fucking mental and started attacking anything and everything. They hit each other, they started chewing on dead trucks – I even saw one fucker whaling shit out of a lamp-post! Any cohesion or discipline they had was just gone. They were just mindless savages now. And a few, a very few. Less than ten percent of what was left of the crowd started to fight back. Started to kill these  fuckers or at least distract them and give the others a chance to run. It took five or six men working together to bring one of these fuckers down but they did it. Time and again I saw small knots of men swarm one of the orcs and stab it to death with the orcs own weapons. Yeah, a lot of guys didn't make it and a lot were maimed but every minute they fought was another minute for others to get to safety.

      Remember those bikers in the pits? The hairy-arsed fuckers? They were magnificent. They fought with crowbars and with wrenches, with weapons from the orcs. With swords and spears.. They threw petrol bombs  that turned the orcs into crispy-critters that ran around screaming before collapsing into smoldering heaps. I even saw one guy stick an airhose into distracted orcs guts and blew him up like a balloon. Until he popped that is. Blood and guts all over the shop. Those guys deserve a medal.

      Nearly done now. Last bit to tell. We were winning. Well, when I say we I really mean them. I didn't do squat. I was just watching. The orcs were still acting like maniacs without any kind of focus whereas the humans were working together. Yes, there were a lot more monsters than men but the men were smarter and had teamwork. If someone did get into trouble it was easy to distract the orcs and get a guy to safety. They actually had a fair chance of getting out of this alive. Most of the crowd were gone. Scattered into the countryside if they had any sense or stuck inside their cars trying to find a way through the gridlock of the carpark if they were stupid. There were around a thousand or so men still on their feet. Most of the orcs were harmlessly attacking each other or inanimate objects but there were still the occasional skirmish going on here and there with men.  Our guys were disengaging where they could and massing near the turnstiles. Then it all went to shit again. Out of the pit came another Big Bastard and in an instant everything changed. The orcs snapped back into focus and stood still as if listening. Then, with a terrible roar they turned and as one, charged the men at the turnstiles. It couldn't have taken more than a minute for those brave lads to be torn to pieces. I fucking wept. I cried like a baby watching those men get torn down. But I kept watching and recording.

      The new boss let his troops have their fun for a few minutes. Let them eat and then he led them back down the pit.

      So that's what happened mate. And I have it all on video.
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          State of Origin

        

        ShaneAlpha

      

    
    
      I was excited that night. I'd won a couple of tickets to the third State of Origin game at Lang Park. Yeah, I know they don't call it that anymore, stuff 'em. I'd been to Origin games there before when I was a kid, used to get in for free to the outer using a schoolboys pass, with the added bonus of a couple of free cans of beer hiding in the pile of empties that built up behind your back by half time. Anyway, I was looking forward to seeing it live for the first time in almost 30 years thanks to winning a couple of tickets in a contest in the local paper. I took one of my nephews with me. Blake's eleven and a great sportsman. His Dad, my brother-in-law, is a rugger boy so Blake is too, but he's also an excellent cricketer, not the best in the schoolroom due to his dyslexia but a great kid all the same. We were both wearing our Queensland colours like most of the crowd. It was was chilly as we walked over the pedestrian bridge headed to the entrance to the southern stand. I was explaining to Blake how I hadn't been here since the redevelopment so I was hoping we didn't get lost looking for our seats.

      We finally got inside and found our seats on the lower terrace. I'd bought a program for Blake on the way in, plus food and drink to keep us going to half time. I explained that he had to take a bathroom break when I did before half time to avoid the crush. Anyway, to cut a long story short, everything was fine until three quarters of the way through the match. I remember both teams were near half way. The Blues had possession early in the tackle count and one of their forwards was bringing it up. I don't remember his name, I've always been bad with names. You probably know it better than I do since I haven't seen a TV since that night. Anyway he's takes the offload from the dummy half and was accelerating toward the Maroons line and he just flipped back, like getting coat-hangered. The crowd gasped and I remembered thinking "What the hell? No one was near him." Then silence hit, just for a moment.

      Now, I don't know if you've ever been to an Origin match at The Cauldron but there's a reason it's called that. Queenslanders are very vocal in their support and for everyone, and no exaggeration, I do mean everyone in the ground to just stop talking, yelling and screaming was impossible. Then everyone suddenly realised that the Blues forward had what looked like a very large arrow sticking in his chest.

      I gotta tell ya, when the spell broke and the panic hit I have never seen anything like it. Those Hollywood movies, where they show a crowd panicking? Not even close to reality. Now, you know I'm a bigish guy but believe me when I tell ya I got absolutely barrelled by a 5 foot 4 chick who must have been 50 kilos dripping wet. So I'm down, I can hear Blake yelling "Uncle Shane! Uncle Shane!" and bastards are just running over me. I'm trying to get up and get to Blake because I'm terrified that he'll get trampled and the mob is screaming and yelling and roaring and things are breaking and I'm having trouble getting my breath.

      I'm aching and sore when I lever myself off the floor after the stampede. I fell into a seat for a second to get my breath back and when I could lift my head up I took a look around. There were bundles of maroon and blue scattered on the field all with bloody long arrows in them. There were bodies scattered around the stands, some groaning, some screaming and some just not moving at all. I turned around in the chair to see if I could find Blake anywhere. I see sandy hair and two enormous eyes peering over some seats up near the exit.

      I gave him a weak sort of wave and yelled out "Stay there mate, I be there in a sec and we'll get out of here." The words were only just out of my mouth when I heard a loud thump behind me. I turned back toward the field and standing at the bottom of the stadium stairs was a tall, sort of insect like, green thing with blue tatts. He had one hand still holding a kind of pale rope that went back up to the roof, his knees bent and just beginning to straighten. He was wearing a sort of light armour of leather and plate pieces, a bow and quiver across his back and a big vicious looking knife on his right hip. I yelled behind me "Run Blake, Run!" and leapt out of the seat into the aisle hoping to distract the thing so it wouldn't go after Blake.

      You know those stories about mothers lifting cars off of their kids and everyone says that it's from the adrenaline? It's only part of the reason. The other part that people don't talk about is that the human body is far stronger then you think, it's just that people back off when things start to hurt. So, if you stop feeling pain, you can do things you wouldn't think you could do in the sober light of day. So, I'm standing there and the green bastard kind of swings its shoulder, reaches back and grabs its bow in one hand then pulls an arrow out of the quiver with the other. And I'm thinking "Oh shit, I'm gonna die." And in desperation I reach out with my left hand and grab the back of a chair and rip it off the metal frame that it's bolted to. It's a good solid polycarbonate so I'm hoping it'll give me some protection. I pull it around in front of me like a shield and I'm holding it in both hands with my head turned away and my eyes closed waiting for the impact.

      Have you ever pierced the top of a microwave meal? It kind of sounded like that, but so much louder, and I realise that the plastic is turning in my left hand because my right doesn't seem to be holding the weight. I open my eyes and look down at my right arm and just stare. The sod has shot through my pathetic little shield and sliced my right arm clean off, a 45 degree slice just below the deltoid. And I just kind of fell back still looking at when my arm used to be until I hit the stairs with my arse. And I look at the ground and there's my arm just lying there so I reach across with my left hand and grab my other arm by the wrist and pick it up. It's so heavy, heavier than you think, and it flops there and I can't stop looking at it. Then this big green hand reaches down toward my arm and pulls it out of my grip. I follow it as it moves up, it's like time has slowed to a crawl, my mouth just hangs open, I'm not feeling any pain, I just can't believe what's happened. Up, up, up it goes and that monster prick just puts the hand of my arm into his mouth and bites down hard.

      The bones of my hand grind and crunch as he chews on it while I just sit there staring dumbly, thinking there's no chance I'm getting that sewn back on now. He swallows the meat down and then, I swear to God, this look of surprise and happiness passed over his face and he just goes to town on what's left of my arm. He finishes scoffing down the remains of my arm, burps a horrific monster burp, and then looks at me with a look that says "That was a tasty starter." And he takes a step forward. I'm trying to lean back to get away and my feet are scrabbling on the stairs trying to get purchase but the blood from my stump has made the stairs under my feet slippery. He starts to lean down towards me, a leering grin all over his ugly face when the head of an arrow punches out of the middle of his chest.

      His head snaps back and he tries to roar, but the arrow head must have sliced his lungs because nothing but blood came out of his mouth in a bubbling, gargling sound. Then the bastard falls forward onto me pinning me to the stairs. The arrowhead goes into my chest and his face falls forward into mine. I'm pinned under what feels like a ton of green monster, I can feel the arrow in my body but it's like its miles away, my arm still isn't hurting and I can't breathe. I'm blacking out, either through lack of oxygen or loss of blood, but either way, I'm done for. I open my mouth to try and draw in a breath and at the same moment a torrent of blood comes out of his mouth and into mine. I'm choking on monster blood, it tastes like shit and I really don't want to swallow but I choking and I have no choice so I start swallowing the vile stuff down, mouthful after mouthful and I can tell he's not dead and I'm scared and I'm scrabbling around with my left hand trying to find anything. I touch the knife he's wearing and just grab it, pull it out of its sheath and just start stabbing him in the side over and over and over.

      Finally I feel him go slack and the blood stops flowing into my mouth. I'm crying and shaking as I eventually stop stabbing him, but strangely I'm starting to feel better. I hear a grunt of effort and the body is pulled to one side, sliding off me with the arrowhead gouging a furrow across my chest. I have never been so grateful for anything in my life. I must look like absolute shit as I struggle to get to my feet, off balance from my missing arm. I slowly raise my head up once I'm standing to see Sam Thaiday the Queensland second rower. He'd come in behind the Orc, grabbed one of its arrows out of the quiver and stabbed it through the spine. I'm standing there, shivering as the adrenaline ebbs away. I open my mouth and say "Thanks Sam, I owe you one." And then the blackness hits me and I'm falling into darkness with wailing sirens dopplering away from me.

      Well, that's it. That's what I remember. I'm not even sure if it's true or not. I woke up here, wherever here is. They won't tell me shit. They won't tell me what's happened. They've kept me strapped down and pumped full of god knows what most of the time and I think it's possible they've subjected me to every single medical test known to man. I think they may have even tested if I'm pregnant. I've seen no news, they won't tell me what happened or even how long I've been here. They won't even tell me if my nephew is all right. And despite all the drugs every time I fall asleep I have nightmares you would not believe. To top it all off, I look down at my chest and there's no scar and even worse, I have both my bloody arms. But one of them looks like a little hairless baby arm of a thing. Like it's growing back or something.

