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From the Captain’s Chair:
Greetings Far Horizoneers!
So, we are now two years into our epic journey of fabulous tales and amazing artwork.
In these two years we have come a very long way with our e-zine, and in this issue we would like to present you with the
staff picks of our best stories – the ones that made us chuckle, think hard about things for a moment or the ones we just
really, really, really enjoyed reading.
We have a big announcement to make as well.
After this issue we will be moving from a monthly to a quarterly magazine. Yes, yes we know it’s going to be difficult,
having to wait three months for the next issue of Far Horizons! But this gives us time to work harder with our contributors
to bring you better stories, and help to improve their technique. We want to move forward and beyond the far horizon (pun
intended) to see what we can do to make Far Horizons even better for you, our fans, and for our contributors!
We also have an Indiegogo campaign to raise money to pay our contributors. At this point we’re around a quarter of the
way funded with only a few days left! So please, if you would make an even one teeny-tiny contribution, that would
be epic! Follow this link to contribute or check us out: https://www.indiegogo.com/projects/far-horizons-press-threeanthologies#/
On behalf of the Far Horizons crew, I’d like to thank you all for your support over the past two years. You have helped us to
move from a crazy dream to an insane reality.
Looking forward to our next issue… in July!
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If you would like to contribute to Far Horizons, please feel free to contact
us at info.far.horizons@gmail.com Contributions can be artistic in nature
or literary.
**Submission Guidelines**
We accept:
*Fast Fiction (up to 1200 words)
*Short Stories (1200-2500 MAX)
*Poems
*Artwork
Submissions should follow basic formatting:
Times New Roman 12 point font
Indent of 1.25
Standard paragraphing (New paragraphs for dialogue)
UK English spelling is preferred
** PUBLISHING DEADLINES **
Writing submissions should be submitted on or by the 15th of the month
before the publishing month. Artwork submissions by the 30th.
Any questions, queries, or concerns about quantum singularities eating
your work, or sea monsters hiding in your drains let us know.

Two years ago, I ran across a post on Facebook from Stacey Welsh. I didn’t know her then, but as I read
on I found out she wanted help making anthologies. The idea quickly evolved in the comments into a
free magazine for artists and writers to submit their work to. They could get exposure and constructive
critique. I was doing nothing at the time, and frankly lacked direction, so feeling there was nothing to
lose I signed up. We soon became a small group that wrote and submitted, while Stacey published the
magazine, and our editor-in-chief Pete Sutton whipped the stories into shape.
This small idea expanded. More people arrived to help, like editor Kimberly,
who, with Pete, deals with the heavy burden of making us better writers, even when we resist. Some
people, who’d arrived as contributors, became staff members, like myself and Valery Riddle, our
proofreader/editor who helps catch typos and iffy errors before we publish. Some people have left us,
going on to other things, which is okay too.
Over these two years, the magazine has helped me find joy in writing. It’s taught me that I can and should
improve and that criticism is good; even if sometimes hard to take. I’ve met some truly incredible artists
who give stories and the magazine life and colour and writers whose strange worlds fascinate me. I’ve
found a new interest in layout design, which I’m eager to learn more about as the years go on. Along
with many others, I’ve become a published author. We’ve also returned to the roots of the idea and
started a publishing house, with several anthologies coming out soon, and more planned in future.
I know I don’t speak only for myself when I say this magazine and the projects developing alongside it
are a beacon of light in my life. I hope we keep growing and evolving, getting better and better. Here’s to
two years of hard work and fun, and many more to come.
Ana Marija Meshkova

Mrs Smith Comes to Tea
Stacey Welsh

righted herself.

Libby sat in the spring sunshine; an old longsleeved floral dress, that was once her mother’s
favourite but was now relegated to dress up duty,
covered her pants and tee shirt. Her little feet pushed
all the way into the toes of an old pair of high heels
and a bonny sunhat covered her blonde curls.

“Mrs Smith, we are not playing spaceship
today! It’s tea party time!” Libby chastised the
creature she had dubbed “Mrs Smith.” She went to
herbox of dress-ups and found a red cocktail dress,
with arip in the skirt, that her Aunt had given her. She
found a pair of mismatched heels, and some costume
jewellery.

A child’s table and chairs were set out for
play,an old tablecloth covered it and on top, a plastic
tea partyset, overflowing with apple juice. Four
chocolate biscuits slowly melted on a plastic
plate, ready for a sticky chocolaty demise.
Libby’s happy, childlike chatter to the
array of dolls and stuffed toys that had ‘joined’
her for afternoon tea while Mummy cleaned
the house, was interrupted by the high pitched
whining of a strange craft, no bigger than her
grandmother’s Volkswagen beetle, as it landed
in her back yard.
A door hissed open and a strange little
person came out and looked around, large dark
eyes gazing at Libby from behind a fish-bowl
helmet
“Oh look girls!” she piped up, “Mrs
Smith has arrived!” She stood up in her badly
oversized heels, tottering slightly before she
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see a strange looking person here, would have come in
a shiny spaceship.”

She proceeded to dress Mrs Smith and then led
the stunned visitor to table.

Libby smiled. “No sir, only person here was
Mrs Smith but she left in a hurry and was quite rude!”
She looked at all the soldiers around her as they
searched her yard with funny hand-held machines
that clicked and beeped wildly. She flashed a winning
smile at the large general before her.

Libby looked at Mrs Smith, “You need a hat
Mrs Smith!” She smiled and got an old straw hat and
popped it on the glass bowl that completed the space
suit. Libby then proceeded to ‘expertly’ pour the ‘tea’
for her newest guest.
Mrs Smith blinked eyelids of pasty grey and
looked up at the strange little girl who sat opposite.

“Would you like some tea?”

“Mrs Smith, don’t be rude! Have some tea!”
Libby said as she picked up her own cup and sipped
the sweet juice with her pinkie out.
Mrs Smith followed her actions, the plastic
cup stopped at the glass bubble of the helmet. Libby
shook her head
“Mrs Smith you need to take that silly space
suit off!” she said as she grabbed the glass bowl and
pulled.
The bowl came away with a pop!
Mrs Smith made a strange garbling
noise and gasped. Eyes, black as the night
sky glared at Libby and Mrs Smith snatched
back the helmet, putting it back on with a sigh
of what could be assumed as relief. She then
clomped off back towards the space ship.
High-pitched and irritated noises came
from Mrs Smith as the door closed. The ship
took off and flew away to the clouds.
A minute later sirens and screeching
tires were heard or the front of her house, big
burly soldiers ran into the yard and looked
around.
A man with stars on his hat approached
to Libby and went to one knee before her.
“Hi there little girl, did you happen to
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Wisdom
Valery
Riddle
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The feel of lovingly polished wood against
my palm, every bump on it reminding me that it
has been a growing branch before, radiating life
and the sense of rebirth. In my view, learning from
nature is what any sentient being should strive to
do. I have made this staff myself, so that it obeys
my movements as a trained horse would a confident
hand.

His facial expression is, as expected, reproachful.
The other two are clad in typical grey armour, light
leather, the lower part of their faces concealed with a
piece of cloth, showing only the eyes, cold detached
stares. I have never seen the Shadow Police so close
up, nor have I seen much of anything else in the city,
locked away in the monastery walls.
The master silently indicates they can take me
away and I relax, putting down my staff. Wisdom in
defeat; I can hardly show any resistance.

The wood minutely presses against my palm
with a tug as the staff impacts with the target. I make
a note of every single shift, step or wrist movement
I partake in when successfully landing this hit; also
the surroundings such as the cool draft coming from
the cracked door of the training hall. Then I return
into the primary stance and close my eyes. Today my
training is for blind attack. “Be one with the weapon.
Be one with your surroundings,” say the teachings.
“All five senses are to be keen.”

They are not gentle but they are not as harsh
as I would have expected them to be. No matter what
happens they treat everyone with dignity; it makes
me wonder if I could live in such a society after all.
I refuse to think about this any further; my mind is
set and my reasons do not require any explaining
as I have never been in the habit of lying to myself.
There is nothing I can do to redeem who I am, as
the nature of a man is something one should not
be able to change at a whim. I have met those who
disagree with my point of view completely and keep
their mask on; it is obvious that the thing has already
grown deep into their skin. I also do not believe there
is such a thing as mask. A man does whatever is right
for him. The motives are what is different.

I admit, my teachers have had better students.
However, I am not the worst, either—the patience
with which I perfect my skill helps me prevail over
most of my opponents during the training sessions.
With a slow rise of my hand, arm and shoulder in one
fluent succession with the staff as a complementing
detail I repeat exactly the same motion in a line of
four hits, one after another, quickening the pace,
feeling the blows connect in exactly the way it has
felt with my eyes open, except more intensely.

But I am straying. No matter how important
it is for me to dwell on my beliefs, I am now being
led through the parts of the city I have not seen
before, and that undeniably draws my interest. This
is nothing I have imagined it to be, not the dark
and ominous empire, clad in black, which I have
had every reason to believe it has to be but rather
the majestic tall columns of blinding white colour,
thrusting into the deep blue sky. Ironically, the
weather has been measured with divine precision
bringing cool breeze and warm sunrays, granting me
short moments of pleasure before it all becomes for
me just the mocking sign of what I have been waiting
for since two days ago.

I shift from my original starting pose. I
need to discern where the target is from all the
supplementary factors such as the movement of
the air around me and how the light changes when
I turn away from it even if my eyes are closed or
where the warm rays of sun rest against my bare
forearms and shins. My first blow lands a little off,
resonating shakily through my wrist. The second one
is compensated due to the mistake. The motto on the
main hall wall is always present in my mind like a
stigma, ‘Wisdom in victory and defeat.’ The third
blow is almost perfect. The fourth blow never lands
as I freeze. Somebody is in the room. I open my eyes.

There are few people in the streets, they pass
our procession without a glance. My guess is that
they have seen such displays plenty of times before.

Three people. I know one of them—he is
one of my masters who has taught me in these walls.
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We soon near the grand building that takes
up a fair chunk of the big square it is situated next
to. The wall forms a semicircle that cuts into the
pavement, as if devouring its prey. This is our
destination as I can easily guess—the Arena. It is here
that I am to meet my destiny.

taken a knife out of its sheath, playing with it as if
taunting. Paying him no mind, I start walking around
to get as much feeling for the sand under my feet as I
can. It can prove to be rather treacherous at any point
of the fight. Standing on one spot is not the technique
I should stick to—moving around and allowing for
the friction in my steps will be safer.

We enter through a side door; inside the air
is stuffy and reeks of sweat and simple unperfected
fighting that does not have the right to be called art.
I am presented to a high and heavily-muscled man,
who looks me up and down as if saying ‘this fly will
not survive long under our fists.’ I take the stare with
due patience and as much disinterest I can possibly
show.

The resonating sound that notes the start of
the fight makes the smallest sand grains shift, the
bell is numbingly loud and overlaps every other
sound around the ring. It also means that I am soon
to start fighting for my life but I am not overly
concerned about this burden. I have taken this rather
philosophically, since regardless of the outcome
my time in the Arena will come to an end. I would
customarily take time to ponder on such a riveting
concept as death but right now my opponent is
coming at me. The dance has begun.

He starts to explain the rules of fighting at the
Arena (one pre-selected weapon, no magic tricks,
fight to the death), but I skip through the most of it as
I am already sufficiently familiar with the subject. I
am searched for hidden daggers and my staff, that has
been dutifully fetched, is returned to me.

I duck to the left as the knife swishes past my
shoulder, and one shift of the right forearm—blindly,
it would only catch the opponent, were he still there,
but he moves rapidly after me. I try to turn to my
advantage the fact that my staff is longer than his
reach; duck back, push forward with both hands to
block the incoming blow, push sideways to reach
into his comfort zone as he circles me. He prevents
my blow from landing—quick and strong. I need to
double my speed after the next move.

I am pushed out of the fighting gates into the
ring, none too gently. The Arena itself, I note, is a
boiling cauldron filled with a revolting concoction
that contains shouts, cackling, arguing, drum beating,
swearing, cheering, booing, coins jingling in pouches
and of course sweat and intense sunlight. Just to add
to my unease, the sand of the ring creaks under my
feet, and my soles itch through the soft material of
my shoes. I try my best to maintain a calm posture
in this unknown dangerous zone, the rules of which
could never become mine under any circumstances.

His next strike I meet with my staff
horizontally, but my left hand gives in under the
pressure and the knife grazes against the polished
surface as it slides sideways, nicking my fingers. I
hastily retreat a couple of steps back to buy myself
time. My mistake is unbecoming but I have no time
for evaluation—the most I can afford is flex my grip
on the staff experimentally twice; the back of my left
hand smarts but does not bleed extensively. It feels
like a pulsating reminder of being alive.

My opponent is pushed out of the gates
across from me but he seems much more confident.
He is dressed in rather poor-looking leather armour,
that has clearly seen its share of fighting. He has the
bravado of a man who is used to winning; apparently
he has been around the Arena long enough to
become too sure of himself. I choose to disregard his
confidence. I am not one for predictions as those men
on the seats above us are. They do their thing and I
shall do mine.

Alarmed, I search for suitable techniques
as we start to close up on each other again. A knife
is not something I am used to fighting against, it
grants swiftness and an opening for using another
arm to hit and block. Staff is different in a patient,

The bell has not tolled yet; my opponent has
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contemplative way from this feverish ‘bite and jump
away’ technique.

of my right hand, its heel inverted towards the throat
and the palm resting under the lower jaw, and the
spine audibly cracks—my left hand feels the bones
shift under the skin.

I block all the incoming blows which grow
more swift and impatient as he must feel that I linger
in uncertainty. The noises of the crowd suddenly
become more persistent, the sound presses me down
as I involuntarily start to pay it more attention than
I should, it means I am losing concentration. I grip
the staff—the weaknesses, I must concentrate on the
weaknesses. They have to be in his defence. I need
to discern the main difference between our weapons
before I lose irreversibly.

The sounds slam against me again as soon as
the limp body hits the sand, sending the grains flying
in all directions. My heart is pounding in my chest
and my breath comes out in short gasps unlike any
other fight I have participated in. My mouth feels dry
with a tinge of copper in it. I am numb and time has
stopped existing for me.
What I register now is one of my masters
standing in front of me. We are not in the fighting
ring anymore and I do vaguely recall walking out of
it. My staff is with me, I am holding it loosely by my
right side and it has a pleasant feel against my bare
skin, except for the rough spot where the knife has
scratched.

He comes onto me, slash from above then
thrust from the chest, I barely manage to parry—and
I see it. There are seconds before I comprehend and
construct a plan. I nearly give in to euphoria in those
seconds. Unforgivable, that. Must be because I am
so close to death and only at this point I realize that I
am. Euphoria is not something that goes along with
concentration. I shut it down—and go into offensive.

My master has a strange look on his face
that I cannot place, also neither he nor I seem to be
inclined to start talking. He must be thinking of ways
to convince me yet again, I believe. What else could
the silence mean?

He must see me opening up, because the
knife is suddenly too close to my throat for comfort;
now I need to keep myself from being both euphoric
and reproachful of this emotion, any emotion is a
mistake in a fight. The seconds slow down as the
blood drums in my ears, the knife crawls towards
me, its edge glistening in the sunlight, cackling at my
vulnerability. Precision. One precise strike lands on
the wrist to bat the invasive weapon away. While the
staff is positioned vertically, keeping both of those
hands at a safe distance, I slam it down into the foot
that is put out to support body weight. He has not
expected that. He crouches. I add a blow to his shin.
As he is blindsided by the unexpected area of attack
and cannot recover quickly enough, I rapidly slam
my staff into as many tender places as I possibly can;
my brain does not even register all of them.

The words I hear from him surprise me in
a disappointing kind of way, it is merely a simple
question—whether or not I still stand by my decision.
I respond with immediate certainty. The look does not
leave those eyes. He tells me I shall be escorted out
of the city gates as I have survived the trial so they
stand by my right to be set free.
I do not have many possessions. With all
fairness, they fit into one tiny pouch. Of course, the
staff is also with me, my one true companion. The
city gates close behind me and I linger before starting
my journey into nowhere. I look up at the mass of
white towers, hanging over my head in their majestic
beauty. My mind is yet to wrap itself around the
fact that this maiden brightness is not what it seems.
Behind these walls I have been taught to eventually
embrace the one occupation that anyone training
besides me has accepted gladly. I stand by my
choice of denying it but the thought cannot help but

He is down now, his knife lying on the
ground, half-buried under the sand. There is ringing
in my ears and it deafens me. My staff slams into
his face. The words ‘to the death’ burn through my
thoughts. Before he can even look up at me, I throw
my staff away and grasp his head. One precise move
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today at the Arena. I fought and found my way in a
real battle with a serious, tangible threat I had not
encountered before. I am also proud of the way I
have dealt with my opponent’s life; without hesitation
I have taken the right choice to defend myself. That
must be what they call ‘wisdom in victory’. I suppose
I have taken the best out of my education. Hesitation
is what makes a person weak, I think. To take a life
without succumbing to such a weakness is truly a
personal growth.

nudge—how can anyone simply agree to become a
creature by trade so vile and immoral? How can there
not be crowds of apprentices running away from
the monastery if the only ultimate purpose of their
training is to become an assassin? And how can a city
to bright and lively hide in itself a swarm of killers? I
stand by my choice.
The look in my master’s eyes comes back to
mind. I am still surprised he has not tried to convince
me. No words of doom followed me leaving, no
curses. I shrug and turn away from the city.

There is spring in my steps by now, I feel
rather proud of myself, marching down the dusty
road towards any possible future I can have.

The road takes me through fields, so much
more familiar that the white stone. My thoughts stray.
I have changed since I have last seen this landscape.
Actually, I consider that I have behaved admirably

...Why was there this strange look in his eyes, I
wonder?..
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The old scar on my shoulder itches again, I
try to ignore it, but with each passing day it becomes
more insistent, like the draw from the drugs I used to
inject, snort and smoke just to make it through one
hell-filled day to the next.

my ‘home’. It waited patiently for me to recover from
the attack and then spoke.
“I have chosen you, you are granted a second
chance. The poison in your blood has been replaced
with a great gift, a purification of your body and spirit.
There will come a day and a time when you too must
make this choice, to save a soulless creature from
their eternal torment.” I looked up fearfully at it as my
blood coursed throughout that eternal superhighway of
veins and arteries. His nose twitched a little.

My days as a filthy junkie, who dropped her
panties for men to violate, so she could pay for her
next fix were, thankfully, over. A new life had been
granted me, but one with consequences. With each
arising of the moon at its full glory, I would become
something… else. Not human, not an animal.
I would hunt, tracking down the warm scent
of fear; soft warm bodies of the homeless within my
jaws, warm flesh and dripping blood rendered from
bone and sinew with my sharp claws. The metallic
taste upon my tongue and across my fangs heightened
my senses, brought forth my desire for more sweet
flesh to devour until the bloodlust and urge to hunt had
been satisfied for another lunar cycle.
My Curse was my saving grace.
It was upon one full moonlit night when I had
been taken by his bite, my wretched body reeking of
unwashed days and sordid encounters with the pipe,
the bottle and the paying customer, laying upon a
mattress that did not stink as much as I did.
In my drugged up stupor I heard something,
something blurry arose before me, akin to a large dog
accompanied by the scent of wet fur that assailed my
already damaged olfactory senses. I heard a slight
growling.
I felt a sharp pain to my shoulder, an agony
that spread throughout my body worse than my
unsuccessful drying out, cold turkey, bite your lip and
take it like a woman. It was worse than any needle I
had ever jammed into my ass to get high. This was
four points piercing my flesh with pain multiplied by
a thousand where he had punctured my skin with his
sharp fangs.
My scream sent pigeons into startled flight
through the old abandoned building that I had made

“Calm yourself, I can smell your blood, others
will too. You are in a dangerous and vulnerable state
tonight, tomorrow your transformation will occur at
the height of the full moon, it remains to be seen if you
survive it.” With one hairy clawed paw he picked me
up and slung me over his broad hairy shoulder, loping
on three legs, or rather one arm and two legs, to his
‘Den’ a place under one of the many overpass bridges
by the stormwater channels.
I shivered through the rest of that night and hid
from the light of day, burning too bright for my eyes,
cleansed of the chemicals and crap I had forced into
my body; I coughed, convulsed a little and vomited
much of what little I had in my stomach. He smiled,
his pale skin covered by loose clothing, a ragged beard
covering chin cheeks and upper lips, eyes a wolfish
gold.
The day passed in almost abject misery, but
the night was welcomed with the relief from the pain
I had felt. He arose, shirtless and muscular in the pale
light of the rising moon. He shivered and trembled…
then let out a blood curdling howl that spoke to me in
a way that nothing else ever had.
He turned to me, his eyes glowing pale yellow
against the streetlight… but there were no streetlights,
the glow came from within his eyes themselves. He
reached out to me, his form seemed bigger somehow,
more muscular, and darker. His hand met mine, my
soft skin against roughening fur. His hands trembled
as they took mine in his large clawed paws.
“It’s almost time, do not be afraid…” he said
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as his nose and jaws elongated slowly, joining to
become the nose and maw of a wolf. I watched wide
eyed in wonder and I opened my mouth to speak as
the first light of the full moon touched me.
My shoulder burned as if it were on fire and
someone had tried to use dry ice to extinguish the
flame, my legs went weak as the pain flowed through
my body. I cried out as I heard the others of the pack
howling a welcome to me, they slowly approached
as I took my new form with my brothers and sisters,
seven in all, including me. Our pack had been
responsible for a spate of ‘disappearances’ of junkies,
and the homeless. I had almost been the next victim, if
he hadn’t changed his mind.
But he had not told me why.
I would soon learn that it is given to each wolf
to sense when his time is upon him, the time when
he loses the last of his humanity and becomes a full
werewolf, unable to control the changes with the
moon, he becomes one with his curse, shucking the
humanity inside and becoming a feral beast. A burden
we all must bear, a curse that we cannot break.

Another thing I was not told… I was to be his
killer that night. He who had saved me. He who had
chosen me, for a purpose I now knew. I was to put him
out of his misery, to remove his curse to let him die
like a man.
My jaws snapped back, claws raking fur and
flesh to the yip and yelps of the fight. We rolled,
snapping and clawing at each other, almost as if we
were young wolves at play, but with a more deadly
game to win.
His jaws clamped upon my foreleg as I tore
a part of his ear off with my razor sharp canines. He
whimpered and yelped, turning to snap at me. Our
battle wore on. Soon the ground was covered in a
small pool of our combined blood. He was weakening,
yet so was I. I looked him in the golden eyes and saw
the last shreds of his humanity disappear into the
night, the feral wolf only remained. I had one chance
now.
With jaws opened wide, I lunged at his face. I
felt my tongue touch the cold of his nose as I clamped
my jaws around his muzzle, making sure that I could
breathe but he could not.

It would be his time soon and I was there to
witness his fall from humanity.
The moon was crisp and bright, full and round.
The larger craters were easily seen with our keen
eyesight. I stood by him while he got to all fours, and
snuffled at the ground, tracking prey, his tail swishing
form side to side in concentration. I knew the quarry
we hunted lay in a different direction but when I spoke
to him, he growled with a more wolf-like lilt than I
had ever heard him utter.
He howled to the moon and then turned to face
me, teeth bared as he stood upon all fours, globs of
drool slobbering out from the exposed canines of his
mouth. He lunged at me before I had time to react, his
body trembling as he flew through the air, snapping
jaws aimed at my furred throat. He was stronger
but I was the quick one of our pack. I howled out a
distress call to my pack, they ran in long loping strides
towards us but stopped in a circle to wait the outcome.

I felt my packmates join me, their warmth and
support bringing me courage in my sorrow, knowing
that this was something that had to be done. They
stood beside me as I felt him weaken. My heart broke
inside my chest and something took hold as I looked
into his eyes, filled with fear.
I released my grip on his nose and jaw,
releasing him. He got up and scrambled away from us,
eyes meeting each one of the wolves who stood before
him.
Beside me my packmates growled. I knew
that they were not pleased. They turned on me,
surrounding me, I knew that what I had done was
right, I could not kill he who had saved me.
Their growls became more menacing, jaws
snapped and heads lowered with teeth bared to the
night’s chill air to glint against the moonlight in the
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alleyway. I stepped back my head down, my ears back
and my tail lowered, it was not enough.
The Alpha ran at me. I turned and ran for
my life through the cold dark streets, dodging metal
rubbish bins and the occasional drunken bum until I
could no longer hear their sounds of pursuit. I was,
after all, the fastest member of the pack.

Man still in him.
My life as a werewolf still continues, but for
how much longer I cannot say.
Every night I can feel my shoulder itching, he
watches me from the darkness, waiting for my final
transformation so we can finally be together…

One found me next morning, sleeping in my
human form. I was promptly woken up and informed
that if I was ever seen again they would rip out my
throat and leave me for the rats and desperate street
kids to eat. I nodded and removed myself from their
neighbourhood.

“Soon…” I console him, knowing that it won’t
be long at all now merely a matter of days, weeks at
the most. He slinks back into the darkness to watch
over me, golden eyes reflected in the dimness of the
streetlights. On the full moon nights we run together,
through our neighbourhood, our home.

So now, I walk the streets of a strange
neighbourhood, a strange suburb in this city of hell
and hounds. But He found me there, and stayed with
me as much as he dared. There must be a touch of the

My shoulder itches again, soon I won’t be able
to control the change, soon I will become like him and
we will run together, our own wolf pack.

16

Interview with a zombie
Jacqueline Driggers

Interviewer—Now Mr Zombie, to get things
rolling...
Zombie—MY NAME isn’t ZOMBIE! Jeeze,
you normos. I have a name, just like you do!
Interviewer—Well what is your name?
Zombie—Would have been nice if you’d asked
that to begin with.
name?

Interviewer—So are you going to tell us your

Zombie—When you ask nicely, like you would
for anyone else.
Interviewer—Okaaaay, let’s start again. Can
we do a take two please?
Interviewer—And we have here with us today,
a real, live zombie! Would you please introduce
yourself?
Zombie—Well, that’s better. But actually, real
and live aren’t really applicable to a zombie.
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name!

Interviewer—Just tell us your *bleeping*

And let’s get a different interviewer in here too please,
because ‘Aussie brains taste like crap.’

Producer—Take three please everyone.

got?

Different Interviewer—G’day mates! Today
we have with us...

Assistant (to producer)—Well, we’ve got that
vampire dude...

Zombie—Now wait a *bleeping* minute!
You didn’t say anything about an Aussie interviewer!
Where did the other guy go?

Producer—A vampire! (grins evilly) Yeah, let’s
set mister Uppity Trouble Zombie up with the vampire
interviewer.

Producer—He didn’t want to interview you.

Zombie—Well, since I’m back on the set, I
assume you have a more appropriate interviewer for
me now.

Zombie—Bigot! I want a different one!
Producer—Why? What’s wrong with this one?

Producer—Yes sir, we have the perfect
interviewer for you.

Zombie—Aussie brains taste like crap! I hate
Aussie brains.
Producer—But you’re not here to eat his brain.
Zombie—I’m not? Then why am I here!
Producer—To
talk about what it’s
like to be a zombie.
Zombie—
Become a zombie and
you can find out for
yourself. That’s an
easy one.
Producer—
No thanks sir. We
don’t want to become
zombies.
Zombie—
You’re all bigots!
Producer—No
sir, we just prefer to
be living. So shall we
make that take four?

Producer (to assistant)—So who else have we

Zombie—I’ll be the judge of that.
Vampire interviewer—Welcome to our show
Harvey! It’s great to have you here.
Zombie—What the *bleep*!
Vampire interviewer—So tell us what it’s like
to be a zombie?
Zombie—You! Why I... (yelling at producer)
What kind of set up is this!?
Producer—What’s wrong with this one? He
too paranormal for you?
Zombie—He *bleeping* turned my sister into
a vampire! That’s what’s wrong with him! She was a
perfectly fine zombie until he started hanging around
her. Now she’s... (grimaces in disgust) a vampire. My
baby sister!
Vampire interviewer—Hey! Don’t get so bent
out of shape! We invited you to the ceremony. Your
parents came. They’re even thinking about converting
to being vampires themselves.
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Zombie (sputtering and shaking in anger)—
Why I should just...
Producer (to crew)—So tell me you’re getting
all this!
Lead cameraman—Yep boss, we’re getting
every lovely second of it, from several angles.
Producer—Absolutely great. (leans back in
his chair, a huge smile on his face) Just perfectly
wonderful. Just keep the cameras rolling gang. As
long as they’re going, we’re going.
Assistant to producer—Sir, we might get
several shows out of this footage.
Producer—I know! (delighted smile on his
face as he watches the melee going on onstage) I
think we’ve found our show hosts.
(Later on, somewhere else in the city, late
evening. The vampire is walking along the street,
when the zombie steps out of a doorway.)

Vampire—There you are! (he says, with a big
smile on his face.)
Zombie—So can you believe that actually
worked! (Zombie’s skin is green, but smooth, and he
is well dressed.)
Vampire—Yeah! (the two fist bump and do a
short celebration dance.)
Zombie—I thought he was going to blow a
gasket before he got to you.
cookie.

Vampire—I know! Your sister, she’s one smart

Zombie—Yep! So let’s head home and
celebrate!
Vampire—You know what they want to call
the show?
Zombie—No, what?
Vampire—The Zompire Show.
that?

Zombie—Hmmm, that works. You good with

Vampire—Yeah, I am. I mean, what are they
going to call it anyway? The Vambie Show? (he says
with a grin.)
—The zombie gives a big laugh and they stroll
down the street together.–

19

20

Morteus watched the boy carefully. He was
small but sturdy, with short dark hair and pale, milky
skin; a striking combination for a human, most of
whom were insipid creatures. They may have one or
two outstanding features, but the overall effect was
one of stifling, beige mortality. But this boy… ah, he
was different. Morteus couldn’t see his eyes, but he
knew what he would find there—deep, brown depths
of knowing, aged beyond their years through many
lifetimes.

raising a cloud of dust as his feet hit the ground. With
a quick look around, he turned and started walking
away towards the tree lined path where Morteus stood,
barely discernible amongst the afternoon’s shadows.
Morteus sent up a thankful prayer to the Ancients. They
were with him in this quest. The existence of the Fallen
depended on it. The child was closer now, almost
within reach. Morteus stepped back further into the
shadows. He couldn’t afford to be seen yet. Not by the
boy, not by the Renegades.

Morteus sighed. Finally he had found him; the
Fallen One, the Chosen Vessel.

The boy walked past him, oblivious to
Morteus’s camouflaged presence. Morteus waited for a
moment then followed. At first he held back, keeping
a few silent paces between them. The timing had to be
right, but the cold dark chill that followed him warned
Morteus that he had little time. He quickened his pace,
then, in one swift movement, became one with the
invisible air. Suddenly he could see the hairs on the
back of the boy’s neck. The scent of innocent skin
reached the Immortal’s sensitive nostrils, invading his
jaded senses. It was maybe a little before the appointed
time, but there was no time. Morteus moved with the
boy now, a dark shadow in his slipstream. He thought
the child was still oblivious to his presence until the
boy stopped and turned suddenly. Taken by surprise,
Morteus ducked behind the boy and melted into the
shadows. Close. So close!

None of this would be apparent to the people
in the park where the boy played. To them, he was just
another child enjoying the delights of the swings and
slippery slide. In fact, none of the parents or children
even glanced his way as he played by himself. He
seemed to delight in the swings mostly. He pushed the
weathered wooden seat higher and higher, as though
willing it to fly. The rusted chains creaked dangerously
and Morteus wondered for a moment whether they
would snap, so great was the boy’s momentum. Did
he have any sense of who he was? Did he know,
somewhere deep in his ancient soul, that flight was as
natural to him as breathing?
A sudden chill stirred the air. Morteus’s yellow
eyes narrowed. They were near. Too near. He would
have to act quickly if he was to claim the child. If the
Renegades were to reach him before Morteus, the
power which was meant to transform the world would
be its destruction. Morteus had no great love for the
mortals, but he had learned to live amongst them in a
quiet, shadowy existence. He fed only when he needed
to, which wasn’t often. He was well able to regenerate
without blood. Morteus had seen many lifetimes
himself, during which he had availed himself of the
arcane secrets that covered the centuries. Some of these
secrets were lost, hidden away from those who would
seek to use them for their own advantage.
The boy was one of these secrets.
The chill deepened. Even the boy seemed to
sense it. He slowed the swing to a stop and jumped off,

The boy stood for a moment with a puzzled
look, scanning the path he’d just travelled. Satisfied
that there was no one there, he turned again and
continued walking. He walked with the shuffle of a
dreamer. Morteus settled behind him again, just above
his shoulder. He bent and whispered in the child’s ear.
“Azrael… ”
It sounded like the whisper of the wind. The
word drifted through the air, winding its way through
the leaves and the grass. The air carried it aloft to
the clouds, releasing it to the upper realms. There it
resonated, awakening giants that had long slept. The
boy stopped again. This time he didn’t turn around.
Instead, he listened intently, head to one side. He had
heard. Morpheus was sure that the Renegades had
heard too. There was no more time to waste. With

21

another quick movement he morphed again, appearing
in front of the boy, visible to none but him. The child
stared at him with wide eyes. Again, the Immortal
spoke.
“Greetings Azrael, I am Morteus.”
Still the child stared. For a moment, Morteus
thought he’d got it wrong. Perhaps this wasn’t the
child. But when the boy spoke, it was clear he had the
right one.
“Greetings Morteus, Keeper of Souls. You’ve
been a long time coming.” His voice sounded old.
Morteus stared hard at the boy. How did he
know? He tried not to show his surprise, for surprise
was meant to be his advantage, not the boy’s.
“I’ve searched for a long time Azrael. You’ve
been well hidden.”
“So it had to be, Morteus, as you well know.”
The child smiled. “But you’re here now. The dreams
told me you were coming.”
Morteus knelt before the old child and grasped
his small shoulders, gazing at him intently.
“What else did the dreams tell you, Azrael?”
The boy stared at him solemnly.
“They told me I have something you want.
You were in them. You told me.” He paused, glancing
behind him, before continuing.
“The dreams told me they want what I have
too.” Morpheus looked behind the boy. A black,
formless mist hovered above the path. The Renegades!
There was no more time. He gripped the boy’s
shoulders even harder, making him wince.
“Listen to me Azrael. You must trust me. You
have to come with me.” He noticed the boy’s eyes
cloud momentarily with doubt, perhaps even fear. He
sought to reassure him.