      How weird is that?
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          Roomies.

        

        Insomniac

      

    
    
      I was just hanging out at home, watching TV with my roommate, A-Bo ... Andy Bolt.  You'll probably want his full name for your records.  His parents may want to know.

      It was just an ordinary night.  Me with a beer; A-Bo munting away on his laptop as usual, when the reports, newsflashes came in, showing the monsters attacking.  It was awful, but I couldn't look away.  Those poor people, ripped to shreds.  I was thankful it was somewhere else.

      At least I thought it was.

      We heard these low guttural noises outside.  I muted the TV.  The door flexed inwards, but held firm.  Whatever was out there, it didn't know how to open a door.

      Andy was on the opposite side of our apartment. He farted, loosened his sphincter and filled his underpants.  A foul stench quickly spread throughout the room.  It had to be at least a number two and half.  I guess fear does that to a man.

      The level of noise outside increased in both volume and pitch.  I shrank back into my corner of the room, taking refuge behind the sofa.  The door, once solid timber, splintered into a thousand tiny shards as a huge blade ripped through it.  The things, the monsters, squeezed through the doorway, their focus away from me, towards Andy.  They seemed excited, grinning with rows and rows of teeth, licking their lips with long scaly tongues.  They were drawn to my roommate and his shitty undies.

      They didn't take long.  His screams were quickly silenced, replaced by the sounds of chewing and crunching and slurping.

      I didn't need to look.  I didn't want to look.  I was sure I was going to be next so why hasten the event by drawing attention to myself.

      But it didn't happen.  Andy's number two was bad enough camouflage for the monsters to think there was no one else in the room.  They left the apartment.  Not as deftly as they had come in though.  One thudded into the door jamb.  I don't know what he said but I understood the tone.  He sounded a little drunk.

      I waited for a long time.  I don't know how long.  Listening to every sound, trying to distinguish good from bad.  Really though, it was any sound bad, no sound good.

      At the start I heard mostly screams.  Screams and crying, followed by nothing, then screaming and crying again.  I guess they were moving from building to building because it went on and on, slowly moving away from me. Sometimes you'd hear was a siren wailing, other times a gunshot.

      In the end it was just silence.  I took my chances and crawled out from behind the sofa.  The place was a mess.  What was left of my roommate was splattered on the floor and walls.

      I stopped to listen again.  It was still silent.  It seemed safe enough to leave. I stopped at the door, peering around cautiously, and then stepped out.  Dawn, and as it turns out, safety, wasn't too far off.
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          The Fedayeen

        

        Jason Cox

      

    
    
      I remember that day as if it were a film playing in my mind over and over again. I wish I didn't.

      I was awoken by the call to prayer across the rooftops of Jalalabad. It was already warm and our home was humid enough to make me sweat. My father was already awake.

      He was drinking coffee and staring out from our balcony. He had not slept that night. I knew this as I woke frequently that night and saw him staring out across the city. He would die today. He had no fear of death. He was Fedayeen and would be welcomed into heaven.

      The Fedayeen were the true warriors of Allah (peace be upon him) they did not war with the unbelievers. They waited until the true Satan walked on Earth. Then the Fedayeen would do Allah's will.

      The previous night my Father had shown me the news from the United States. There were devils in the streets. My Father told me the devils were from Jahannam. They were the souls of unbelievers sent by Iblis (who you in the west call Satan) to destroy the faithful. He believed they would soon be here in Jalalabad. His belief was that they would overwhelm the west quickly and then descend on the citadel of true belief. He had called The Fedayeen to battle.

      The true Fedayeen had been waiting in the shadows for centuries. Ours was an ancient society with a mission passed from Father to Son. We would wait until Allah called to us. Then we would smite his true enemies. Not the arrogant Americans or the creeping Jew. Iblis was the only true enemy. Now was the time for the Fedayeen to rise.

      My Father rose from his seat and placed his coffee cup on the bench. He was a tall man with a full beard, as men are meant to have. He wore the traditional garb of our people, a black dishdash with a kufi on his head. I knew that under the robes was a vest filled with explosives, ball bearings and nails. He called it "the Armour of the Fedayeen". With no emotion in his voice he said "The time has come young one. The Spawn of Jahannam is on our streets. I must go". He hugged me to him and whispered in my ear. I would have the destiny He set me. 

      I did not cry or beg for him to stay. I too was Fedayeen and would never shame him. But I was sad. A son must love his father. He walked to the balcony and made call after call on his mobile phone. The Fedayeen were ready for the minions of Iblis.

      I looked out on the street to see the devils emerging from houses and apartment blocks and up out of the drains and sewers. The streets were thick with people trying to run. It was a sea of humanity breaking in waves on the devils. There were at least 100 of the beasts below us. I could clearly see one of them eating a human arm.

      My Father stepped up on the balcony and called to the monsters below, "God is great. He sends the true men of Fedayeen to welcome you to Hell". With no hesitation he jumped from the balcony into the midst of the demons. As he flew I screamed at him "La illaha illa Allah". He would be welcome in Jannah this night.

      The devils all turned their faces upwards to my Father's call and watched him as he flew towards them. He landed on the street surrounded by Satan's imps. As his hand relaxed in death the vest he wore detonated. Many devils died immediately in the burst of flame and light. More were injured by the flying nails and metal balls. My Father was taken into Paradise.

      The sound of Fedayeen greeting the devils to our city boomed across the rooftops and minarets as the true men laid the wrath of Allah on the followers of Iblis. Soon enough I heard the sound of AK-47s. The simple people of Jalalabad were fighting back, inspired by the sacrifice of the true men. Many died that die. Many would die in the days to come. None would be mourned more than my Father.

      I am now a true man of the Fedayeen. My sons will follow me as will their sons. All the devils of Hell will know us by our faith.
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          Monsters in the House

        

        Sten Duncan

      

    
    
      I always knew there were monsters in Parliament House.

      Monsters in human form. You know the types – our so-called political masters. Products of law faculties and university debating societies, with no experience of real life as we poor bastards have to live it.

      And it spans the whole political spectrum – from the compassion-free zone that is the Prime Minister and Cabinet to the bruvvers of the Labour factions opposite to the watermelons of the Greens like that dickhead senator from WA that tried to monster two of my ex-colleagues in front of Senate Estimates. Grandstanding bastard.

      What, watermelon?  You know, green on the outside and red on the inside.

      Anyway, you can probably tell I don’t like politicians.  Canberra is actually a decent place to raise a family, and we’d have a much better national reputation if we didn’t have to host that bunch of self-serving shits for half the year.  Let Sydney have them – it thinks it’s the fucking capital already.

      But I’m rambling again.  Anything to stop the memories of that day.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I barely sleep now.

      Every time I close my eyes, I can see that thing picking up Tarja and ripping her apart.  And then it just stands there looking at me while it eats her like a chicken drumstick.

      And the noise.  I can't forget the noise.  Tarja screaming until the monster pulled her head off.  All of the other screams.  The sound of gunfire.

      I was only there for the free breakfast and the chance to catch up with my old boss.

      It was an ICT industry thing – you know how they work, right?  A company brings in an overseas speaker to talk up the product and lures in a bunch of customers with a free buffet, at a decent venue if you're lucky.

      Or not so lucky in this case. Tarja shouldn't even have been there.  She'd moved from my Department to Parliamentary Services in a senior ICT management role a few years back, but she'd been planning to retire from the public circus. Instead she changed her mind and stayed on and died horribly.

      And I did nothing to help her.

      I got to the hotel early enough to catch up with Tarj' over coffee before the sales presentation. She said the catering was top notch for this gig and we should try score a couple of pastries before they all went. Coming in from the hotel cafe we ended up approaching the big function area from the opposite side to most of the guests.  The wait staff were already chivvying people to their seats when it all started.  I saw some sort of commotion at the far side of the crowd and then all hell broke loose.  Plates hitting the floor, screaming and yelling from the guests and this deep roar that just kept getting louder as these ... things ... came around a corner and bowled into the crowd – grabbing and ripping and rending and ... just eating people.

      There were two kinds of monster, I think. As best I recall anyway.  Most of them – a dozen or so – were sort of man-sized, but all fangs and long claws. There were a couple of others though, much larger and taller, with bloody leather armour and stuff, and carrying huge edged weapons – some sort of giant long handled machete, it looked like. One of them stopped and looked over to where Tarja and I stood and I fair pissed myself. Even at that distance I could see its eyes burning with some sort of dark intelligence.  It shrieked like an angry ape and leapt at the two of us, grabbing Tarja before we could turn and run.

      It was knocked flat on my arse, in my wet strides and I couldn't even find the courage to run. It just stood there eating her, staring at me the whole while.

      How did I get out?  Some security guards saved me by firing at the thing eating Tarja. There were a few top level blokes from Defence there for the conference. They weren't carrying weapons, but they had drivers or body guards or whatever who were. Lot of bloody weapons around town since 9/11 you know.

      Anyway, the thing eating Tarja wasn't really hurt by small arms fire, but it was distracted enough to drop what was left of her and turn on the bodyguard.  Me, I scooted away on the bones of my arse back into the corridor leading to the hotel cafe. I found my feet, even though my legs were all shaky and numb, and I tried the first staircase door I came to – stumbled down through the sublevels until I got to the carpark. I had a small Swiss Army knife in the car. Normally carried it everywhere but I'd left it in the cup holder so I didn't have to surrender it at security. I found my car and just hid inside, crying in the back seat, holding this bloody dinky little knife like it could do anything to help. 

      I don't remember how long I was there, but eventually, they found me and got me out. A bunch of federal cops and armed ADFA cadets sweeping the carparks, I think it was.  And the ADFA kids looked just as scared as I was.
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          Mikey’s Monster of a Party.

        

        Nicholas Devin

      

    
    
      Of course I remember that night.  Like it was yesterday.  I had no idea all this was going to happen.  Everything was so boring that day.  The kind of boring when you watch infomercials, or the Weather Channel all day.  Me, Jorgs and the boys, we were waiting for Mikey's party.  It was gonna be the monster of all house parties and I tell ya. Man, I couldn't get my mind off it.  I was stoked, but, you know, kinda bored waiting for it to kick off.

      I'd known Mikey since high school and everyone around town knew he threw the most insane parties when his folks left town.  We were counting the hours. The cops would a been too.  Busy night for them.  Mikey had those kind of parties girls felt they needed to spend $100 on a dress that mostly wasn't even there, while the blokes rock up in their singlets and pluggers, two six packs underarm.