“I’m here to protect you Azrael. I’m here to
take you home.”
“I was going home when you stopped me.”
now!”

“Please Azrael, you have to come with me

He glanced back along the path behind the boy.
The black cloud was thicker now, no longer formless.
He could make them out amongst the dark mist; tall,
hard figures that emerged and receded as the mist
swirled around them. Morteus turned his attention back
to the boy.
“Azrael, the place you know as home is not
where you belong. You’re real home is… ”
Morteus stopped mid-sentence. How did he
explain to this child that his true home was within the
depths of Hades? How could the child understand that
his true mother was not the plump woman waiting for
her son to return to a home cooked stew and a warm
fire? No, Azrael’s mother was the Immortal Nyx,
Mistress of the Night, Bringer of Judgement. She knew
men’s souls better than they knew them themselves.
No matter how many lives Azrael birthed into, it still
remained that he was spawned from the womb of Nyx.
This was his legacy. This was his destiny.
A low, dark rumble like thunder interrupted his
thoughts. Morteus didn’t bother to look to the sky. It
wasn’t thunder. He knew they were almost upon them.
The boy seemed to sense the danger too. He stared
with wide, pleading eyes at Morteus, who gathered him
quickly in his arms, tucking the child’s head into his
bony shoulder. The rumble was becoming a low roar.
“Hold on tight Azrael.” Morteus raised his
voice above the sound of approaching darkness. “Close
your eyes and keep your head down!”
“They want my gift, don’t they?” came a
muffled voice from his shoulder. “They chase me in my
dreams. They try to kill me to take it from me!”
Morteus felt a slight dampness on his robe that
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he suspected were tears. There was no time for comfort
now, it would have to wait. There was only time to
escape, and maybe not even that. Holding Azrael
close, Morteus closed his eyes and felt the power take
over. The particles of his body shifted and danced,
dissolving his form and the boy’s with him. Even as
he began to transform, he could feel the cold breath of
the Renegades upon them. Their angry roars rivalled
the worst hounds of hell. He felt one grasp his arm and
try to wrench the boy from him. Morteus held on even
more tightly. If they got the boy, they would kill him
and use his abilities to control the humans and destroy
the Ancients. They would drain their mortal souls
from their bodies of dust and feed on them, growing
impossibly strong. They would be too strong for the
Fallen to defeat. The doors to Hades would be locked
and sealed and the key cast away for eternity. Mankind
would be doomed and Morteus, the boy and all the
Immortals would be trapped forever in their damnation,
never to know release. Everything they had fought
for would be taken from them. Once more they would
languish in chains, shamed before the Angels and the
earth.
The full strength of The Renegades was upon
them now, pulling Morteus back through the ether with
his precious burden. There hadn’t been enough time
to complete the transformation. Morteus was weaker,
not as quick. For the first time, he saw failure ahead,
mocking him, damning him.

Eventually the black tornado trickled to a
thin stream, then nothing. Azrael remained still, arms
outstretched. The light pouring from his now powerful
body was blinding, forcing even Morteus to turn his
eyes away. He knelt on the asphalt path, trying to
absorb everything that had just happened.
“Morteus!”

The boy squirmed in his arms, struggling
against the dark forces, against Morteus. The ancient
Soul Keeper felt him slip from his grasp. All around
them, a black vortex swirled and danced. Morteus fell
to his knees. He couldn’t see. Black covered his eyes,
filled his nostrils. He felt invaded. He was lost. The boy
was lost… all was lost! In that moment of despair, he
raised his aching eyes to the most amazing sight.
The boy stood between Morteus and the dark
horde. He had the stance of a warrior, making his
small body seem suddenly magnificent. A strange
glow emanated from him, a light so strong that the
dark cloud began to disintegrate before it. He was no
longer a boy. He was Azrael, the Fallen One, Azrael,
the Severer of Souls. As Morteus watched, Azrael

stretched out his hand toward the dark forms. There
was a terrible howl, an orchestral manoeuvre of pain.
The black cloud seemed to waver before exploding
into a cacophony of screams and wails. The vortex
had turned into a tornado like ribbon. Azrael stretched
out his arms and opened his mouth. The black tornado
moved towards him, swirling into his mouth between
his small, sharp teeth. It seemed endless. Morteus
was frozen in terror and awe. As Azreal drank in the
blackness, he seemed to grow before Morteus’ eyes. It
was as though he passed through the stages of human
development in an instant, emerging as a shining young
man, broad of shoulder, strong of jaw. His brown eyes
seemed darker, clearer… like black ice. In that instant,
Morteus knew he had witnessed something that others
only talked about. Azrael, the Severer of men’s souls,
had just taken the Renegades’ darkness into himself.
This ancient child had devoured the forces of evil,
growing strong on their power. Time stood still. Even
the birds had fallen silent, as though the significance of
the moment was known to them.

A man’s voice interrupted his numb, confused
state. Cautiously, the Soul Keeper raised his eyes.
Azrael towered above him, a golden, living statue. His
black eyes bore through Morteus. Weakly, the Soul
Keeper tried to raise himself from the ground but he
could not! It was as though some invisible force held
him down, subjugating him to this child/angel.
“Azrael! Surely the power of Nyx is powerful
within you! In all the centuries of my wandering, I’ve
seen nothing of the like.”
“And still you’ve seen nothing Morteus. Still
you see nothing!”
Morteus frowned, unsure of his meaning.
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“I’ve seen the powers of darkness destroyed
and consumed. That is something, Azrael! But right
now, we must return to Nyx.”

Judas kiss. Morteus felt as though his insides where
being sucked out. Screams, thousands of screams as
the souls were ripped from him. Azrael’s kiss of death
raped him, tore into him and tormented every crevice.
He felt the pain and fear of thousands of mortal souls
as they drained out of his mouth and into Azrael’s.
The sheer power of this inner tornado lifted Morteus
and shook him like a rag doll. Just as he thought death
would overtake him, Azreal released him. He fell to
the ground and lay there, trembling and breathless.
There was an emptiness inside that he could never have
imagined. It was the emptiness of hell, of loneliness
and doom.

Azrael shook his head.
not!”

“No Morteus, I will return to Nyx. You shall

“But it is my task, my quest!” Morteus
protested. “I was brought to you for this purpose!”
Azrael laughed, but there was no mirth.
“It was I who brought you to me Morteus! Do
you still not understand? How is it that the keeper of
souls cannot peer into mine?”

It was soulless.
Azrael stood up, even taller than before. His
eyes were blazing coals and his golden skin writhed
with the agonised throes of those trapped within. It
was a terrible sight, or would have been if Morteus
could feel fear. Instead he lay still, without thought or
emotion.

Azrael knelt down, his golden, glowing face
close to Morteus. His black eyes held the Soul Keeper
fast in their gaze. He raised a golden hand to the thin
shoulder where, just moments before, he had hidden
his childish tears. That was a lifetime ago, a childhood
he was never destined to complete.

Azrael stared down at the prone form of the
Soul Keeper for a few moments.

“Morteus, you are the Keeper of men’s souls.
You keep watch over them until their time has come.
You hold within you the entire power of humanity.
Each inner, living being is under your care. But I,
Azrael… I am the Severer of Souls”

Foolish creature, to suppose that he, Azrael The
Fallen One, would use his gift to save the mortals.
That was the Keeper’s destiny, not his. With
each soul Azrael severed and consumed, his power
increased. Did he owe any of that power to Nyx?
Did he owe any loyalty to the one who had cast him
down time and time again, to suffer the miseries and
indignities of earth? No! He owed her nothing but
rebellion and defeat. And defeat she would have. He
would raise an army of souls, his souls now. Their
hearts would beat with his dark heart, their minds
would think his thoughts. Earth would be his, then
Hades. Even the higher realms would fall and Azrael
would take his rightful place above all.

A horrible realisation began to dawn on
Morteus.
Azrael continued, in the same emotionless
voice, slowly, as though talking to a young child or
someone dim of wit.
“So you see, Morteus, it is not I who has what
you want. It is you who has what I want.”
Morteus’s eyes widened in horror! The souls.
He wanted the souls!
Even as his mouth formed a silent NO! Morteus
knew he was doomed. Azrael bent closer, covering
the Soul Keeper’s open mouth with his own. It was a

For the first time, the Fallen One smiled. With
one last look at the empty Soul Keeper, he turned and,
with measured steps, began to walk towards the East.
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The chair of regrets
George Van Sise

Foxworthy sat on the thinly padded bed that
occupied his jail cell on death row. He held his head
between his hands with elbows resting upon his knees.
The middle-aged man uttered a groan of distress.
Then with a mutter he whispered, “How my
heart aches because of what I’ve done.” A moment
later a tall thin man with a hooked nose appeared at
the door to his cell. Smoothing back his sparse black
hair he introduced himself.
“You are Foxworthy?” he began, “Yes of
course you are; I am called Comforter; it is time.”
“Comforter are you?” Foxworthy responded
with a grim smile. “Can you comfort me for the little
girl’s life I’ve taken?”

The Comforter replied in a level voice without
emotion saying, “If you truly regret you’ll be set free.”
His face was devoid of expression.
“Sure I will.” Foxworthy chuckled under his
breath as he rose to his feet. “Just like that fella last
week, he’s free now isn’t he and burned to a crisp.”
With that the Comforter opened the cell door without a
word, and the condemned man stepped out of his cell
to stand beside him.
The cold, white, sterile hallway that led to the
execution chamber lay before him. In the distance at
both ends of the hall stood armed guards their pistols
at the ready.
“You know Comforter,” Foxworthy whispered
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in a low voice leaning toward the tall man who stood
nearly a foot taller than himself, “I do regret what I’ve
done, I truly do. When I close my eyes she’s there.
Wherever my thoughts turn she’s standing right next
to them. And all I can see is her eyes asking me why,
why, why?” A few moments passed and again the
Comforter spoke.
free.”

know.”
With that they arrived at a large reinforced
door where a burly sentinel stood silently. Before
entering the Comforter added these last words, “If the
parents choose to forgive you they’ll have one minute
in which to do so.” With that the large door swung
wide and they entered into a chamber that was brightly
lit.

“I told you if you truly regret you’ll be set

To Foxworthy’s left against the wall stood
the parents of the murdered child. The mother held a
white handkerchief with which she dabbed at her tearfilled eyes. The father stood at her side, his face like
stone and unmoving.

“Do you think so?” The middle aged man
asked hesitantly.
“For a certainty.” the tall man replied
comfortingly.

Above the couple was a large scissor-like
switch, which when thrown, would complete the
circuit to the ominous chair that sat directly before
him. Mounted atop the switch was a large clock which
was set for only one minute, its increments in seconds.

As they started to walk down the long hall
toward the death chamber the Comforter began to
explain to Foxworthy that a new law had been enacted
that allowed the immediate relatives of the victim to
participate in the execution. In his case it meant that
the murdered girl’s parents would be there.

Two guards, one on each side of the
condemned man took his arms and led him to the
electric chair. The distinct scent of seared flesh
lingered in the room and Foxworthy began to feel a
choking sensation in his throat. It would be over soon.

Again a bitter remorseful feeling welled up
within him and Foxworthy groaned. Psychiatrists
had offered a dozen explanations in convoluted terms
trying to make sense of his actions, but it made no
difference to the condemned man.
“I know I’m responsible,” Foxworthy’s voice
trembled as his vision clouded over.“I killed her, I
have no excuse.” Again his mind’s eye betrayed him
as it had done since the moment of his crime and
the child’s face danced before him, the dark hair, the
equally dark eyes, the expression of trust, the smile of
friendship. Overwhelmed by the image Foxworthy felt
an unbearable ache from deep within and breathed out
the words,
“I so regret what I’ve done.” Then for a third
time the Comforter, in the same emotionless manner
as before replied,
“If you truly regret, you’ll be set free.”

The prison guards seated him and quickly
began to draw snug the various straps, one around the
abdomen, two around the legs, and lastly one around
the neck.
A strange panic began to creep up within him
as the electrical connections were made to his body.
Did she feel this same way, before he took her life?
What right did he have? Why did he do it? He asked
himself every moment that he breathed. Suddenly the
doomed man felt something wet upon his cheeks and
found he was crying; tears slid freely down his cheeks.
The Comforter stood approximately five paces
before him, his face still as devoid of emotion as when
he had come to Foxworthy’s cell. All was now in
readiness as the guards stepped back in unison.

“I know, Foxworthy added with a sad smile, “I

“Is there anything you would like to say?” The
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Comforter asked. Unable to move, Foxworthy turned
his eyes toward the dead girl’s parents.
“I’m sorry,” He whispered, his voice so low
that it could barely be heard. “I’m so sorry. I truly
regret what I’ve done.” The Comforter leaned toward
him and in a clear low voice said, “If you truly regret,
you’ll be set free.” And for the first time Foxworthy
saw him smile. Foxworthy closed his eyes to wait for
the inevitable.
Turning quickly to the parents the Comforter
said loudly, “If you choose to forgive this man you
have one minute, BEGIN!”
The large clock above the couple began
to move, counting down the last moments of
Foxworthy’s life.
Forty five seconds, thirty seconds, the dead
child’s mother wrung her hands together, tears now
running in rivulets down her face. Twenty seconds,
fifteen seconds, the father stood as still as stone, the
mother began to sob. Ten seconds, five seconds, the
mother cried out, “I forgive you! I forgive you!”
Three seconds, one second...
“BUT I DON’T!” The father bellowed, and

with a sweep of his arm he threw the switch. Instantly
the lights dimmed, and Foxworthy let out a piercing
shriek.
Ten seconds later the lights winked to fullness
once more and the chamber fell silent as the parents
were whisked by the guards through a rear door, the
latch of which closed with a solitary click.
After several moments the Comforter moved
in close to the dead man inclining his ear, listening.
Seconds passed, then several more. Suddenly there
was a voice, a very small voice.
“I’m still alive. I’m still alive!” Foxworthy’s
eyes fluttered open. The Comforter stood before him
and he smiled. “I told you if you truly regret you’ll be
set free.”
“B-but, but what about that guy last week, the
one who fried?”
For a third and final time the Comforter smiled
and answered,
“There’s no power to this chair... never has
been.” With that he began to loosen the straps.
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It’s fall. The leaves are turning to gold, russet
and brown. There’s as much variety to the shades of
the leaves as there are different types of trees for them
to fall from. The air is getting cooler, there’s a bit of
a nip in it now. Winter is coming soon. But for now,
autumn reigns supreme.
You’re walking in the woods one day, taking
pictures of the falling leaves, naked trees reaching
their bare branches up to the cloud-laden sky and
various animals preparing for winter. Squirrels race by
with nuts in their front paws or stuffed in their cheeks
and one of them stops to chatter at you. It’s so solemn
about the chattering you can’t help yourself; you
crouch and try your best to chatter back. The squirrel
fluffs its tail once, twice, bobs its head then it’s gone.
“Crazy squirrel.”
You can’t help laughing at the expression
on the squirrel’s face when you chattered back at
it. It’s almost as if it understood the sounds you
were making. Oh now wait a minute. What if it did
understand you? Something at the back of your mind
takes hold of that thought and runs with it much like a
horse with a bit in its teeth. If that squirrel understood
you then you have some kind of gift. Naturally the
rational part of your mind immediately rebels at such
a foolish notion. You’re just an average ordinary
human being. There is no such person as Dr Doolittle.
Oh but that’s where logic is wrong. Dr Doolittle really
did exist. So who’s to say you didn’t inherit at least a
portion of his talents?
That’s something to think about as you make
your way through the woods on this beautiful autumn
day. Of course there’s the mental equivalent of a
Senate meeting going on in your head as you walk.
But that’s to be expected. One part of your brain
insists on believing there’s no such thing as magic
while the other part quietly states that there is. A
short distance ahead of you there’s a growling sound
followed by a woman’s cry for help.

What do you do? Do you rush in to save her or
do you turn and go in a different direction? It’s getting
dark and your only weapon is a camera. Oh what the
hell. You stuff the camera in your pocket and off you
go to save the day. Or at least try to. As you approach
you realize the wolves have her surrounded and her
only escape is for them to get distracted.
“Oh good grief.”
And you start whipping whatever stones you
can get your hands on at them, hoping to buy her
enough time to get away. A large sharp rock pelts one
on the hind end and it whips around with a yelp and
a snarl to stare at you. Without even realizing what
you’re doing you growl and yip at it. Its ears go flat
against its skull then it skulks away with a whine and
tail between its legs. The frightened woman in the
middle of the circle takes advantage of the sudden gap
and darts out to cower behind you. The wolves stop
growling at once as though a switch were turned off.
You take that as a good sign so you turn to comfort
her.
“There now, it’s okay. You’re safe now.”
She looks up to say thank you and you’re
caught by her eyes. They’re the most hypnotic shade
of blue you’ve ever seen in your life. You’re so busy
helping her calm down and finding out why she was in
the woods you don’t hear anything until it’s too late.
One of the wolves leaps and brings you down in a
tangled heap with that poor woman caught underneath
you. A shift and a grunt and she scoots out from under
you and out of harm’s way. The wolf snaps at the back
of your neck but you hunched your head like a turtle
and it gets a mouthful of your jacket instead. A flailing
arm brings your fist into contact with its head and it
tumbles away with a yelp. You turn onto your back
because you find yourself unable to get to your feet
due to the wolf knocking the wind out of you and fear
turning your legs to stumps and another wolf jumps at
you.

Wolves.

“God no!”

“Shit.”

Your crossed arms in front of your face keep
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it away from your throat but it’s much stronger than
you; it was designed for this kind of thing. The weight
of the snarling wolf fluctuates then is suddenly gone
and you see a flash of a face as the woman you helped
pulls it off you. Again you snarl, growl and yap at
the wolves, again completely unaware of it. Alone,
wolves are cowards. But in a pack like this, they’re
dangerous. The woman is panting with the exertion
and you can hear it in her voice.
“Get up! They’re less likely to attack you if
you’re on your feet!”
She offers you her hand to help you up. You
take it and the wolves exhibit some very un-wolflike
behavior when they turn tail and run away. The
woman leans on a nearby tree to catch her breath and
you’re very puzzled.
“Why did they run away like that?”
She chuckles and you turn to look at her
in confusion. Her eyes are still that mesmerizing
shade of blue, but now there’s a layer of ice over the
warmth.
alone.”

“You cowed them. Told them to leave us
“But how?”

Her smile is warm but cold at the same time
as she moves closer to you. Then it hits you. The
growling, snarling and yapping. You weren’t just
making nonsensical sounds hoping to drive them
away. You were actually talking to them! You shake
your head but not in denial; no, it’s a gesture of
disbelief. Her hand on your arm is that odd mixture
of coolness and warmth you’ve seen in her eyes and
smile and she curls her other hand around the back of
your neck to pull your head down toward her. But she
doesn’t want to kiss you. You catch on mere seconds
before.
“God please, no!”
But it’s too late. Her wickedly sharp fangs

sink into your neck and you can feel your life slowly
ebbing away with every mouthful of blood she
takes. Darkness falls and you realize this is the last
autumn you’ll ever see. This darkness is thicker, more
absolute. It’s the darkness of death and you’re her
latest victim. Once she’s taken what she can from you
she lets your body fall to the ground and smirks at
your glassy eyes staring up at the night sky.
“Thank you my dear. I needed that far more
than you’ll ever know.”
Then she turns and walks away, leaving your
body to rot in the woods. You had no family and no
friends. You barely had a job. You really were just a
babe in the woods. But she made a mistake. You’re
not dead. And others of her cabal come to you and
give you the gift she so cruelly denied you. They give
you life from death. And when you wake with a huge
inhalation of air your body no longer needs, all you
can feel is an overwhelming hunger. And rage.
“I want her.”
One of them nods and they disperse to find
and bring her to you. The rage is sharp but so is your
hunger. They bring a girl in for you to feed from and it
quells the hunger. But the rage still burns in your belly,
and by the time they bring your killer to you, it’s an
all-consuming flame. Her face falls in shock when she
sees you standing there.
“Surprise!”
She’s so surprised to see you she’s rooted to
the spot as you come forward with one hand behind
your back. The others merely watch, though they
know why you’re approaching her that way. Once
you’re close enough you wind your free arm around
her and pull her in close enough to kiss her. That’s
when you bring your other hand up and slam the
wooden stake through her treacherous heart. Her
eyes widen and she opens her mouth to scream but
no sound comes out. The others leap forward and one
of them pounds the stake in so she can’t pull it out
while the rest tie her to a large wooden rack. Your final
words as you turn away seal her fate.
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“Put her out in the sun.”
And you are now what she once was. Cold,
unforgiving, not alive but not quite dead. Strong,
without mercy, without any human weaknesses. You
have no need for food, liquor, cigarettes or drugs.
The darkness is your home, the moon your source of
comfort.
And...
You lead her circle.
Welcome, Prince of the Cabal of Blood.
Only when they seek another for their flock
do they drain a person so much, but she didn’t follow
the rules. So she had to die. And the rest of the cabal
decided to let you be her executioner. There’s a tap on
your arm and you look to the side to see a tiny waif
of a child standing there, cold and shivering. You pick
her up and balance her on your hip.
“Now what’s a beautiful child like you doing
here, hmm?”
She turns her head and you see the marks on
her throat. But she’s still human. You can tell by the
way she’s shaking from the cold. All at once you can
see images in your head and you know what you have
to do. You settle her on your hip and head for the
doorway.

Her eager nod makes you smile for the first
time since entering the woods and you set her down
so she can walk up the steps to the door. She’s holding
the blanket around her with one arm and uses the other
hand to knock on the door. It opens right away and
the man standing in the doorway is in absolute shock
before he sweeps her into his arms with a glad cry and
holds her tight as he closes the door behind them.
“One happy family, check.”
And you turn to go back to the cabal with your
mission accomplished. You walk by the rack your
predecessor was tied to and you can’t even conjure up
a smile.
“You deserved this, you know. All you had to
do was complete the ritual and you’d still be alive.”
You close the door behind you with a heavy
thud. And her eyes roll back from the whites to that
eerie shade of blue one last time before her lips split
in a malevolent grin. She knows she’s going to die
when the sun comes up. But she knows something
you haven’t come to terms with yet: You can talk to
wolves and command them. It could well be the end of
the war between werewolves and vampires. But you
have to figure that out for yourself. Though you do
have an eternity to do so. In the meantime, you have
an existence to eke out. And Gods help anyone who
stands in your way.

“Bring me a thick blanket and warm clothing.
I’m taking her home.”
They scurry to do as you command, knowing
better than to argue with you. She’s dressed warmly
and wrapped in the blanket you asked for when you
come up on a house decorated for Samhain. Or as the
mortals call it, Halloween. Her face lights up as you
approach the front step. It’s pitch black out of course,
but you can see where you’re going.
“Is this your house sweetie?”
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The street was filled with the laughter of little
children and the occasional drunk, costumed, adult.
Goblins, ghouls, ghosts and the occasional princess
or superhero could be seen roaming the streets. The
decorations illuminated by the light of pumpkins
further proved that it was Halloween.

“They ran away again.”
“Again? What are they scared of? These
people don’t even know what a proper ghost looks
like!” Gabi stopped stirring.
“Don’t worry, Gabi, we are going to make it.”
Matilda tried to sound encouraging. “And Halloween
is such a nice holiday, it almost feels like we’re back
home. Plus we don’t need to put on disguises.”

Every single house was bright orange, spooky
and inviting, except one. That old house didn’t need
decorations. It was amazing it was still standing, it
looked any gust of air would make it fall. The roof
was patched up with planks in several places, and the
cobwebs were large enough to leave you wondering
if you could get stuck in them. It was surprising
someone lived in it, and that such a house, especially
one in such a nice neighbourhood would not be torn
down a long time ago.

Gabi pulled the curtains of the window next
to her back and examined the street. “I don’t see the
resemblance. I mean, those idiotic decorations and
costumes. Where is the slime on the ghouls? Why
is that little human wearing a crown? And what is
with all the small pumpkins? No one is going to fit in
there.”

Children heard all sorts of stories about it,
and stayed away from it most of the time. But it was
Halloween, time for spooky things, the one night kids
couldn’t stay away. A boy in a dinosaur costume was
standing in front of the door, shaking and occasionally
looking at his friends, who were hiding behind the
fence. The boy took a deep breath and knocked. A
stirring could be heard on the other side. The boy was
getting more and more nervous by the second.

“You have never liked humans, and yet you
postpone this. I don’t get it.” Matilda frowned and
folded her arms.
“It is just too hard to make these people keep
still. I wish we could go home right now.”

Finally the door opened and a pudgy old lady
with red frizzy hair emerged. Her large nose, on which
a particularly big mole resided, overpowered most
of her other features, aside from her small, wet black
eyes. She smiled, revealing dark yellow teeth and
reached for something out of sight. The boy screamed
and ran away.
“Wait! Here’s... ” She placed the bowl of
candy back on the counter with a sad and confused
expression and looked back towards the kids, who
were already on the other side of the street. She was
very short, and age seemed to have made her even
shorter, wearing an old red dress and a conical hat.
The lady closed the door, sighed and hobbled back
to her sister, a taller, thin, sallow skinned woman
dressed in dark blue, who was mixing something in a
cauldron.

“We can’t go home until we finish what we
came here to do. And today is a good day to do it!”
Gabi rolled her eyes, giving in. “Fine, I
suppose you have an idea.”
Matilda cracked a big smile. “The good
thing about this day is that we can blend in even in
our normal clothes. People wear clothes they call
costumes and escort their youngest from house to
house collecting treats.”
child?”

Gabi seemed unimpressed. “So, we need a

“Yes, a young one, preferably in a ‘costume.’”
Matilda watched excitedly as Gabi poured grey sand
on the floor in one clear layer.
“Give me... the dark red vial.”
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Matilda took a small chair and climbed on it
to reach the top shelf. She picked up the tall red vial.
Gabi took it and poured the clear liquid over the sand,
muttering something under her breath. The liquid
seemed to flow over something on the floor, washing
away its transparency. A small girl in a bright pleated
red skirt, red blouse and blue blazer was laying on the
floor now. She opened her eyes and got up, brushing
her hair away from her face.

“I must say, humans make a lot of different
colours.” Gabi picked up the dark blue, lime green and
yellow vials. Matilda enthusiastically confirmed as she
came down the stairs.

“Let’s call you Alice.” Matilda clapped her
hands together, jumping up and down with joy. The
little girl nodded at them.

“Twenty-five for each group, plus a
replacement for everyone we use. This is going to be a
long night.”

“You can be our niece, that is visiting us. It
will explain why they haven’t seen her before.”

Matilda looked out of the window. “Maybe
we can go there?” She pointed at a house that was
producing a lot of noise and lights. “I believe those
people are hosting a human party. There is bound to be
a lot of people there.”

Gabi put on her cloak while Matilda conjured
three small plastic pumpkin buckets.
“What now?”
“We knock on doors.”
The three women walked outside and
tried to mingle with the crowd. Alice was walking
automatically with her eyes focused ahead, not even
blinking. The first door they knocked on opened and
a young woman in a nurse’s uniform appeared with
a huge bowl of candy. Alice stared at her, while Gabi
tried very hard not to roll her eyes at Matilda’s overly
enthusiastic ‘Trick or treat.’
“And what are you supposed to be?” The
young woman bent down so her face was level with
Alice. The girl smiled as she cocked her head to
the side and her eyes started glowing. The woman
dropped the bowl in surprise as white glass appeared
around her, stopping her screams from being heard.
Her body started to melt and the glass shrank. Gabi
picked up the tall white vial and hid it in her cloak as
a young man appeared at the door. He stopped and
looked at the bowl. Alice’s eyes glowed again, her
smile growing even wider. The man tried to break the
glass, but his hands turned to mush. He managed to
turn around to see his two children standing behind
him, both also encased in glass.

“You didn’t find anyone else?”
“No. I think we need to go to another house.
How many vials do we need to get?”

Gabi finally showed some enthusiasm. “Alice,
let’s go.” The girl stopped smiling and walked toward
the exit.
That night was the last time someone would
walk along the street and see the rickety old house.
No one even remembered there was anything there
except an empty plot. The strangeness of an empty
plot in such a prominent street was not considered.
People were too concerned about the twenty-six
disappearances. People blamed alcohol, spiked candy,
even human traffickers, but no one even remembered
the two strange women that lived next to them for a
month.
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YES VIRGINIA, THERE IS A
KRAMPUS
Douglas Draa
This email arrived last week and I don’t make it a habit to answer such mails in a public
forum. I am making an exception this time and have decided that it would be best to share
this with everyone out there. I’m posting this behind the publisher’s back since the editors
of Far Horizons would frown upon panic-mongering and probably wouldn’t approve of
my doing this. It might just cost me my future with the magazine, but I’ve come to the
conclusion though that the needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few.