      I remember walking in just after the party had started, the backyard already full of people.  Blue Monday by New Order was playing loud.  Two early starters were already making out on one of the couches inside. I knew one of them, he worked down the news agency handing out lotto tickets to the hopeful oldies.

      I saw Mikey was wearing a Hawaiian shirt fully unbuttoned and the shortest footy shorts I'd ever seen.  He sculled the last half of his beer and threw it on the grass.  All class.

      I cracked my first beer.  The moment I'd been waiting for all day.  Dad always told me a cold beer on a hot day was better than sex.  I guess he didn't get much, but it was still a good beer.  The sun was just about to set, oranges and purples tinted the skyline, and Mikey cranked up the music.  I should've savoured that moment right there.  Or at least the beer.  Never did enjoy sunset much after that.

      I remember not being able to move through Mikey's house.  The backyard was manageable, but inside was a nightclub.  Horny teens grinding on each other, biting and sucking each other under the music and the strobes.  I was trying to make it to my esky and grab a beer for Layla, this hot bird I'd been chatting to online for a month. Truth, she was the main reason this party was giving me a boner. I'd seen her on the invite list and thought I'd try me luck tonight.

      But once I made my way outside the pack of rutting teens I'd noticed some kid working my turf, chatting her up. There was Layla and there was the dropkick from the news agency, the one who'd been tongue deep in some other bird just before.  I handed the beer to Layla and told him to fuck off.  He took the hint and left.  She was already glassy eyed, which was tops. Half my work done for me. She was wearing a loose cut dress and I could see straight down her top.  I was fighting off a chub, trying to be a gentlemen because the chicks like a gent. Eventually she kissed me.  She tasted like beer and vodka raspberry.  Not the best taste really, but I didn't mind.  Didn't imagine my chubby was gonna taste that nice for her later and I didn't care.

      I remember hearing glass shatter inside around about the time she put her hand on my dick. I was too busy in the pants to care at that moment.  I just assumed it was some dumb drunk dickhead dropping his rum bottle.  I did look up at the house and noticed a hole where a window should be on the top level of the house; Mikey's room.  

      Layla got up from the grass, giving me a quick flash of the black laced underwear she had on.  She took my hand and we headed inside.  She was better at navigating through a crowd than me.  The music was loud and I was walking with a full hard on, which was uncomfortable when you bumped into someone. But did I mention that I didn't care? We were heading for the stairs.  I racked my brain trying to remember if I packed a dommie in my wallet. Maybe she'd let me ride bareback if I'd forgotten?

      We walked past Mikey's room.  The door was closed.  I could hear the bed knocking against the wall and some loud grunting.  The music was just as loud upstairs but I could still make out the moaning coming from that room.  We took the room next door.  Layla wasn't mucking around either.  As soon as she closed the door she threw me on the bed.  She took her dress off and straddled me, making me hold her arse with both hands.  I remember thinking, fuck yeah, but let me get me jeans off.  The sheets were already rustled, someone else had been here before us.  The room had a weird smell about it.  Like burnt toast or something.  Layla's skin was silky smooth, softer than the dress she had thrown off and that was a hundred dollar dress.  I pulled the dommie out of my wallet, kind of disappointed to find it actually. I heard a bang against the wall. Layla was now completely undressed on the bed.  I ripped the packet.  Another bang hit the wall.  This time louder than before, knocking the pictures hanging off the wall.  A scream followed too.  Not the average orgasm scream either. It sounded bad and I lost a bit of my hard on.  

      "Fuck me, let me just go tell them to keep it down," I explained.  She rolled her eyes.  I didn't care.  I pulled on my pants and opened the door.  Another bang rattled the wall, and another, and another.  It was like a hammer against wood.

      I remember thinking, shit Mikey, what the hell are you doing to this poor girl?  I remember the scream that followed.  It was louder than before but cut off.  I heard gargling as I turned the door knob.  I carefully peered inside.  Clothes on the floor.  The gargling was louder.  There was gnawing.  I remember gnawing, like a dog chewing a pig's ear.  Nasty, eh? At first I couldn't make out what was on the bed.

      I was pissed and it was dark and shit was messing with my head. I opened the door a little further to get a better look.  The stench in that room was like burnt toast and petrol.  I saw Mikey's Hawaiian shirt ripped and stained black.  He was lying on his back, his head draped over the side of the bed at this weird, impossible angle. I stopped cold.  I remember trying to yell out, but couldn't gather the air to do so.  The room was trashed, blood everywhere.  Mikey's body stopped at his hips.  The other half was lying on the floor, gnawed at the spine, like roadkill.  His head was hanging upside down on the bed, staring directly at me.  He was motionless and I was looked at my mate severed in half.  Fucking severed, man.  

      The gnawing sound continued from the corner of the room.  I looked over and saw something chewing on the limb of what I assume was the girl I heard screaming before.  She wasn't screaming no more.  The thing was hideous, its hide looked like it had been burnt to a crisp.  Its spine protruded from its body, the skin barely holding onto the bone.  I wish I could tell you I swore at it and went in guns blazing, kicking its ass back to hell. But I didn't.  I lost the strength in my legs and the piss in my bladder.  I was barely standing.  The creature's teeth knocked against the bone once it made its way through the girl's flesh.  It stopped feasting and peered towards the light coming from the doorway.  It growled at me, drooling blood over itself.  It dropped the girl's arm and stood up.  It was bigger than me, only just.  Its eyes gleaming into mine.  The creature began to walk towards me, swaying back and forth as if it was drunk.  I looked around for something, anything to defend myself.  I threw some bottles that were on the table in the hallway.  The first smashed against the monster's chest.  It didn't stagger.  I threw another one hitting the fucker right in the face, where it had slits for a nose.  It howled, showing the lots of teeth.  Layla stepped out of the room draped in the sheets.  I told her to run.  She didn't understand.  I yelled it at her.  The monster lunged towards me.  I quickly fell out of the way.  The monster crashed into the wall.  Layla screamed.  I crawled back up, get to my feet as best I could and sprinted for the stairs.  I rolled down them to the thumping noise of the music.  Everyone looked at me.  I screamed for them to run.  But they just looked at me.  Some laughed, others just got back to making out and dancing.  I saw Jorgs lying on the couch rolling a joint.  I told him to get the fuck out.  He laughed.  I don't know if I was making much sense, but he dragged me outside.  

      I remember trying to explain it all to him outside.  I told him to call the cops, I told him to get everyone out.  Then I heard the screams from the house.  The lights went out and something crashed just before the music stopped.  People suddenly erupted out through the door, pushing each other away.  It was chaos, frantic fucking chaos, mate.  I got Jorgs' arm and told him to run.  My heart was about to punch out of my chest.  I don't know how many of those things were in the house, but I know one killed my friend.  It ate him like he was a Big Mac.  And I ran until I collapsed.  

      So yeah, I do remember that night.  I can still see that fucking thing, the way it chewed on the bone, drooling blood.  I don't know what happened to Layla, if she made it or not.  I can still see Mikey's dead eyes staring into mine. I try not to think about it.
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          The Neighbourhood Watch

        

        Peter Bradley

      

    
    
      The Sliveen scout gazed down from the shadow of the chimney at the frail old man making his way gingerly from the outside toilet back into his small single storey terrace house. There was barely enough meat on the calfling to make it worth the scout's effort even if his orders hadn't been to remain undetected.

      Bert Scrimshaw closed the back door completely unaware of being observed feeling every one of his 87 years. He had lived in the small North Carlton brick terrace since he moved in with Tess after their marriage in 1950. Tess had been in the ground these past 19 years and he still missed her terribly. The house whilst it had a form of order still had a feeling of inertia that implied the inhabitant hadn't changed his way of living since the mid-1990s. It looked old and smelt stale. The same pictures had graced the walls for years and the stains on furniture looked like they were there to stay.

      Bert had considered bringing the toilet inside when he retired from working in the maintenance department of Melbourne University twenty two years previously but had never quite got around to it. After Tess was gone it didn't seem worth it. In fact many things didn't seem worth it after Tess left.

      Bert hobbled back to his seat next to the front window. Fronting O'Grady Street, he had sat here most days and nights watching the world go past.  Mostly he sat watching and listening to the wireless. A long time ago he used to go down to the Kent Hotel for a drink but they had ruined the place with blond wood, large windows and hipsters in the early 1990s. Now he had to be satisfied with a stubby of Melbourne Bitter with his lamb chops and potatoes.

      During the 1950's he had watched as Carlton went from a predominantly Irish area to a centre of Italian culture in the 1960s and 1970s. He watched as drunk men staggered home from the Kent or the Brandon after the six o'clock swill. He didn't really agree with the gangs of "Anglos" who roamed these streets in the 1960s searching for "wogs and spics' but learned to ignore them unless he saw an injustice was being done. He certainly ignored the SP bookies as they plied their trade in the laneways behind his house. A lot had changed since he and Tess had set up in the dilapidated house.

      The last 30 years had seen the gentrification of the area and Bert had put up with Uni students, wind chimes, wafts of incense and music filling the air. Now BMWs, Range Rovers and Audi's now lined the street where the occasional FB Holden or Falcon Futura used to stand.

      He had seen a lot of change and quite frankly he was sick of it.

      "That is definitely not right", Bert said quietly to himself and he saw the Hunn patrol and leashed Fangor emerge from the Carlton North Primary School. The obvious power and menace radiated from them like warmth from the old bar heater he kept at his feet.

      Bert picked up the phone and dialled the police. "I am sick of the idiots who walk around these streets now and want you to do something about it" he insisted to the police operator.

      "We will send a patrol car around when we can sir", the operator said trying to placate the agitated grumpy old man on the other end of the line, knowing full well it would be at least 30 minutes before they would get there given the traffic conditions.

      Bert didn't get much sleep that night but he did gather another story to tell the grandkids when they next came around.
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          Teacup Pigs

        

        Anders Russell

      

    
    
      So, where was I when I first saw a monster? At the zoo. I don't know why they decided to start an attack there - I suppose there's lots of kids about, that might be it - but it was a bad time for everyone. I guess most of us who made it out have to be thankful than the zoo keeps some serious artillery on site in case of ever needing to put down a rampaging elephant. As for the monsters?