Dear Horror Story Man at Far Horizons
Magazine,
My name is Virginia Weese, and I’m in the 4th
grade at Johnny Clem Elementary School in Newark,
Ohio, and I have a question that my Mommy and
Daddy won’t answer. At the beginning of December,
our teacher Mrs. Huddy was telling us about
Christmas in other countries. She told us about the
bad Krampus man who takes away naughty children
and eats them. This scared us all a lot, but since we
aren’t babies anymore none of us really believed her.
It was just a cool story.
Anyways, my friend Billy Pierce said that
he had heard from the 6th graders that it was a true,
cross my heart hope to die story! And so Billy says to

me that he’s awful scared that he will get taken away
by the Krampus man. Billy said that his mommy and
daddy were always after him to be gooder and not so
bad. And that he heard his mommy and daddy talking
one night when they thought that he was asleep that
they wanted to send him to the Campus. He thought
that the Campus was what the growed-ups called the
reformatory up in Mansfield where the bad children
go. He says that now he’s all scared, because he thinks
that maybe they really said Krampus and not campus.
I saw him later on and that he said that the Wikipedia
told him that the Krampus man comes on December
5th. I told him not to be a baby and believe stupid
stories. My daddy says the Wikipedia is bullshit. I’m
sorry for the bad word, but that is what my daddy
says a lot. Anyways, Billy never came to school on
the day after the Krampus is supposed to take the
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bad kids. I aksed Billy’s parents where was, and they
looked at me funny and said that he had gone to live
with his grandma down in Carolina. I know that this
is a fib. Billy told me his gramma is in Pataskala in
an old folks’ home. I went home and told my mommy
and daddy, and they told me not to believe stupid
stories and that if Billy’s parents said that he was at
his gram’s, then that’s where he is. Daddy said that
if I keep pestering Billy’s family, I’ll get a spanking.
I looked on the internet and saw that your magazine
had told about the Krampus man. So now I’m writing
to you as my last resort. Can you help me??? Is there
a Krampus???
Your friend,
Virginia
Dear Virginia,
I am deeply moved and honoured that you
got in touch with me. I hope that I can be of some
assistance and that I might be able to clear up a few
things. You seem like a bright kid so I won’t talk
down to you and sugar-coat the situation. I have some
good news, and I have some bad news.
The good news:
Yes Virginia, there is a Krampus.
The bad news:
It’s so much worse than your ten-year-old
mind could ever have imagined!
It’s like this honey, big people lie. They lie to
children all the time. Sometimes they lie to protect
you or to keep you in line, and sometimes they lie to
keep you vulnerable. Michael Jackson and the OctoMom are good examples of lies used to keep you in
line, and the Krampus is the other kind of lie.
For you see dear, the Krampus is as old as the
world is and just as real. When people talk about the
Krampus, they are actually talking about a European
bogeyman from some mountains that they call the
Alps. (I hope that you are taking notes so that you can

Google all of this later.) This bogeyman helps Santa
Claus into scaring children into behaving. They tell
them that if they are bad the Krampus will get them on
the night before Saint Nicholas day and take them to
hell and eat them or drown them on the spot. This is a
very old story from a people called the Norse. You can
think of them as the Vikings. They believed that the
Krampus was the son of the lady who ran their Hell.
Her name was Hel. Anyways, when the Christians
came and got rid of the old religions, they added some
of the old religions’ beliefs into Christian traditions to
make the people happier about being Christians. So
the Krampus, being active during the winter, ended up
with a Christmas connection that went on for hundreds
of years.
We now have to move up into the 1920s. A
group of explorers and archaeologists were way out
in the Gobi Desert looking for old cities from a long
time ago. Oh, this is in China. And they actually did
find one city that had been buried in the sand for many
thousands of years. Nobody knows who these people
were or even if they were people. One of the things
that they found while digging up the old city was an
old book written on some kind of funny metal that
had never rusted. They call this book the ‘Ghooric
Manuscript.’ After many years of hard work, some
very smart people were able to translate it.
It tells the story of how the world was before
people came into it. And the book says that a long long
time ago the world was full of monsters who were the
bosses. Finally these monsters were chased away by
some even stronger monsters. Some of these monsters
got killed; some got locked up at the bottom of the
sea or sent into other dimensions (kind of like worlds
between the worlds); some went into hiding. The book
goes on to tell that one of the monsters who went into
hiding was the Krampus. Except that Krampus is not
its real name. People in old times gave it a new name
because they believed that if you say its real name out
loud, you will get its attention and it might come after
you. And believe me honey, that’s the last thing that
you want.
The Krampus’s real name is ‘Shub-Niggurath.’
They also called it the ‘Goat of a Thousand Young.’
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A recent translation of the book shows that the earlier
scientists made a mistake. The correct translation
is the ‘Goat with Thousands of Young.’ This is a
reference to the countless children who have been
taken away over thousands of years. Even the
cavemen had Krampus trouble. This is also why they
like to portray the Krampus as a great big, hairy,
devilish goat man. The truth is, though, that the
Krumpus is so horrible that they were too scared to
make any pictures that showed how truly awful the
Krampus actually is. We only have one picture of the
Krampus that shows how truly horrible a monster it
is. A little boy named Matt Fox survived a Krampus
attack and drew a picture of it for a magazine once he
grew up and became an artist. I don’t want to scare
you, but here is how the Krampus truly looks like.
I hope that this isn’t scaring you too much,
because it’s only going to get worse. So fasten your
seat belt, it’s going to be a bumpy ride from now on.
In olden times, the people thought that the
Krampus/Shub-Niggurath was a kind of god. Not
GOD, but a god of sorts. And back then people used
to give presents to the gods. And traditionally, these
presents had to be things that held great value for the
people that they didn’t want to part with. These were
things like food that they didn’t have enough of, gold
that they didn’t have much of, or children that they
had plenty of. You call these kinds of gifts ‘sacrifices.’
So sadly, a lot of times the people would ‘sacrifice’
their children to the Krampus. Historical records show
that the Krampus was most active during the days
which had the longest nights. They called this the
Yuletide. This is also Christmas time. That is why the
old church decided to pair up the Krampus with Santa
Claus. They also knew that for some reason, maybe
magical, the Krampus could only roam around the
mountains we call the Alps and only for a few nights
in December when the nights are longest.
Now they think that World War I had
something to do with it, but afterwards, the power
confining the Krampus to the Alps had either been
weakened or destroyed. They assume this because
directly after WWI, the reports of Krampus attacks
began to be experienced farther and farther away from

the Alps. It was in the early 1920s in the States when
little boy named Matt Fox survived and reported the
Krampus attack he experienced.
Now I have to tell you the worst part dear
Virginia, so please be brave. It’s been suspected for
a long time now that many of these Krampus attacks
are neither coincidences nor punishments dealt out
to naughty children, but actually sacrifices arranged
by mommies and daddies who want to get rid of their
children. That’s correct honey; some mommies and
daddies are setting up their own children to be taken
by the Krampus!
It seems that the mommies and daddies who
want to get rid of their own children use chalk to
scrawl a special symbol above their front door on
Krampus night to let the Krampus know that there’s
a sacrifice waiting inside, and that it is welcome to
come in and receive it. For you see, the Krampus can
not enter a house that is protected by a special symbol
called the ‘Elder sign’ nor can it enter a domicile
where it has not been invited to enter. Investigations
have shown that the symbol used most often by rotten
parents looks like this.
But please do not despair Virginia for all is not
lost! Even a small one like you can protect yourself
and your friends. Uncle Doug is going to tell you what
to do!
First, you‘ll have to spend the next eleven
months practicing sneaking downstairs at night after
your parents go to bed. You’ll need this skill during the
days that fall before and after the fifth of December.
These are the days when the Krampus is underway,
collecting sacrifices. If you see that your parents have
actually been mean enough to leave the symbol above
the door, then wash it away immediately. This isn’t
a guarantee that the Krampus will pass your house
by. It will reduce the chances though. For you see,
just placing the sign above your front door will have
already drawn the Krampus’s attention. It’s not a
guarantee, but at least it will be a start.
Now all’s fair in love and war, or as my
grandpa used to say “payback is a bitch.” So if you
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want to get even with your mommy and daddy, all you
have to do is to redraw the symbol upside down and
backwards. This will turn the Krampus against those
who originally drew the sign. Of course it would be
smart to hide in the attic for the rest of the night, just
to be on the safe side.

should have a rope ladder ready or a big aluminium
one leaning up against the house directly under your
bedroom window. There is no shame in running away.
So forget any crap about cowards dying thousands of
deaths. You only die once, and it’s usually the heroes
who fall first!

Now so far I’ve shown you the easiest way
to hopefully survive the night. I have to be honest
though, it seems that the Krampus also takes unoffered sacrifices when the mood strikes it. So here
are a few tips to increase the odds of you making it
through the night in one piece.

6: Have surrogate sacrifices ready. If you
haven’t already turned the tables on your parents for
selling you out, then make sure that other victims
are close at hand. Once you’ve fled via step five,
you should run like hell to a neighbouring house and
break in as quickly as you can. Start screaming bloody
murder once you have gained entry. You want to wake
up the people in the house. The screaming will not
only accomplish this, but should also place them in a
confused and frightened state of mind. Now, head out
the backdoor as quickly as possible and run as fast and
as far as your chubby little legs will carry you once
you are sure that they are awake and coming down to
investigate the ruckus.

1: The Krampus is big and squishy. It also has
a lot of legs and tentacles (which have sucking mouths
on their tips) and has a hard time squeezing into tight
spaces. Think of it as a big transdimensional OctoGoat. So find a closet or crawl space to hide in.
2: Being squishy, the Krampus isn’t very
strong. So barricade your bedroom door and keep an
axe by your side at all times. Or, if you can find one,
a shoulder-fired RPG or acetylene torch is even better.
You can’t kill it, but at least you will go down fighting
like the brave little trooper that I know you are.

That pretty much covers it. I hope that I have
been of some assistance, and that I have given you the
means to survive the holiday season next year.
So yes Virginia, as sure as there is a Santa
Claus and Cthulhu, there is a Krampus.

3: STAY AWAKE! So hoard up on a few cases
of Red Bull or keep a Mr. Coffee machine hidden
under your bed. A second of napping could result an
eternity of indescribable suffering and agony!

Good Luck,

4: The Krampus has a sort of dog who
accompanies it at times. This dog’s name is ‘Tindalos,’
and Tindalos can do a very special trick. Tindalos
can come through angles and bring the Krampus with
him. Now an angle is where two straight lines come
together. So mix yourself up a big batch of plaster
and fill in all of the corners in you room where the
walls come together with each other and where they
meet the floor or ceiling. This will at least force the
Krampus, if it even comes, to use the front door. You
don’t want to be surprised from above, behind, below,
or between. Believe it or not, Tindalos can attack from
in-between.
5: Have an escape route. If all else fails, you
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Douglas Draa
Hack Horror Writer
Far Horizons Magazine

A Gnome’s Tale
(Or How A Mighty Gnome
Hero Gained His Name)
Jim King
Tavis Slackhat was a Garden Gnome. That’s
Gnome to you lot. Not a nome, not a nom, but a proper
Ga-nome.
His beard was long and white. His jacket was
bright red with a bit of fading and some wear on the
left sleeve where that big one grass-eater had hit him.
His trousers were the dark green of spring leaves. His
boots were black, but not as shiny as they had been.
His hat was red, bright red, really bright red.
But sadly, not a normal Gnome hat.
No, Tavis had once had a fine Gnome hat, tall
and straight. But he had been young. He had seen
that big old ginger tom, and instead of doing what all
Gnomes do and stand still, he had run for it.
The cat had given
chase because, well, it was a
cat, and cats chase things.
Then there was the

pond and the fish and slippery stones.
It had taken him a week to get out, and by then
his wonderful tall Gnome hat was sort of floppy and
bent over and hung down his back.
So Slackhat it was. Not the most proud of
Gnomish names, but at least he wasn’t that poor sod
Periwinkle Barearse.
#
There was a council of war going on. Gnomes
from all over had been summoned to the council.
No less than three commanders and even some
of the elders were here.
Everyone sat or stood or fished and talked
slowly so no one could see them move.
Gnomes do a lot of that, Gnomes running
around is very frowned upon. Young gnomes play
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a bit, but are quickly encouraged to stop such unGnomish behaviour.
Doing nothing is the Gnomish way, which is
why fishing is the only real Gnomish hobby. Nothing
like fishing for doing something while doing nothing.
Anyway, there was a problem.
Pixies!
Thieves and backstabbers, the favourite nasty
boys of the elves. No elf would stoop to getting his
dainty hands dirty; they sent the pixies to do all the
nasty jobs.
Yes, there were pixies on the housing estate.
Several birds had already been killed, their little
broken bodies left to mark the edges of the pixie
territory. A squirrel had been attacked and now had a
nasty cut on her nose.
Pixies meant trouble and so the council had
been called.
#
Mrs. Perkins was a big one. Humans they
called themselves, but no one else called them that,
because everyone thought of themselves as being
human, not just the ruddy great lumbering big ones.

#
The council had been talking for several hours
now. A few had suggested that they go looking for the
Pixies but they were shushed. Going out looking for
trouble was very un-Gnomish. Some had suggested
asking for help. Black Tor was close by, and the
Dwarves would not take well to having thieving
Pixies nearby but that would be as good as saying the
Gnomes couldn’t look after their own estate.
Eventually they reached agreement. They
would do nothing in the Gnomish way.
They would spread out and keep watch, a
Gnome in every garden, and wait for the pixies to
come out of hiding.
A good Gnomish plan that, wait and see.
#
Tavis Slackhat had been sitting in the garden
on guard since the winter. The rains of January and
early February had left him soaked all the time, but the
fine sunshine of March had dried him out and left him
feeling happy.

She had just come home, shopping bags full of
the week’s food and a powerful need for a cup of tea
with just a drop of whiskey.

Tonight though, the heavy fog had rolled in,
and he could barely see the garden fence thirty Gnome
lengths away. He was especially alert this evening.
This fog was perfect cover for the Fae to come
sneaking past, and a squirrel messenger had brought
him word just last week that there was a big person
newborn three houses down.

As she was trying to get her door key out
without putting down her bags, she glanced to the
left and noticed that her neighbours next door had
filled their garden with gnomes. It was odd; she didn’t
notice all those gnomes when
she went out this morning.

The fog muffled sound as well as sight, and so
he saw the pixie at the same time that he heard it and
by then it was almost close enough to touch. Staying
perfectly still to keep hidden behind the natural magic
that made all Gnomes look like stone statues if they
didn’t move, he tensed himself and waited.

Then she got the key
out, and thoughts of a nice
cuppa chased any thoughts of
gnomes from her mind.

The pixie came closer and started to pass the
Gnome. To the pixie or indeed to any fairy or elf,
a stationary gnome was nothing more than a stone,
and so the pixie was caught completely by surprise
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when Tavis smashed in the back of its head, killing it
instantly.

Pausing only to bite the head off the screaming
pixie, she fled back to the trees to report this to the
closest Gnome commander, the one fishing by the
pond at number 31.

As the body fell and vanished into sparkles
when it returned to the Fae realm, Tavis heard the
rustle of silk and barely turned in time to block the
blow of a pixie blade that was slashing towards his
throat.

The baby girl slept on, not knowing or caring
how close she had come to being snatched by pixies
and replaced by an elf changeling.

There were more of the thieves. Of course,
one pixie could not carry a big person baby; there
were probably at least three if this was a snatch
squad. The pixies would carry off the human baby,
and there would be an elf around somewhere with
the changeling. Even the touch of a big folk was
dangerous to an elf which is why they sent the pixies
to do the dirty work.

#
The messenger squirrel ran along the branches
of the tree then dropped down to run along the garden
fence. She was forced to drop into several gardens and
run across them on the ground, but it was dark. She
was in a hurry, and the only thing that saw her was the
sleepy old hound in number 35.

Tavis whistled as loudly as he could, both
to alert the other nearby Gnomes and to summon a
messenger squirrel, and then he had to concentrate on
fighting. The pixie was fast and agile. Even with just
a pixie dagger against the longer gnomish club, the
pixie had the advantage.

She reached 31 and ran the length of the
fence to reach the front garden where she found
Ebly Bighook in his favourite position, sitting on a
mushroom with a fishing rod in his hands.

Slash and block, swing and dodge. The battle
could only go one way, and all too soon the pixie
blade struck home in Gnomish flesh. Tavis was
mortally wounded, but the pixie thought the battle was
done and had dropped its guard.
The gnome’s club hit with all the strength the
dying gnome had left and he hit the pixie across the
knees.

She dropped down to the grass and ran across
to him and quickly explained what she had seen.
“Bugger it,” came the reply, spoken with unGnome like haste. “Tavis was a good Gnome.” Then a
thought came to him: the local Dwarf clan owed him
a big favour. Maybe they could do something about
Tavis.
Ebly stood up, picking up his sitting mushroom
and fishing rod as he did so.

Tavis’s last sight before life left him and his
body began to sink back into the earth was the pixie
writhing on the ground with shattered knee caps.

“They will be after the newborn in 24. Best we
be there first then.”

The messenger squirrel had been dozing
several gardens away when
she heard the call and had
bounded over as quickly as
she could, but she was too late.
She saw the last flash of red as
the body of Tavis the gnome
turned to stone forever.

He set out across the garden with what was,
for a Gnome, a fast pace, and as he did so he gave the
squirrel some rapid instructions.
The squirrel ran off as Elby scrambled up the
hedge that separated the garden from the stone path
and then the black ground where the big ones land
dragons slept.
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No Gnome likes to go anywhere near the black
ground. It’s a nasty unnatural stuff. Not earth or stone
or wood. It got hot enough to boil a Gnome’s feet in
summer, and it was always covered in land dragon
dribble.
Plus, it was where the land dragons lived and
slept, and no Gnome interested in a long life went
anywhere near them.
Huge great things, roaring and bellowing, their
breath made you choke, and they would crush you flat
as soon as look at you. They were too fast to run away
from, and standing still just got you killed when they
ran over the top of you.
Oh, and they had huge glowing eyes.
Only the big ones were stupid enough to go
anywhere near the land dragons.
But Elby needed to be on the other side of
the black ground. Moving as carefully as possible
he slid between two of the sleeping dragons. The
stench nearly made him sick, but he was a gnome
commander, and he had fought an elf so a sleeping
dragon didn’t scare him.
Much!
He made it to the open area, and holding tight
to his hat, his fishing rod, and his sitting mushroom,
he ran across the vast empty area of black ground.
He was panting by the time he reached the other side.
He was out of shape that was all. It was nothing to
do with the black ground or being in the open or the
dragons. No, he was just out of shape.
#
The pixies slid through
the fog, over fences and under
fences, until they reached
the garden of the big ones
house where the smell of milk
and sick was strongest. The
newborn was here.

They had lost two on the way over, some
gnome in a floppy hat had leapt out and ambushed
them, but they got him in return, and now the
remaining four had arrived.
This should be easy; the big one house didn’t
even have a dog.
The biggest pixie waved the others towards
the house, and then it was a quick climb up the brick
work to an open window where the newborn was lying
unguarded.
The last thing the pixie saw was a big stone
fishing rod coming towards his face and a voice
shouting “Get ‘em Lads.”
With surprise, the five Gnomes and one
squirrel made short work of the pixies, all but the
smallest one who had been bringing up the rear. That
one turned and fled as soon as the Gnomes attacked.
Unfortunately for him, he ran straight into next
door’s cat which had been stalking across the grass
planning on fresh squirrel for dinner.
By the time the cat has finished trying to work
out why the funny little two-legged thing that it had
just clawed turned into a cloud of sparkles, the squirrel
was gone and the garden was empty of anything apart
from a few Gnomes.
Cats being cats, the fact that one Gnome was
fishing in the middle of the lawn wasn’t important,
and the cat turned away and went down the garden
following the smell of frightened squirrel.
Elby waited till the cat had gone and called the
other Gnomes together. It was time to go back to their
gardens. Job well done.
Just before he left the garden to go to collect
Tavis and take him back to the Gnome hall, Elby
glanced up towards the open window on the big ones
house.
There was a flicker of movement, more
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imagined than seen, but for just a second it looked
for all the world as if a teddy bear standing on the
window sill had saluted him.

big one smith named ‘Mechano’ was much prised
amongst the clans.
Davric had worked through the night and the
following day, watched by a score of Gnomes who
stood or sat out of the way on the lowest of the shelves
that filled every wall.

Elby left the garden, and high above him in
the baby’s bedroom, an ancient, tattered teddy bear
returned to his job.
Davric of clan Black Tor was a metal shaper.

Now he was ready.

That rare but highly respected type of Dwarf
that could take metal and shape it, not with a forge
and tools like any normal Dwarf, but with a power
that had been his since he turned fifty. His mind could
make metal do things that only the finest of craftsdwarves could rival. He could make metal come alive.

He reached out and carefully picked up a pair
of cables, big one made and not suited for the hands
of a Dwarf. They were connected to a huge black box
sitting on the floor beside the table, a box of electricity,
almost new, that had been found by salvagers only
days ago specifically for this.

It wasn’t spells. Elves and Fairies did spells.
No Dwarf did ‘spells.’ Any that were found to be
trying were given a good kicking by dwarves wearing
mining boots and then thrown out of the clan.

Davric slowly and carefully reached out, one
cable held in each hand, each as far apart from the
other as he could reach.

No, not spells. Earth magic, stone magic, metal
magic. Not spells.
Today he stood in his workshop surrounded by
the wonders of his art.

Painstaking slowly, he bought each close to the
metal plates that he had shaped for just this purpose.
Every Gnome in the room drew a deep breath,
and Davric glared at them as the rush of wind rustled
his beard.

He leaned over the heavy, wooden table in
front of him, something in oak that had once held the
magazines and coffees of a big one house but just the
right size for him.

Every Gnome held that breath, waiting,
waiting.

The table was covered with metal in every
shape and size, the most precious of building materials
made by the big one Master Smith and Engineer.
Gnomes and Dwarves searched out the work of this
big one for it was greatly prized by the clans and by
the metal shapers.

There was a crackle, a sharp smell. Lightning
shot between the two plates, through the mound of
metal and stone.

To return home bearing
the metals, or better yet a
box marked with the Great
Engineer’s name, was to be
held in high regard that year.
Yes, the work of the

The contacts touched the metal plates.

Then the lightning was gone, and the crackle
was gone. Only the strong, sharp smell remained,
filling the room.
A score of Gnomes held their breaths, waiting.
Beneath the pile of metal something moved,
the slightest of movements. Then another movement,
and suddenly the pile rose and fell apart.
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Sitting up from within the metal Tavis the
Gnome swept the room with his gaze, the harsh glow
of electricity fading from his eyes. His bare chest and
shoulders now covered with a frame of the precious
Mechano; the steady click of tiny cogs within his
chest barely audible in the silence of the room.

The elf was at number 24 where the newborn
big one was.
There were two Gnomes in that garden now
and another on either side, though the Gnome in 22
was having trouble with the dog in that garden. Brutus
was a curious and playful young dog and kept trying
to work out where the new garden gnome had come
from.

The Gnome, now half machine, looked at the
Dwarf standing above him and in a voice slightly
more mechanical than his normal tone asked:
“What’s for tea?”
The room filled with cheers, a score of
Gnomes all shouting and laughing and from the
corridor outside the sound of another score of Gnomes
plus the rustle of satisfaction from a handful of
Dwarfs who would never laugh or cheer in public.
Tavis Cogheart the Gnome was back.
#
It had been several weeks since the pixie
snatch squad had been killed and there had not been a
single report of the remaining pixies.
Then a sparrow arrived at the Gnome hall and
chirped franticly until a nearby Gnome opened one of
the doors and let it fly in.
The sparrow was so excited it took three tries
before the Gnomes understood what it was trying to
say. The little bird had seen an elf and six pixies; they
had been hiding in the bushes at the bottom of a big
one house.
It took a while to find out where this had been;
birds are not good with details like house numbers,
and they had a view of things that was from the top
down whereas Gnomes tended
to see the world from the
bottom up.
But eventually, they
had it worked out.

Still, four Gnomes against an elf and however
many pixies were left would lead to four dead Gnomes
so every squirrel in range was sent out. Every single
Gnome was to muster and slip into the garden of
number 24.
war.

The Eastbury Heights Gnomes were going to

It took the whole day for the Gnomes to move
into the gardens. Without the cover of darkness the
Gnomes moved as slowly as possible, apart from the
dash across the black ground. Even the bravest gnome
would not linger on that foul surface.
But by midnight they had assembled and
filled the edges of the garden. No less than four were
now fishing in the tiny goldfish pond much to the
amusement of the two goldfish that lived there.
An even dozen stood or sat along the edge of
the footpath.
Tavis had been sent to hide deep within the
overgrown flower box where his metal shoulders
would not give the game away.
For a day and a night the Gnomes waited.
Bothered only by the big one children who came out
that morning to discover that the garden was full of
Gnomes. Their parents were busy with the baby, and
so wild stories from the children about an army of
Gnomes who moved themselves around at night were
met with smiles and the sort of tolerance for makebelieve that only parents of youngsters can manage.
Then the fog came in again, so thick a Gnome
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could barely see a few Gnome-lengths away.

They had reached the end of the grass and the
edge of the patio when a splash came from ahead of
them.

#
There were six pixies left to serve the elf:
five were with the elf lurking in the tangle at the very
bottom of the garden; one had been sent to sneak
around the side of the house and check for Gnomes.
The elf was not worried by a few Gnomes but it
was running out of pixies, and unless it successfully
stole the big one newborn and replaced it with the
changeling, he would not be able to buy any more
pixies, which would leave him getting those looks
from the other elves.

Pausing to try and work out what the sound
meant, the elf called out to the pixie that should be
there.
That particular pixie didn’t hear the call and
could not have answered if it wanted to since a pair
of Gnomes were busy holding its head underwater in
the pond. The goldfish had vanished under the one lily
leaf that gave them shade in the summer.
The elf stepped forward onto the patio beside
the flower box which took him close enough to see
one of his pixies head first in the fish pond, and
suddenly it knew there were Gnomes about.

Oh dear, only six pixies, how sad.
So it was now or never. The glamour on the
changeling was fading. It had to be done tonight, and
the fog was perfect.

As it drew a breath to alert the pixies, a
Gnomish voice shouted, “Get ‘em lads,” and the
garden was suddenly full of moving Gnomes.

One pixie was picked at random and sent
up the garden towards the house. The other pixies
laughed as the victim set out to spring any Gnome
ambush and at the fact that they were not being sent.

The elf saw one larger Gnome charging at it,
swinging a fishing rod overhead. Kicking out, the elf
stubbed its toe but sent the Gnome flying. Elby was a
veteran and had fought an elf before, so as he saw the
kick coming, he froze, and the elf kicked stone.

The pixie ran from bush to bush, hiding while
he searched the garden and then ran to the next bit of
cover. Several times he stopped close enough to touch
a Gnome, but they stayed still.
One pixie was not enough to move for, not yet.
The pixie reached the house and breathed out
in relief then called out to tell the elf it was clear.
While waiting for the others to arrive, the pixie
scout climbed up onto one of the stones surrounding
the little fish pond to see if he could reach the fish. To
a pixie, a goldfish is a decent meal.
The elf with its
remaining four pixies began to
walk up the garden towards the
house, the elf holding tight to
the bundle of rags that held the
changeling.

Of course the trick was to be moving before
you landed as a stone Gnome will shatter if it hits a
hard surface.
Elby was moving when he hit, and though he
had the wind knocked out of him as he slammed into
the locked gate that led to next door, he was otherwise
unharmed.
Brutus had been dozing on the porch, dreaming
doggy dreams, his legs twitching as he chased
something in his sleep.
Then someone knocked on the side gate, and
he woke up with a bark.
From the ground where he was laying, Elby
heard the dog, looked up and saw the sliding latch that
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was locking the gate, and a most cunning plan came to
mind.
The other Gnomes came out of the fog like a
tiny wave of bright red and green hats. The four pixies
found themselves surrounded, and two were so close
to the Gnomes that they died without ever seeing
anything.

Almost frantic with worry, the pixie pulled his
dagger free and then suddenly coughed at the cloud of
dust.
Once he had finished coughing on the dust,
the pixie took a closer look, and with relief he realised
that he had stabbed a really old teddy bear.

The other two tried to run for it. Two pixies
would happily fight two or three Gnomes, but since
there were at least twenty Gnomes, the pixies fled like
the cowards and bullies they were.

Then the Teddy Bear turned its head and
looked straight at the pixie, and suddenly the fear was
back.

With the garden so full of Gnomes, one of
them actually got five steps before it died; the other
one was on its third step.

Teddy Bears have been guarding children for a
thousand years or more, but they are mystic guardians;
they are soft and cuddly; they have no claws, and few
of them have actual swords.

The Gnomes facing the elf were much more
careful; those in front of the elf stayed still, those
behind moved in with clubs or fishing rods at the
ready.
Sensing the mass of moving Gnomes behind it,
the elf spun around to face down the garden.
The pixie that had been sent to sneak round
the side of the house had climbed up the vines that
covered that side and had then walked round to the
window using the vines as a path. In the thick fog he
could not see the garden, and more importantly for
him, anyone in the garden could not see him.

The baby was
defenceless, the way was clear
for the elf, and this pixie was
going to be rewarded for his
work this night.
Then with a sudden

A Teddy Bear will protect you from the
monster under the bed or the monster in the cupboard
or even those evil clown toys that some parents buy
for children in the mistaken belief that clowns are
harmless.
But against a physical threat, a Teddy Bear has
no weapons.
Of course, they can still push a shocked pixie
out of the window if they have to.

He reached the edge of the window and looked
in. There, a shape, a Gnome.
The pixie dropped from the vines and swung
into the room, landing on the window-sill where he
plunged his sharp pixie dagger into the Gnome’s back.

shock of fear, the pixie noticed that his victim had
not fallen over. It was still standing there as if a pixie
dagger in the back was nothing to be worried about.

#
Tavis burst out from the plants in the flowerbed
and ran as fast as he could, his head lowered and his
shoulders hunched.
He hit the elf just behind the knee, the
Mechano plates on his shoulder slashed through the
spider-silk elf trousers and stabbed into the soft flesh.
The elf screamed as only a small girl or an
elf that had just been stabbed with big one metal
can scream and jumped sideways trying to keep his
balance and clutch at his suddenly agonising knee.
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The elf could not concentrate and thought only
to flee from the pain of the tiny metal Gnome, but it
was too late.

in toys.
The elf was tall with the long legs of its breed,
and it had a head start, but it was limping badly from
the wound in its knee.

Elby had climbed high enough to reach the bar
that locked the gate, and he had slid the lock open.

Brutus the Welsh terrier caught him before he
was halfway down the back lawn and had the Elf’s
wounded leg in a death grip before the elf hit the
ground.

Out came charging Brutus the dog.
Dogs have been part of big one families for as
long as there have been dogs. They have fought off
elves, pixies, fairies and every sort of Fae or darkness
creature since the beginning of time.

What followed was a lot of chewing, which the
dog, at least, enjoyed.

A dog that has never met a pixie will still kill it
on sight.

All of the Gnomes came together to find that
aside from a few cuts and scratches all were fine.

A dog that has never been tormented by a fairy
will still know in some mysterious way that fairies are
a source of pain. Any dog that seems to be barking at
nothing has probably noticed a Fae creature lurking
around somewhere.

They counted pixie dead and found they were
one short.

But dogs and elves, that is different. To a dog,
an elf is a wonderful thing; it is a wooden stick that
runs away, a self-propelled fetch toy, and for some
reason all dogs love the taste of elf. They are the
world’s best chew toys.

Then they heard a shriek, and all turned
towards the house to see the last and final pixie hit the
patio, head first.
#

On seeing or smelling an elf, even the smallest
dogs are driven into a frenzy of play with the toy.

Having asked the squirrels to keep an eye on
things, all of the Gnomes limped their way back to the
Gnome hall where the handful of Gnome wives had
bandages ready and tables groaning under the weight
of a feast.

Elves are very fragile though and seldom
survive the encounter, which is why the elf stopped
clutching his knee and looked franticly round at the
loud joyous woof of a dog that had seen the ultimate

More than a few Gnomes sported bandages,
and the rest of the night and the following day were
spent repeating the stories, and every little detail was
told again and again.
Tavis Cogheart was offered a new name, but he
said no. He was Tavis with the heart of cogs, and that
was enough for him, besides who wanted to be called
Tavis Elfknecapperdurringthebattleofnumber24.
The End, for now.
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Good Boy
Ruth EJ Booth
Pseudopod will be producing this as part of their ‘Flash on
The Borderlands’ series in 2017

I’d wanted a dog ever since I was little. So
when I finally moved out, I was bound to end up with
my own. This scratty wee scrag of soot. I say he’s
mine, I think we sort of found each other. Well, they
say the dog picks the owner. I say he found me when
nobody else wanted me.
He doesn’t do tricks or owt. He’s more a
companion, really. Likes being talked to, taken for
walks, that sort of thing. He prefers the quiet parts
of town – the old industrial estate, or that scrap of
trees down by the railway tracks – though he’s wellbehaved in crowds, a stilling presence in all that
madness.
I take him out more these days. He’s putting
on weight, y’see. Funny, I used to be able to fit him in
my hand, now it’s hard to heft his paws off of us. I’m
not sure about him being at work so much – my boss
doesn’t like him, for starters – but it’s nice, knowing

he’s there, just over my shoulder. My constant shadow.
Frankly, it’s become difficult to get through the day
without him.
So he deserves a treat. I’ve meant to take him
up to the bridge for a while, but it’s been a question
of timing. Even then, I almost baulk it and climb back
over the guard rail. That drop makes me fair dizzy –
but, bless ‘im, suddenly he’s there, and the sickness
just vanishes. God knows how he fits on the ledge.
He sits right up close to me, this big wet fuzzy
thing. I bury my face in his damp black coat, until I’m
not scared anymore. Just sort of warm, and numb. I lift
my head, and all I can see is that same furred darkness.
I pull myself up, stand on the edge and give his head
one last scratch.
Good boy, I say. Good boy.
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An Old Flame
Stephen Blake
I sit opposite him. He hasn’t changed much in
ten years. He’s still got those icy blue eyes.

where I was going.”
He nods. I don’t know if that is because he
understands or not – at least he’s listening to me.

“So why are we here?” he asks.
“I’ve missed you John. It’s been a long time
since we were ‘seeing’ each other.”

“You see I am passionate – I just couldn’t
find a way to show you. Perhaps not in the way you
wanted. There are lots of kinds of passion. For a long
time after you ended our relationship I was lost. I
wanted to show you though, that I had a flame burning
within, although maybe not the kind you had thought
of. I decided to make something of myself.”

I notice him wringing his hands over and over.
“I’m sorry,” he says. “I wasn’t very nice to you
when we parted.”
“It was pretty brutal but you were right.”

He grins at me weakly. “I’m pleased for you.
I – I was never good enough for you.”

“I was?”
“Yeah, you said I wasn’t passionate enough. I
told you I loved you but you said I was boring, frigid –
passionate-less.”
He always said I was too quiet when we made
love. He always used to whisper, ‘Scream for me
baby’. He didn’t like how reserved I was back then.

“I figured out early that I had drive – ambition.
After I knew I had this kind of passion, all I had to do
was figure out how to make something of it, so I could
show you.”
“You don’t have to show me anything.
Honestly, I’m sorry for the past. Let’s get out of here.”

I carry on. “Ambition, drive – it’s fine but you
He can’t hold my gaze. “I’m – I am sorry about need a focus for it. I tried all sorts. I even tried singing
that. I’ve grown up a bit since then. I’m sorry if I hurt
– if you can believe it. I wasn’t very good but well,
you?”
these days, you don’t have to be. Anyway I tried all
kinds of things and sure, I was successful in lots of
“No, well, yes you did – but I learnt from it.
fields – even made a bit of money.”
You gave me a lot to think about. You always said how
cold and calculating I was and you were right. I really
I sip at my coffee. The steam warms my face.
did - I mean I still do – you know, love you.”
“I’ve never been very far from you, you know.
He looks uncomfortable – I think he might cry. When you started seeing those other women – Jane,
Lucy, Abbie, Claire and a few one night stands, oh and
“Look, I’m grateful to you because you made
of course there was that experiment with Dave. Seeing
me stop and think about what I wanted from life,
them - that was when you really stoked my flames.”
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He looks at me, with wide eyes. “You’ve been
spying on me – stalking me.”

He pulls against his chains in a futile effort to
get away.

“Ssshh,” I tell him, “Jealousy. It sounds
odd but you helped me find my calling. It awoke
something in me – well it leaves me breathless.”
I see a flicker of anger in his face. “You’re
mental, you know that, mental!”

“Calm yourself John. It’s nearly time. I’ve
perfected my methods now. It’ll be painful – very,
but that’s what makes it so exciting. You only saw the
reserved me. Wait ‘till you see what I can do now. It’ll
hurt like hell and then in a crescendo of pain for you,
and pleasure for me, you’ll die.”

“Sticks and stones, John. I’m thanking you
here. You ignited my passion.”

He sobs, “Please, please – I don’t want to die.
I’m so sorry.”

He still looks like he’s fighting not to cry as he
says, “Look, they all left me. I’m alone. No one stays
for long. So there’s no need for you to be jealous. I’m
sorry I shouted. We’re not together, we haven’t been
for years – let’s just be friends. What do you say?”

“Ssshh, that’s no way to behave. Be a big brave
boy. Remember, I love you. This is what you helped
me find – my talent, my ambition, my passion.”

“Sure. Best friends. Don’t worry, they didn’t
leave you – I killed them. Every — single — one.”

I push my coffee cup aside and pick up my
favourite scalpel.
“Now – scream for me baby.”
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A Hydra Problem
by Stacy Welsh
51

The moon glinted off the ocean as I sat on the
jetty. My own personal hideaway from everything.
And did I need it!

last weekend’s party that I summoned the Lovecraftian
deity?
My thoughts were interrupted by one of the
heads leaning down to look at me.

I had just started working as a counsellor in
the small seaside town, and the amount of problems
that people thought that they had was almost
overwhelming.

“One of the mer-people told me you were a
counsellor?”

My one place of solace, of peace, was the
little-known jetty that stuck out into the bay.

“Mer-people?” I said with a squeak.
“Yes, you know, shifters who can become
half-human, half-fish, then go back to being human in
a flash.”

The tide was high, and the water lapped
soothingly against the old, wooden, barnacle-covered
supports. I looked out to the calm ocean and sighed. It
was so peaceful, tranquil, and I dozed off sitting up.

“They are tastier in their mer-form,” piped up
one of the heads.

When I opened my eyes, I was confronted
with several serpent heads staring at me. Seven sets of
glowing yellow eyes regarded me. I scrambled back
from their piercing stares.

“Seriously, do you think of nothing but
eating?” another said snappishly.
Then it hit me—Hydra, I was facing a Hydra.

“Holy crap!” I screamed, as I backpedalled to
my feet.

“Ok… This is intense,” I said, racking my
brain for information on the Greek mythological
creature.

“Hey! Wait!” it cried, as the creature’s tail rose
out of the water and I was instantly soaked. It used its
large tail to block the way by smashing through the
old boards of the jetty.

One of the male heads lowered to smile at me.
Wait, could that thing actually smile?

“Oops…” one of the heads said, sheepishly.
us!”

“You numbskull, now she’s not going to help
“She looks terrified… can we eat her now?”

“No, you stupid-head, we are not going to eat
her. We need her to help us!”
“Oh, so she helps us then we eat her?”
By this time, I was convinced I was going
mad. I was desperately trying to figure out the name of
the creature that stood before me. Medusa? No, that’s
a lady with snakes for hair, Cerberus? Nope, threeheaded doggie… Cthulu? Surely I wasn’t that drunk at

“My dear counsellor,” he said, his glowing
eyes twinkling slightly in the moonlight, “as you
can see, we have a problem getting along. It’s a big
problem as we can’t decide on which ships to destroy,
what villages to attack, or even whom to eat. It’s
causing a lot of strife between us, and as you can
imagine, sharing a body with six other heads can be
quite trying. I swear we have multiple personality
disorder!” The creature seemed to be exasperated, for
lack of a better word, with its… What would one call
them? Friends, brothers and sisters? Co-inhabitors of
one body?
“You all appear to be quite a diverse and varied
group of individuals,” I said. My knees were shaking
incredibly hard so I lowered myself to the ground.
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“Can you help us to get along better?”
“Yeah! Work out our issues!” piped up another.
“Or we’ll eat you!” Mr. Perpetually-Hungry
said, turning his head to regard me with ravenous eyes.
“Ok, so let’s start. Who is the leader of you?”

“Ok, all of you just shut up.” I got to my feet,
sick of the bickering, and my head was beginning to
pound with a nice little headache.

“Uhm, aren’t Hydra supposed to have toxic or
acidic breath?” I asked.

“You lot are worse than a bunch of children.
Now, this is no way for a self-respecting Hydra to
behave! You each have traits that are essential to the
whole. All you need to do is work out what they are.
You do need to eat, and yes, I’m certain that it is in
your nature to cause death and destruction wherever
you go.” I started pacing, the wooden jetty beneath my
feet creaking as my weight shifted form decking plank
to decking plank.

“Oh, so now she goes and insults us!” one of
the heads said snappishly. “Just because we don’t have
access to proper oral hygiene doesn’t mean we have
bad breath!”

“What you need to do is work together for the
betterment of the whole, otherwise you’re going to
have more heads than you can all handle, especially if
when one is removed, two grow in place!”

“Speak for yourself!” another said, turning
them into a mass of bickering heads, snapping at each
other. One of the heads reached down and bit the
offending head off at the neck. I watched horrified as
the bloody stump healed itself and then budded two
new heads.

The heads all looked at me, finally listening.
They each nodded in a symphony of heads, all except
for the new narcissistic one who was still humming
Westside Story numbers ad nauseam.

“I am!” the chorus of voices answered. I
flinched as their roar was almost deafening, my ears
rang and my stomach churned as the stench of their
breath made me want to retch. Then it hit me.

“Can we eat you now?”

“You insensitive asshole! Now we have
“No, no, we will not eat you… but we will pay
another one to deal with.” Bemoaned one of the heads. you.”
I had lost track of who was whom by now, and it was
made worse with the introduction of a new head.
The creatures all agreed with this, and
submerged themselves under the salty water,
“You know how much that hurts? I should
drenching me as they submerged.
bite your head off and see how you like it!” The head
that had been ‘cloned,’ as I guess you could call it,
I looked at the damaged beams and planks
opened its maw, revealing sharp, yellowing teeth. The of the jetty. I’d have to wait for low tide to shimmy
head moved forward on its serpentine neck and closed down one of the supports, no doubt. I would have my
around the neck of the one who had done the damage
good jeans in tatters and be sore and sorry for myself
in the first place. The other hydra heads all started
by the time I got back to my tiny seaside apartment. I
to shout at it again, except the new one, who looked
waited a good hour before the sea bubbled and frothed
at itself in the water, humming “I Feel Pretty” from
with the return of the Hydra. Two of the heads were
Westside Story.
carrying a chest—an honest-to-god pirate-like treasure
chest.
This was getting crazier by the minute.
They dropped it onto the jetty, and the lock
snapped open with the expertly placed bite from
I put two fingers to my mouth and whistled
one of the female heads. Spanish Doubloons shone
loudly, finally getting their attention.
amongst jewels and other pretty sparkly things.
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“Uh…” I said, intelligently. “Wow…”
“A small token of our appreciation,” the more
eloquent head said. “We are eternally grateful, and as
such, we will not destroy your little town here.”
“Gee… Thanks…” I said, still dumbfounded
by the pretty, pretty shiny things before me.
“These are real?” I asked stupidly as I picked
up a handful of the coins. They were heavy as one
would expect gold coins to be and clinked as they fell
through my fingers into the chest.
“Yes they are.” The male hydra replied.
“Thanks…” I looked at them and then back to
the beach. “Can I ask a favour?”
“Certainly, we are more than happy to help,
especially after you helped us.” Somehow I doubted
that they would co-operate so soon. In fact, I was
incredibly surprised they did that after one impromptu

session, where I barely did anything but gawp and
bear witness to their bickering and a decapitation and
double-regeneration of a head.
asked.

“Can you give me a lift back to shore?” I
“Then can we eat you?” asked the hungry one.

“No, Lester, you can’t eat her. We will go and
get some nice Portuguese fishermen shortly.”
“Oh, goodie! Portuguese!”
Inwardly I groaned, but I was offered a strong
neck to ride on, and two more heads picked up my
‘payment’ though how I was going to lug it up to my
apartment, I had no idea!
They set me down on the beach, and I waved
goodbye as they dove under the water.
Well, I thought, this was an interesting day.
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Needle in a Haystack
Tony Dews

Mingo Colfax lay eating tacos with his feet
on the scrap-covered coffee table, an open beer next
to his feet. He wasn’t tall, a shade under six feet, and
what had once been a flat stomach years ago had taken
on a softer edge. It didn’t worry him; he was still hard
enough when it mattered. His face was scarred in
several places, and his eyes, only interested in the TV
on the wall, lay under a hairline that was starting to
ebb. The only signs of aging anyone could see on him
were the lines that stitched the skin of his neck.
Around him lay the accumulated detritus from
not cleaning for a month. He had an excuse: he’d
been off-world for three weeks chasing down a bail
skipper. He’d found him, dragged his ass back, and
been paid well for his efforts. His bank balance was
healthy, not that anyone would guess that if they saw
where he lived. Colfax figured that since he was rarely
here, there was no need to keep it clean and he never
had the time for it when he was. (Getting a maid had
crossed his mind a few times but too fast to leave an
impression.) So it stayed that way, dust, cobwebs, and
roaches and rats fighting for scraps. He drank the last
of the beer, belched, and scratched himself in time
with the music video on the vidscreen.
Colfax was a bounty hunter. He liked to think
he was the best, and he had good reason to think so.
Once he was on someone’s trail, he was impossible to
shake off, and more than a few had turned themselves
in when they knew he was after them. Not the last
guy, he was good, Colfax had to admit that. He’d
chased him for over six months before cornering him
in a sleaze-bar. Colfax had put the muzzle of his gun

to the skip’s head and asked him if it was worth the
effort. He hadn’t gotten an answer.
Another video came on. Colfax watched
naked women having an orgy while the singer walked
through the scene looking bored, and there was a
buzz on the comm speaker on the wall. It was always
something. Colfax got up and pushed the button.
“What?”
“Is that Mr. Colfax?” The voice was clipped
and precise.
“Yup, what do you want?”
“I have an offer for you Mr Colfax, all above
board of course.” Colfax was not one to agree, little
in his line was above board. Still, it could mean a nice
payment.
On the vidscreen the action was just getting
interesting. With reluctance, he waved his hand, and
the screen went black. “Come on up, and make sure
you don’t bring any wildlife with you. I don’t need the
extra company.”
silent.

“I’ll be careful Mr Colfax.” The comm went

Colfax opened the main doors and sat down to
wait. He didn’t need to wait long. The knock on the
door was short. Colfax looked on the monitor to see a
well-dressed man standing there carrying a briefcase.
He looked patient and like he belonged there. Colfax
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opened the door, and the man came in, looking around
as he did. “Interesting accommodations, Mr. Colfax,”
he said.

took out a file, and put it on the table. Colfax watched
him. “There is a man we want you to find and report
to us when you have. Nothing more, nothing less. You
find him, you tell us, and we do the rest.”

“It’s not the Taj Mahal, but it’s home,” Colfax
said from the couch.

“What do you mean, the rest?” Colfax was
intrigued. A paid job with no hassle suited him fine.

“Interesting first name you have. May I sit
down?”

“That is something you need not concern
yourself with Mr. Colfax.” No more was going to
come from Bennett about that Colfax realised. “The
details are in this file, take your time and look through
them then call me on the number inside when you
decide. Rest assured, it will be more than worth your
while financially.”

Colfax waved a paper-strewn chair. “Dad
loved Daniel Boone. Be my guest, mister?”
“Bennett, Oswald Bennett.” Bennett was a
couple of inches shy of Colfax’s height and looked
thin, but not unhealthily so. Fit like a runner was
Colfax’s guess. He wore a black suit, the latest nanomaterial by the look of it, and his eyes were sharp.
Wearing sweats and a stained t-shirt, Colfax didn’t
feel under-dressed. “I have, as I said, an offer for you.
If you want it.”

Colfax raised an eyebrow. “How much?”
“I’m not at liberty to say, suffice to say my
employer is very generous.” Bennett stood up. “Good
afternoon to you Mr. Colfax. I hope to hear from you
soon.” Colfax opened the door and Bennett left.

Colfax pushed a button and a servobot came
out with a beer on its head. Colfax took it and opened
it. “Depends on the offer.”

Curious, Colfax looked at the file for a few
minutes, thinking about the meeting and the man who
brought the file. Then he picked it up and started to
read.

“I am offering a job that is right up your alley,
to use the vernacular.”

Thirty-six hours later Colfax was sitting on
the inter-planet shuttle reading more from the file,
waiting for the approval to leave orbit. Bennett had
met him at the café planet-side with more information
to add to the file he’d seen. Colfax had wanted a beer,
he always did before a flight, but there wasn’t any.
He’d sat down with a mug of brown liquid that he was
told was coffee, but he had his doubts. Two tubs of
creamer hadn’t helped ease them. Bennett turned up
and ordered a tea. “It comes in a bag,” he said. “Easier
to tell what it is.”

“Go on.” Colfax drank. “You want anything?”
“No, thank you,” Bennett managed not to look
offended. “I, that is we, want you to find someone for
us.”
“I work for law enforcement only, no private
jobs. They get complicated.”
Bennett nodded. “I understand, but this is
somewhat special shall we say.”

Colfax had looked at his coffee. He couldn’t
disagree with that. “So tell me more.”

“You can say that,” Colfax said.
Bennett studiously ignored the implication.
“This is a job that law enforcement would prefer to
leave alone, thus it has fallen to us to take it up. And
by us that includes you.” Bennett opened his briefcase,

Bennett laid a thin folder on the table between
them. “This document gives you more details about
the man we want you to find for us. He is living
somewhere in the asteroid belt, hiding out among the
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people that live there eking out what they can away
from what we call civilised society.” Bennett paused.
“No doubt it suits him.”
“You don’t say in here why you want him.”
Colfax tapped the side of his bag.
“That is something else you need not concern
yourself with Mr. Colfax. Suffice to say, he is a very
dangerous fugitive, and he will be hard to find.”
Bennett sipped his tea. “That is why we asked you for
your services.”
“I suppose I should be honoured.”
Bennett shrugged. “That is for you to decide
after doing the job, Mr. Colfax.”
“What else have you got?” Colfax finished his
coffee and made a face. “I’ve drunk mud that tastes
better.”
“The target, as you no doubt have read, flies
well below law enforcement radar screens. Every
agency on the planet knows he’s got all his fingers in
every illegal pie you can conceive of: drugs, money
laundering, prostitution, slavery.” Bennett sat back,
going quiet as a family squabbled past. “He’s too
clever to be directly involved of course, but he orders
them, there is no doubt of that.”
“He has quite an organisation; you have to
give him that.” Colfax ordered another coffee against
his better judgement.
“Yes, he does Mr. Colfax, but out in the
asteroid belt it will be somewhat diminished. Enough,
we think, for you to find him.”
“Diminished, but not gone.” Colfax assessed
the situation.
“That is true; he will have protection, but we
believe you will be more than capable of dealing with
it. Your skills are, shall we say, extensive.” Bennett
sat back. “More than a match for what you might
encounter.”

Colfax grinned at the prim man opposite. “You
seem to have some idea of that, all I know is he’s there
and you want him. There isn’t a lot in there to colour
in between the lines.” Colfax tapped the cover of the
file. “You don’t even have a vidpic of him for me to go
on, only a mocker.”
“For one obvious reason Mr. Colfax. We don’t
actually know what he looks like. He changes his face
a lot, more than one plastic surgeon has our target to
thank for his new car.”
“So this is?”
Bennett pursed his lips. “A best guess based on
his bone structure. There isn’t much else to go on. We
do however have something that might help, a DNA
sample.”
Colfax shook his head. “If I have to scan
everyone I find that might be more trouble than it’s
worth.”
“We can help a little bit there.” Bennett opened
his case and pulled out a small device, no bigger than
Colfax’s palm. “The latest in DNA detection. Turn it
on and it does all the work. As you know everyone
spits a little when they talk, this detects the residue and
instant DNA check. Amazing what you can do with
technology. You also have this,” he pulled out a small
earpiece. “It beeps when the DNA it detects matches
the target. Then you just need to find the source.
Hopefully it will be of some assistance.”
“Still looks like a needle in a haystack job.”
Colfax finished his drink. “What if I fail?”
“You won’t, we have faith in you. And even
if you did, we will still pay you in full.” Bennett rose
from his seat. “We will be in touch when we have
more information Mr. Colfax. Enjoy your flight.” He
started to walk away then stopped and half turned.
“Good luck, Mr. Colfax.”
On the shuttle, Colfax put away the file. The
cabin lights dimmed, and he felt the engines fire up to
take them out of orbit. The attendants came through
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the cabin, checking seatbelts and the overhead storage
units. He felt the gentle 1g push as the shuttle headed
out for its destination. Colfax shut his eyes, next stop
Ceres.
Ceres base had seen better days and those
hadn’t been much at the best of times. The only
people who used it were miners, suits, and the pimps
and hookers that followed the money. Colfax liked the
place. He found a bar and sat down with a bourbon
to go over the information that had followed him
there, downloading onto his system the minute he
cleared customs. In the infpack was a ticket to his
next destination, a mining colony called Little Bronx.
A brief message from Bennett told him that a narc
had told them that the target was there. Bennett’s
message advised caution; the target was a manipulator
of minds, and there was little doubt he would have
muscle around him. It didn’t bother Colfax, muscle
had a core, and the core would be the target.
The other information was more of a problem,
nanosurgery. The target had bought a large stake
in an outfit Earth-side and it was probable that he
had used them to change his appearance from what
even Bennett’s paymasters thought. Even worse, the
surgery could have altered the target’s DNA making
the detector useless. It looked like it would be a hard
slog to find the target. Colfax emptied the glass and
waved the barman over. “Another, thanks.”
“Sure.” The barman put a glass on the table
and filled it. “Where ya headed?”
Colfax thought for a moment about saying
he should mind the bar not someone else’s business,
then thought better of it. Being open might be better
cover; a man with a secret would draw attention that
he didn’t need. “Little Bronx.”
The barman shrugged. “I won’t ask why since
it’s mid-shift and there ain’t nothing there to see so
you have to be looking for someone, right?”
“Yep.”

said.

“I thought you weren’t going to ask,” Colfax

“I lied. Besides, I’m a barman, we always ask
questions.”
“It’s a favour for my sister. She’s got a
message for my son-of-a-bitch brother-in-law.”
“Personal then.” The barman poured another
measure into Colfax’s glass. “You won’t be the only
one after some asshole up here who’s run out on their
wife. They give mining a bad name. That’s on the
house.”
Colfax smiled. “Thanks buddy.” He rose and
picked up his bag. “Wish me luck.”
“Good luck mister,” the barman served another
customer, Colfax was already forgotten.
The shuttle to Little Bronx was small, a
twenty-seater. Normally full of miners, it only had
Colfax and a few execs. Colfax found a seat in the
back and leant back for the three-hour flight to his
target. Colfax hoped the man was unaware Colfax was
coming.
The flight was uneventful. Colfax had two
coffees, three beers, and by the time they came onto
final approach, the numbers of both attendants. Fifteen
minutes later, the shuttle had landed and docked.
Standing in the back of the small group waiting for the
doors to open, Colfax readied his mind for anything
that might come his way. It had served him well so
far and it would again. The doors opened and the five
passengers walked out onto the concourse and stopped
dead. Colfax realised then he had walked into a total,
complete clusterfuck. His target was a manipulator
all right, but not only of minds. He was also a
manipulator of DNA. He had changed everyone to
look the same as he did. It was a needle in a haystack
like Colfax had feared, but where the haystack was
made entirely of needles.

“Personal or business?”
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The Witch’s Guide to Walking from
Place to Place
Kirsty Carey
Good day to you my readers.
If you have picked up this book, it’s most
likely because you wish to visit a place where broom
usage is strictly prohibited. A sad element in our
day and age, but nonetheless most temporals don’t
understand or even believe in witches anymore, so we
must be careful.
Now, onto the explanation of what to expect
out there, and of the difficulties in walking from place
to place.
To start, you’ll wish to make sure you’ve
the proper foot wear for such an endeavour. I would
recommend visiting a local shoe store and trying on
various types of ‘sneakers.’ These are the best choice,
as walking that much will no doubt leave your feet
hurting by the end of the day, perhaps even the first
hour.
Be sure to take plenty of breaks. I implore you
to make sure you have water in a bottle. These can be
bought at a local shop as well. You are free to use a
potion bottle, but first make sure it is fully cleaned out
and the labels aren’t too distracting.

search for how to get clothes. Woman tend to wear
pants or skirts with blouses. For men, its trousers all
the way.
Before you decide against it, remember the
reason for your trip. Are you prepared to take on
this task of blending in? If not, perhaps it is best to
stay at home. Visits to the Temporal world aren’t for
everyone.
I’ve saved this for last, because it’s the worst
part in all this.
You will feel a good deal of pain.
I can hear you all claiming to have walked
often about your homes, which is all well and good.
But I am telling you, the walking they do daily far
outweighs what we do. This is why they’ve invented
vehicles of all shapes and sizes, to avoid the walking.
If you feel secure in your use of their money and
phrases, feel free to call for a cab or take a bus*.
Otherwise, I would suggest taking time to walk to the
nearest witch’s house and get used to the pain.

Don’t want the Temporals to have a fit when
they see you drinking from an old ‘Babies blood’
bottle.

By now, I hope you better understand what you
will need to walk from place to place. Go forth and
see what has changed in the world around you. See
how the Temporals have taken magic and turned it into
science.

Now, we’ve covered the shoes and the water.
You’ll also want to consider your clothing. This may
get a little tricky, and finding a way to order in, may
be in order. Temporal Outings is a good place to

*Pamphlets about Temporals’ many vehicles
and how to use them can be ordered. Contact your
guide.
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The Exchange
Leticia Toraci
1) Revenge

Elliot still remembered how Bianca had
cynically set him aside; to add insult to injury she had
done it in a virtual way, through a hologram call. This
was her pragmatic style, something that made men
confused and attracted at the same time. Perhaps due
to this, and to her beautiful blond hair and dark green
mysterious eyes, her current family status was of one
woman to three men. Even in the world of 2229 this
was still uncommon.
Her negative answer had been unsentimental:
“I’m sorry Elliot, your request to join our family has
been denied.”
“Why?” He asked, downcast.
“Try to see it from our side. Our family has
enough men and a family with too many members
of one sex is unbalanced. I am also overloaded with
caring for the other members. You’ll be happier if you
try another family.”
“I don’t want another woman,” he said.
She smiled in a weary way. “Joseph, Simon
and Anton need my attention. We have enough
problems for now. If one day we add new members,
we will probably add a second woman, especially
because I’m planning to have a child this year.”
Elliot was shocked. “But… you aren’t even
forty years old yet! Most women nowadays wait at
least until they are fifty!”
“I know. Many people have told me the same.
But I’ve made up my mind already. I remember how

my mother liked to be a younger mother, my grandma
was only thirty eight when she got pregnant the first
time.”
“This is indeed a weird notion Bianca, but this
is one of the reasons I fell in love with you, you are a
free thinker. Are you sure your family couldn’t accept
me?”
“Unfortunately Elliot, our decision is final,”
she said, shaking her head. “Why don’t you join
Vilma’s family? I remember that they were very
interested in having a man among them because they
are also considering a collective baby.”
Elliot felt annoyed at the suggestion. “They are
only interested in a reproductive male partner, not in a
real man.”
Bianca sighed. “I understand. Well, I have
to go now Elliot, have a nice day and good luck in
finding a suitable family.”
Her hologram disappeared. Elliot’s pride was
stung. Perhaps she is overloaded.
He swallowed his feelings of rejection and
concentrated on work. His theory was so innovative
that he feared exposing it to the public. And the
recognition it would give him, if it were public
knowledge, would be small compared to what he
could get using it to his own advantage. This was
exactly what he planned to do.
According to his theory—from time to time
human genetic patterns repeated themselves in an
almost identical way with minimal differences. This
happened over huge intervals of time, but even though
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each person living in the present had most probably a
fraternal twin living at some point in the past. He had
developed a machine which could find this twin, all it
needed was a small sample from the genetic material
of the person living in the present. Beyond that the
machine could also exchange both twins in time,
opening a portal which would transport both humans
and switch their timelines.

3) Hannah’s home, 1613
Hannah felt like a prisoner and she knew
that this would be only the first of many times she’d
feel that way. In her future there was a marriage
with a man she didn’t love. Her father had set the
commitment, eager to get rid of his daughters. In this
world only men knew what freedom was. She lay on
her bed crying tears of despair.

Elliot smiled. If Bianca didn’t want him, he
would make do with her time twin.

An unknown force threw her into space. Did I
die? Hannah wondered, but soon fell on a floor hurting
herself. A strangely dressed man stood in front of her,
observing her with a strange expression on his face.

2) Bianca’s home, 2229
Bianca heard her doorbell ring. Who can it be,
at this time? Her three husbands were all working.

On the other side of the time tunnel Bianca
fell backwards over Hannah’s bed. She looked around
trying to understand what had happened. Elliot
had thrown her through something, then she saw a
thousand light points sizzling around her and then
she had fallen there. She touched the bed to see if it
was real. I must be dreaming. She thought. If I try to
sleep again, perhaps I’ll wake up back home. She was
still too shocked to do anything but to stay there for a
while, so she stayed trying to understand what Elliot
had done to her.

She looked through the screen showing the
outside door. It was Elliot. She had half a mind to not
answer as she was tired of his insistence, but Elliot
was also a friend of two of her husbands so she had
to keep the dialogue with him to a minimum level of
civility. She opened the door.
Bianca sat at her usual place on the sofa.
Great! Thought Elliot. This way she wouldn’t notice
the time tunnel portal forming behind her.

4) A bright new future

“I must ask… ” He said. “The denial came
from you or from the other three?”

What am I doing here? Hannah asked the
strangely dressed man.

“It was a mutual agreement. Listen Elliot, you
need to go out a bit. Have fun, get a girlfriend.”

“Welcome. My name is Elliot. Come with me.”

“When do your husbands arrive home from
work?” He asked as he stood up.
The woman looked at him confused, but
answered. “Well, Simon usually arrives at five. Joseph
at eight and Anton sometimes works during the night.”
Elliot walked near Bianca, then quickly
grabbed her at her shoulders threw her backwards in
the portal screaming.
Watching he said “No, Bianca, you won’t meet
any of your husbands ever again.”

Hannah looked around uncertain to what
looked like a strange house. She walked some steps,
but the man seemed intent on not allowing her to
explore her surroundings.
“Please come with me at once,” he said.
She seemed to have no choice, but to follow
him. They left the place and entered a round white
transport to what seemed to be his house. When they
arrived he asked if she wanted something to eat and
drink. She obliged him because she didn’t know when
she would have the opportunity to eat again in this
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strange world. She had heard of people kidnapped
by faeries, perhaps this is what had happened to
her? I wonder if my luck has improved now over an
unwanted marriage? Hannah thought. She wasn’t
afraid of death, only of having a sad life. And she
liked seeing new things. She looked around, pleased
with the strangeness of everything around her. The
only flaw in her faerie theory was that the man in
front of her looked human despite his strange clothes.
“Where am I?” She asked him finally.
“You are in the future,” the man answered her.
“What’s your name?”
“Hannah.”
Elliot repeated her name in a thoughtful
manner. He seemed to have plans for her, of which
she was afraid to find out. The emaciated man looked
as if about to say something, but then seemed to think
better and remained silent, observing her with his
piercing brown eyes.
5) Learning
Elliot looked at the girl in front of him and
decided that it was impossible to leave her ignorant.
Thankfully, he, as most people, had a learning
machine in his house. The machine made learning fast
and cheap and it had become as popular as a personal
computer had been two centuries previously. I will
need to spend some cash on her, but I am responsible
for bringing her from the past. Let’s see, basic
education, level 1, 2, 3… well… whatever… this girl
will need the intensive and complete brain workout.
I’ll also buy some extra blocks for more advanced
education. Perhaps with time I can even make her my
research assistant.”
“Hannah, come here please,” he told the cute
and wide-eyed girl. “Sit on this chair and don’t be
scared.”
At least the girl didn’t panic when he put the
head electrodes on her. “It won’t hurt. Try to relax.
Breathe deeply and close your eyes, all right?”

“What are you doing to me?” Hannah asked.
“I’m adapting you to our world,” Elliot said.
“You won’t understand anything if you don’t go
through this treatment. Now be quiet.”
Hannah nodded affirmatively.
“Great,” Elliot said. He punched the machine
buttons.
Hannah closed her eyes. She was thrown into
a spiralling blue vortex of light, pathways unlocked
in her brain and she felt so well, as if her mind was
in ecstasy. That wonderful sensation was gone far
too quickly when Elliot turned the machine off. She
opened her eyes. “That was great, can we repeat it?”
Elliot looked at the machine’s screen. Hell’s
angels! The girl had an IQ of over 140! “We must stop
for today, otherwise you will have a huge headache.”
I must take care with this girl, I never expected her
to be smarter than Bianca… But he knew that even
tough Bianca wasn’t extremely intelligent she had
been extremely creative. Small variations may occur
on the genetic line up of fraternal twins leading to
unexpected results… He had written that in his secret
project report himself. “I have to leave now Hannah.
Try to rest while I’m gone.” I must find a way to
contain her, otherwise I’m doomed. I will need some
drugs from the university lab for this.
Hannah looked at him while he left. Elliot
seemed scared, in any case she felt quite sure she
couldn’t trust him. He behaved in a way that shouted
‘I’m doing something wrong’ and it smelled fishy. She
had to leave that place at once. She went to try the
door and saw it was locked, the windows were equally
closed, so she had no way out of this place. He is
keeping me as a prisoner! She was tired of men taking
away her freedom from her. And the only one way out
of that was to learn more than them.
Hannah turned the learning machine on. She
would learn all she could or she would die trying.
Elliot had dialled the machine until level ten, she
would dial until fifteen, then the machine screen
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blinked red. Oh, shut up! Hannah thought, and she
pushed the button.
Aiiiiigh! Hannah moaned in pain. This time
she entered a red tunnel and the light rays shot straight
into her head like stabbing daggers in her skull,
causing a splitting headache. The pain was nearly
unbearable, but she held on, she wouldn’t give up.
Women usually went through a lot of pain when they
gave birth and they still went on with it. What did
midwives say then? Breathe deeply and concentrate,
exhale, breathe deeply, exhale, let the pain out while
exhaling… Hannah breathed and exhaled while pain
seared her brain. It went on for some minutes until
the machine finally turned off. Hannah stood up
only to fall again on the floor, then she laid down in
foetal position due to the pain in her body. Her mind
buckled under the strain of the rushing mental images.
Hannah’s skin felt cold and clammy, her breathing
rapid and shallow. Since her pulse was also rapid she
wondered if she would die. She felt like her head was
about to explode. Then she fainted.
6) Elliot
Elliot felt completely frustrated. There
was nothing he could use to suppress Hannah’s
intelligence without entirely damaging the girl’s
mind. Damned unpredictable women! If they’d be
a little easier to control he wouldn’t have to do what
he feared he must. He had to kill Hannah, she was
far too brilliant to be kept quiet and controlled. He
would need to disappear with her. Well, at least she
wasn’t Bianca. She was a total stranger to him. Elliot
wished there was another way, but keeping her alive
was far too risky. He took some poison away from one
of the labs thinking he would have to take care of the
problem that same night.
7) Hannah
Hannah woke up still with some headache,
but happy she was still alive. She looked around still
partially dizzy. Her mind felt strange to her, it pulsated
full of words and thoughts, racing through the images
like a jackal hunted by a pack of dogs. She looked
at the learning machine screen and read. “Level 15,

University Level, Physics course.” She looked at the
books Elliot had on a shelf and understood their titles
as if she had already read them all. Then she saw the
Time Transference Machine.
She examined it. Elliot had been genial
on building that; what escaped her was why such
a brilliant mind would use this technology for
something as petty as sending a woman to the past to
bring another that looked like her to the future. She
concluded that, as her instincts had warned her before,
Elliot wasn’t someone she should trust, he was a
brilliant sociopath, but a sociopath nevertheless and
she wasn’t at all safe around him. To bring Bianca
back, she would have to step in the time traveling
portal herself. The machine exchanged similar
amounts of biological matter through time. But what
she also saw is that she could tweak the time machine
so that both beings transported wouldn’t necessarily
have to be so biologically similar as fraternal twins.
That had been Elliot’s special programming, probably
done this way so that a woman similar to Bianca
would be sent to the future. She set the machine to
pick up Bianca where she had been sent to and to
send anyone on her place instead. She turned the time
portal on and thought for some time where to put it,
but finally she found the best place for it. Thankfully
the Time Machine was also in a hidden corner of the
apartment so Elliot would not see it turned on. Now
she just had to wait for Elliot’s return.
8) Back home
It was late at night when Elliot finally arrived.
He took a deep breath. I wished there was a way out
of killing her. He thought, but was afraid that there
wasn’t a way out of it. Hannah will sooner or later
escape my control and then everybody will discover
that I threw Bianca into the past. No, Bianca’s twin
is too much of a risk, I must kill her tonight. A pity,
with such a brilliant girl I could have had wonderful
conversations. He put the key on his apartment door,
opened it and stepped in a swirling vortex of light;
then he saw Hannah had outwitted him. You naughty
girl!
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9) Bianca

around!” Bianca shouted.

Bianca was thrown out of the portal onto
Elliot’s apartment floor. She looked around bewildered
and stared at Hannah. “Who are you? Where’s Elliot?”
Hannah smiled. “He’s gone… into the past
where he sent you.”
Bianca stood up. “Whoa! Thanks a lot! They
would marry me to the most horrible of all creatures
just because he had money!”
Hannah chuckled in complicity. “I know
how you feel, recently I was the one wearing those
shoes…” She stood up and reached out to greet the
other woman. “My name’s Hannah.”
me!”