      For starters, have you seen what happens when something appears in the middle of a tiger enclosure on a starve day? I mean, you have now, because the footage is all over the internet. Me? I was down watching the peccaries with my family - nowhere near the tigers. We heard the baboons in their enclosure nearby start going mental, and lots of shouting, and screaming everywhere. Then this giant sword-wielding satan-gorilla pulls himself out of a stone in the middle of the peccary enclosure – right in front of us. We'd talked to a keeper once who told us that the peccaries were on the same danger rating as animals like the tigers. They might look small and fairly cute, but apparently they are total arseholes who will try to knock you down from behind, then eat you alive. Like some kind of velociraptor crossed with a teacup pig.

      Unlike with the tigers, no one ever got footage of the peccaries. But I saw a bit as I was scooping my son up and running like hell. Turns out the keeper wasn't bullshitting us about how they eat. They do go for the groin first.
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          Edge of the World

        

        Rob Henry

      

    
    
      One thing I recall about that day was that the mobile phones kept working. The land line and the internet at home went out around 4.30, my work phone died and my work intranet was offline from three. We all just sort of seeped out the office from 3.30 and quietly went home.

      My house over looks Hobart. It's 500 m above sea level and I can see the CBD from the Tasman Bridge to Port Arthur, it's a spectacular view especially when it goes dark over the city. The city lights come on and they reflect into the Derwent River, you can see boats come and go. I can see the green lights of the harbour marinas shine as clear as day. So I got home as it started to get dark. My wife and oldest boy were already home. My youngest was still down at the Art school in Hunter Street.

      We didn't have the phone or internet at home, but we have had so much trouble with those services since building the house, we just sort of raised our eyebrows and moaned that we couldn't check our dog's Facebook page on the laptop. Satellite TV was working, so at least we could watch Family Guy and American Dad as usual.

      I got a text from the youngest to see if I could pick him up from art school. He sent it from a friend's phone. The boy, a would-be artist and never having phone credit, sent this.

      'Hey dad bro, can I get a lift? The powers out in Salamanca. I think there's a fire near the Hospital'

      I said I'd be there in 15 minutes or so. I looked out the window and sure enough there was a fire at the hospital, there was also a fire near the post office and another one near the Lands Building in Macquarie Street. You could see the lights of the fire trucks and police cars.

      It was 6pm by the time I left home to get the youngest. I noticed as I got my big black Jeep to the top of the driveway that something weird was going on. Besides all the fires of course. As I closed the garage door, I could hear the dogs going off. Not just my pugs gasping for air and garbling demands for their dinner, but the entire neighbourhood. Every Labrador, Border collie and Shih Tzu was just going mental at their fences and picture windows. I looked up and saw what they were barking at. It was a weird bat shaped creature circling high over Mt Nelson. I thought it was a bat at first. It was only later we learned about Drakon.  

      I wasn't scared. I didn't realise how big the thing was. Or even what it was, really. I drove down Proctors Road and all the streets were dead clear. This was Hobart after 6pm; pretty normal. The only difference was most of the intersection lights were out so I had to keep stopping to check if the roads were clear. By the time I got to Salamanca and Sullivan's Cove I noticed the smell. It was a weird mixture of raw sewage, burning petrol smoke and sulphur. Last time I smelled sulphur like that was in Rotorua in New Zealand back in the 80s.

      I got to the Art school in Hunter Street and texted the boy. He came right out with two friends, a hipster doofus in tattoos, tight jeans, ironic tee-shirt and a crap moustache and a girl who was dressed like she wanted to be a journalist.

      'Hey, dad, is it ok if they come with us?' He said 'they can't get hold of anyone.' He looked worried. 'Apparently it's a terrorist attack or something, people are burning things and attacking people'

      I said sure and let them all in. Reversed back on to Hunter Street and steered the jeep around to drive across the Hobart docks to Mures.  

      That's when I first saw the Hunn.

      I was trying to get over the Draw Bridge and boondocks that cross Sullivans Cove. I took it slowly. The street lights were all out, the only illumination was from my Jeep's headlamps. I put them on high beam but had to stop. In front on the drawbridge was this beast. Eight or nine foot tall and wide as a couple of Tongan rugby props. It wore its body hair pulled into spikes like a 1980s punk rocker. Each spike was tied up with string and tendrils of leather.

      He stood 10 metres from my car at the drawbridge, and had these creatures with him.  The ones called Fangr.

      It was dark and I couldn't reverse and go through the Mures Car park to Davey Street. The kids in the back seat were freaking out; my son was swearing and checking that the doors and windows were locked. I don't know why I did what I did, but I floored the Jeep. Two ton of black American steel, a bad safety record, 17 inch rims and $1300 worth of new tyres. I pushed the accelerator down and the v6 Mercedes engine just roared as I sped up. The idiot Hunn was kind of slow. I was doing sixty kilometres an hour when I slammed the jeep into him. Because of the high clearance he didn't go over the hood. They all went under the car and my car bounced over them. It was great. The 4 wheel drive suspension just bounced us to the ground, no air bags went off. I could hear the bumper scraping on the ground as I slowed.

      At that point a couple of the Fangr I'd missed went for the car, I probably should have driven off and got out of there, instead I played car soccer with the Fangr slamming them to the road and driving over them. I looked in the rear view mirror and saw one flopping head over heels. A bit like a cane toad that's just been run over in a rain storm.

      Then the Hunn started to get up. I couldn't believe it was alive. He looked pretty gnarly, but definitely still in the land of the living dead. I went for him again, reversing my Jeep into him. The spare tyre and surround smashed into him knocking him down. My rear wheel went over his head and nothing could survive that. I was reversing slowly and the weight of the car just popped his head open.

      We got out of there driving through Salamanca back into Sandy Bay and up into Proctors Road and back home. The tyres kept slipping on the steeper parts of the road with all the blood, fur and skin that coated the wheels. My jeep was a bit of a mess. I had a badly cracked front bumper, a lotto panel work in need of doing, and the wheels had been pushed out of alignment.  

      I parked the jeep at the top of the driveway. The next day I went out with my Karcher to clean the blood off it. It was strange. I could have sworn that Jeep was singing to me. But I'd just left the radio on.
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          The Seventh Guardian.

        

        Jason Cox

      

    
    
      I'll tell it you again, you numpty cunt, just like I told the Sergeant before and the Corporal before him. The truth won't change just coz you're a fucking DSI.

      I was down the Loch just on sunset having a fish and a wee bevy to keep the cold away. It was as glorious a day as you could find in Scotland, the sun was almost warm.

      I'd been thinking about them monsters poking their head up all over the world like bampots at the football. I knew there was nothing to worry about up here, Strone's a long way from anywhere and if the monsters wanted to get here they'd have to tramp through England first and that could only be a good thing.

      I was just down from Urquhart Castle near the bend. A lot of snags and such thereabouts and the fish love to feed in amongst it. Once I caught a trout there that must have been two foot long. I wrestled with it... Well, right, I can see you have no love of fishing stories.

      I was sitting in the deck chair with an Irn Bru, a pickled onion sandwich and a flask of tea just being patient like. No one for miles around as it can often be down there. I notices a little ripple in the water that looked a bit off, nothing much just a wave that shouldn't be there.

      Next thing I see is something walking out of the water, which is to say a bunch of things walking out of the water. It was them fucking monsters. Six of them walked up out of the Loch as bold as be damned. I didn't know what to do. They say to lay still and a bear will ignore you but what the fuck do you do with monsters.

      They were eight feet tall if they were an inch. Ugly as a Mother in Law's temper they were. All teeth and armour too. I'm surprised the fuckers didn't drown. They were still in the shallows looking around to see what was what as far as I could tell.

      I didn't think it could get any stranger and I hoped I was dreaming but it went to shite after that. Without a fucking sound Nessy herself sticks her head out of the water. Her neck must have been forty foot long and her head was the size of a postman's van. I can't say I saw the whole body but it was definitely her.

      Before the wee fuckers can even turn around she's reached down and swallowed one of them whole. As I live and breathe I'm telling the truth. Next thing the monsters are turning and laying into Nessy with them axes they were carrying. She's smashing them to smithereens with her head and eating them whole. The axes didn't make a mark on her. And I had a ringside seat. It was better than watching Inverness smash Aberdeen at the football. I almost started cheering for Nessy but thought better of it. No idea if I was fair game as well.

      When she'd eaten the monsters and there was fuck all left she just glided back into the Loch without a ripple. It was like she'd never been there. I didnae move for a long time afterwards. When I finally came back to my right mind I was foul on myself for not filming the damn thing, had the wee camera phone in my pocket all the time.

      I walked the little way to where it all happened and found the axe laying on the shore. So being the industrious type I took it with me as a memento. I was walking on the way home with it when your fucking smart arse of a Corporal pulls up and asks me what I'm doing.

      No fear he'll investigate the monsters invading, no, he wants to have at me for carrying a weapon, typical of your kind, always trying to keep a hardworking man down.

      We'll see who has the last laugh when my lawyer gets here. When that axe comes back from the lab and shows it's made from monster iron I'll do the lot of you.
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          Dying of Embarrassment

        

        ShaneAlpha

      

    
    
      Garush hu Gar Hunn dreamed. The smell of spraying ichor, the boiling cloud of battle pheromones given off by a Horde, the ringing of blades on armour, the grunts, growls and screams of the combatants all floated through his dreaming mind like a warm loving fog. The corners of his mouth curved upward as he drifted back to his first battle, eager and ready to proves himself. Lusting for the glory due to him and the look of fear is his enemy’s eyes when they saw him before them.

      How long he had lain dreaming his could not tell as he slowly awoke. He maintained his shallow breathing as he roused, while his stomach began a savage growling. With a snort he opened his eyes and gazed upwards. Nothing had changed since he slept, still the same low ceiling of bare rock, dripping with moisture. The occasional droplet falling into the pool of water in the cave with a plink! And, of course, the damnable boulder that pinned him to the floor. Garush felt his anger rising, but even with one arm free the boulder was simply too large to move. He seethed hotly, his lips pulling back from his fangs, if that thrice damned piece of rock has not fallen on him when he and his hunting Thresh had arrived he could even now be terrorising the cattle and gorging himself on their succulent meat and drinking his fill on the bloodwine.

      His stomach growled again, more insistently this time. Garush sniffed as deeply as her dared, lest the pain of his shattered ribs lance into him again. His eyes widened slightly as his nostrils tasted the air. The lingering traces of scent from the Thresh were almost a full day old! What was taking it so long! Since arriving in this place and being trapped and injured by the rock fall the Thresh has been one of the most faithful of its kind the Hunn had ever had. Every day it had left the cave, returning later with food for it’s superior. At first it had only returned with animal flesh, warm and nourishing. But recently it had returned with meat that was colder but infinitely more delicious, with just a hint of bloodwine still infusing the flesh by the time the thresh had returned to the cave.