“This is unbelievable! You look almost like

“We are time twins.” Hannah said. “Not
exactly the same, but biologically we could be
fraternal twins, only that we were separated by
centuries. Elliot was a genius in implementing this
algorithm in the time machine. He’s a remarkable
man, pity he gave all the signs of being too dangerous
to have around.”
Bianca looked around scared. “Do you think
there is the possibility he’ll come back? We must
leave his apartment!”
“I think the chances are minimal unless
he finds a way to construct the machine with the
materials he gathers in 1613.”
“We must destroy this damned machine
Hannah!”
Bianca said looking for the machine.
Hannah ran to her twin. “Please Bianca! I
know you are upset, and you have all the reason for
that, but please don’t destroy it.”
“This machine is too dangerous to leave

Hannah held Bianca lightly on the shoulders
and looked in her face. “Look, the collective
unconscious... At certain times an invention is bound
to be discovered by the most advanced minds of
mankind. Now it’s this one. If you destroy it, someone
else will invent it. And then we will have no way of
controlling how the other machine will be used. Now
only you and I know about it, we can decide what to
do with it later.”
“But…” Bianca still looked upset and resolved.
“Please don’t destroy it? I want to study it
more. Now I finally have the chance to use my mind,
now in the future, where women may study and be
scientists. I always dreamt of this and could never
reach it, but now… Please?”
Bianca sighed and nodded. “All right Hannah.”
She hugged the other woman. “I owe you a lot
anyway. But now let’s leave this place, you come with
me. You can live with me for as long as you wish. I
suppose you aren’t acquainted with anyone apart from
Elliot and me in the future yet, right?”
“No.”
“Then come. I’m sure everybody at home will
be happy to meet you.”
Bianca presented Hannah to her three
husbands. They were all so happy to be in each
other’s company that after a month Hannah had joined
Bianca’s family.
#
Bianca is now pregnant while Hannah works
as a researcher at the university. In the past Elliot
looks for a way to build his machine again. Elliot’s
apartment remains closed, with the turned-off time
machine inside of it, while Hannah now and then goes
there to study it further. The future can be a bright
place to be.
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Maven
Stephen Briggs
Time is a funny thing, flowing, crashing,
bubbling with eddies and backwaters, falls and rapids,
when one understands its true properties exiting
and re-entering the flow can create the illusion of
travelling through it. Humans are the only ones
apparently trapped in it while we celestial beings
are not. Mankind is so aware of its constraints and is
constantly struggling against them. I suppose that is
why they wear out so quickly. They continually resist
the flow as one would fight against a rip tide and,
finally exhausted, they are dragged out to sea while
the rest of creation watches with bewilderment.
Exiting the flow of time is as simple as
walking through a portal from one room to the
next. However, re-entering time is a whole different
matter entirely. If you have ever tried to mount a
horse as it galloped past, you will understand the
ramifications of the slightest miscalculation. Pain
and or embarrassment are the only possible outcomes
of missing the intended target. Oh, well, if at first
you don’t succeed… (And yes, unconsciousness is
definitely part of the experience.)
Smell is usually the first sense to awaken.
My personal experience has been less than pleasant
on most occasions. This one was no different. A
fetid aroma of human functioning jolted me to full
awareness instantly. I remained still, waiting for all of
my senses to begin working normally.
I found myself standing in the middle of a
medium-sized room with a curving, cut stone wall. A
dim light was admitted through narrow apertures set
in equal quadrants of the continuous wall. Sunlight
streamed through the window directly in front of me
while a cool breeze came from the one on the left. The

sun hung low in the western sky. A facet of time in this
realm.
My feet ached from contact with the cold
stone floor. My gaze drifted down to my feet. Oh, not
again, old! I looked down at two rather narrow, boney,
white feet with misshapen toenails. I then raised
my hands and found that they were similar but with
knobby joints on the digits. The result of a condition
called aging commonly experienced by the human
inhabitants in this corner of creation. Large blue-grey
veins snaked across the back of my hands juxtaposed
with the yellow-tinged, chipped and cracked nails.
Definitely old, very old. This always creates a
challenge and an advantage. The challenge is obvious:
the corporeal being is generally unable to physically
react in time of need as well as could be desired. The
advantage—an old individual is often overlooked and
underestimated. This has worked to my benefit many
times.
One of the drawbacks of moving outside the
space-time continuum is space. Matter generally
doesn’t adapt well to the experience and is usually
destroyed or misplaced in the process. I snatched
an old grey woollen blanket from a small cot that
protruded from the wall between two of the windows.
I looked about the room for some sort of tool to
fashion a covering. To my disappointment, I saw only
a small wooden table with two chairs (one broken)
and a disgusting chamber pot. This was obviously the
source of my first experience. I hobbled over to one
of the windows and look out at the world beyond. The
scenery was actually idyllic. There were mountains
sprouting from the mist with a forest in front. I looked
right then left. I was in a tower, or so I surmised
from the walled fortress spreading out to either side
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of me. I moved over to another window and took in
the view. Below was a wide river that emptied into a
small lake via a waterfall. The ruins of an old castle
were perched on the opposite side. Birds played in the
updrafts created by the fall’s movement. From a third
window, I saw another expanse of water and falls with
a fortress on the opposite cliffs. It was similar in size
and scope to the one in which I was currently residing.
“Well,” I thought. “At the very least I am in
the right place and time.”
As I rested my hand on the sill chips of stone
broke loose and fell at my feet. A sudden idea took
hold. I picked up the largest one and using it like a
blade cut a slit in the nearly rotten blanket for my head
to pass through. I flipped the mattress of the cot on
the floor. It was a nasty bag of straw in which a family
of mice had made a home. The suspension for the
mattress was made of braided plant fibre. I used the
chip of stone to saw a length of it free and bound the
blanket about my waist. It was not quite a tunic but
close enough.
I searched for an exit. A rough wooden trap
door with a recessed iron ring was positioned in the
centre of the floor. I bent down, grasped the ring and
gave it a firm tug but it didn’t move. Once more I
pulled the iron ring and the door still didn’t budge. I
stood up and rubbed my lower back.
“Hmm,” I said aloud to myself. “It must be
barred from the other side.”
I stepped back and stretched out my hand in
the direction of the trap door.
“Open,” I commanded in a low voice.
The door flopped open and the iron bolt
skittered across the floor. A female head with a tangle
of auburn hair and large green eyes appeared in the
opening. Though I don’t ordinarily startle easily, the
next event caught me completely by surprise.
“Aw righ’ you lil’ strumpet, up you go,” a
voice growled from behind her.

The girl popped out of the floor with a loud
shriek, and landed in a heap at my feet. A bullet
shaped head followed and blinked at me quizzically.
“Ere now, oo are you?” it asked.
I looked from the porcine face to the girl on
the floor and back again. The girl writhed on the stone
floor moaning and holding her derrière with both
hands.
“This is my new apartment. I just moved in,” I
said rather dryly. “Is this a house warming present, or
my new maid? I didn’t interview for one you know.”
The head in the floor looked at me through
narrow eyes.
“Wha’ are you?” he responded. “The court
jester? Get down ‘ere now.”
I could see the blade of a pike pole next to the
head, and I certainly didn’t want him coming up. So, I
followed him down the ladder.
When we reached the bottom I got a better
view of my companion. He was almost as wide as he
was tall and wore a shirt of rusty chainmail over an
otherwise hairy body. There was a leather kilt below
the mail shirt from which sprouted two short bandy
legs that terminated in wide feet wrapped in strips of
dirty cloth. His arms looked similar to his legs, except
for two massive paws that barely fit the definition
of hands. Manual dexterity was obviously not a
requirement for his area of responsibility. His head
was topped by a rather plain looking iron helm that
appeared to be an extension of his skull.
“Wha’ are you lookin’ at, you mangy rat?” He
rasped and motioned towards a doorway. “Get goin’
now, or I’ll give you worse than I gave our lil’ friend.”
His every word was punctuated by the smell
of mead. I stepped down through the door and we
descended a stone stair that continually spiralled to
the left and emptied out onto a battlement. We crossed
over the battlement and entered a guardroom on the
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far side. Inside, seated behind a wood table, was a
person who seemed to be of some importance. The
man behind the table looked up and rose to his feet.
His hair was the colour of flax and he wore a polished
and oiled chainmail hauberk with an over garment of
deep green. His chest was emblazoned the image of a
red dragon.
Welsh, I thought as he regarded me with
volcanic blue eyes that belied a mixture of curiosity
and disgust.
“Found ‘im’ in the tower Cap’n’,” announced
my stumpy escort.
“Do you have a name, wretch?” he enquired.
“Etienne,” I replied.
“How did a Frenchman get in my tower
without me knowing it?” was his next question.
“Breton,” I corrected him. “It’s a long
explanation, and I’m sure you wouldn’t believe my
story anyway.”
The captain of the guard turned toward his
underling.
“What are you waiting around for, you
overgrown wart?” he barked. “Get back to the tower.
If the King’s prize escapes, I’ll personally hang you.”
He then stepped back a couple of paces and
regarded me critically as the simian guard waddled
back to his post.
“Since you are in his castle without leave,” he
informed me. “I’ll have to take you before the king.
However, you aren’t quite dressed for an audience
with His Majesty.”
He disappeared into a small antechamber and
returned with an arm load of clothes. I breathed a sigh
of relief. This nasty blanket had worn out its welcome
a short time after I put it on.

“These should fit,” he announced.
He handed me a pair of breeches, shirt, boots,
a vest with an arrow hole in it (complements of a local
archer), and a dusty grey green hooded cloak that
smelled of mildew and wood smoke. The boots fit well
enough, but they slouched when I stood up.
“Now, before we go, are you sure you don’t
have an explanation for being here?” he enquired once
again. “I really need to have some sort of information
to explain your popping in unannounced like this. One
doesn’t just appear in a locked tower unless they are…
well, there is a nearby wizard who has such a talent.”
“I came here seeking my brother,” I returned.
“You say there is a wizard nearby?”
Wizard. Humans have a habit of romantically
labelling things for which they have no solid
explanation. Wizards, elves, faeries, trolls, demons,
wraiths and ghosts; the list is quite extensive and new
terms are added frequently.
“Yes,” he said in a hushed tone as if this
wizard might be lurking about. “He is altogether evil.
My lord the king has a brother that lives in that castle
across the way. This wizard is in his company and has
been a great asset in the war we are currently engaged
in. Fortunately, we captured my lord the king’s niece,
disguised as a man, riding a horse near the lake. She
is currently in the tower and is a surety against further
attack.”
As I listened to the captain, another voice
began forcing its way into my mind. I sensed a dark,
brooding consciousness drawing near. I had found my
brother, or more accurately, he had found me.
“Looking for something, Brother? Or shall I
say, someone.” the voice hissed at me from out of the
darkness that was growing around my thoughts.
“I’m sorry, but I need to conclude our little
chat,” I said politely. “Forgive me.”
I gently touched the captain’s forehead with
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my fingertips. His eyes rolled back and his body
slumped to the floor.
me
back.”

yard below. She screamed as she fell then went silent.
I looked down and discovered the girl lying in a hay
wagon.

“I believe you have something that belongs to

“Don’t worry, I didn’t kill her. She is… useful
to me,” he sneered.

Brother,” the voice hissed again. “I want it

I threw my will at Glaucon and the force of it
blew him back through the door of the tower.

He was getting closer. I stepped out of the
guard room and on to the battlement. It had gotten
quite dark and the glow of torches from the court yard
below threw weird shadows everywhere. I looked
up at the sky. Millions of stars burned white hot in
the black vault. A dark silhouette hurled downward
toward where I now stood.

“Come Glaucon, we are leaving,” I informed
him. “I am taking you back with me.”
A tongue of green fire struck the battlement in
front of me throwing debris and dust into the air and
knocking me off of my feet. I pushed myself erect and
turned back towards the direction of the blast. Glaucon
stood on the other side of a rather sizable crevasse.

Glaucon! His impact on the battlement sent a
shock wave in all directions. My hair and cloak blew
back in its wake. My brother rose from a low crouch
to stand with his legs wide. His form was concealed in
a voluminous black cloak. Two green points of light
glowed angrily from the depths of his hood.

“You can’t win Glaucon,” I told him. “Not
without destroying half of the castle as you did
previously.”
I pointed across the water to the ruins on
the far side. It remained a lingering monument to
Glaucon’s maliciousness.

“Greetings, Brother,” he said in a voice that
was half bored and half annoyed.
“Hello,” I answered flatly. “Must you always
do that?”

“That was never my intention,” he said. “I
came for the girl only. But no matter I have become
bored with our little contest. I shall retire for now.”

“I have no time for idle conversation Maven,”
he returned. “Let me have the girl and I will depart.”

I sensed exhaustion in his voice. In a single
move Glaucon sprang upon the parapet and then
looked back over his shoulder.

“I’m sorry,” I feigned ignorance. “To which
girl are you referring? I believe there are a number of
them here in the castle.”

“Perhaps we can resume this at another time,”
he whispered.

At that very moment, the blade of a pike pole
protruded from a spot just below Glaucon’s breast
bone. Apparently, the girl had bested the guard.

I barely caught what he said. His last burst of
energy had drained him. I had one final chance left
to stop him. I caught him in my will before he could
escape.

“Here I am, spawn of Hell!” she announced.
“Now die.”
Glaucon simple broke the blade off of the shaft
and dropped it casually at his feet. He then spun and
launched the girl, spear shaft and all into the court

“Fool,” he growled. “How long will you
pursue this pointless quest?”
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“We’re leaving this place Glaucon,” I said in a

deadly tone.
I gathered my will and launched myself from
the battlement. I hit him in the small of the back with
my shoulder and wrapped my arms about his waist.

The force of my last desperate act propelled us out of
the physical realm and into the maelstrom. I and my
brother were headed home.
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The Final Battle
K. M. Herkes

“Of course it’s a tree, you imbecile! It’s Spruce
Tree, Master of Cone-jitsu! ” The villain waved both
hands in a commanding gesture of unspeakable evil.
“Kill him!”

On his way to victory, the hero had waded
through hordes of faceless minions, and danced
through the booby-trapped halls of the arch-villain’s
stronghold without a single misstep. He even passed
like a ghost through the command centre where
flunkies monitored the progress of their master’s
fiendish plans. Now, at last, he stood on the threshold
of his archenemy’s inner sanctum.

The minions lumbered forth to do their
master’s bidding. They were clearly no students of
either gardening or martial arts, or they would have
chosen a different fate. Spruce Tree sent the first one to
his final reward with one sweep of his lowest bough.

Hinges wailed as he pushed the door open.
“Come in, come in,” a querulous voice ordered
him. “Don’t dilly-dally.”

His exultant cry of “Bonsai!” shook dust from
the rafters.

The long narrow room had a muddy stone floor
and a sweeping skylight. Tables full of seedlings in
trays and pots crowded the walls. Two muscle-bound
minions near the doorway eyed the hero suspiciously.
At the far end of the room, a thin old man wearing
a black robe made snipping motions with a pair of
trimming shears.

The second minion, clearly cut from a more
intellectual cloth than his companion, hesitated.
“Bonsai?” he said. “Don’t you mean ‘banzai?’”

“Spit it out,” he shouted, “What are the
quarterly figures on insurrectionism? Are they up or
down?”
“Uh,” one minion said.
“Sir,” said the second, “that isn’t your
secretary.”
“It isn’t?” The villain squinted, and then
he shrieked, “What is wrong with you idiots? Why
haven’t you attacked? That’s a hero! I pay you to kill
heroes! Do I have to do everything myself?”
“Sir.”

“It’s a tree,” the second minion said loudly.

“You know nothing of bonsai!” cried Spruce,
charging forward on roots as strong as the earth itself.
They met in a slow-motion clash of punches, kicks
and spins.
It was a cinematic masterpiece of a fight,
complete with a soundtrack of grunts and battle cries.
At last, in a breath-taking demonstration of botanical
dexterity, Spruce sent the second minion’s body flying
after the first. Meanwhile, the villain had ducked
behind his experimental plantings.
“Flee while you can, you misbegotten
cabbage,” the villain called from the safety of his
cowardly retreat.
“Threats don’t frighten me,” said Spruce.
“Come out and fight, old man.”
“Me? Fight you? Oh, no.” The villain cackled
madly, then leapt for a large red button concealed
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behind a pot of geraniums. A hidden portal in the wall
opened. Black smoke swirled, and an indistinct figure
emerged from the inky shadows.
The monster’s cloudy form oozed dark smoke
and pale vapours. Noxious tendrils crept along the
floor to pool near Spruce’s roots. He drew back from
the hazy apparition in horror.
His limbs rustled. “Agent Orange? You dared
summon the ultimate abomination?”
“I have nothing to fear,” the villain said with
pride. “But you do. I see that news of his
powers has reached even your... uh... leaves.”

your summoning manual,” Agent Orange said with
great satisfaction. “At last, I am free!”
He gave a booming laugh, and then he
disappeared in a puff of story logic. The villain clawed
at his decaying face before dissolving into a puddle
with a last, despairing shriek. His remains seeped into
a crack between flagstones and disappeared.
From the pile of humus that marked Spruce
Tree’s corpse, a single tender shoot of green emerged.
It wavered upright, and then, like a ray of hope, the
first needle appeared.

“All that live should fear him.” Spruce
shuddered in disgust, and a shower of brown
needles pattered to the floor. Fear touched him
for the first time in his long life. He could not
fight this bodiless, poisonous foe. His branches
drooped, and his sap ran cold.
Agent Orange oozed closer, until his
vaporous shroud enveloped them both. In mere
moments, Spruce Tree — valiant defender
of Good, undefeated in fair combat in all the
centuries of his life — toppled helpless to the
floor with a splintery crash.
Even as he began to decompose, Agent
Orange returned to its master’s side. “I have
done as you commanded, master,” it said in a
guttural monotone.
“Yes, yes. Now go away.” the villain
jumped up and down, rubbing his hands
together in maniacal glee. “Now I’ll be the
greatest evil mastermind of all time! Only the
threat of Spruce Tree stood between me and
global domination. I will... ack!”
Seeping abscesses had erupted on his
skin. Before his eyes, the rot ate away his flesh.
“Noooooooo... ”
“You should’ve read the fine print in
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Love
By Jim King

Sally Ann clutched her thin cotton nightdress
tightly around her so it didn’t tangle her legs as she
walked across the yard. She was sixteen now but her
father still made her wear a nightdress like a little
child. Wasn’t proper for a girl to dress like some city
tart, he would say. If only she was brave enough to
run away, but perhaps when she chose tonight things
would be different. She hurried across the yard, little
puffs of dried dust thrown up behind her bare feet as
she hurried toward the barn.

The full moon had risen above the fields of
waving grass and summer corn like an ocean of silver
flowing across the land. The walls of the old wooden
barn seemed to gleam in the wane light like some
palace out of the tales of fantasy. Tonight she would
choose. Tonight she had to pick between them, and
then her life would change forever.
She reached the side door and paused then
ran her fingers through her thick auburn hair. She had
to look her best for them, the two men who were the

72

centre of her life, the men she must choose between
tonight, the one who would make her a woman and
the one she would never see again.

vanished, only they mattered. Her perfect lovers to be.
“Have you chosen?” David spoke, his voice
almost a growl.

The wooden door squealed as it opened, hinges
that hadn’t felt the touch of grease or oil for years
Chosen, chosen what? What was she choosing?
heralding her entry to the shadows within, the smell of Why did she have to choose? Then she remembered,
old straw and rotting timbers wafting out to greet her
memories forcing their way to the surface through the
like a memory of childhood games of hide and seek.
cloud of desire that filled her mind. She had met one
of them days ago, weeks ago, months ago, it was hard
The barn was lit by columns of silver
to remember, but it didn’t matter. Had it been David
moonlight that streamed down from the windows set
she met first, or Simon. Never mind.
in the steep pitched roof. Sparkles floated across the
moonbeams as dust drifted gently in the air.
She had met one and then the other had arrived
to claim her love. They had argued, perhaps even
Two men stood in the barn, facing each other
come to blows. Then they had called a truce, to share
but standing as far apart as it was possible to do in the her between them but under the condition that neither
length of the barn, each by accident or design standing could take her.
in the shadows away from the moonlight.
So one night or part of the night she would be
At the back of the barn stood a tall muscular
within the strong arms of David, and another time her
man, by look in his mid-twenties, his light brown hair lips would be pressed against the cool skin of Simon.
tousled about his strong face and manly chin. He was
They were so different and yet she loved them both.
clad in worn trousers and a vest over a simple white
She couldn’t live without them; she would be with
shirt. Even in the limited light he glowed with power
them forever. How could she choose?
and life.
Choose, why did she need to choose? More
By the main door stood a taller, slimmer
memories—they had become tired of sharing and not
figure, dressed in a fine suit, ruffled white shirt open
taking. They had threatened to fight; they demanded
to show the top of his pale hairless chest, tall riding
she choose which one of them claimed her and which
boots of fine brown leather covering him to his knees. would leave. She had to pick one, tonight, she was
He looked older, perhaps in his thirties, his face
to pick one tonight. But how could she pick one and
narrow, cheek bones like blades below dark, exotic
deny the other.
eyes.
David, the man of nature and the wild, so
Sally Anne paused as her breath caught in her
strong and powerful. When he held her his arms and
throat at the sight of the two men.
chest were so warm against her body that she felt
it was like a summer’s day. David’s strong, manly
“Simon.” The man by the door stepped closer. smell, somehow reminding her of their family dogs,
he had only to come close, and she could smell him,
“David.” The man standing at the back of the
desire him. He was down to earth, a simple gentleman
barn nodded and took a single step closer.
in clothing much like her own in quality, his arms
covered in soft hairs, his beard thick but not rough like
As the two men stepped into the moonlight her her fathers, a kiss with David promised such passion
heart began to beat faster, she found it hard to think,
and warmth. How could she not pick him?
hard to concentrate. Simply having them close to her
filled her thoughts with love for them, everything else
But Simon, tall, lordly Simon. A prince among
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his people. Cool, controlled, his passion veiled behind
an arrogance that only the powerful truly have. He
was pale; his skin almost glowing from within. When
he held her, she could feel his strength though he was
thin, so different to the well muscled David. His touch,
his hands, so cool. When he held her close and kissed
her neck she could feel the warmth of her body filling
his arms and chest, giving him life and strength.
David would be a passionate lover, a mate,
Simon would be her lord, to rule her and command
her. David offered fire and life, Simon offered the
mystery of the night, David desired her openly, Simon
claimed her but showed her no love.

lifetime of smoking and alcohol left the man’s voice
coarse and difficult for some to understand, but she
always understood. She had listened to that voice
telling her what to do her entire life. Her confusion
vanished as she recognised the shotgun and the threat
to the men, her men.
“NO DADDY,” she shouted. “They are my
friends. They love me!”
The sound of the hammers clicking back on
the shotgun, like the ringing of a dull bell, was sharp
and clear. She stood in shock as her own father lifted
the shotgun to point it at the two men, her two men.
Before she even knew what she was doing she had
covered half the distance towards him, and by the
time she regained control of her actions she was close
enough to touch the double barrels.

“Have you chosen?” This time it was Simon
who spoke and he stepped closer, an action matched
by David. Both men looked at each other and bared
their teeth in a growl. Gleaming white teeth, canines
lengthening in both mouths. The men were now only
a few steps apart and both prepared to fight, David
hunching himself, balanced on the balls of his feet
ready to leap, Simon with arms outstretched, as if his
fingers were claws that he could slash at his enemies
with.

“Please daddy, put the shotgun down. I love
them. I won’t let you hurt them.” She took another
step, deliberately blocking the shotgun with her own
body, pressing the barrels to her breast. She would die
to save the two. She loved them more than life, and
in that instant she realised that she loved them more
than her father. He had always tried to stop her seeing
them; he never understood that she loved them. Them!
Not him.

“HAVE YOU CHOSEN?” David, loud, angry,
demanding an answer.
“Chosen, no, yes, chosen, I, I...” Sally Ann
couldn’t think, with both men so close she was blind
and deaf to everything except the two, her love for
them overwhelming everything else. She wanted
them, needed them, to offer herself to them, to belong
to them. So she stood, frozen in confusion as the two
men stepped closer still, now so close they could
touch her, or each other.

The two men had stepped closer together,
both hiding behind her where the shotgun couldn’t
fire, both staring hard at her father and for once not
thinking of fighting the other. For a moment there was
a greater threat to keep them occupied.

The sound of the side door squealing as it was
pushed open seemed deafening in the silence, three
pairs of eyes turned to look at the oblong of moonlight
that was now visible. A stocky figure silhouetted
against the silver glow, the double barrelled shotgun
clearly visible.

No one heard the main door swing open, it was
the sudden shock of moonlight flooding in that turned
every head. For just a second the two men and the
young woman stared at three figures standing bathed
in the silvery light—three men in uniform, two with
rigid brimmed hats on their heads and gleaming steel
pistols in their hands. The third, broader, his bare head
glistening in the moonlight, his revolver a patch of
grey in his big hands.

“Git away from them freaks girl, afore I blast
‘em.” Her father’s voice was its usual rough growl. A

Then the shooting began, each shot echoing
from the walls and roof again and again till it sounded
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like machine guns firing. Sally Ann screamed and
turned to run to the men, to throw herself between
them and the sheriff and his deputies, to use her body
as a shield against the death that flew toward them.
A heavy calloused hand grabbed her arm and
yanked her back, she was lifted and crushed against
her father’s chest by an arm still strong from a lifetime
on the farm. She screamed and cursed and fought,
but it was in vain. Her father was too strong. She was
trapped, helpless, as the men she loved were attacked.
She could do nothing. She screamed her hatred into
her father’s unflinching face.
David and Simon staggered back, both struck
again and again, the bullets tearing through the
vampire’s fine suit and the werewolf’s vest and shirt
with equal ease and sinking deep into the flesh below.
Both collapsed, David snarling his defiance for a few
seconds longer than his rival who was motionless in
the straw that covered the floor of the barn.
Both deputies emptied their magazines, then
the sheriff took a few steps into the barn, his old
fashioned revolver dull and worn in comparison to
the gleaming automatics of the others. He bought his
arm down, lined up his eye to the sights and the head
of the closest fallen figure and squeezed the trigger.
The boom was loud, much louder than the other firing
had been. The single heavy bullet smashing David’s
forehead, passing through his brain and coming out
the back of his head with a spray of blood, bone, and
brains that stained the ground behind him.
Then the sheriff moved his aim and fired again
and Simon met the same fate.
“Bubba, git in here boy and bring that axe.”
The sheriff called out but his eyes didn’t move
nor did his aim waver. The two deputies kept their
distance and reloaded, carelessly dropping the empty
magazines into the straw in their haste and fear.
Another figure walked into the room, a
little shorter than the other three, but much heavier,
rounded, running to fat but walking with a step that
said not weak, overweight but never soft. This figure

lifted his right arm to reveal an axe, a great thing like
a fireman’s axe, a shaft of seasoned wood and head of
steel but the blade was longer than any fire axe and
had a curve to the blade. No good for cutting wood but
perhaps not intended for that purpose.
“Bubba git over here and cut these dammed
monsters’ heads off!” Another scream and more
cursing came from by the side door. The girl was
kicking and scratching, desperate to break free of her
father’s grasp and reach the two monsters, but the arm
around her was like stone.
Bubba walked up to the first and stepped to its
side then lifted the axe high, a single practiced swing
bought it down and buried it deep in the dirt of the
floor. A single solid thump as it hit. He grunted as he
tugged the axe head free of the soil then kicked the
severed head to one side. A few seconds later he was
beside the other monster, the axe swinging up and
down in a single smooth action. A solid thump and it
was done.
Sally Ann collapsed, only her father’s arm kept
her from falling, her screaming and shouting replaced
by sobbing.
“You two get the bags—remember ta keep the
heads separate this time—then sling ‘em in the back of
the pickup. Billy you drive ‘em down ta the hospital,
and you tell that coroner I want him ta dig the bullets
out and send ‘em back this time. Price they charge fa
silver these days, I got a budget to watch, don’t want
them dammed penny pinching town councillors on my
case again.”
The deputies looked at each other then both
turned and walked out into the moonlight to a pair of
cars and pickup that stood by the road two hundred
feet away, both cars clearly marked as sheriffs vehicles
by colour, letters and lights on top.
The sheriff looked down at the two bodies and
then at the two heads, the closest was a werewolf,
most of the head and face covered in course stinking
animal hair, the nose and mouth distended, halfway
between human and wolf. The stench of animal strong
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on both the body and the severed head.

Once the scent took over they couldn’t see the
truth, the smell, the touch, all some sort of dream. That
was how the monsters got their prey, how they fed.
It was something to do with sex, so it worked on the
teenagers strongest and the ones who read the books
or watched the films, they were taken even worse.

He looked at the other head, this one pale and
decayed, the pasty white flesh mottled by rot, one ear
gone completely, the eyes sunk deep into the skull and
the lank dark hair patchy and clumped together by
something he didn’t want to know. The vampire had
the stench of the grave, of meat left in the sun for a
week and covered in maggots.

What sort of foolish girl would believe a
monster like a bloodsucking vampire or flesh-eating
werewolf would make a lover, or want to take a
demon or supernatural freak to their beds. But they
did. Twilight, pah, should string up the son bitch
responsible for that.

The sheriff looked at the girl. A dammed
shame, such a nice girl, he remembered her skipping
down the high street, pig tails bouncing as her mother
laughed and tried to keep up.

The sheriff looked at Sally Ann, wondering
to himself, how long had she been affected? A few
days and it would wear off quickly, a week or two and
she would be like this for weeks. A month or more
and it was permanent. She would mourn and cry for
a while, but she would always want the company of
the monsters. It was like an addiction. Unless she was
strong she would seek them out, but she wasn’t strong,
not strong enough to have resisted the first time.

Now look at her, leaning on her father’s
broad chest, her tears staining his shirt black in the
moonlight, mourning the death of a pair of monsters
who would have killed her anyway.
It was all the fault of that dammed film. That
and them novels. Story books and films. Vampires and
werewolves made out to be noble creatures, bloody
Hollywood lies and foolishness. Never a vampire or
werewolf existed that was like them books and films
but the young, they read the storeys and watched the
films and thought they knew the truth.
Some vampire or werewolf came sniffing
around, and they didn’t run, didn’t call for the men
folk. They thought they knew. They wanted to see
some handsome supernatural being that would be
their lover. They should have run but they didn’t,
they stayed long enough for—What was it the
Discovery Channel called it?—Phere something’s, yea
pheromones, to take effect and that was it. They were
prey.

She would run away from home and find
her way to the big city. Search out one of them
underground clubs, find more monsters, give herself
to them. Then someday soon they would find her in
a dark alley, throat torn out and drained of blood or
maybe half eaten. Then the phone call would come,
and the sheriff would have to drive out here and break
the news to her father.
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Dammed shame, she had been a good kid.
Bloody monsters!

Quest
By Jackie Pitchford

Three brothers set out one day on a quest to
kill a dragon. John and Edward were well versed in
the arts of war. They had been training since their
seventh birthdays and showed much promise. John,
recently knighted, had just returned from a tourney
in Brittany where he had successfully won a prize
on the joust circuit and captured three knights in the
melee event. Their ransoms had bought the beautiful
chestnut war horse he was riding, Thunder. Kevin was

only twelve and acting as squire to his older brothers
for the first time.
The quest had come about as a result of
increasingly hysterical reports from the local peasants
to the king’s justice that a dragon had become active
once more after many years of silence. There had
been a spate of cattle thefts and the carcasses were
found with the tell-tale scorch and tear marks left by
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a dragons teeth. The king had been sceptical, having
never seen a dragon himself, but decided it was a good
option to get his sons away from the plague raging
through the city.
By dressing the whole thing up as a romantic
quest the king was able to persuade the three young
princes, John, Edward and Kevin, to set off in search
of the monster, ridding the land of a terrible monster
and earning Kevin’s spurs in a singularly spectacular
way. John, was a bit dubious but he was a game lad,
brave and skilled in the arms of war, eager to defend
the realm, and having a nice camping trip with his
brothers along the way was just the icing on the cake.
The dragon they sought lived in a desolate
spot of wild land at the edge of the kingdom. It took
several days riding to get there, the weather didn’t
help, wet and humid, making everything smell musty
and dank, the ever present, grey low clouds looming
menacingly over everything. It seemed that the bare
sides of the mountain were glowering at them as they
approached over the blasted land.

John pointed over at what they could only
assume was the front entrance. Now they were here
John felt an unfamiliar sensation of fear building up in
his guts. He felt a deep responsibility for his brothers
and now wished he’d brought some men at arms
with them, but there wasn’t supposed to have been
a real dragon. Edward on the other hand was quite
excited by the whole prospect of tackling a dragon. He
thought it was the best thing that could have happened
and his obvious enjoyment of the situation had helped;
his cheerful assumption that they would all soon be in
possession of dragon’s teeth and treasure was inspiring
in the damp gloom.
“Tomorrow is Sunday,” Kevin said in a small
voice, “are you sure you want to fight on a Sunday?”
He had a growing premonition that this mission was
doomed, especially if God was going to be otherwise
engaged.
“Tough luck, that dragon doesn’t know what
day it is, Sunday or not, I’m afraid if it leaves its
lair tomorrow we’ll be doing our best to make sure
it doesn’t get back in.” John ruffled Kevin’s hair in
passing.