      The first time the Thresh had returned with this delicacy Garush has been so surprised, and a little drunk from the treat, that he had even deigned to question the Thresh as to where it had obtained such a thing. The Thresh had said that it has encountered it in the woods, dressed in leather skins, and that it had even been wielding weapons of metal! Garush had used all the force of his position and domination to question the Thresh further. The Thresh revealed to Garush that others of this strange cow lived in a clearing in a small wooden village surrounded by a wooden fence. Garush had dreamed well that night of invading this village, terrorising its residents and feasting on their fear soaked flesh and had then awoken the following morning more frustrated than ever before. So, each evening the Thresh had been leaving the cave and each morning it had returned with more sweet and succulent meat.

      Days later the Thresh still had not returned and Garush was growing weaker. He was sleeping more and waking less as each day went by and his hunger grew. He was deep asleep as the sound of soft footfalls and the crackle of a torch disturbed the silence of the cave. Flickering light slowly filled the small cavern and the wavering shadow of a man moved across the surface of the walls. Garush began to wake at the scrape of metal on rock and groggily open his eyes, just in time to see his own sword descend toward his neck. His last snarl was still echoing in the cavern as the sword separated his head from his body.

      Garush would have gladly died back in the Under Realms in his first battle if he had known that his head would one day have been presented by Beowulf to Hrothgar as Grendel’s Mother.
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          Incompatability

        

        Tony Ellis

      

    
    
      Aariz was not happy. He was not happy for several reasons, not least because he and his sons had been called from their small farm in by a bunch of fighters who claimed they were desperate for his advice and assistance again. Aariz means “a respectable man” and he had always tried to live up to his name. He prayed, he attended the pitiful excuse for the local mosque (he’d been on the pilgrimage after all and seen what a real mosque should be like) and he was a true believer. He’d even fought against the godless Russians as a young man and later against the infidel Americans until he was wounded and retired to this farm.    As he limped up the dusty trail he looked at the line of insurgents ahead and thought resignedly about this new call to go and fight in the name of the prophet. ”It may be God’s will” he thought resignedly, “but why did he have to will it on me?”

      His reverie was disturbed by the sound of gunshots. He felt a searing pain in his left side and a blow on the head. As he crumpled to the dusty roadway he had a glimpse of an insectoid form as things turned to black around him.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The Battle Master was not happy. He was not happy for several reasons. His advance party had found a portal and the scouts he sent through had now returned but with less than a third of their number remaining. The force he sent through had emerged into what seemed to be a battle between the humans and had been cut down from a distance by magics that erupted upon them.

      The Battle Master was not happy because of the presence of a Silveen Diwan and a Master Scolari. He was most especially unhappy because he had been assured that only a small scouting force was needed to capture some humans and that in this area the humans were weak and primitive. Weak and primitive they may be but the speed with which they responded to his force had surprised even the Silween scouts. Still, he thought, at least they have returned with a pair of captives, gazing at the two unconscious trussed prisoners huddled against the wall.

      “What do you propose to do with them?” he asked. The Scolari responded with the usual condescending expression that only they seemed to manage “We have heard from others that a Thresh of the Hunn has been ingesting the essence of humans in order to learn more about them”. It has been decided by those who know that it would be better that a Scolari should do this.The skills, thinking and better judgement of a Scolari will be better able to make use of this.

      “Bullshit” the Battle Master thought. “The Scolari are ambitious and you see in these new magics a route to more power”.  This thought was interrupted by a sudden noise from first one and then the other of the captives as they awoke, saw the other one and began shouting at each other.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Dave Chrichton was not happy. He was not happy because he was back in this god-forsaken place. He was not happy because he had received a letter from his fiancé Sarah telling him she was leaving him for someone who was, ”not, I repeat, not a bible-bashing born again obnoxious rednecked snake wrestler”. Dave was not sure which was worse the insult to himself or the insult to his religion and his church back in Lejunior Kentucky. She and her parents had attended the same Pentecostal Church as Dave and his family and it had been assumed from their childhood that he and Sarah would marry. He couldn’t understand her rage at the church, she’d seen the congregation handling snakes. She’d been present shortly before he left when he’d brought in a yellow timber rattlesnake he’d found to pass around the congregation and seen how it just lay there all docile like as everyone even her 10 year old brother, held it and passed it on.

      Dave was especially unhappy because he’d just woken tied up up with a splitting headache, pains everywhere and his face less than a metre from some heathen Mohammedan screaming insults at him. Dave knew they were insults because he’d heard the same words before and his sergeant had told him what they meant – mostly to do with pigs which Dave thought were funny since he came from a line of hog farmers.

      The old Afghani stiffened and went quiet as he looked over Dave’s shoulder. That was when Dave’s vision cleared and he saw that the guy was also hog-tied. The guy started to pray. Dave knew it was prayer because it sounded similar to what the Taliban prisoners they’d shot would say when they realised what was going to happen to them. Turning his head when he saw what had made the old guy start praying, Dave started to pray too.

      “Which one do you want?” asked the Battle Master. Without bothering to reply the Scolari gestured towards Aariz and the Fangar guards dragged him across. Without further ado he took his blade from its pouch sliced the top off the human and downed the grey material inside. The new memories sights and experiences momentarily overwhelmed the Scolari. He knew the power of Allah and the truth of the Quran and was dumbfounded by the revelation expressed in there. He also recognised that while this human had access to much knowledge (Aatiz had always considered himself a well-educated man, after all, he could read and write). His judgement blurred by this sudden influx of knowledge the Scolari turned to the mumbling praying Dave and in one economical move repeated the process.

      The Battle Master watched admiringly at the unexpected prowess shown by the Scolari. It was a speed and precision worthy of a Silween Scout and dislike the Scolari though he did, he recognised skill when he saw it. “So what can you tell us?” he asked the Scolari. “What forces do the humans have there?”

      

      The Scolari stood rigidly upright, before slowly dropping to the floor, its eyes unfocused and its limbs twitching.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “What will happen now?” the Battle Master asked the Silveen Diwan as they walked back down the corridor following the Thresh bearing the still twitching mumbling Scolari. We will not try further said the Diwan. It would appear that the human thoughts are incompatible with the higher forms. We will restrict the ingestion to Thresh in the future.

      

      Inside the Scolari, what was left of his mind watched helplessly as the two similar but fundamentally opposed sets of ideas continued their thousand year long fight for the soul of a being.
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          Clete and the Monster

        

        Greg Randolph

      

    
    
      Clete Doucet was a happy man and in a good place. Specifically that place was the bed of Louise Janvier, sister of his best bud Ben and long-time object of Clete’s affections. Or something close to that.

      But then his papere Henri had always maintained the Doucets were a lucky clan. As a boy Clete asked his grandfather why folks called him Spanner, being that the old man never seemed much inclined to the use of tools - or any other form of work. Henri put the boy’s fingers into the lank blond hair behind his right ear saying “feel that”. Clete’s fingers found a mushy C-shaped indentation a whole half inch deep in the old man’s skull. “That there is a partin’ billay-doo from my first wife Sarah wut ran off with a Yankee. If that spanner’d hit edge-on I’da been dead but we Doucets’ve allus been lucky.” Privately Clete thought it might have been luckier still if his wife hadn’t tried to brain young Henri but smiled and said nothing. Old Henri, with Clete’s mamere Beulah, had raised the boy in a string of carnivals and travelling shows before settling in Lafourche parish by the Gulf, in a shack inherited from her sister. Clete took after his mamere in looks, being big, broad and heavily bearded - Beulah having joined the show on account of being a soupcon more hirsute than was considered fashionable for a young southern lady. Henri had exhibited a selection of oddities, his pride and joy being a ‘mermaid’ stitched up from the back end of a manatee and the upper parts of a shaved monkey. Clete’s mind was definitely of a piece with Henri’s though. That skinny old weasel always had an eye for a lazy dollar and they shared a powerful aversion to honest work.

      Not that family history was on Clete’s mind as he lay in the well tossed bed, watching Louise making coffee and listening to WFIX excitedly reporting last night’s battle. “Operation Bayou Storm” some couyon called it. Ben being out with T-Qube’s boys and a for-real battle playing out a couple of miles away, Louise allowed Clete might stay over to her place for the night. “Doucet luck at its best” he thought, until Ben’s heavy boots came pounding up to the stoop and crashed through the front door.  Ben took in his bare-ass sister and desperately-not-looking-smug friend and if his face could’ve got any darker, it surely would. Clete pasted on a glassy smile.

      “Hey bra, glad you OK. I stayed over to see Louise was too, uh…?”

      Louise chipped in with a “good thing someone did Boo, what you was doing over there last night?” Ben looked a touch calmer at that but no doubt there would be words later.

      “Glad you here Clete.” And with a glare at his cheerful and unapologetic sister, “Kind of. Now get your sorry ass out of that bed and come with me. You not gonna believe what we been fightin’”.

      “Heard some crap on the radio about monsters but that gotta be a cover up, yeah?”

      “No way! They was f’sure monsters like some movie shit. They tore up a bunch o’ marines and NOPD and some of us. They had swords, bra! And claws like fuckin Wolverine. Big and tough but not bulletproof, that’s f’sure.”  Ben was bouncing his heels off the floor so hard, he looked as if he was about to jump through the ceiling and Clete’s curiosity – and desire to stay in good with Ben – got the better of his natural laziness. Besides, as old Henri said, one man’s disaster was another man’s opportunity.

      [image: ]
* * *

      An hour later they’d slipped past a line of checkpoints with all the ease of local knowledge, long practice and relaxed morals. There were others out in the shadows but just more local boys looking for a dollar and not a monster in sight. Clete’s cynicism was making a solid comeback.

      “Don’t see those monsters bra? Army take the bodies away to Roswell maybe?”

      Ben glared back and pointed to an ugly black smear on the arm of his jacket. “That how I know they bleed my man. Don’t try tell me they don’t!”

      Clete pushed Ben’s arm into a patch of sun to get a better look at the gunk, which looked more like oil than blood. As he looked, the patch started smoking with a coppery stink then burst into flames. Ben ripped off the jacket screaming “fuck fuck fuck!” at the top of his voice, then scooped muddy water out of a puddle and rubbed it on his shirt sleeve. Both men jumped back into the shade and hunkered down to inspect the arm.

      “You lucky Ben, just some blisters. But that is some weird shit right there. What kind of blood burns in the sun?”

      “Vampires maybe?” Ben said shakily. “But they didn’t look like no Draculas last night.” Both men stiffened as a piece of collapsed roof shifted behind them and pulled their 9 mils from under their shirts. Something moved in the heaviest shadow at the back, under a steel beam. They moved in closer, guns first. Clete held his sideways until he caught a disgusted look from Ben and straightened it up. The thing under the rubble looked like one of old Henri’s monstrosities – a huge hairless baboon-man wearing a leather shirt with metal rings and with white skin that looked like it had scabies, herpes and boils at the same time.

      “That is a no-shit monster” said Clete in pure awe. Then it rolled and opened dead-black eyes just like you saw every damn day in Shark Week. Both of them took a backward jump and sprawled in the rubble. Ben was up and scrabbling to shoot but Clete hadn’t lost sight of the Thing – or an opportunity.

      “DON’T SHOOT man! It’s stuck there and the side of its head’s got a dint the size of your fist. We can use this Thing!” Clete’s brain spun with images of Henri’s spanner wound and the tidy living the old boy had made from his oddities. “You know what a live one of these would be worth?”

      Ben glared back. “You crazy. This is one of the Wolverine claw fuckers. You let it live, it’s gonna pull your head off and suck on your neck like a straw” but at least he didn’t shoot and the thing did look pretty helpless, even to him. “Who you sell it to anyways? These things ate up a whole lot o’ people last night. The guvmint is gonna want them dead or chained up somewhere and they pay you nothin for handin’ it in.”

      Ben had a damn good point but Clete was disinclined to cave in yet. “That a he, not a it I reckon. Lookit the junk on that thing! People pay to see that f’sure.”

      “Shee-it! That is big and nasty.” Ben looked slightly sick. The Thing’s genitals were larger than anything he’d seen on a human but in no better shape than the rest of its skin. “That’s gotta hurt.”

      Clete thought hard. There were places up the river where people still paid for live Raree shows, even if they could get Discovery Channel. And those same people weren’t too fond of any sort of authority either. Old Henri would know the right people to talk to, but they’d have to keep the Thing under control – and alive for that to work out.

      “Hey you! Ugly! You hear me?” Clete squatted out of reach of the long claw-tipped arms and poked its chest with a piece of rebar. “You speak American?” It grunted and rolled the squinted up black eyes toward him but showed no signs of understanding. At least it didn’t seem to want to pull his head off for now. Clete tapped his chest and said “Clete! Me Clete!” He pointed at the Thing and said “Who you?” in a loud slow voice like Brits did in movies. The Thing put one paw or claw or hand or whatever it had to the dint in its head. The face wasn’t that much like a human but if he’d had to guess, Clete thought it looked confused. He did the tap and point routine a few more times but it didn’t seem to work like the movies until the Thing actually spoke. “Fugra” or something like it. Ben laughed a little shakily. “He got you there Clete. I reckon he called you Fucker.” But after a second it repeated it, this time tapping its own chest and speaking a little clearer. “Fangra!” It pointed at Clete with a dirty claw he strongly suspected was caked with someone’s blood. “Keet!”

      Even Ben, who always found Clete’s schemes as addled as if he’d taken that spanner to the head, was fairly impressed, but as usual he was the practical one.

      Ben looked outside and frowned. “if you gonna make nice with that, better you take him somewhere else. NOPD is gonna be all over here any time now.”

      Clete knew he was right but if they just hauled it out, chances were it’d catch fire like the blood on Ben’s sleeve – if it didn’t just kill them both first. They looked around until Ben saw the corner of a heavy tarp. He dragged it out and unfolded it. “OK, we roll it in this and we put it in my trunk and we get the hell out of this parish, you hear?” The Thing didn’t fight and didn’t help when they rolled it up and it wasn’t too heavy for two big men to shift. Between them and with a lot more time and trouble than getting in, they slipped back through the lines. The posts were closer by now and the NOPD had been joined by some National Guard boys and a few more professional looking soldiers. As they strained to roll it into the Jacuzzi-sized trunk of Ben’s old Plymouth, they could see other local entrepreneurs dragging souvenirs toward their vans and pickups. “Bet none o’ them got a live monster Bennie-boy”. “Yeah. No one else that stupid “Cletey-boy””.

      ***

      Two hours later they’d picked up old Henri and parked the Plymouth in a barn he knew of, abandoned since Katrina. It was solid enough and empty but for some rotted hay, a few rusted bits of farm junk and some semi-wild chickens.

      “OK boys, what’s your big surprise for me? You ain’t been lootin’ again?” Henri’s sly smile at the sagging trunk didn’t seem as if he was too concerned at that prospect.

      “You not believe this papere, but we got a real live monster, sans dout. Like you had in the raree shows, but he alive!”

      “Shit Clete! You bring me all the way out here to the Mex station for a joke?”

      Ben’s eyes narrowed and he looked more carefully around the barn. Down the back was one of the old wooden doors, far from where it had hung and for no apparent reason. He dragged it a little and saw the top of a set of rough stairs leading down to a shipping container, buried flush with the floor and covered by the dirt, hay and chicken shit.

      Ben spat. “Spanner, you old son of a bitch. You been bringing wetbacks in? People who run that game are nasty man. You luck run out quick if you cross them, f’sure.”

      “This ain’t the regular game Ben,” Henri whined. “Just a few come in on the boats, they stay here until their relatives get ‘em jobs with rich folk up in DC. None here and none due fer weeks.”

      Clete looked at the locks on the container doors and thought Henri might just possibly be lying again, like he always did. But it might be a good spot to hold a sick monster.

      “Let’s get him out of the trunk. I want to see papere’s face,” he grinned.

      Henri, for once, did not disappoint. When the tarp unrolled he jumped like a Sunday School teacher goosed by the pastor but when the Thing didn’t move, he sidled up beside it. “Man, that is some ugly piece o’ work. Whoever stitched the junk onto that thing is some sick bastard. But you don’t fool me, I done good work mys..” With perfect timing, “Fangra” opened his shark eyes. Henri may have been old, lazy, and slightly addled but his backward jump looked like a ninja’s. Except you could still see him and, after a moment, smell him. “GODDAM you bastards! I done shit myself again.”

      Clete and Ben laughed, though each noticed the other had hauled out his piece and drawn a bead on the creature. “He’s one of them monsters tore up the Parish last night papere. You hear all the shootin’?” “Fuck yeah” Henri snarled “and I heard they kill people and EAT THEM. What in hell you bring that out for?”

      Fangra didn’t look inclined to kill anyone at the moment, sprawling where they left him, still bleeding from the dent in his head and with bone poking from a busted leg they’d not noticed earlier. As far as you could tell with a thing like that, he looked weaker than before.

      Henri scooped up a chicken by the legs. “He puts me in mind of a Geek we had, useta bite the heads offa chickens. Didn’t eat ‘em though.” He tossed the scruffy bird idly towards the Thing which caught it with surprising ease and bit its head off as advertised. But this freak swallowed the head and sucked the blood from the neck with apparent satisfaction. After a bite of chicken, he spat feathers and plucked some from the carcass as well as you could with permanent Wolverine claws, then bit some more. “Well, that be handy” said Henri, snagging a couple more chickens, wringing their necks and starting to pluck. The Thing, Fangra or whatever growled unpleasantly and looked…unhappy, maybe? Henri tossed it the chickens and it sucked the necks half-heartedly and bit into the rest, but less eagerly than before.

      “Damn if I don’t think he likes ‘em kickin’” said Clete. Henri shrugged and picked up another, plucked the unhappy bird while it squawked furiously. “We see”. Now whether Henri was lulled by the resemblance of Fangra to his sideshow oddities or his apparently crippled status, or it was just the old man’s addled brain in action, he stepped in too close with the naked bird. Fangra hooked his legs out from under him and pulled him up close. Everyone and everyThing froze. Clete and Ben too panicked to shoot, Henri shit scared and even Fangra looked confused. He opened his mouth close to Henri’s throat but didn’t close it. One clawed hand clamped to the back of Henri’s head and Fangra’s lipless and bloody mouth closed over the spanner-hole instead. The man and the monster stayed like that for a good ten minutes in the kind of perverted embrace only found in the darkest parts of the Internet or a Missouri Community College server. Henri’s eyes fluttered and he relaxed in a way that neither Clete nor Ben ever wanted to see or think about again. Clete staggered over to the barn wall and puked up what little he’d eaten that day and probably the day before as well but then Fangra’s claw loosened and Henri rolled away, eyes closed, head bleeding but still breathing.

      Fangra opened his mouth. “SHEE-IT!” he growled. “IF THAT DON’T BEAT ALL.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Hours later three men and what they now knew was a male Minion named Gynar sat around a fire in the barn, eating KFC and pit-bull respectively and all chugging Abita Amber. Clete and Ben were way beyond surprise at anything at this point and the beer had to be helping. Henri was still dazed and made very little sense but that was pretty normal for him. Gynar seemed woozy too and downright depressed into the bargain. Since he seemed disinclined to actually kill anyone, despite looking a little stronger, Ben had managed to pull his leg straight enough for the bone to slip inside and more or less butt up to the other end. Gynar stayed impossibly calm during the whole process, which was way scarier that if he’d roared or thrashed around some. With Gynar speaking passable American and Henri mumbling in something that sounded like it hurt his throat, they were coming to understand each other’s problems with some mutual sympathy.

      “I AM BROKEN, IN MA HEAD AND LEG” Gynar boomed. “IF I RETURN TO THE UNDERREALMS, MY MASTER WILL KILL ME AS UNFIT AND I WILL GO TO THE BLOODPOTS F’SURE. BUT THIS HENRI IS ONE SLICK OLD SON-OF-A-BITCH AND HE HAS GIVEN ME MUCH TO CONSIDER. IT OFFENDS MY HONOUR TO CONSORT WITH TRASH LIKE YOU, BUT IT IS BETTER THAN DEATH. SOME BETTER ANYHOWS.”

      Clete took the trash thing in good part, having being called worse by even his nearest and dearest and Ben was quite sympathetic about the whole cruel master thing as well.

      “We had a thought to sell you to a raree show or take you on the road ourselves. Reckon we might make a fair livin’ like that. Enough to keep you in dogs and us in beer?” Clete suggested somewhat diffidently.

      “No way are we sellin’ anyone Clete,” said Ben flatly. Even if he ain’t entirely a person. No offense.”

      “NONE TAKEN.”