They could make out scorch marks above the
entrance to the dragon’s lair, alongside deep runnels
from giant claws torn into the bare rock. The boys
“Don’t worry kid, we’ll sort it! We’ll be done
found it more daunting than they had anticipated, even by this time tomorrow and on our way back home.”
from a fair distance away. There was no doubt about
Edward said cheerfully but Kevin couldn’t shake the
it, this task was going to be tougher than it had seemed conviction that something was going to go wrong.
back at the castle.
The three dragon hunters spent the evening in a
“Edward, you can scout the south side in the
cold camp, not wanting the dragon to see any firelight
morning and see if there’s another entrance,” John
on its territory. They garnered what fun they could on
said, as they pulled up and dismounted under the few
cold water and colder rations, telling impossible tales
spindly trees to be found, next to a sluggish stream.
of derring do, laughing and joking well into the night.
Night was drawing in, no one wanted to camp this
The boys took turns to watch the entrance all night but
close to the dragon’s lair but neither did they want to
no dragon activity was seen. Night turned to day and
go in unprepared.
they prepared for their quest.
“Kevin, check the weapons and equipment.
Make sure no rust stops our swords drawing from the
scabbard.” Kevin nodded. “I’ll go over to that small
hill and see what I can see, you never know we might
get lucky, the dragon could be napping then we can
get this over with and go home.”

Most of the morning was spent on
reconnoitring the area, Edward took his horse
and circled the rocky mound, John took his place
firmly before the entrance, keeping his head down
and waiting for any sign that the dragon was at
home. Kevin stayed in camp, cleaning armour and
equipment. By mid-afternoon they all met back up and
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decided there was only one way to do this. Get suited
and booted and be proactive, it seemed the dragon
wasn’t interested in coming to them. They prepared to
do battle.
Although they could not see the actual dragon,
there was plenty of evidence of its thievery all around.
There were cow, sheep and pig bones, with half eaten
specimens dotted about, so many in fact that they
were a hazard underfoot, particularly abundant before
the cave entrance.
The dragon hunters approached as silently as
they could. Despite Edward’s attempts to persuade
John to ‘storm’ the entrance, John curtly pointed
out that storming anything with only three young
men might prove to be a little difficult. John led the
way, sword at the ready but also fairly bristling with
weaponry, he had his armour in place, a longsword,
spear and dagger, John was taking no chances.
Edward and Kevin also carried swords and daggers.
This was it, the dragon’s lair. The entrance
was enormous, much bigger than it had looked from
the opposite hill. The immense claw marks scored on
the walls, floor and ceiling were inches deep, Kevin
shuddered, imagining the rapier length of those claws.
Edward nudged him, nodding at the marks,
“Don’t worry kid, looking at the size of those.” He
drew a finger across his throat. “It’ll be over quick.”
“Shut up Ed, get in front, or it’ll be over even
quicker for you.” John said.
They could see scorch marks and there was a
faint whiff of smoke in the air.

slowly, John carrying a torch to light the way.
Suddenly the walls fell away to reveal a large cavern,
the ground covered with fine sand, dim light spilling
in from some unseen break in the jagged ceiling above
them. Suddenly, there before them, was the dragon.
But this was no terrifying beast of fire and smoke, this
was a gigantic creature already moved onto the next
life. John crept forward; small red lumps covering the
body confirming his suspicions, plague! The dragon
had engineered its own demise by eating cows whose
owners had had the plague. The poor beast had died
alone in the cave and was no longer a threat to anyone.
“Gentlemen, I believe our quest is complete,”
said John, “I suggest we take a memento for the king’s
collection and return to court as quickly as possible.”
With a whoop of victory Edward and Kevin
ran into the cavern; even a dead dragon was still a
dragon. The boys removed some of the claws and
teeth, the teeth were almost a foot long and the claws
razor sharp, exactly as Kevin had imagined them. He
didn’t even mind when Edward chased him with one,
until John intervened.
The dragons head and a large container of
dragon’s blood also headed back to the court. They
would be well rewarded for these items; everyone
knew dragon’s blood was a sovereign cure for the
plague. John once more cursed the lack of foresight
that had meant that the men at arms had been left
behind, but they took what booty they could and
headed back to the castle, sure of their welcome and
looking forward to the feast heralding their exploits.
Even their coughs couldn’t put a damper on their
journey home.

“Come on, but slowly,” said Jack, “let’s try
and not be silly today.”
Edward rolled his eyes and Kevin gave a
hesitant thumbs up, grasping his over large dagger
close, like a talisman.
The entrance ran deep, heading into the
bowels of the earth. They followed the wide path
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Doubting Thomas
Stephen Blake
80

“For the purposes of the tape, could you state
your name please?” Detective Inspector Thomas
paused for an answer.

papers were full of panic-mongers, suggesting an
international paedophile ring was behind it all. It all
meant more and more pressure for answers.

“Please note that the interviewee has declined
to give his name.” He looked up to the clock on the
wall. “It’s three thirty p.m. on the 4th February 1988.”

And then, this man had walked into the
station. He’d demanded to talk to Thomas and no
one else. He had information about the abductions.
The police were so desperate they spoke to all the
crackpots confessing to it. They had to. They had no
lines of enquiry, no leads – nothing.

Opposite D.I. Thomas, in the police interview
room, sat a small figure of a man. His face was badly
pitted. His nose, cheeks and chin, all red and shiny,
seemed too large for his face. His permanent toothy
grin did little to improve his features. Thomas looked
him up and down. He didn’t have far to look, as the
man was impossibly short. Most would assume it
was dwarfism. D.I. Thomas never assumed a thing.

“So, Sir, you have information for us
regarding the abduction of numerous children over
the last few months. Is that correct?”
The grinning man bobbed his head in a nod.
“Do you think you could elaborate for me?
Perhaps start at the beginning?”

He’d been put onto the case about abducted
children for a specific reason. He was the most
thorough officer the force had. His colleagues called
him ‘Doubting Thomas’. He never believed or
assumed anything, until he could categorically prove
it. The Crown Prosecution Service loved him. Every
case was presented to them gift wrapped.

Again, he bobbed his head. He took in a long
breath, and when he spoke his voice danced over the
words. “The beginning you say? Ooh that’s a long
way back.”
He might as well have said ‘Tra-la-lah-la-lah’,
because when he spoke, that’s how it sounded.

In this case, children had been taken from
various places. Mostly from their homes, and always
returned within twenty four hours. Many returned
ecstatically happy, some trembling and traumatised.
They were toddlers, barely able to speak, let alone
explain what had happened. There were no clues as
to how, who, or even why.

Thomas composed himself. “Sir, I have no
problem with your anonymity, but what I must insist
on, are facts. Can you give me any, at all?”
Still grinning he replied, “Why, of course.
The beginning you say. Well, we fairy folk... ”

After months of abductions, parents in
uproar, and MP’s questioning the ability of the
police, D.I. Gareth Thomas had been called in. He’d
already been the one to link numerous cases, to see
the thread, the similarities. The more publicity, the
more parents came forward to say it had happened to
them – they thought. Few were positive, given how
quickly the children returned. Some reports had to be
dismissed as parents covering up for leaving the kids
alone.

“Don’t waste my time with this bullshit!
Either tell me the truth or piss off!” Thomas had seen
three crack-pots already today and his patience was
wearing thin.
The grin never faltered, the man simply
said, “Claire Louise Jones – 21 North Parade. Toby
Daniels – 13 Wisley Drive. Joanne Hall – 5 Redcliffe
Way. Shall I go on?”
Thomas shifted forward in his chair. “You’ve
got my attention. None of those names have been
given to the press. So, are you a part of this, or a
witness?”

The case was really bothering him. There
was no sign of a forced entry, nothing to suggest a
struggle and when the kids came back, again no sign
or evidence to suggest who was behind this. The
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He raised his hand to the man, stopping him
from replying. He fumbled in his jacket on the back
of the chair. Finding his mobile telephone, he dialled
his home number. “Roz, it’s me. Where is Beth? Are
you sure? Make sure. Yeah, I’ll hang on.”

The grin had an air of smugness about it
now. “As I was saying, we fairy folk have long lived
with you humans. For some time now, we’ve had a
problem. The closest thing I can compare it to for
you to understand, is global warming. You know, the
majority agree it exists and it’s a problem, and then,
nothing. People wait for someone to just fix it. Some
take some minor steps to correct things, whilst the
rest look on. And some sit to one side, in denial that
there even is a problem.” He blinked for a moment
and tilted his head. “Are you with me so far?”

He looked at the impish man, still smiling,
still grinning ear to ear.
“You’re sure? Calm down. Roz! Calm down!
She’ll be back, and soon. No, just stay calm. I’m
dealing with it. I don’t have time to argue with you
about my tone. Just hang on there and I’ll sort it out
here. Look, I’m hanging up. She will be fine.” He
was speaking to his wife harshly, he knew. Now,
more tenderly, he said, “I won’t let anything bad
happen to her. I will get her back. I promise.” He
hung up and carefully sat down. It was taking all his
years of experience to hold back the tidal wave of
anger, fear and desperation he was feeling. Through
gritted teeth he spoke. “What do you want? What do
I have to do to get her back?”

Thomas was grinding his teeth. “Yeah, I’m
following you just fine. Can we bring everything
up to date? How about, up to where the abducted
children come into it?” He shook his head in
disbelief, wondering why he was even tolerating
listening to this loon. The children, that’s why, he
thought. He composed himself. “Please, continue.”
“Very well, Gareth.”
Thomas shot him a look. How does he know
my name? He kept that thought to himself and let the
little man continue.

The small man broke into something akin to a
happy clap. “You just need to let me finish my story.
When we’re done here, little Bethany will be with
her mother once more.”

“Our problem was our magic, it—”
Thomas stood up from his chair. “Look, if
you are not prepared to talk to me properly I’m going
to lock you up until a police appointed psychiatrist
can assess you and then we’ll talk again. Right now,
you’re wasting my time.”
He moved to leave the room but remembered
the tape. “Interview suspended at sixteen hundred
hours—”
Street.”

“Bethany Megan Thomas – 17 St Clements

Thomas’s hand was hovering over the stop
button of the tape machine. He stared hard at the
little man. His hovering hand began to shake. He
drew his hands in, folding his arms, holding his anger
in. When he spoke, he did so with great care over
each word, so as to not give in to the rage growing
within. “My daughter? What about her?”
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“Now then, where did I get to, oh yes, magic.
You see, we get magic from humans really. Your
belief in us gives us power. It works rather like a
superstition or a curse. The more you believe in it,
the more powerful it becomes. So we came up with
a plan. We thought why not let the humans see us
more. Do you remember those two little naughty girls
who pretended to take pictures with us?”
Thomas nodded. Of course he’d read about
the ‘Cottingley Fairies’. Two girls had fooled Sir
Arthur Conan Doyle, creator of Sherlock Holmes,
that they had genuine photographic evidence of
fairies.
“Well, for a short while then, we all
noticed an immense increase in our abilities. I am
not ashamed to tell you that many found it quite
addictive and they were not happy to see it wane, as
people came to realise the pictures were faked. There

is a fine line between getting masses to believe, and
the same masses, thinking it is all a hoax.”

control. Emotion set aside, just a seeker of truth. Get
a grip lad, and not on my neck.”

Thomas saw an opportunity to take a different
tack with the man. “So were they fake or did your
people pose for them?”

Thomas fiddled with his tie. “Look, what do
you want? Just tell me, so that I can have my little
girl home,” he pleaded.

“We were there, watching Frances and Elsie
with their little cut out pictures. But no, none are real.
You can see for yourself that I am not, by human
standards, a pretty thing. We do laugh at how you all
think we look. I’ve seen that Tinkerbell. If only! Hah,
I’ve never seen one of ours look that good, or come
to think of it, have a dress that short.” He slapped his
thigh, laughing loudly to himself.

“Right, where did we get to with my tale?”
He pushed the chair up on its legs again and climbed
onto the seat. “Ah, yes, we got to the fact that we
get our magic from you humans, and that a lot of my
people have, well, gone cold turkey.”

Thomas turned away from the table, running
his fingers through his hair, slowing his breathing,
trying to keep a grip on reality. He knew in his mind
that the small man was just deluded. He composed
himself once more, knowing he had to do this right,
for the sake of his daughter and every other child that
had been taken. He turned around to the little man.

“I’m getting to it. She’s fine. You see we’ve
done lots of nice things for you lot over the years. In
fact, even you will agree, most of the children come
back to the parents happy. Happiest they’ve been
for years for some of them.” He scratched the side
of his head. “I got to thinking, about how believing
in something works and I wondered if fearing
something, might work better than just believing or
happy memories.”

“What the hell are you doing?” Thomas
was disgusted to see him with one hand down his
trousers, cooing the name ‘Tinkerbell’ over and over.

safe!?”

“Bethany... What about my daughter!? Is she

Thomas took his seat opposite him again.
“Just say, I go along with this nonsense you are
spouting. Believing and fearing are not the same
things. You can fear the ‘Boogey-man’ but you might
not necessarily believe in him. Children might fear
the monster in the closet or under the bed. That fear
is forgotten over time. And did they ever actually
believe?”

“Sorry lad, she really gets me going. Why
I was only telling a little girl, the same age as your
Bethany, just the other day, about— ”
Thomas knocked the man off the chair and
carried him by his neck to the opposite wall. Holding
him by his throat, so that his small legs dangled
beneath him, he pressed hard to choke him and then
let him drop to the floor.

“Ah, you have a point. No I’ve not explained
it properly. We’ve always let children see us. Unlike
any monster under the bed, we are very real. Kids
believe, and then as they grow, that belief diminishes,
and with it our power. Now, scare a child, really
frighten them - touch them, so they know how real
we are.” He licked his lips hungrily. “Now that stays
with them to the grave.” His deep set eyes twinkled.
Thomas got the distinct impression that this man was
one of those who frightened children, and he seemed
like he enjoyed his work.

He stepped back from the prone man and
looked to the door. He expected someone to run in
and tell him to stop the interview now. He expected
to be suspended, maybe even disciplinary action, but
the door did not open. No one came in.
The man brushed himself down as he stood
and looked at Thomas.
“Now then Gareth, this is not you. This is
not, ‘Doubting’ Thomas, the man who is always in

“You said you would not hurt Bethany!”
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the car, hopefully heading to Bethany. The messing
around had been the passenger’s insistence on a
booster cushion for the front seat, so that he could see
clearly as they drove along.

“I said she’s fine. Bit of counselling... ah,
never mind that. She’s with a good crowd, who just
like playing games. They won’t hurt her, unless...
well our conversation is going nicely, so it won’t
come to that.” He rocked to himself, seemingly
enjoying this phase of the conversation.

His face pressed to the window of the car
door. His putrid breath steamed the glass, as he
turned his stumpy, gnarled hands over and over in
his lap. Taking in every view, he became excitable,
making grunting noises toward the people they
passed. Toward the children they passed.

He clicked his fingers, and then looked at
them for a while. “Hmm, it’s getting there. Starting
to feel it,” he pondered to himself.
“Feel what?”

They cruised by a playground. The strange
man became jittery, excited. Thomas looked across
at him to see drool running down his chin. The idea
of this, ‘man’, being anywhere near his daughter
filled him with a deep terror. He had read all of the
paedophile profiles, watched the disgusting videos
and seen the vile photographs. He’d worried he had
become desensitised to it all. Now though, it was his
own child, his only daughter, and he deeply wished
he’d never seen those things. He desperately wanted
to be ignorant of the cruel horror these repulsive
creatures did.

“Don’t you worry yourself about that Gareth.
You’ve been very attentive and patient. I’m going to
reward you for that. How would you like to go and
collect Bethany?”
“Now?—Really?—Of course I do. Let’s go.”
“Well, why don’t we go in your car? I’ve
always wanted to go in one of them.”
Thomas didn’t need to be asked twice.
He stopped the tape and went to the door, before
returning to the tape recorder and ejecting the tape.
He popped it into his pocket and motioned for the
man to follow him.
The station bustled as usual but no one paid
either of them any attention. Thomas turned to the
man. “Can they not see you?”

He shook his head, trying to clear the images.
All those images, they all appeared in his mind with
Bethany’s face, with her eyes looking straight at him.
He physically shuddered. His policeman’s training
worked its way forward, working out how to engage
with his passenger.

“Oh, I like the way you are thinking. We may
well be getting close to the end now Gareth.” He
snapped his fingers again and this time a small blue
spark appeared. “Not long now.”

He cleared his throat with a cough, and said,
“So, fear is the name of the game for you now then?”
He decided to keep him talking, try to get him to
reveal some more information.

Thomas rubbed his eyes and after retrieving
his car keys, headed toward the parking area. His
mind was in turmoil. The things he was seeing.
The things he’d heard said. His usually calm and
ordered mind was frantically searching for obvious
answers. The one he settled on was that this was a
man suffering from dwarfism, failed plastic surgery,
and had come from a travelling circus where he had a
magic act. He rubbed the back of his neck. Logic was
not helping here.

“Well, let’s say it is an experiment. A little bit
of a test.”
“Is my daughter, is she, is she a part of this
test?” The words got caught in his throat, as his
emotions threatened to overcome him.
“Now Gareth, I told you young Bethany was
alright and I meant it. No, I’ve put forward another
idea to the elders.”
He shuffled in his seat, distracted, as he

After a lot of messing around they were in
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Exhausted, physically and emotionally,
Thomas whispered, “What do you want?”

attempted to take in every sight outside the car
window.

“That’s my boy. Well, firstly, look over there.”

“And the other idea is?”

Through the window at the front of the house
Thomas saw his wife embracing their daughter, both
of them crying and smiling.

“It’s a very good one in my opinion. Third
house on the right is yours I believe.”
“The idea?”
“That recording you have in your pocket. It
won’t work by the way. Our chat is a private one.”
He winked at Thomas.

“See, I told you she would be fine. Now, as
to what I want? For this to never ever happen to your
family again? It’s simple really, Detective Inspector
‘Doubting’ Thomas.”

Pulling the tape from his pocket, he pushed it
into the cassette player in his car. Silence, and then a
voice, giggling. He recognised it immediately. It was
Bethany. Tears rolled over his cheeks.

He fixed him with an intense stare. Another
click of the fingers, a burst of bright blue light and he
vanished.
Thomas sagged. Sweat beaded on his
forehead. He reached for the door handle but it would
still not open. He flopped back on the rear seat.

“How about we give you back your little one,
at least for now?”
Thomas’s heart leapt, he undid his seat belt
and pulled the door handle. A click of the man’s
stubby fingers, a flash of blue light and the door
would not open. He pulled hard at the handle. He
rammed his shoulder into it. He tried the window. He
climbed into the back of the car and tried both rear
doors without success.

Breathing heavily, his mind whirred. The
light disappeared from within the car, sucked away,
leaving only pitch black. His eyes could not penetrate
the void. Within the dark vacuum his ears only heard
the thudding of his heart.
Without warning, two stumpy hands reached
from behind him, grabbing hold of his neck. He was
unable to move, frozen in position. Close to his ear,
the man’s voice whispered, “Believe. That’s all you
have to do. Believe.”

Eyes red with tears, he begged, “Let me see
her, please!”
“Gareth, my boy, calm yourself.” His voice
was cold. The grin remained but a serious tone
settled on each of his words. “You, a man of logic, a
man of facts, do believe that I can take your daughter
from you, whenever I so choose?”
Thomas, now on the back seat, threw himself
toward the man. He pushed and punched the air but
was unable to move.
“Hmmm, yes, I can feel that you do. Well,
this is nice. I cannot describe the feeling to you. It
just makes the air fizzle. I want you to hold onto
what you are feeling right now. I want you to know
that, I can and will, take young Bethany anytime I
feel like it. Maybe she could dress up as ‘Tinkerbell’
for my visits?”
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Lepidoptera
Rubigo

glints in the moonlight,
gun-metal grey, lustrous,
like it has been freshly
polished.
In the morning the
cat has slunk back only to be disturbed
again as the houses disgorge the morning
commuters. There is a symphony of doors
slamming, dusty engines coughing into life,
wheels popping over pot holes.

Pete Sutton

In the old red car, the glistening yolk-yellow
eggs are rocked, and warmed, by the car’s daily
journey. In each, a wriggling shape, black—like
tadpoles in a garden pond.
The cars return, the cat stretches, the
houses awake, their windows light up. Inside the
hidden places, in the engine block andbehind the
wheels, there is a scuttling, a scratching and a series of
ghastly plopping, ripping sounds.

The street is blanketed in silence.The houses—
sleeping sentinels, eyeless windows blankly staring.
A cat stalks from beneath a car hearing something, a
flutter of wings perhaps?

They are voracious and insatiable
machines adapted for eating. The front of the old red
car is stripped, like a giant’s hand ripped a chunkout of
it. They squirm into the dark places beneath the street,
dropping through the grates, wriggling into the drains.

The dust undisturbed, under a broiling
sun for several days, stirs in the light breeze. The
fluttering gets louder. The cat, spooked, runs.

Once they are safely secreted, the cat
braves the street again.Its eyes reflect the light of the
stars and the fingernail moon.

The shape is moth-like but much
larger than a seagull. It flutters over the cars,
landing upon an old red one. Its abdomen
distends and its ovipositor finds nooks
and crannies in the chosen car. A
wheel arch, in the spaces between
moving parts, in the engine.

#
When the moon rises full, they take
to the air, a hundred survivors, glistening in the light.
Like a freshly polished revolver.

When it
flaps off to seek
another host for
its eggs, it
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A Galaxy Fur, Fur Away

John Taloni

T’Furr was a very angry kitty.

“We must discover the language and culture of our
brethren. They have so far escaped us – not just us, but
every team on this forsaken planet.”

Mrrowl had been chasing him all day. Now he
was creeping towards T’Furr’s spot on the couch. Inch
by inch he moved into T’Furr’s comfort zone.

“Bddddddddt!” One of the other cats came
into the room, tail high. For some unknown reason, he
allowed himself to be called by the undignified name
of Bobo. “See, here is a perfect situation,” said T’Furr.
“Bobo, we call this a ‘bed.’ What do you call it?” But
Bobo’s only response was “Miaow?” And he sat on
the bed licking his paws.

“Mrrowl, I have had enough!” said T’Furr.
“We were not sent here to play these kitty games!”
Mrrowl continued to inch forward. He reached a paw
slowly towards T’Furr, then extended a claw. T’Furr
felt the fur rise on his neck despite his training. “Put
that down or I will be forced to respond in kind meow
Meow Meow!” The kitty brain overwhelmed his
training and he jumped to his feet, back arching.
“Mraaaarrrrrrr!” he exclaimed, almost
completely overwhelmed. With the last vestige of selfcontrol he leapt off the couch and rushed past Mrrowl,
hissing full force, into the bedroom.
T’Furr lay on the bed, tail twitching. Mrrowl
padded in and sat down a safe distance away. “You
act like we need to be working all the time,” he said in
their native language. It sounded strange coming out
of the small mouths of the Earth cats.
“And you forget our mission,” said T’Furr.

“Rrrrright,” said Mrrowl. “I see our subject is
ready for his language lesson. Look, maybe these cats
just aren’t like us. They seem to have these humans
trained to take care of them, and they look like us,
but what other evidence of civilization do we have?”
asked Mrrowl. “Perhaps they’re so advanced that
they prop up the entire human civilization. Or maybe
they’re just, well, not all that smart.”
But T’Furr wasn’t convinced. “We just need to
discover the key to their culture,” he replied.
“Come on, I want to play a little,” said
Mrrowl. “These small cat bodies can move remarkably
swiftly.” Mrrowl, T’Furr, and the other felinopologists
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had transferred their consciousness to bioengineered
bodies created from the genetic material of the local
cats. Their much larger bodies lay in stasis light years
away.

“Oh! Mean kitty!” she exclaimed. “You eat
over here.” She picked up his dish and moved it a
few feet away. T’Furr walked to the food, his tail
twitching. No one would order around an adult feline
in such an insulting manner on his homeworld – at
least not without risking a fight. Mrrowl ate a few feet
away, showing his amusement at T’Furr’s situation
with several twitches of his whiskers.

Mrrowl jumped on the bed, stalking T’Furr.
“No,” said T’Furr, “I’m not interested right n—”
T’Furr cut off mid-sentence as Mrrowl leapt at him.
“Leave me alone mrowr!”

After the meal, T’Furr went back to the couch
and began cleaning himself. Tongue on paw, then
stroke the head. Lick back and sides as much as
possible, clean the rest with the paws. While he much
preferred the warm mist bath of his homeworld, the
local custom was at least efficient. He hardly noticed
when the human sat beside him.

The human rushed into the bedroom. “No
fighting!” she said in the strange, throaty language her
kind used. “Break it up!” T’Furr ran off into the other
bedroom. Apparently the human thought T’Furr had
caused the fight, and she chased him. “Bad kitty!” She
carried a broom and made sweeping motions toward
T’Furr. “Get away from him! Bad cat!”

“Do you want to be a good kitty? Yes you do!”
she said, stroking his fur. T’Furr reacted with a start.
No cat allowed himself to be touched so casually on
his homeworld.

T’Furr scurried around the bed, barely
escaping the broom, and ran under the other bed.
With a twist of his neck he engaged the Safety
Portal. Jumping through, he landed in a small fold
in spacetime outside normal reality. Distantly, he
heard the human ask “Now where did that cat go? He
seems to disappear every time.” He heard her get on
hands and knees and look under the bed. “I’ll never
understand where that cat gets to,” she said.

“Who’s a happy kitty? Who’s a happy kitty!”
she said, scratching behind his ear. Involuntarily, he
moved his head toward her hand. His kitty emotions
began to overwhelm his consciousness.
Next, the human began to stroke him under the
chin. Inch by reluctant inch he moved closer to her.
His life’s training told him to run, to flee, not to let
anyone touch him so easily.

Still angry at the exchange, T’Furr paced
around in the Safety Portal. It was only a few feet
wide, and had no particular texture. The floor felt
like dull metal, but was actually more like a dense
forcefield. T’Furr remained in the Portal for almost an
hour. While useful, the Portals were not stable, and he
chose to leave before being dumped unceremoniously
on the ground. A short time later, he heard the sound
of a can opening – and he realized that he had become
quite hungry.

But it was too late. The emotions of his small
kitty body overwhelmed him. With a cross look on his
face, he started to purr.
Oh, the indignity.

Trotting to the kitchen, T’Furr saw several
bowls of food. He went to one and began to eat. Bobo
hissed at him, trying to take the food for himself.
T’Furr’s kitty brain impulses overloaded his emotions.
He hissed back, raising a paw and batting it at Bobo.
The human came in right then and saw only T’Furr’s
retaliation.
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Once and
Future King
Mirren Hogan
Heat.

She laughed, although her concern had
changed to hurt from his rejection. “You take it so to
heart.”

Stuffy, close, heavy with the odour of bodies
and cold food. The smell of ale on tabletops and
breaths. In the hearth, flames shimmered, red, orange,
yellow dancers flickering to their own music. Smoke
rose and hung across the room like a shroud. It was
vaguely reminiscent of the pyres, used to burn the
bodies of the slain on the day’s battlefield.

“How can I not?” he asked, his eyes flicking
past Gweneviere to Lancelot who sat on her other side.
He was no longer speaking or thinking of the battle,
only the rumours that had reached him of his queen
and his champion. He loved her so dearly, he could
not even ask her the truth of it, the images haunted his
sleep enough without learning she had betrayed him.

The battle, they won, but the grief of lost
friends and the joy of grinding their enemies into the
soil of Britain kept the revelry going on from the early
evening, far into the night and on into dawn.
By the time the first of the feasters swung the
door open and staggered out to make water, Arthur’s
head had begun to pound. Sobriety, in spite of
consuming several mugs of ale and two nights without
sleep had begun to take its toll.
He felt a soft hand squeeze his and smiled,
Gweneviere’s lovely face, eyes full of concern looked
back at him, drawing some of the weight from his
mind. She always had that effect, but his headache
was undiminished.
“Are you well, my lord?” she asked, her voice
soft, loud enough to only reach his ears.
“Well as I can be.” Arthur withdrew his hand,
lowering it into his lap. “Well as any man who led
three hundred men to their death.”

“Excuse me, my lady.” Arthur’s hands went to
the arms of his chair and he levered himself to his feet.
“I believe I shall retire for the night.”
She made to follow, but he waved her back
into her chair. “Nay, you stay and enjoy the festivities;
I would not have it spoilt for you for the sake of my
own temper.”
Gweneviere lowered herself back down and
nodded, damning herself in Arthur’s eyes with an
uncertain glance at Lancelot. For his part, the King’s
Champion merely looked amused, though he half rose
to bow before Arthur turned on his heel to leave the
room.
***
The frigid dawn air hit Arthur’s face like a
slap. He walked, hearing only the crunch of snow
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beneath his boots, not knowing which way he headed
or why.

the castle. Even Merlin’s odd chambers did not look
akin to this.

His head pounded hard like a hammer at an
anvil and he grimaced. Lights throbbed in front of his
vision. It took several blinks before he realised they
were in his eyes, not bobbing torches as he’d first
supposed. He squinted, attempting to see, to focus on
the lights.

A trick then? Or perhaps a dream. Yes, a
dream. That made sense.
Arthur lowered his head onto the cold stone,
pressing his face into a groove between two blocks,
the grout shallow and smooth. This dream was
extraordinarily vivid. His eyes closed and he prepared
to wake in his own bed when he heard the high pitched
scream of a woman.

Are these the ghosts of the defeated come for
retribution?
But the lights wouldn’t oblige, wouldn’t be
still. They bobbed just outside his gaze, moving ever
outward, then disappearing, only to reappear in the
centre of his sight.

He jerked upright and rose tentatively to his
feet. Whatever was going on, this was not a dream.
Something clicked softly and suddenly the
room swam in light, the source of which seemed to be
something hanging from the ceiling. Across the room,
a woman stood, a dressing robe wrapped around her
body, held in place by her arms.

What magic is this?
He frowned, but his forehead hurt worse than
before. Rhythmic, painful beats as the pain pulsed
across his forehead, down around his eyes and into
his cheekbones. Then the flickering flared to light so
blinding, he threw his hand across his face to shield
himself from the glare.

“Who the…?”
“Gweneviere?”
“No, I’m not…”

And then the light was gone and everything
went black.
***
The floor was cold and hard.
Arthur lay on his stomach, his face pressed
again stone, his headache only residual now, like
a bruise after a blow to the face. He groaned and
brought his hands up to either side of him, pressing his
palms against the floor. He frowned at the smoothness
of the stone beneath his fingertips.
He opened his eyes to the gloom. The
flickering was gone. No, it had moved to a foot
above his head. Only now, he could focus and the
light was green and flashing regularly in what looked
like numbers. He jerked upright. This was not his
chambers in Camelot. Nor did it look like any part of

Both stopped and Arthur stared. No,
this woman was not Gweneviere, although the
resemblance was uncanny. There was something in
this woman’s bearing, in the colour of her hair and
the length. Gweneviere would never have hair to her
shoulders, nor was it so blonde.
“Who are you?” he asked. He took a step
closer and held out his hand, palm up to show that he
was unarmed and meant her no harm.
“Grace,” she replied, apparently without
thinking, for then she blinked and drew herself up
straighter. “Hell, this is my apartment. Who the heck
are you and what are you doing here. I want answers,
now, or I’ll call the police!”
Arthur understood most of what the woman
said, but she spoke with a very strange accent, broad
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and slow. How was it that he understood her at all?
Her words were peculiar. What was a police? Or an
apartment, for that matter? He realised he’d been
speaking oddly too, but she seemed to understand
him. What demonism was this?

needed, was Merlin. “What year did you say it is?”
“I didn’t, but it’s 2002.”
Arthur gaped. He’d come over fifteen hundred
years into a world he knew nothing about, and he was
supposed to save the world? The gods seemed to be
asking an awful lot of him, king or not.

He ventured a glance around and did a doubletake. The room was full of odd chairs and strange
black or grey boxes, each with lights, some flashing,
others static.

He got to his feet and started pacing across the
lounge room floor. Even after Grace had explained
that her machines were called a television, video,
DVD player and stereo, they disquieted him. Numbers
and lights flashing looked demonic, but they seemed
appropriate in this future world to which he’d come.

He looked back at Grace as she cleared her
throat and took a step toward something resting in a
cradle. Perhaps some strange weapon, he had better
talk fast.
“I… I am not sure what I am doing here. There
was a light and then I woke on your floor.”

“You are not an army,” he pointed out.
“No,” Grace grinned, “I’m a journalist.”

“What’s your name?” she asked tilting her chin
up at him.
“Arthur, High King of Britain.”
Her jaw dropped. She stared at him with
obvious disbelief. For a moment, he thought she was
going to pick up her weapon and use it on him. He
took a step back, but instead, she sank into the corner
of a couch upholstered in garish geometric patterns.
“The once and future king,” she whispered,
“will come when the world needs him the most and
save mankind.” She looked up at him. “Well mate, we
never needed you more than we do now.”
***
The prophesy was the strangest thing Arthur
had ever heard. He sat back on Grace’s couch, his legs
crossed at his ankles while she spoke. It did seem as
if the world needed help, but even with his army he
doubted his ability to live up to such a charge.
“You don’t need an army,” she reassured him.
“You have me.”
That didn’t reassure him. What he really

“Jur-na-list..?”
“Yeah, I write. I talk to people and then
write up articles for the newspapers and magazines. I
freelance.”
He gave her a blank look and she waved her
hand. “It doesn’t matter, but I have contacts that can
help us do what we have to do.”
“Contacts?” So many words he didn’t
understand the context of. Then something more
disturbing occurred to him. “Us? But you’re a
woman.”
“So you noticed,” she said drily. “Look, you’re
lost in the present…”
“Future.”
“Does it matter?”
“It is my future.”
“Whatever. You’re lost and you need help.
And you need someone who actually believes that you
are who you say you are without wanting to lock you
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away as a nutter.”