      Henri roused himself and spat to the side. “I been thinking ‘bout that an’ it won’t fly boys. And Gynar. Radio says there was a straight up invasion down in the Ninth last night and there was hundreds, maybe thousands of people dead. Bobbie Jindal declared another state of emergency and they’s sending in real soldiers in the thousands. This whole state, right down to the back of the back of the last bayou is gonna be crawling with uniforms. And they’re all gonna be looking for anyone like ol’ Gynar here. We don’t have no bloodpots, but I don’t reckon Guantanamo is gonna be a whole lot better.” Oddly it never seemed to occur to Henri to simply turn Gynar in or abandon him. The two seemed to have an odd sympathy for one another since their Vulcan mind-meld or whatever it was.

      Clete walked over to the hidden bunker built for the Mexican illegals and kicked some chicken shit down the stairs. He looked back at the impressive height and bulk of Gygar, even considering the splinted leg and rough head bandages that looked like a red and white hood covering the top half of his head. Gygar had taken off his armour earlier and been persuaded to wear a too-tight spare pair of Ben’s pants from the trunk. Mostly that was to cover his junk, though with his diseased looking chest and one leg splinted, he wasn’t about to win any prizes. Suddenly old Henri’s sneaky-gene kicked in and Clete experienced what he would never in a million years have called an Epiphany.
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* * *

      Six months later in San Cristobal de Las Casas, down near the Guatemalan border, a large and well set up RV pulled to a stop outside a local hall. The driver and passenger were two large men, both bearded and oddly alike considering one was black and the other white. Maybe that was down to the chinos and Hawaiian shirts, expensive watches and Ray-Bans. A most attractive woman swung out the side door and Clete called “How they doin’?” “They fine,” she smiled. “Henri just beat Guy at pinochle again.”

      “HE CHEATS” something roared, waking a dog which suddenly looked nervous. “I WILL BITE OFF HIS FUCKIN’ HAND AND SUCK THE BLOOD FROM HIS SPURTING ARTERIES.” No one seemed much bothered by this and the two men strolled into the hall. On the walls were posters for the weekly Lucha Libre contest and on the sides of the RV were lurid posters advertising EL URUK-HAI, the biggest, ugliest and by far most successful Luchador on the southern circuit.
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          A Different Day

        

        Nick Perriam

      

    
    
      A bottle of bourbon, a pack of ciggies and some stale Shapes in a crumpled box. Ordinarily I'd nab the booze and the smokes but leave the crackers. Today was different. Way fucking different. If you laid all of the differences between today and every other day end on end, they would reach to the moon and back, I reckon. And after that, they'd probably eat you before crapping you out into some Hell dimension.

      So I pocketed the smokes and stashed the Shapes in my pack with the booze. There was nothing useful in the fridge, just some old pickles, a few sprouts and some leftover take away that'd turned into goo.  It might have been a curry once. At least the farmhouse was in range of a mobile tower and my phone had bars. Once my phone got its bar on the messages started.  Lots of "Oh shit!" and "Omigod-Omigod!" stuff. And some proper news. But not from Michelle. She was missing. I just hoped that she'd found a hidey hole to see out the night.

      Last time I saw her she was going like the clappers in her Swift (the one with the rally-pack option). I'd missed her by two minutes and her mood wasn't to be appeased. Even though it had been her idea to have a romantic picnic down by the river. So, in a way, this was her fault.

      She hadn't been too keen on me taking the opportunity to do a bit fishing either. That probably started her poor mood and then the monsters just made it worse.

      Her exact words were, "Half an hour, Chris. Thirty minutes and if you're not back you can walk the fuck home."

      Still, I did get in a good half hour and a couple of Coopers Sparkling Ales. A handful of nibbles, a bit of sunshine and  some cold beers. Nice. A good afternoon. It was rooted by my crap sense of timing, but. Hence my parting view of the arse end of Miche's Swift. Possibly also my last view of Miche's arse. She meant what she said. Never came back. Turned a good day into an indifferent one. Then it became even more different when I saw the smashed up Forester.

      Women, eh?

      I'd been walking for about ten minutes, up from the river on an old fire trail. The afternoon had seen its best and brightest. A magic part of the day really. The bush and pasture still caught the light and threw all sorts of gold tones and green shades. Thing is I wasn't in the mood for sightseeing and colour charts. I don't know what sort of mood I was in when I saw the Subaru Forester wrapped around a melaleuca tree.

      My stomach jumped and adrenaline grabbed me. I sprinted to the car and looked inside. The doors were jammed, the rear tailgate crumpled. Looked totally rooted. At least there were no bodies. I didn't know what caused the crash, why the air bags didn't deploy and didn't really care. Where was Miche and did this have anything to do with her? Fuck! There were signs of fishtailing and a punctured tyre. What to do? Wait? Nup. Chances of another car coming along were not much good. This was a quiet part of the world. I reached through the driver's window and tried the ignition. Click. Again. Click. Where the fuck was Miche? Fuck fuck fuck fuckity fuck!

      Fifteen minutes later I was half way up the hill, the sun falling fast and my phone still out of mobile range. I heard something way back down towards the dead Subie. Couldn't really make it out in the distance but maybe someone else had arrived? I turned around and began to walk back down the fire trail. My water bottle was almost out and I hoped these people had something to drink. Like cold beer.

      A few minutes on and the noises turned louder and got sorta weird. It was a bit like loud pig snuffling mixed with wookie talk and shades of movie style prison-guard German. Still, it could be anything. I stopped a few metres later when the guttural crap was joined by a crunching metal sound. Sounded like someone ripping a car apart. All the skin my arms raised up in goosebumps and I could my the flesh on my back crawling in waves.

      Without thinking on it much I turned back around and made with the quick bipedal locomotion. I dunno why. I just didn't want to get any closer to whatever was making that sound.

      At first I walked, then I jogged. Then I ran for fifteen minutes. Well, I sort of ran and stopped, caught my breath and ran again. It was more exercise than I'd done since giving up soccer five years ago. A stitch in my right side pulled me up. I dropped back to a walk, looking for driveways, signs of life, any fucking thing. Where was Miche?  Where was anyone?  And what'd been pulling the Forester to pieces? Fuck! Still no reception on my phone. I kept walking.

      A gate and a drive which led to a farmhouse appeared around a bend about a hundred metres away. I picked up the pace and hurried down the drive. I stumbled over a couple of potholes and rocks but made it to the door, yelling and pounding. A voice to the side,

      "Hold on there mate. I'm over here."

      An older bloke around fifty, a well worn akubra shading a creased face and untrained beard. I started up, puffing and panting, "Mate, a bad crash down the fire trail. Smashed up Forester. Nobody in it. Or nearby. I heard... noises."

      I stopped, slowed down my breathing and looked at him. He nodded, "Better get going mate. We'll check it out. Back around here. Come on."

      He went to the side of the weatherboard house to where an old Landcruiser table top sat. It had bars behind and above the roof with two spotlights mounted in cradles. A few metal tool boxes, a large esky and two canvas bags were stashed in the back. He fetched a rifle from back there, which gave me a start, but he slung it over his shoulder.

      "Put your stuff in back there," he said.

      I slung my fishing rod and day pack alongside the canvas bags and followed him as he moved to the back of the house.  Inside was a kitchen with stove, fridge, pantry, table and jars stacked on open shelves. He pulled out a glass bottle and handed it to me. It was water. I downed the lot and he gave me another bottle, plastic this time, saying, "Bring it with you mate. We need to move. By the way, my name's Jeff."

      "I'm Chris. I was down the river with my girlfriend, Michelle. She took off."  By way of explanation I added, "I was late back from fishing."

      I guess I looked a bit sheepish as we got in the ute. He stashed the rifle behind the seats and started the engine.

      "Well mate. There's only so much of that rubbish the ladies will put up with." He shook a rueful glance in my direction and chuckled, "No more pic-a-nic baskets for you, Boo Boo," Still smiling at the foolishness of youth he added "Let's go see about this crash of yours."

      He slipped the clutch and we headed off. At the end of the drive he turned right, down towards the wreck. About two thirds of the way down he pulled up, turned the car facing back uphill and retrieved his rifle.

      "Stay here."

      I was happy to obey. Well, mostly obey.

      He checked his rifle, a bloody elephant gun it looked like, and headed off down the road. After he'd gone about ten metres I got out of the ute and looked down the road. I didn't hear any noises. I watched as he went around a corner and I thought about Miche. I'd really fucked up, hadn't I. Should never have taken my fishing rod on a date.

      My rare moment of self examination came to an end when I heard a gun go off and a moment later I saw old Jeff running up the road, yelling at me. He stopped, turned around and aimed his rifle at something following him.

      Fark!

      It looked a bit like something that would eat a fucking hobbit.

      Boom! Boom! Two shots and the thing dropped. I started up the ute. Jeff ran up and jumped in the back, yelling "Go! Go! Go!"

      I pushed that ute as hard as I could, not really worrying about Jeff's comfort in the back. I slid around bends, keeping the revs high, touching the brakes where needed (not often) and went with any skid I'd driven into. Rally champ I'm not but this was almost fun. Dust, rocks, bits of bush and bark, everything was spat out by the tyres as they struggled for grip. I had visions of more of those things coming to get me. The only reason I stopped was Jeff's frantic pounding on the roof. I slid the ute to rest, slipped into neutral and pulled on the handbrake. Jeff waved me out of the driver's seat and took over the wheel. He proceeded to really give that ute the berries.

      "Farken hell Chris, did you see the farken thing that was after me? What the fuck was it?"

      He was shaking, his face all shades of red and his hands tight on the wheel. Couldn't blame him, I was worse.

      "Dunno mate. Was it a bear?"

      "No you big nong. It was not a farken bear." He cursed some more, navigated another bend at high speed and settled down a bit. "Maybe it's a bunyip. But we'll let the cops sort it out."

      We sat in shocked silence for a few more minutes as Jeff drove us further up the valley, away from bunyips. We were well past his place by now and a few kilometres later he stopped at a gate. I got out, opened it and he waited on the other side after advising me to leave it open.

      A few hundred metres down a rutted drive we pulled up at a farmhouse. Looked abandoned.

      "Go around the back, I'll go through the front. Shouldn't be anyone here."

      Well, he was the local and seemed to know what he was doing. Except of course about bunyips. Or whatever that thing was.

      By the time I'd done as ordered and swung open a door, Jeff was already inside. We met in a hallway past a veranda and a kitchen.

      "Check the kitchen for food, grab whatever you can."

      He then started searching the house; I went to the ute, grabbed my pack and raided the kitchen. Bugger all. A bottle of bourbon, a pack of durries and a crumpled box of stale Shapes. Normally I'd ditch the snacks but this was a different day. Way different.
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          The Earth at War

        

        Sparty

      

    
    
      Extract from shooting script of the BBC 13 part documentary series "The Earth at War", narrated by Sir Kenneth Brannagh.