He had to see Merlin.

He didn’t understand the word, but the
connotation was clear enough. “You know where to
start?”

He turned just short of bumping into the wall
at the far end of his chamber. Turn, start pacing back
again. If anyone knew what to do, it would be the
druid.

“I have some ideas. Several countries in this
time have arms that could destroy the world with the
press of a button. One in particular seems hell bent on
blowing us up and his country with us.”

“Unless the gods want to help me directly?” he
asked hopefully, looking up at the ceiling.
No answer.

Now that, Arthur understood. “They have
swords larger than in my time?”

“I thought not.” Shaking his head, Arthur
rushed from his chambers in search of the druid.

Grace laughed. “You could say that. Men have
been striving for bigger and better ways to kill each
other since the dawn of time.”

***
Merlin’s chambers were a jumble of pots full
of dried herbs, liquids and other things Arthur didn’t
want to dwell on too much. Along one wall, the druid
had jammed half-made contraptions, the intended
use of which Arthur hadn’t a clue. Shelves lined the
opposite wall, crammed with scrolls, parchments and
thick, bound tomes. In the centre of the room, a huge
oak table took pride of place, every centimetre of its
surface covered with all manner of druidic items.

“Indeed,” Arthur agreed. “So all we have to
do is find these swords and melt them down. No?” He
saw her frowning and tapping her fingers against one
knee that poked out from under her robe.
right?”

“It won’t be that easy, but I… are you all

Arthur was about to ask her why, when she
disappeared in a white flare of blinding light.
***
Mid-morning in Camelot, the sun was two
hands above the horizon as Arthur peered through the
window. He must have been dreaming, but he knew he
had not. He did not dream standing and still wearing
the clothes from the night before. They reeked of
wood smoke, he stripped to toss them in a corner.
Pulling on fresh clothes, he resumed pacing
as if he hadn’t stopped, the tip of his finger pressed
against his lips. Seven steps to the right, six to the left.
He had to do something. There had to be a
reason the gods returned him to Camelot and, for that
matter, sent him to the future in the first place.

Merlin didn’t seem the smallest bit surprised
by Arthur’s story. He nodded and rolled the end of his
long, red beard between the tips of his fingers as if
he’d been expecting such a story sooner or later.
“That’s very interesting indeed, yes,” Merlin
turned to study the shelves before stepping forward to
lower one of the larger tomes into his hand. He swept
his arm to clear a place, then lay it on the table, open a
hundred pages into the tome.
“Ahh yes, the prophesy. How remarkable
that it will still be remembered fifteen hundred years
from now. Yes, remarkable indeed. Now I wonder
how. Maybe I put it down in some…” The druid was
mumbling to himself now, his eyes glazed in thought.
“Merlin?”

Six steps, seven.

“Yes, my lord?” The druid blinked and
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squinted. “Oh, yes, sorry.” He leaned forward over the
tome, running his pointer finger down the pages and
flicking them one after the other.
“Now, we need a spell to remove these swords,
you say?”
Arthur nodded. “Yes, but I’m not in the future,
won’t that…?”
Merlin waved a bony hand without even
looking up. “One thing at a time boy, one thing at a
time.”
Chastened, Arthur stood back and waited.

my boy?” The druid smiled and shook a finger at
Arthur. “You can unite the rest of the tribes of Britain
with what you have. After we deal with this. And that
brings us to the problem of how to send you back to
the future.”
Apparently pondering this, Merlin reached for
a bag, turned it inside out and scooped the stone up.
He turned the bag around and pulled the drawstring
tight, trapping the stone inside.
“You must be careful with this. Open the bag
and tip it onto the top sword of the pile.”
“What if they’re not in a pile?”

***
The stone Merlin handed Arthur was warm, as
if a life dwelled within, pulsing gently. Black as night,
it seemed to absorb the light from the candle on the
table beside it. Only a single line of white zig-zagging
unevenly across the stone’s surface reflected the flame
in a dance of its own.
“What does it do?” Arthur reached out a finger
to touch the stone.
Merlin slapped his hand away. “It sends
objects into an another world.”
“A what?” Arthur’s brow furrowed. He tore
his eyes from the stone and gave Merlin a questioning
look.
Merlin waved his hand dismissively. “You
wouldn’t understand. Oh, close your mouth, I hardly
understand myself. Suffice to say it will send the
swords elsewhere, to a place where they can’t harm
mankind.”
“Can they harm the people there?” Arthur
asked. Should they be making all the swords
disappear? Perhaps his people could use some...
“No, they can’t,” Merlin said sharply, “There’s
no one where the stone will send the weapons and
yes, you have to send them all. I know you too well,

pile!”

Merlin snorted. “Then make a pile boy, make a

Arthur blushed and muttered something that he
intended to sound more or less agreeable.
“Uh, where was I?” Merlin scratched his chin
with his free hand. “Oh yes. Tip the stone out and wait
for the count of three long breaths. The arms will be
gone.”
So simple.
Arthur doubted it, nothing was that simple.
“And how do I get back to the future?”
Merlin shook his head and lowered the bag
into Arthur’s hand “I don’t kno—”
Apparently, the gods had an answer, for the
minute the bag touched Arthur’s palm, his head burst
into sudden pain, flashing, blinding light and he was
gone.
***
“Oh, there you are, welcome back,” Grace’s
drawl was unmistakable near Arthur’s left ear. Her
breath caressed his lobe and slid across his cheek,
laced with something his nose didn’t recognise.
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“Would you like a cuppa?”
“Cuppa?” Arthur rubbed his eyes, opened them
and looked around, seeing Grace crouching beside
him in the centre of her room.
“Coffee,” She held a cup under his nose and he
breathed the steam in deeply, appreciating the strange,
compelling aroma.

out the window as people moved past wearing a
strange assortment of clothes and pushing their bags
on small steel wagons. He wriggled uncomfortably
in his own new clothes. Scrounged from a friend
of Grace’s, they fit well, but were made of cloth
softer than his own. They were comfortable enough
physically, but he felt somewhere between feminine
and naked.
Surely even Gweneviere didn’t wear cloth this

“Uh, thank you, no.” He shook his head, the
ache gone now and remembered why he was here.
“I got some help, Merlin created a magic stone to
remove the swords…”

soft?

“Arms,” Grace corrected, rising to her feet and
walking to look out a window. “Weapons.”

“If my men could see me, they would not
follow me into battle again, but spend their days
referring to me as ‘milady.’”

Arthur nodded, “Call them what you will, we
have work to do, do we not?”
She turned back to him and smiled. “Indeed
we do.”
***
The car thrummed beneath Arthur as it tore
down the highway in the direction of Sydney Airport.
The idea of a machine flying in the air like a bird
unnerved him, but he quite enjoyed the feel of the
old—Grace said classic—Holden Monaro. If he
ignored the traffic whizzing past, overtaking them,
he could almost imagine the car was an elaborate
carriage. One which made his head spin and his
stomach turn.
“Fit for a king,” Grace had declared as she’d
leaned over to fasten a strap across his chest.
They turned a corner which led under a
building and Arthur felt the car slow. They went on
gliding toward a gate that rose and fell under, Arthur
didn’t know what, power, as Grace pulled a piece of
parchment out of a box beside the car. The two things
seemed related, but he couldn’t see how.
Rather than dwell on the mystery, he looked

“You look fine,” Grace assured him, swinging
the car into a parking space and turning the engine off.

“So much for the days when men were real
men,” Grace muttered. “Come, our plane leaves soon.”
***
There were no gods, Arthur decided, his face
buried in his third parchment bag. ‘Barf bags’, Grace
called them. Torture bags, Arthur thought as sourly as
the smell coming back up to him from the bottom of
the soggy parchment. Flying on a plane was nothing
like driving in the car. He could not comprehend how
birds could willingly take to the skies.
The heights, the motion, the clouds nestled
beside him like demon sheep- this was no way for a
king to travel. Not even a tiny, glass bottle of sweettasting ale helped to settle his nerves or his stomach.
He’d only emptied that into the second ‘barf bag.’
Upon Grace’s suggestion, he tried to sleep,
only to become more nauseated.
“Why couldn’t the gods have sent me where
they needed me,” he moaned, folding the top of the
bag down gingerly to hand it to the patient looking
woman in a green uniform, her skirt scandalously
short.

94
00

“How much longer?”
lightly.

letting Grace speak for them both. There would be
nothing more telling than opening his mouth and it
was easier not to have to explain where he came from.
The gods only knew what Grace had told Tarik, but
apparently, it was enough, as Tarik led them out of the
airport to a dusty car the colour of his uniform and
drove them into the eye of the dust storm.

“Only another twenty-four hours,” Grace said
“You are enjoying this?” he accused.

“Not for a moment, I’m just savouring the
thought that we’re going to save the world.”

***

Somehow, that didn’t seem so exciting just
now. Arthur lowered his eyes and began to murmur,
beseeching every god he could think of for their
mercy.

Time passed in a blur. Days and night, heat and
dust, faces, hotel rooms, blankets spread across the
back of Tarik’s car. The stone Merlin created worked
just as he’d said it would, although the swords of
the future looked nothing like Arthur had expected.
Pile by pile, he and Grace rid the world of them,
sometimes with the help of Tarik, sometimes with the
man standing watch.

***
The plane bumped onto the tarmac, but Arthur
could see nothing out the window but swirling dust.

More times that Arthur could remember,
Tarik talked their way into or out of the metal barns
where the weapons were stored, often showing a
wad of parchment to the men standing guard on the
door. Several times, they’d been threatened with long
devices Grace called guns and twice they came under
direct fire.

“Normal for this time of year,” Grace assured
Arthur, but he was so relieved to be on solid ground
that he’d have tolerated a dozen dust storms.
He trudged behind her though the small
terminal, their bags hanging heavily from each of
his burly shoulders. She seemed to be looking for
someone, continually stopping in front of him to rise
up on her toes and whip her face from side to side
before hustling on.

Most nights, no matter where they rested,
Arthur fell asleep to the sound of distant bangs and
flashes of light that Grace refused to explain.

The fourth time he almost walked into her,
Grace let out a cry and rushed forward though the
crowds to a tall man wearing a green and brown
uniform, the word ‘Madur’ sewn across one side of his
chest.
“Tarik Madur, this is Arthur… er, Arthur King.
Arthur, Tarik is an old friend of my father’s. They
worked together a decade ago, but Tarik’s offered to
help us.”
Tarik nodded, unsmiling but not unwelcoming
and held out his hand.
Drilled in the protocol of the future, Arthur
smiled politely, shook Tarik’s hand and stepped back,

And then, a month after they stepped off the
dusty plain, they reached the last of the sword barns,
according to the large parchment containing what
Tarik said was a map. The piece of parchment was
large, filling the car’s windscreen and scribbled across
in multiple places in red pen. One by one, Grace and
Tarik had crossed out locations in black pen, which
always gave Arthur the shivers. Black was the colour
of darkness and demons, and Grace had had to assure
him that it was only ink and not a portent.
Tarik swung the car through the last set of
gates, calling out through the window in a rapid
language Arthur didn’t understand. He produced the
wad of documents as Grace and Arthur slipped out of
the car and headed for the last metal barn.
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“Run!”

A bang filled the air and Grace called out,

He took a step back and raised his hands as
one of the men snapped some kind of order to him.
Although he didn’t know the language, the meaning
was obvious. He gulped.

A cry of pain, and Arthur looked back long
enough to see Tarik slump against the car, blood
soaking the chest of his uniform. Pelting forward, he
slipped through the door to the barn a second before
Grace.

“I do not mean you any harm,” he offered
speaking slowly.
The leader barked another order, but Arthur
could only shake his head. “I am sorry, I do not
understand.”

She slid the door closed behind them.
“Quick, there’s about a hundred guys
converging on this place,” she urged, trying
desperately to slide the lock into place.

The man was becoming angry now.
Gods, if you are watching, I would like to go
home now.

“And a few in here,” Arthur called back,
dodging left and right, the layout of the barn familiar
enough for him to know just where he was headed. A
bullet whizzed past his left ear, grazing the skin but
missing anything vital.

Evidently, the gods were paying attention, the
barn melted away and Arthur was gone.
***

As he ran, he reached into his pocket for the
bag and started to pull it free. He had it in his hand
when he reached the arms and open a heartbeat later.
Hoping his aim was true, he swung the bag, holding it
by the bottom and let the stone fly, praying to the gods
for it to land true.

A month later…

It did, landing squarely in the centre of three of
the enormous arms as they sat on large trailers, ready
to moved out and launched at short notice. Thankfully,
they could be as far as a metre apart for the stone to
work on them all. He’d discovered that when he’d first
used it.
He counted slowly, standing still now that
he’d finished his work. The arms shimmered and
disappeared as if they were dissolving into the air.

The jeep veered around the corner and slid to a
halt on the road just outside the silo. The front doors,
baring the anagram UN, opened, letting several men
in army fatigues and two in overalls climb out. One
of the latter held a map, squinting at it before nodding
decisively. The last few silos had showed nothing,
empty, making him look like a fool. But not this time.
This time, they’d find what they were looking for.
“This is the place, this time we’ll find those
weapons of mass destruction.”

A moment later, he heard Grace scream and
turned to see her sag, her back shattered by a bullet
Arthur hadn’t even heard. She fell, landing heavily on
the ground and lying horribly still.
Arthur found himself surrounded by a dozen
men armed with identical weapons.
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City Under Glass
M.L. John

The leper’s eyes glinted with suspicion. “Just
put on the clothes,” Mikkel insisted, offering the
armful of velvet again. “By order of the emperor.”
Ivor was clean, and for the first time in
Mikkel’s memory, he had shaved. The sores on his
cheeks, unobscured now by his usual mats of hair,
oozed. The old man’s hands were no longer wrapped
in dirty rags, but were exposed for the world to
see the mush of his fingers. Even so, the peasants
hurrying past them gave the old leper and the captain
of the emperor’s guard a wide berth. The carthorse
horse blew out breath and nudged Mikkel’s pockets,
obviously bored.
“Tell me again, My Lord.” Ivor kept his
battered grasp to himself. “Why would the emperor
give such fine gifts to old Ivor?”
“I told you before. The emperor wishes to
give a suit of clothing to every man, woman and child
in the city. His grief has made him more caring.”
“I never knowed any emperor to start giving
money away over some dead girl,” Ivor grumbled.
“More likely to go to war over keeping it, they are.”
Mikkel shook the clothes at the beggar. “Your

ingratitude has been noted, I assure you.”
The old man took the clothes, still muttering
under his breath, then shuffled away holding the fine
fabric away from his body as if afraid it would infect
him. Mikkel could remember standing in a crowd of
boys as they cast stones at the leper. When he was an
adult, he was always the first to drop a coin into Ivor’s
dented tin cup. He should tell the old man to run, to
leave the city. He did not. Mikkel had sworn to obey
his emperor in all things, and in all things he would
obey.
Evening cooled with the promise of night.
Around him, the younger of the city’s guardsmen
stretched and rustled, chain mail clinking. The last
day, Mikkel thought.
“All right, men, back in the wagon,” he
ordered.
The people they passed as the horse clomped
through the city streets were all dressed in the clothing
of courtiers. A woman carrying a bucket of water on
her head and one in each of her hands tripped over a
hem of pastel silk and sloshed her liquid burden into
the dirt. The butcher’s lad, with his oafish face and
haystack hair, wore a tunic lined with crystals as he
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swung a hatchet down—thwack!—through a chicken’s
neck and handed the still-squirming corpse to a girl
in brocade. They were ridiculous clothes to wear
during a working day. The emperor, and by extension,
Mikkel, had insisted on it, so the peasants wore
jewels while they slopped their pigs and emptied their
chamber pots out the windows.

The young guard tousled the boys hair and
chucked the girl under her chin. The younglings trailed
him up the cobblestone walk and watched him knock
on the door. A woman opened the door, drying her
hands on her apron. Mikkel watched them talk, and
the sergeant gave her the emperor’s gift. Her sounds of
delight piped into the air.

“They are a sight, Captain,” murmured the
young sergeant beside him. “Every one of them
dressed richer than nobility. Why, they’ll have those
clothes shredded by nightfall, I’ll wager.”

Mikkel closed his eyes against tears. As the
sergeant hopped back over the side of the cart he heard
his daughter-in-law call, “Thank you, Father Mikkel!
They are so beautiful!”

Mikkel sighed. “Never question the orders of
your emperor, Sergeant. He is the Son of the Sun. He
knows better than the rest of us, and he always will.”

He did not look at her. “Go,” he said instead,
and the cart rumbled onward.
On the mountain above the city sat the
Emperor’s palace with the city sprawling around it.
From the town below, it seemed a mirage; at once
Mikkel could smell pig shit and see a shining spire of
glass glinting in the light of the setting sun. Closer,
up where the nobility lived, that great glass structure
refracted sunshine into a thousand rainbows to splash
against the streets and buildings. Everything was
awash with colour up there. Down in the dirt, beautiful
girls died all the time, some of dysentery, some in
childbirth, some murdered by cruel lovers, some by
worse. But as Mikkel and the other soldiers drew
closer to the grand structure, he realized he understood
something new: when one had spent his entire life lit
with rainbows, ugliness became unbearable.

The younger guard saluted.
The last house was a mile from the city’s core,
but Mikkel had avoided it carefully. Now there was
no place left to put before it. The house was small
and tidy, painted white as a wedding gown. A pair of
golden-haired children and a dog chased each other
through rows of carrot tops and dangling peas. As the
troop of soldiers approached, the children stopped to
stare with wide-eyed alarm.
The cart pulled to a stop just in front of the
gate. The dog barked and fell back a pace, stifflegged. Its tail swished through the air in low, nervous
arcs. Then the girl pointed and said something to her
brother. The boy focused on Mikkel and grinned,
revealing a missing tooth. Both children waved and
ran toward the gate.
Mikkel swallowed hard. “Sergeant. Take the
clothes up to the house.”
The sergeant shot his captain a questioning
look. He looked from Mikkel to the children, who
had stopped waving at the edge of their garden and
now seemed confused by their grandfather’s lack of
response. He looked back at Mikkel again. Then he
reached down for a bundle of silk and hopped over the
side of the cart without speaking.

Mikkel stood watch as the overdressed
groomsmen took control of the horses and the cart.
The setting sun glittering from the palace’s glass face
blinded him, and he had to train his eyes on his boots.
The guardsmen at the gate saluted him, squinting.
Mikkel nodded at each of them as he walked past.
He had not learned all of their names. That seemed a
great crime now. They reminded him of himself, so
very many years ago, when the world was new and his
responsibilities were less crushing.
The emperor, he knew, would still be in the
room at the top of the spire, many flights of stairs
above the ground. Resigning himself to the long walk,
he trudged upstairs to make his report.
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This room, too, twinkled with bars of refracted
light. Red and yellow bands danced across the marble
floor, colouring the young man in the crown and robe.
Mikkel thought of the emperor’s father, who had
always been so regal in his sunray crown. He heard
his own father’s voice whispering, The emperor is the
son of the Sun. His blood can heal any illness, as they
stood together to watch Mikkel’s first parade. The old
emperor had seemed so much like a god to the young
boy that the man had never questioned it.
Emperor Alliot sat in the same slumped
position he had assumed for five days. In a distant
corner, a chamber pot stank. He defecates like a man,
Mikkel thought, and wondered if his father would slap
his mouth for such a blasphemous thought.
Alliot watched a girl on a bed with
embroidered blankets. She was still and pale, long
eyelashes shadowing her cheeks like traces of
butterfly wings. Her lips were soft, her cheekbones
were high enough to cast their own shadows, and her
skin was smooth as cream.
Cut flowers piled around her in a fragrant
array, arranged one on top of the other, braided into
her long hair. Hidden beneath the cairn of roses was a
crack in her head wide enough for her brain to show
through. Under the perfume lingered the dark smell of
decay. The empress had begun to rot.
Mikkel saluted. Alliot looked up, eyes blank,
face spangled by the peculiar light of the crypt. He
was young, the beard light and thin against his cheeks.
He looked away from his captain without speaking.
“It is done, my emperor,” Mikkel said. “Even
Ivor the leper has been bathed and given a new suit of
clothes.”
“Well done, Captain,” breathed the emperor,
voice empty as a wind. “Everything in the whole land
is perfect now.”
“Yes,” Mikkel agreed. He shifted from one
foot to the other as he wondered what else to say.

He thought of the day, so long ago, when his
ruler had tripped over shoelaces he was too small to
tie and bloodied his nose against the floor. All of the
courtiers had looked at the little prince with horror
while the child screamed. What was a nobleman to
do when a child of the Sun started to bleed? Would
the heat of his skin be enough to burn? Mikkel had
wondered the same thing in the seconds before he
acted.
The young guard had scooped the prince up
and cleaned the little face with a sleeve, thinking of
his own children as he did so. The heaviness of the
courtier’s eyes on him, the weight of their silence,
made him realize what a grievous error he had
committed by daring to touch this child. He set the
prince back down on his feet. One of his fellow guards
shifted, then another. They traded uncomfortable looks
as they waited for someone to order him dead. Then
the child turned back to Mikkel, lifting his chubby
arms and grunting to be picked up again. Alliot’s
laughter was taken as a pardon. A month later, Mikkel
was promoted to sergeant.
Perhaps he should have guessed then that
Alliot was capable of breaking. Perhaps this emperor
was too far removed from the Sun to remember what it
felt like to be a god.
Mikkel bowed to his monarch with his heart
aching and turned to go. Alliot did not react. He stared
at the dead girl’s face as he had for so many days.
Before the captain shut the door, he looked back once
more, just in time to see the emperor reach for a cold
and unresponsive hand.
The wizard Harriman stood in the hallway,
head bowed low as if in prayer or meditation. As
Mikkel crested the stairs that would take him down
and home, the wizard called, “Did you deliver the
leper his stack of velvet, then?”
Mikkel paused, foot hovering an inch above
the top step. He didn’t ask how Harriman knew Ivor’s
new suit had been of velvet. “Aye.”
“Tell me this,” the wizard called. “If the
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emperor ordered you to take your sword to that
beggar, would you?”
The captain closed his eyes against his grief. “I
cannot make him want to live, Wizard.”
“No. But you could refuse to help him die.”
Appalled, Mikkel spun to face the slight man
in the voluminous robes. “What would you have me
do? Spurn the orders of the emperor? Can you expect
more defiance of me than you possess yourself?”
Harriman did not reply. Instead, he looked at
the wall and swallowed whatever bitter words had
formed in his mouth. Mikkel ambled down a few steps
to put distance between them.
“Do not forget to wear your new clothes.” The
wizard called. “Come dawn, we must all be perfect.
‘Tis the will of the emperor, who is the Son of the
Sun.”
Mikkel fled down the stairs and home. He
lived at the edge of the city, where houses were sparse
and surrounded by untamed woodland. He let his mare
amble along the familiar road at her own pace, hands
slack on the reins. When she stopped to pull at a patch
of clover, Mikkel allowed it. You could refuse to help
him die, Harriman whispered into his thoughts. His
father’s voice argued, He is the Son of the Sun.
Mikkel owned just enough land to grow a
vegetable garden. The house had a thatched roof and
walls covered in climbing roses. He had raised four
children in that house and loved the same woman all
his life. In years past, when his horse clomped into the
yard his passel of babies would rush out to meet him,
thrusting frightened frogs and bugs up where he could
examine them, demanding kisses and tickles, feeding
little bits of food to his horse. The yard was empty
now. All of his children were married with homes of
their own.
Smoke drifted in lazy billows from the stone
chimney. Sharla would be making supper now. Heartweary, Mikkel curry-combed the mare and poured

oats into her feed bag. Then he went inside. Sharla
hummed to herself in her sweet alto as she stirred
some fragrant pot. She turned when the door closed,
smiling. On their wedding day, she had been slender
and spry, long hair shining in that afternoon’s sunlight.
Her eyes were the bluest he had ever seen, bluer than
the cornflowers her sisters had braided into her hair.
She had laughed up at him, danced in his arms. That
night, the first time they made love, she wept. Now she
had gained weight, and her hair was as much silver as
gold. Her face was soft and lined, crinkling up at the
edges with long years of laughter. Her eyes were still
so blue.
“Hallo, love,” Sharla said, and stood on her
tiptoes to kiss him as she had so many years ago. “You
look heartsick.”
Mikkel wondered what his life might have
become if Sharla, like the empress, had been killed
when they were still young. Perhaps he would
have broken into as many shards as Emperor Alliot.
Perhaps, if he had looked into the future and seen
himself without her for every one of his days, perhaps
he would have decided to die beside his wife as Alliot
had. But Sharla had lived. They had fought together,
sometimes, worried together, grieved together. Life
with her had not always been easy. But every day had
been with her, and because of that life was happy.
“It is the emperor,” Mikkel sighed. “He is not
well, Sharla.”
Sharla’s smile faded. “Have some supper.
Everything looks better on a full stomach.”
Mikkel’s wife cooked food both hearty and
good. Later, they made love by firelight until they
were both sated. She lay with her head against his
chest and he wrapped his arms around her.
“My love,” Mikkel whispered. “You have
never been so beautiful.”
Sharla laughed, voice husky. “Old fool, you are
going blind. I am fat and wrinkled.”
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Mikkel reached for her chin and tipped her
face up to his kiss. “Nothing has ever been as lovely.
Forgive me if I ever forgot to tell you so.”

the palace the horse was wild-eyed and lathered. He
stroked the poor beast and left her in the courtyard,
reins trailing. The guards at the door saluted him and
did not question his intent in the palace so early in the
morning.

Sharla’s eyes filled with light and her smile
with love. “There is nothing to forgive.”
But there were things to forgive, so very many
things. There were days he had been thoughtless, even
unkind. Mikkel had taken his tempers out on her and
made her cry with frustration. He wished now he had
been a better husband. He wished he had the courage
to defy his god and save the woman he had always
loved.

The wizard Harriman stood outside the crypt,
drawing patterns on the floor with coloured sand.
Candles flickered around the edges of his design. The
wizard chanted in the language of magic. He did not
stop to talk, but raised one eyebrow instead.
Mikkel nodded. Harriman smiled, but he did
not stop chanting.

Mikkel’s wife fell asleep in his arms, snoring
lightly, but he lay awake watching the dancing
firelight until the sky in the east turned grey. He
thought again of his grandchildren and their confused
expressions. Had it truly been the last time he would
ever set eyes on their sweet faces? Was it really
possible he had sacrificed his last chance to hold them
to his own cowardice?

The captain made his way around the place of
ritual and let himself into the crypt without knocking.
The smell of rotting meat and flowers hit him in
a hot wave. Alliot stood. His eyes were red from
wakefulness and his beard was unkempt.

Restless, Mikkel shifted. I want it all to stop,
Alliot had said.

Mikkel opened his mouth, and for a moment
no sound came out. He swallowed. “No. I will not.”

Even a god has no right, Mikkel thought. Lad,
there are other things in this world than grief. There
are more loves than just your own.

Alliot blinked. It was the first emotion Mikkel
had seen from his sovereign in nearly a week. “You
defy us? Today of all days?”

It would be dawn soon. Emperor Alliot would
want him to dress in his finery and make Sharla do the
same. He would want them to sit down to breakfast as
if everything was perfect. Mikkel drew his arm from
under his wife’s head. He pulled on his velvet trousers
and silk shirt, tying the laces with sharp movements,
then belting on the bejeweled scabbard the emperor
had gifted him. Sharla’s hair lay in a glinting waterfall
across her pillow, and her bare breasts lifted and fell
with the steady peace earned through a lifetime of
goodness. He would not wake her.

“I defy you.” Mikkel’s voice was louder than
he intended.

He would go to the emperor. He would
say… well. He would figure it out when he got
there. He saddled his old mare and goaded her into
an unaccustomed gallop. By the time he arrived at

“Captain,” Emperor Alliot said. “You should
not be here. Go home.”

He strode to the centre of the room and took
the boy in a tight embrace. For a brief second, the
emperor went stiff. Then he reached up and pushed
Mikkel’s chest hard enough to fling him away.
Mikkel stumbled against the bier, causing it to rock.
The empress’s limp hand fell away from her chest to
dangle over the floor.
“Are you mad?” Alliot demanded, voice full
of fury. “How dare you touch us?”
For a moment, he could not answer. He
swallowed and reached down for the empress’s hand.
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Mikkel steepled her fingers back together and folded
them across her breast. Poor child, Mikkel thought.
You would have made a beautiful mother.
While Emperor Alliot stared at him with lips
parted in offended amazement, Mikkel sat down in
the chair beside the empress. He remembered the first
day he set eyes on her. She wore a red gown and her
cheeks blushed scarlet as the fabric of her bodice. The
day of her wedding, she tripped over her long train
and Mikkel reached out to steady her. The empress,
young and high-spirited, squeezed his fingers as if
they were the greatest of friends. She had reminded
him of his daughter then. At her funeral, she had been
too like his daughter for comfort.
“You dare,” Alliot grated, “You dare touch my
empress?”
“Oh, stop blustering,” Mikkel said. His voice
sounded weary and sad. “Have you never heard that
Lord Death loves us all the same? We die today,
we two. She died last week. We are all equal now,
emperors and empress and soldiers and peasants.”
Alliot fell silent. In the quiet, the wizard could
be heard chanting on the other side of the door.
“I wish we had always been equals,” Mikkel
sighed. “If we had, I would have told you I loved you.
I have not only protected you all these years because it
was my duty. I have protected you because you were
as dear as my own sons.” Mikkel smiled, bitter. “I
would do anything to take this pain from you.”
For a long moment, Alliot said nothing. He
looked at the floor. Finally, he whispered, “Nothing
will ever take it from me.”
Mikkel nodded. “That is just, I suppose. You
cannot have love without grief. When I say the hurt
will lessen, I beg you to believe me.” Mikkel paused,
considering his next words carefully. “Even if you
are the first man alive who never finds relief in the
passage of time, you have no right to make the wizard
cast this spell. It is not your place to murder a city to
assuage your own pain. ”

Alliot shuffled to the window, silent again. The
rising sun struck the reflection of red glass against the
emperor’s robe. He crossed his arms over his chest
and looked out at the land below them.
“The empress is rotting,” Alliot said. “If I do
not stop it, she will be nothing but bones.”
Mikkel blinked. “These are your people, boy.
It is your duty to protect them, not to destroy them.
Even an emperor’s grief is not reason enough for this
atrocity.”
Alliot stayed silent. A muscle in the emperor’s
jaw clenched, jumping into sharp relief.
“This city is full of beggars,” Alliot said. “It
is full of illness, full of cruelty. Since my father died
I have struggled to keep law in this place. I have been
unable to sleep, unable to eat from the worry of what
would become of these people. Until I met her.”
The emperor took a shuddering breath and cast
a longing look over his shoulder. “For the first time
in my life, someone loved me because I was a man,
not because I was an emperor. Beside her, I could
sleep. When she teased me, I could laugh.” Alliot
swallowed. “And then… and then she was thrown
from her horse when some peasant’s children cast a
firework at her entourage.”
“It was an accident,” Mikkel said. “They were
children.”
“Yes,” Alliot snarled. “Children! What sort
of a world is this, when dirty, ill-behaved brats can
take from an emperor the only thing he has ever
loved? I am tired of hearing people make excuses for
the cruelty and stupidity of fate! My pain will fade,
will it? Bah! It will be preserved in crystal just like
everything else in this city!” Alliot took a shuddering
breath. “It has begun. The edges of the city are
shining already. You should see it, Captain. It is quite
beautiful.”
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Sharla. Mikkel hoped she had not awakened,

had not had time to be frightened as her body became
encased in rock and there was no longer air to breathe.
He closed his eyes against the sudden pain.
“My wife is dead,” Mikkel whispered.

He remembered the lace of his daughter’s eyelashes
against her fat baby cheeks. He remembered his
grandson’s gap-toothed smile.
Mikkel drew back his arm and plunged the
sword hilt-deep in Alliot’s belly.

“So is mine,” said the emperor.
Mikkel thought again of his wedding day, of
Sharla’s sweet, bright laughter. He thought of the day
his first son was born, his wife’s sweat-caked hair and
exhausted face. She had been glorious.
“She was the love of my life,” Mikkel
murmured. “I have loved her since I was no older than
you are.”

Bright blood poured over gasping lips and
down the lightly bearded chin. It was hot on his hands,
and for a moment Mikkel wondered if his sins had
caught up with him, if he was burning. Alliot reached
up to wrap his fists around the sword’s handle as if
he would pull it out, but after a weak tug he let go.
Mikkel tasted tears and realized he was weeping.
“Please,” the emperor choked. “Please.”

“You should be grateful, then,” Alliot snapped.
“Now your grief can be preserved with mine, perfectly
acute for all time.” He paused. “Look out the window.
The spell has nearly reached the base of the palace.”

Alliot coughed once more, spattering his
murderer with blood. Then he shuddered and his legs
collapsed beneath him. The smell of shit mixed with
the smell of death and roses.

Mikkel stood. His hands shook. His children
were dead, then, their wives and husbands and his
grandchildren. He had not said goodbye to them. He
had been unable to face them from his guilt, and he
had given away the last opportunity he would ever
have to hold them.