      

      
        TITLE: Episode Six – The Home Front

      

      We SEE a MONTAGE of close up urban fighting with the horde from various conflict zones, ending with a CGI Splitting Maul appearing to strike through the screen (3D ENHANCED)

      

      
        NARRATOR V.O.

      

      While the war raged around the world, Great Britain fought a very different battle. One that had remarkable similarities to one it faced three quarters of a century before

      

      
        Wide shot of the FIRST SEA LORD (rtd), STATE ROOM HMS VICTORY

        FIRST SEA LORD (RETIRED)

      

      Yes it was a very different war. Of course in those first weeks we in Britain didn't have a "super hero" as the yanks liked to call them. Sir Ian, with that magical bat of his, didn't make it back from the second test match at Hyderabad with the surviving members of the Sky cricket commentary team until near the end. We had no wonder aces to play but English grit, guile and ingenuity.

      At first the situation completely puzzled us. The Hunn.

      

      
        NARRATOR Interrupts (V.O)

        AN INSERT Of STILL IMAGE of GENERIC HORDE WARRIOR

      

      The British referred to all members of the under realms as the Hunn. Although technically inaccurate, the term caught on due to the similarities to the terms used to describe the Nazis during the Second World War.

      

      
        FIRST SEA LORD (RETIRED)

      

      The Hunn were fighting everyone all over the world, and of course in the first couple of days we saw the same in the British Isles. Until we realised it wasn't the same. In the admiralty we had a large chart on the wall. A proper chart, not one of those useless screens, but a paper navigation chart of the British isles, upon which we placed a red pin in at the site of every new battle with them. And at first there was no pattern. We had the incidents in Cardiff. The Shankhill road campaign -very bloody that. We are not by and large a nation of gun owners. Apart from of course Belfast, where even after the Good Friday agreement the para militaries and civilians kept guns under the floorboards. Bloody good thing they did actually. Who could have imagined Provos and UDF joining up for house to house fighting. But I digress. We saw battles popping up all over the British Isles and of course the Royal Air Force was immediately engaged with the Drakon, particularly as they become so focused on trying to overfly London.

      

      
        INSERT STILL IMAGE of the original chart kept now credited to the National Archives in Kew, complete with red pin markers.

      

      

      
        FIRST SEA LORD (RETIRED)

      

      It was my assistant, literally bringing me my morning cup of tea who spotted it.

      "They aren't attacking England" she blurted out. I remember I was quite irritable and told her she was bloody silly - of course they were attacking us. She only had to look out at the images constantly playing on BBC NEWS in the corner of the room.

      But I did look at the map slightly differently for a moment and you know what- she was right of course.

      There were land attacks in all of Ireland, North and South, in Scotland and Wales, and from the air by Drakon all over England but there had been no land battle with the Hunn on English soil. Later, the boffins at GCHQ jumped on this and tried to explain it with theories about portals and tectonic plates, basalt rock composition but none of the theories held up.

      Then I look up at the portrait of the then Queen and it struck me. We were protected. We were a "Realm" in the truest sense of the world. Scotland had of course voted for independence a few years earlier, Northern Ireland was disputed, and Wales had only joined with England in 1536. Could having a monarch protect a nation from the horde?

      Then I suddenly felt disappointed, my theory was shattered for a moment. The world map showed many more conflicts with the horde. Other nations had Kings and Queens and they all had had land battles.  But the history that had been drilled into me at Prep school was not wasted.

      

      
        CU ON THE FIRST SEA LORD, who whispers CONSPIRITORALY

        FIRST SEA LORD (RETIRED)

      

      You know that of 188 nation states on this planet only one has an undefeated reign of a monarch for over a thousand years.

      

      
        NARRATOR over CU of an ancient horde scroll (V.O)

      

      The Scrolls of Divinity were not found until much later after the war, translation then proved what the English had suspected at the time. That no portals between worlds could be opened between the under realms and an un-subjugated state. Experts in Horde Lore at the Bodleian Library in Oxford calculate that the minimum length of time that a state needed to be unconquered with a continuous monarchy was 932 years.

      

      
        FIRST SEA LORD (RETIRED)

      

      So we knew they couldn't just appear anywhere but the Drakon attacks proved they could still attack England as did the cross border raids from Scotland. But thank god, they just couldn't open a portal up in the middle of Piccadilly Circus or Surrey. But then St Ives happened.

      

      
        NARRATOR (V.O)

        INSERT OF STILL IMAGE OF AN ENGLISH SANDY BEACH

      

      The first horde invasion of England occurred at the flat sands of St Ives beach in the county of Norfolk. Perfect geography for horde Skin submersibles.

      

      
        FIRST SEA LORD (RETIRED)

      

      I have to credit their engineers. The bloody Hunn must have been infuriated that they could not attack us and within a week they had found a way. Those damn submersibles made from Drakon hide and bones –it must have been like being in the belly of a blue whale- worked enough for them to get their troops up from portals at the bottom of the North Sea up onto land. And then they carried away all those poor civilians.

      Our troops were over stretched – and it wasn't man power which was the problem but actual guns- if you can believe it. We had reserves ready to run forward and take a rifle, When a man fell just like the Soviets did back against the Germans when they'd literally share a rifle between two men. Not even a modern SA80, but usually the long SLR's that we used in the 1970's.   It wasn't going well- the horde could progress inland on their raids quicker than we could respond in force. What we needed was to cut their supply lines, stop them at their source but how could we know where they would emerge?

      I have to say that I was never in favour of the technique we implemented nor the bait we used.

      

      
        NARRATOR (V.O)

      

      The British high command asked for volunteers for a one way mission. Many came forward and they were injected with a radioactive isotope that had been developed for the purposes of submarine hunting. With the addition of much more powerful radiation sensors developed as a response to the danger of terrorist suitcase nukes the isotope signature could be tracked at short range from the air or sea.

      

      
        FIRST SEA LORD (RETIRED)

      

      So we let them come. And let our volunteers be captured alive to be sent to the blood pots. It was [LONG PAUSE] a success. Usually our sub hunting Nimrods we pulled out of cold war storage could get to the combat areas and track the radioactive signature – and Horde armour did nothing to protect them against hydrostatic shock of depth charges. But I wonder how many of our volunteer's last moments were drowning in the dark as dragon hide collapsed around them.

      

      
        NARRATOR (V.O)

      

      

      Within three weeks the Horde ceased their attacks, losses to British costal defences being too much. But with the regular army focused on repelling conventional horde attacks in Scotland and Wales a new threat emerged.

      

      
        FIRST SEA LORD (RETIRED)

      

      I was at Portsmouth, in this very stateroom where Lord Nelson served over two hundred years ago. Literally in the middle of a call with the Prime Minister when I heard the shouts outside coming from the Officers Mess. And going outside it was such a shock. They looked like Sliveen scouts, but not as strong but more lithe, covered in cloaks of some sort of sea weed.  As they climbed out of the water onto the concrete docks they reminded me of something from old Doctor Who episodes. They had good intelligence and knew exactly where to hit us. It takes a lot to sink a ship but a lot less to damage one enough to keep it in port.

      

      
        NARRATOR (V.O)

      

      Scholars now believe the Scrolls of Divinity indicate that if a reigning monarch is killed in combat, then opening a direct portal into that Realm becomes possible.

      

      
        FIRST SEA LORD (RETIRED)

      

      We were stupid that night. Frankly we just failed to see the signs and grossly underestimated our enemy. The Thames barrier, designed to stop surge tides flooding London, had been attacked the day before and still couldn't be raised. The Sea Drakon swam up the Thames at night, maybe a dozen in all. Even then they should have been seen, but another team of aquatic Sliveen had taken out just the right power junction, and most of the street lights were off. And this wasn't the blitz anymore. Do you know how many Searchlights we had for the whole of London? Five! After the attack we actually borrowed two out of the Imperial War Museum.

      Still as they approached London Bridge, someone spotted something – a snout or a tail and the alarm was raised. We thought we were ready. A couple of Scimitar armoured vehicles along the embankment and a Challenger tank guarding Whitehall and the Special Boat Squadron, the Navy's SAS, patrolling the river in rigid raiders. The aquatic Sliveen came storming up the embankment walls just short of the Houses of Parliament but we held the line. We were of course worried some might break through  - and some surly did – and naturally with Buckingham Palace being so close I gave the order to evacuate the Monarch. By air of course. We were pretty confident of that. Although we were stretched pretty thin, the RAF had standing combat patrols around the coast, and once the Typhoons pilots realised that air to air missiles fragmentation war heads weren't really a match for Drakon scale armour, they had proved the effectiveness of good old cannon fire. So evacuating the Monarch away by helicopter didn't seem much of a risk.

      And then it changed. Just as it looked like the Sliveen were beaten, the Sea Drakon emerged from the Thames. Like an Osprey in a dive but reversed. We had called them Sea Drakon because of their resemblance to their aerial brethren – but we didn't know the damn things could fly too.

      They went straight up over our heads. Six left the water. Four made it far enough to group up in a circle over Westminster and our lads took another two down.  But the last pair must have made the short distance to Green Park, next to the Buckingham Palace in just a few short wing beats. They caught the Queens Flight helicopter just taking off. A Grenadier guard took one out with a Stinger missile. But the last one had the Queens helicopter bang to rights.

      But the Prince of course was already up in his Apache. It hadn't been rearmed so he did the only thing he could do- flew straight at the beast and decapitated it with his rotors. The two fell together and then the Queen was off to safety at Windsor.

      

      
        NARRATOR (V.O)

      

      With the Monarch safe, the Horde never came close to breaking the portal locks on England. The home front was won and Britain was able to concentrate on making the one discovery which would really change the tide of the war.

      The Prince of course, now in a wheelchair since his crash, works tirelessly for charity, campaigning for all the other servicemen and women who lost limbs in the wars, past and present.

      Scotland continues to petition to re-join the Union.

      

      INSERT CAPTION:

      NEXT WEEK ON THE EARTH AT WAR

      EPISODE SEVEN: THE TIDE TURNS
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      Simple, innit?

      My thanks to everyone who contributed. As I said back the start of this book, I encourage reader fiction. If you have an idea for a story set in one of my storyworlds do please get in touch.

      My bookclub members have an email addy for me.

      If you’re not a member, sign up at jbismymasternow.com or just grab me on Twitter (@JohnBirmingham) or Facebook.
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