Mikkel did not bother to remove his sword
from the body of his lord. He walked back to the chair
beside the empress and sat down in it. His hands were
bloody, he saw, and the clothes Alliot had so carefully
chosen for him were stained. The legends were not
true, he thought. Even when bathed in the blood of his
emperor, he did not feel healed.

Mikkel heard the rasp of hilt against scabbard.
He found the blade in his hand as if it had leapt
there on its own. Alliot turned to face him, eyebrows
arching.
“Captain, what are you doing?”
Mikkel did not answer. He moved around the
flower-laden corpse of the empress. You wanted to die,
Little Sun, he thought.

The crystal appeared at the base of the door,
climbing the wood, spreading to the walls like a
shining malignancy. It covered the tile and the bottoms
of his shoes. It took the edge of the bier, encasing the
flowers as if they had frozen. The crystal swallowed
the empress’s feet, then her gown, then her hands. As
glass filled Mikkel’s mouth and nose, he thought, we
will all be perfect now.

“Put the weapon away,” Alliot ordered.
“Captain! Mikkel!”
The emperor took a step backward and
thumped against the wall of the tower. His eyes
widened, went wild with fear. Mikkel remembered
the bright curtain of blood pouring from Alliot’s nose.
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The Heart above Her Name

M.L John

can’t.

I know she can see me, but she pretends she

I went to high school. I remember walking
down the crowded hallways while other kids darted
glances at me with their peripheral vision but kept
their faces trained forward, chins dipped toward locker
combinations or book bags, their eyelashes dark at the
edges where they looked at me instead of what they
were doing. She does not hide her laughter behind
her hands when I walk past, but there is something
familiar about the way she ignores me.
I have been alone for a very long time.
I follow her. She is a small person, young
as I was once upon a time. Her shoulders hunch in
under the heavy weight of her pack. She wears black;
her hair is dyed black despite her pale eyes and pale
eyebrows. And she can see me. In math class, I stand
beside her desk and reach out to touch her hand,
knowing she will shiver. She jerks away before we

connect. She makes the movement into the grab of her
pencil, but the avoidance is too sharp, too fearful. She
looks at me between her eyelashes and quickly away,
swallowing.
She writes her name on her notebook paper.
Polly. Despite all her goth wear and raccoon make-up,
she draws a tiny heart above the y in her name. Maybe
she thinks it’s ironic. I don’t know. I don’t know her.
All I know is that she—alone among these hundreds or
thousands of people who have come and gone through
this school since I was born—can see me.
Maybe she could hear me, if I screamed loud
enough.
I knock her book off her desk, and it hits with a
loud thump in the quiet of the classroom. Some of her
classmates titter nervously. She picks
it up without comment and opens it
again to a page about exponents. Her
math teacher asks if everything is okay,
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her face.

but the disapproving tone suggests he
thinks she has dropped the book on
purpose. Polly murmurs an apology.
Her dark hair swings down in a fringe
as she goes back to work, obscuring

School is ending, and the movement of the
exodus wakes me. I look for Polly where I saw her
last, but she is gone and probably has been for hours.
Time is all the same when you cannot feel your
body aging around you, and sometimes I lose track
of it. I am sad when I realize she’s gone. I think of
my mother, the way her face broke in half when she
opened my bedroom door the day I was born. I am
usually sad. Polly is only a distraction.

“This isn’t over, Polly,” I whisper. Her hand
contracts around her pencil, knuckles going white. I
realize I don’t have to scream at all. Not only is her
vision acute, but her hearing is, as well.
I am tired, and I fall back into my dreams.
I used to know a boy. Daniel, his name was,
and he was so beautiful I ached when I looked at
him. He had a nose as noble as the prow of a ship,
cheekbones sharp enough to make me bleed, blue
eyes, and artfully tousled hair. I wanted that boy so
badly I could taste him on my mouth as I fell asleep at
night. He had a girlfriend named Jenna. I didn’t care
about her; she stood in his shadow, uninteresting. I
waited until she was sick one day before I approached
him.
“Hey,” I said, ever-clever.
He smiled, teeth bright-white and brilliant
as starlight. He turned his entire body to face me,
focusing on me, homing in.
“Hey,” Daniel replied. He stretched out his y
so the word became the sound of a person intrigued:
heyyyyy. That’s how I knew I had him.
“I’m Corrine,” I said. “Text me sometime.”
And even though his phone was right there, waiting
to record my digits for posterity, I took his hand and
wrote my name and number on his palm in rounded,
swooping letters. He would have to scrub to get my
name off his skin. Maybe he wouldn’t scrub hard
enough. Jenna would see, and she would understand
she had been replaced.
I was not always kind when I was alive. I am
often sorry for that, now.

For a while after school, the janitorial staff
stays around, laughing raucously and smoking even
though it is against the rules. The have a fan and they
use it to blow the smell of smoke and floor wax out
through an open window. I listen to their conversations
because I have nothing else to do. For a while they tell
dirty jokes and laugh, but then their laughter fades to
smiles and their smiles fade to muted conversation.
One of them, a big man with a bald head and
a bushy red beard, says, “Do you ever wonder if this
school is haunted?”
His partner, a much younger man with swarthy
skin and a pencil-thin moustache, says, “What, you
believe in ghosts, now?”
The big man shrugs. “I dunno. Sometimes, I
just get the feeling we’re being watched.”
The younger janitor slaps the older on the
shoulder with one hand while waggling the fingers of
the other. “Wooo. It’s probably La Llarona. Stop being
a fucking pussy.”
The big man snorts and shoves the other.
“What do you know from fucking pussy, faggot?”
I wander away. This is not news to me, that
live people can feel my presence. When I touch them,
they shiver, when I walk past, they look around. But
they cannot see me and they cannot hear my voice.
Polly is different. She’s special. These
idiots are not.
Angry, I smear a long line of
blood over a bank of lockers. There.
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That will teach them to mock me. I
watch them go pale when they find the
stain, watch them search frantically
for the wounded creature that was the
source of the blood and finally give
up, scrubbing it away with rags and a bucket of suds
that quickly turn pink. Their noisy conversation has an
edge of nervousness to it now. The older man had not
noticed this mess when they waxed the floor in here,
he insists.
Assholes. I am glad when they are finally
gone and the school is lit only by the moon shining
through the tall windows in the cafeteria. I drift, and
I dream about kissing Daniel in his garden. The smell
of roses was rich and spicy. His hands travelled the
length of my body, his dark hair gleaming in the silver
moonlight.
“Come upstairs,” he whispered in my ear.
“I can’t,” I said, even though I wanted to. “My
mother wants me home by eleven.”
“Don’t be such a baby. Do you do everything
your mother says?”
“I’ll get grounded.”
He let me go, but he begged, and he clung to
my hand as I got in the car. I rolled the window down,
and he kissed me through it. I knew he was falling
in love with me. I would stay someday. Maybe after
prom, when he dumped Jenna and took me as his date
instead.
It was a sweet moment, a good moment. I
think about it until the sun comes up and the bell rings
to signal the start of school.
I wait for Polly until she comes through the
front doors. She trudges in with her head down. No
one speaks to her, I notice. She is not with a knot
of girls or even an individual boy left over from
elementary school. How odd.
I watch her at her locker, and some kid jostles

her before snarling, “Watch it, freak.” Polly says
nothing.
“What a jerk,” I mutter.
She glances up at me, then away. She’s still
determined not to speak to me. I can’t blame her. If
kids already tease her, what will they say if they see
her looking at nothing and talking to no one? For
all I know, maybe that’s why they’re cruel. Maybe
someone once saw her talking to some other ghost. I
have never seen one myself, but I heard stories about
them back before I was born. That indicates there
might be more than one of us walking around. Maybe
we can’t see each other. Maybe you have to be born
special, like Polly, before you can see ghosts.
At lunch, Polly lets one of the long sleeves of
her shirt travel up, and I see the white mounds of scars
that crisscross her wrists like roads on a map. The
girls sitting at the other end of the table see them too.
Their hands fly up and they whisper, sibilances clearly
audible over the background cafeteria din. Polly
glances up at them, and they fall briefly silent. She
shoves her shirt into place and goes back to pushing
her food around her plate with a plastic fork. As soon
as she looks away, the girls start whispering again.
I can see now that Polly will never talk to me
at school. I’m going to have to follow her home.
It is hard to spend the whole day focused
enough to be aware of when Polly leaves. My dreams
threaten to swallow me, and I fight them. Polly. Polly
is all I care about. As she moves down the steps of the
school, I walk out behind her, feeling triumphant. The
students who jostle me by accident shudder and look
at her with wary eyes. They think Polly has somehow
chilled them, as if she is a witch with an evil aura.
Poor little thing. I’m not sorry they’re afraid, but I
wish they wouldn’t blame her.
Before I was born, when
people talked about ghosts, they said
ghosts haunted places. They said a
ghost was stuck where it died, or
maybe where its body was buried. I
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have never found that to be true. The
room where I was born bothers me.
It is clean now, and sometimes my
mother still goes inside to hold my
teddy bears or nap on my bed. At first
I watched her there. Sometimes I even tried to talk
to her or touch her arm to comfort her. But it only
ever made her shiver and start to cry. The cemetery is
so boring, with its yards of lawn and shining stones.
My gravestone, with its short, carved lifespan, is
depressing. But the school. Even though Jenna and
Daniel are no longer there, I still wander through
the halls they used to walk. It makes it easier for my
dreams to swallow me. Most of the dreams are lovely.
I am not happy, but I can remember being happy.
Polly’s house is pretty but small. She has a
green lawn rimmed with white pickets and a porch
with a swing. Roses climb a trellis in a mad riot of
blooms and thorns. The house itself is pale yellow
with white shutters. In her black clothes, she is
a blight against this place. She climbs the steps.
She opens the door without knocking and I follow
her inside. She looks tired. A woman, plump and
comfortable-looking, with Polly’s blue eyes, is in the
kitchen.

Polly mumbles something and ducks under the
arm. The woman frowns.
“Honey, what’s wrong? Did you have another
bad day at school?”
“Nothing’s wrong, mom. I’m fine.” Polly pulls
the refrigerator door open, then shuts it again with an
air of displeasure. I realize I haven’t seen the girl eat
all day, and I have been watching.

“Polly,” the woman says, “If the voices ever
came back, you’d tell me, right?”

Polly’s mother’s mouth falls open, and she
watches her daughter run from the room. The misery
apparent in every line of the girl’s posture buffets me,
and dreams take me before I can stop them. I am far
into the cycle this time, and because I have fought
them so long they are very deep and very dark.
Daniel said, “Come on, Corrine, drink it.”
I was drunk already. I spun through the haze of
marijuana smoke and teenage perspiration, clinging to
Daniel because I was afraid I would fall off my high
heels. “No, Danny, my curfew is at midnight. I can’t
go home plastered. My mom will kill me.”
“God, you’re such a baby.” Danny downed
a shot and threw me a disgusted look. His hair
was disheveled, his eyes glazed. He still looked so
beautiful to me. “Jenna never acts like this at a party.”

“Hi, sweetie,” she says, throwing an arm
around Polly’s shoulders. “Want a snack?”

Her mother gives her a measuring look and
sets down the paring knife she’s been using to cut
veggies.

Polly groans and throws her hands up in the
air. “Jesus Christ, mother, I said I’m fine! Would you
please just leave me alone?”

Shamed, I took the other shot from him. “Ugh.
Fine. You don’t have to be a dick about it.” I shot
the drink. It was strong, and it burned my esophagus
as it went down. But it was too late to stop the fight.
Angrily shrugging me away, Daniel abandoned me to
my own devices. I toppled onto a couch full of school
council members hitting a bong. The treasurer tried to
pass it to me just as I realized that last shot had been a
bad miscalculation and spewed vomit over the arm of
the couch onto the floor.
Someone screamed. Someone else swore.
“Sorry,” I said, “Sorry.” I threw up again. Strong arms
lifted me and forced me to walk.
“Dammit, Corrine,” Daniel said. “Come on.”
He dragged me up the stairs
and into a large, clean bathroom. The
light was too bright. Daniel reached
for my shirt and yanked the hem
up to expose my skin. I whined and
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struggled.

daughters are a little crazy. Maybe that’s what it is to
be a mother. I will never know, I suppose.

“Stop it,” he snapped. “You’re
covered in puke. You’re not getting
into my car like that.”
I let him undress me. It would be all right, I
knew. I would be all right because he loved me even
though he wouldn’t break up with his girlfriend. I
drifted through a haze of alcohol as I listened to water
run as he rinsed out my dress. When I felt fingers at
the edge of my panties I slapped at them, ineffectually.
“Stop it,” I said. “I’m drunk.”
“Are you serious? You’ve been coming onto
me for two months, and now you’re too drunk to
fuck?”
A fearful brand of clarity shivered through the
liquor in my blood, and I forced my eyes to focus. Red
splotches burned far up on his cheekbones. Daniel
had already taken his pants down. His member was
erect and threatening as a knife. I was mostly naked
now, lying on the bathroom tile. I tried to sit up,
tried to struggle away, but he was bigger than I was.
He shoved my legs apart and thrust himself inside
me, and I cried with the pain and the humiliation. I
couldn’t stop him. He was hurting me, and I wasn’t
big enough to stop him.
“Stop being such a baby,” he said. “Why are
you crying?”
I haul myself out of my dreams, but I feel
weak and shaken. I hate when they go that far. I am
surprised to find myself in Polly’s house, watching
her mother wash the dishes with a frown crouched
between her eyebrows. She looks out the window but
doesn’t seem to see anything. Is she worrying about
Polly? She shivers and looks around, but of course her
eyes don’t latch onto me.
I remember my mother saying, Are you drunk,
Corrine? I remember her saying, How can you have
been so stupid? You shouldn’t have been drinking with
boys in the first place. Maybe all mothers think their

I look through the little house for Polly and
find her sitting on a bed in a room at the top of the
stairs. She has a pair of red headphones on, and her
eyes go very wide when she sees me. She shoves the
headphones off, looping them around the back of her
neck, and looks up at my face for the first time.
“Do you know you have a giant hole in the
back of your head?” She asks. “I’ve seen some
fucked-up looking ghosts in my time, but I’m pretty
sure you’re the worst.” I am too stunned to reply,
so she continues, “Something really bad must have
happened to you. What was it?”
“I shot myself,” I tell her. “I put my father’s
gun in my mouth and I pulled the trigger.”
Polly grimaces. “Ouch.”
I shrug. “It didn’t hurt. One second I was alive
and the next second I wasn’t. I think of it as the day I
was born.”
Polly says, “I wish I had your balls. I tried to
slit my wrists and my little brother found me because I
didn’t die fast enough. Lack of follow-through on my
part, I guess.”
“You’re lucky,” I tell her. “It turns out ghosts
are just regrets. Live people get to be whatever they
want.”
Polly considers this for a moment. “Why did
you follow me home?”
“I just want someone to talk to. I’ve never met
anyone who can see me before.”
Polly leans back on her pile of pink pillows.
“Most of the time, that’s what they
want. It must be lonely, being dead.”
“Not really,” I tell her. “I have
ghosts of my own for company.”
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Polly rolls her eyes and reaches
for her headphones. Before she can
clap them back over her ears, I ask,
“Why did you try to kill yourself?”
“Because I’m crazy,” she says. “Dead people
follow me everywhere I go. I hear voices.”
“You’re not crazy, Polly. I’m real.”
“That’s exactly what you’d say if you were a
schizoid delusion.” She claps her headphones back on.
Then with a thoughtful look, she lowers them again.
“Even if you weren’t a delusion, ghosts are pretty
horrible to deal with on a regular basis. I still don’t
want to live in a world where things like you are real.”
I don’t know what to say to that. I can’t help
that I still exist. When I put the barrel of my father’s
gun in my mouth, I didn’t think I would be wandering
my high school, trying to convince goths to talk to me.
I wanted peace. I wanted silence. I wanted a respite
from the dreams that haunted me even then. I go back
to school. I will not talk to Polly again.
The janitors are working. They are subdued,
talking in quiet murmurs as they scrub the table tops
in the cafeteria. I am tired, and I am sad. I leave
them alone. I wander up the main hallway, running
my fingers over the lockers. I am tempted to thump
the locks against the metal plates they rest on, but I
don’t. Instead, I let the dreams take me. The sooner
I get through the ending, the sooner I can start at the
beginning again, when everything was beautiful.
My mother told me not to call the police
because they would blame me for Daniel’s attack.
I had been dressed provocatively, after all, and I
had been drunk. So I told no one but her. I skipped
school for a few days to sort myself out, but on the
day I had to go back I felt as if everyone knew and
everyone was staring at me. My shoulders hunched
under the weight of their imagined stares. I had never
been a timid girl, but in just a few days, I had become
tentative and afraid.

Daniel was in my English class. How would I
face him?
I was fearful when I walked into class, and I
slouched in my chair. I could feel Daniel sitting behind
me, his eyes crawling over me like hungry insects.
Whispers skirled against my ears. My skin burned.
What had Daniel told his friends? The suspense was
heavy on me, so I turned to meet his eyes. My stomach
lurched; I clenched my hands against their sudden
shaking.
One of his friends lifted a hand as if to cover
his cough. “Whore,” he choked out.
ran.

Daniel smirked. I lurched out of my chair and

Hiding in the bathroom stall, crouched next
to the toilet, I opened my phone to call my mother. I
had forty-five messages. The first one was from my
best friend. It said, I thought you had self-respect. UR
nothing but a slut.
Blind with tears, I dashed for the front doors.
Classes had let out while I hid in the bathroom, and I
ricocheted off a boy from my math class and landed
in a pair of wiry arms. I looked up. Jenna glared down
at me, face alive with contempt. She shoved me away.
“Fucking watch it, cum dumpster.” All of her friends
laughed.
I fled.
I scrabble back to reality, desperate as hands
clinging to the edge of a crumbling cliff. It is daylight
again. The kids who pass in wide circles around me
are unfamiliar, but I cannot help hearing the sound of
Daniel’s laughter and Jenna’s scorn in their voices.
Restless, I wander from class to class. When I come
in, teachers pause as if they have forgotten what they
were about to say.
A girl in a cheerleader’s
uniform shudders and says, “Ooh. I
think a goose walked over my grave.”
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Polly’s math class is in session
but her chair is empty.
I think about her words: I wish
I had your balls. I think about Polly’s
mother and her searching blue eyes.
I promised myself I would not talk to her
again. But Polly is not well, not stable. Her absence
worries me. I could just…look in her window. She
doesn’t even have to see me. If I knew she was okay I
would feel better.
I am not constrained by a walking pace, and I
come to her house with a wish. Her mother is washing
dishes again, and when I move past her she looks
around. I ease up the stairs and hear the sound of
bathwater running. Polly is in there, I know it.
I shove my face through the door but I do not
materialize inside. Polly is in the bath, and her head
lolls onto her shoulder. The tub is full of dark blood.
Her breasts float in it like white balloons. Water runs
over the side of the tub and onto the floor, stained
pink.
glass.
away.”

Good. Now I have her attention.
I smear blood across the wall. She shrieks
again, jamming her hands against her mouth, eyes
wide and wild. She knows I am here. She thinks she is
under attack. I am nothing but a ghost to her, nothing
but a bogey.
In blood, with the tree as backdrop, I write
Help Polly against her windowpane.
Her eyes drift up as if they can see through the
ceiling. There is a spreading wetness there, not yet
saturated enough to drip. She runs up the stairs. I stay
out of her way as she screams yet again when she sees
the spectacle in the bathroom, this time the guttural,
heart-broken cry of a woman who is not afraid for her
own life, but for something she values even more. A
scream like that was the first sound I heard after I was
born. It was just as tragic from this throat as it had
been from my mother’s.
Paramedics come. Even though they check
her pulse and deem it thready but present, Polly is
standing beside me, watching the scene with pale,
disaffected eyes. She is nude and her wrists are open
to the air. The gashes wind from her wrist to her
elbow, no longer bleeding but proof of her stupidity
nonetheless. I shake my head.

“Polly!” I shriek, loud enough to rattle the
Her eyes flutter. “-away,” she whispers. “Go

“I tried to warn you,” I say.

I hurl down the stairs into the kitchen. If I
could breathe, I would be breathless. Her mother
rinses a plate and puts it in the dish rack. The tree
outside their kitchen window is turning yellow.

Polly nods.“Did you make that mess
downstairs? Write my name in blood?”

“Polly needs you!” I scream. “Help!” The
woman shivers and picks up another plate.

The paramedics have loaded her onto a
stretcher now. They slosh through the water toward the
door while her mother follows, pale and absent as a
ghost herself.

“Yeah,” I say.

There is no time to waste. I command the
lights to flicker. The woman looks up, around.
Through me. I lift the full rack of clean dishes and
fling it at the floor. It strikes with a terrific crash. Glass
shatters; bits of broken pottery skid across the clean
tile. Shrapnel hits the woman’s shoe. She screams.

“I bet she believes me now,”
Polly says.
I thought ghosts could not see
each other, but I can see her and she
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can see me. Maybe it is just further
proof of how special she really is. But
there is no room for the extraordinary
here. The living can be magical.
Ghosts are just dead. At least with
Polly here, I know I will not be alone. I will have
more company than just my dreams. Someone to talk
to.

want someone to understand.”

I would rather be alone. I would rather have
no one to talk to at all than to have Polly beside me as
one more regret.

“I’m going with them,” she says. “I’m going to
be alive.”

“I understand. You are lonely. I know lonely.”
I pause. “I miss being loved. She might not understand
you, but she sure loves you.”
Polly nods. She watches her mother get into
the back of the ambulance, still sobbing.

“It’s not too late, you know,” I say. “Your heart
is still beating. You could follow them. Get back in.”
“Why would I?” she asks. “I’m crazy. No one
likes me; no one believes me. Being alive is a pain in
the ass. I just want peace and quiet.”
I snort. “There’s no peace or quiet here, Polly.
Only watching and regrets.” I look at her, study the
torn pieces of veins in her arms. “Why would you
choose to live? I don’t know. But if I had the chance I
know what I would do.”
She looks at me with her pale blue eyes. She
says, “I bet you were pretty when you were alive.”
“I was,” I say. “I was smart, too. But
thoughtless.”

She is gone before I can smile in response.
I am outside on Polly’s lawn now. Her
neighbors are standing on their porches, gawking. The
sun is bright, and I wish I had skin to feel it on. Still. I
am dead, but I am not useless. I saved Polly. I am not
only about madness and grief and regret. I can touch
things. I can feel something besides sadness.
The sun shines through that early fall tree,
golden. I think, I could fit into that light if I tried.
Even as I think it I know what is happening to me.
The light grows, grows, fills me up like water all the
way to the top of a tall glass.
I am warm, and I remember what it feels like
to be loved.

“People grow out of that.”
I nod. “Not me.”
She trails after her mother and I trail after her.
I am sad, and the dreams call to me. I shove them
away. Before Polly I would have dropped into them
with gratitude. There is no time now.
The paramedics are shoving the stretcher into
the back of the ambulance. Polly looks at me over her
bare shoulder. The sun shines through her. I wonder if
I am as transparent as she is.
“I don’t want to be dead,” she says. “I just
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The Curse of Anansi
Thomas David Parker

I was bored. I looked at the clock on the wall
to see that only thirty-five minutes had passed, but it
felt like I had spent my entire evening stuck in that
room.
I had gone to an evening lecture at the local
community centre. The lecture was called ‘The
Origins of Creativity’, and I thought it would be an
insightful talk on creative inspiration. However, I was
completely wrong. What I was actually subjected to
was an elderly speaker wittering on about some West
African god called Anansi. Now, unfortunately, I have
no interest in spirituality, but I felt it rude to walk out
in the middle, so I was politely waiting for it to end.
The speaker had a long white beard, wore
ethnic mystic-looking robes and had a wistful voice.
It was hard to take him seriously, he looked like
Dumbledore. But it wasn’t just the way he looked, it
was the absolute drivel he was spouting as well.

He was talking about the power of words,
language, and text. How they were all ways of
imparting knowledge and were one of the reasons
that humans have the edge over all other animals.
He explained that stories were a core part of how
we understand things and make sense of the world.
And, as the only animals that are able create fiction,
we have the unique ability to understand life beyond
ourselves. “But where did this power to create stories
come from?” He asked. “Could it be a supernatural
influence?”
The answer to this question, according to the
speaker, was ‘yes’. He said that all stories belonged
to a god, who was called Anansi, and it was this god
who chose which people would become storytellers.
Apparently it was a great honour to be chosen, but
those that didn’t accept the gift they had been given,
or didn’t take their role seriously enough, would
soon lose that gift and struggle to create stories in
the future. The speaker told the audience that if they
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wanted to be writers then the best way to receive
inspiration was to pray to Anansi. Faith was the key to
success.
I must confess I phased out for a bit at this
point. Philosophy can be very interesting, but this was
just nonsense. The idea that we don’t have control
over what we create was a load of crap. I had studied
the mechanics of storytelling, I had studied grammar
and language, and I had gone out into the wider world
and experienced life. That was inspiration, not some
god who talked to us in our sleep.
Fiction is a commentary on our lives. I get
that. I’ve seen how genre fiction uses metaphor to
comment on some aspect of society. I’ve seen how
contemporary fiction examines the human condition.
I’ve also seen how literary fiction is just a pretentious
blend of both, but with longer words and a massive
marketing campaign to try and win awards.
Writing isn’t rocket science. It’s just tedious
typing with a bit of effort. Yes, the aim is to create
something unique and noteworthy, but it also has
to be entertaining enough to bring in royalties. The
last thing it is, however, is a bunch of religious
fanatics churning out the random thoughts of some
metaphysical being.
When the speaker finally finished, he opened
the floor to questions, of which there were many.
An audience member asked what happened to those
who didn’t believe in any god, as there were plenty
of successful atheist writers. The speaker nodded and
smiled.
“Anansi rewards those that deserve it.” He
said. “Those that are humble, those that give thanks,
and those that are disciplined shall reap the rewards.
Those that are arrogant, those that are ungrateful, and
those who lack discipline will never be successful
with a career in stories.”
Now, this was complete tosh, as far as I was

concerned. New age spiritualist rubbish for those
who’ve stretched their imaginations a bit too far. I
couldn’t help myself–before I knew it, I was on my
feet and addressing the crowd.
“‘Kind and hardworking’ triumphs over ‘lazy
and horrible’?” I cried out. “That’s not a religious t
heory! That’s just common sense spun through a
web of bollocks. Anyway it’s far more idealistic than
practical.”
I looked around. The audience stared back.
Clearly, I was on my own with this opinion, and my
outburst had not been appreciated. I turned towards
the speaker and saw that he was studying me with a
face that was stern, but not angry. He cleared his throat
loudly before responding.
“Those that renounce Anansi risk the wrath of
a god. It is one thing to be unaware of his existence,
but it is quite another to reject it entirely.” He
turned away from me and faced the crowd before
continuing. “Anansi does not enforce rules upon those
who believe in him. For Anansi is a trickster god.
However, he does desire respect and gratitude. Those
that dismiss Anansi, those that are not thankful when
he has given them inspiration, are treading a very
dangerous path.”
“So why inform people of Anansi, if they were
in less danger when they were ignorant?” I retorted,
unable to help myself.
“Because Anansi is growing in power.” The
speaker said. “Anansi exists because stories exist, and
by creating stories we recreate Anansi, over and over
again in a thousand different ways. I know that as I
stand here, surrounded by storytellers and lovers of
stories, the strength of creation is magnified. Many
of you may feel inspired to write this evening. That
is the power of Anansi, and this is his church. I know
with this creative energy you will all begin to feel a
presence as soon as I say the words, ‘Anansi is in this
room, right now.’”
I can’t really describe what happened next,
but the air in the room changed. There was a palpable
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trick, the power of suggestion or something, but still
the thought lingered like an unwanted guest: What if it
were true?

tension, which was undeniable, and the room
went silent. There was the sense that someone, or
something, had entered the room, but all the doors
and windows remained closed. The elderly speaker
seemed to acknowledge this change with a slight nod
before he spoke again.
“Anansi has arrived,” he said, and there were
audible gasps from some in the audience. “Now, some
of you may see or sense him, but don’t be alarmed.
He honours us with his presence,” he continued. “For
those that see him, Anansi may not come in a human
form, but this is perfectly normal. In fact, he’s most
commonly seen as something else, a creature that
is small yet powerful. Fragile, but able to command
fear and respect. Anansi usually manifests itself as a
spider.”
There was a murmur across the crowd as
people whispered to each other what they thought
they could see or feel. Then a scream cut through the
noise from a seat near the back. Someone had found
a spider beneath their chair. The audience gasped, but
the speaker, strangely, just laughed. In the confusion,
he explained that Anansi had chosen this person to
write his next story, and then the speaker began to
clap. There was a pause, and then there was laughter.
The tension had been broken as the audience rose to
their feet and joined the applause. The lecture was
concluded.

There was no sudden draft, no door slamming
shut, yet there was definitely a change the moment
it was said. It must have been some kind of parlour

It wasn’t especially large, but it certainly
wasn’t small, and it just hung there motionless, a foot
away. A chill passed through me and my skin turned to
gooseflesh. One thought came to the forefront of my
mind, a single word imprinted on my consciousness:
Anansi.
I felt fear rush through my system. It was
irrational, ridiculous, just an overactive imagination
that’s all, but my heart was beating faster. Meanwhile,
the spider didn’t move.
I leant back and tried to focus on my book,
keeping the spider in my peripheral vision just in case,
but still the spider didn’t move.
I skimmed over the same page a few times,
paragraph after paragraph, but nothing was going
in. I soon realised the issue of the spider had to be
addressed.

I walked home alone that night, and went to
bed without company. The house was quiet and I
was very tired, but I didn’t go to sleep straight away.
Thoughts of the evening still drifted through my mind.
The speaker was deluded, I was sure of it, but
despite the craziness of the concept I could not deny
that I had felt something when he said, ‘Anansi is in
this room, right now,’ but what was it?

I felt I needed some distraction, so decided to
read, in an effort to clear my mind. I reached over and
switched on the bedside light as I went to pick up my
book, but then stopped. Frozen in mid-motion I stared
at a small shadow on the wall just a few inches from
my hand. It was a spider.

I fetched a glass and coaster from the kitchen,
hoping I wouldn’t have to touch this creature.
Meanwhile, the spider didn’t move. In the end I had to
coax it into the glass with the coaster, and soon it was
captured, carried, and released out of the window into
the wild.
I let out a sigh of relief. It was silly, but it was
one of those moments where it felt like a weight had
been lifted off my shoulders. I returned to bed, picked
up my book, and slowly settled down. House spiders
are ridiculously common, especially at this time of
year, and the speaker must have known that. I smiled
and wondered how many others were having a similar
experience after the lecture that evening. Soon there

114

was quiet. Just the gentle sound of my breathing and
the faint tick-tock of the clock on the wall. It was a
quarter of an hour before I noticed a tickling sensation
in the toes on my right foot.
It was an odd sensation. Not quite an itch, but
a very faint irritation that wouldn’t go away. I rubbed
my feet together, but it only brought a momentary
relief and soon the sensation returned. Reluctantly, I
pulled back the duvet to see if there was anything in
the bed, and there was. Dozens of tiny spider babies,
each only a few millimetres long, crawling all over
my feet.
I kicked them away and then leapt out onto
the floor. I began scraping the spiders off the sheets,
stamping on them and crushing them with the flat of
my book. Soon the majority seemed to have gone,
but I vacuumed the floor, changed the sheets, and
showered just to be certain. Was this some kind of
practical joke? I thought. But who would do this, and
how, and why? It had to be a coincidence, just a stupid
and terrifying coincidence.
I lay back down. I was so angry at myself for
this irrational fear and frustrated at the adrenaline still
pumping through my veins. I needed sleep, but my
body was on high alert. Tears became the only release.
Soon hot and salty tears stung my eyes and filled my
nose to create a snotty blubbering mess. I shook and
trembled and curled into the foetal position. It wasn’t
real, I told myself. Anansi wasn’t real.

faint rustling sound. It was coming from the roof.
If was like someone treading lightly on dry leaves,
but it was coming from above. It was strange rather
than scary. A familiar sound, but in the wrong place.
I switched on my bedside light, but my eyes were not
ready for it, and I was forced to close them. I put my
hands to my eyes and rubbed, then moved them away
as I slowly became accustomed to the light.
I looked up and was confronted with a
shimmering black mass that covered the ceiling. I
gasped as I realised that it was the source of the noise
and was inside the room. It had a peculiar texture,
which I couldn’t identify as it was constantly moving
like water. Then it became clear what it was, what it
had to be, and what was impossible yet true. Spiders.
Thousands of them. They had spread throughout the
room, covering everything, and the sound was caused
by them crawling all over each other. It was beyond
comprehension. How had Anansi done this? Oh, I
had no doubts over the cause of this now. Anansi had
proven he was real and was now seeking revenge as I
paid the price for my arrogance.
I didn’t think to scream. I just uttered, “No,
no, no, no,” as shock took hold. I was pleading with
Anansi to stop, but it must have sounded like further
rejection. The spiders descended on their webs and
landed on my body. I wanted to scream then, but I
couldn’t as terror had paralysed me. I just lay in bed,
helpless and shaking, as the spiders thronged over
me, fangs sinking into my flesh and thin hairy legs
swarming into my silently shrieking mouth.

Some time later, I woke to find myself in the
pitch blackness of night. The adrenaline had finally
left my system, and my body was still sluggish from
sleep, but my mind was active and wide awake. With
some effort I managed to roll onto my back and take
in my surroundings. I wasn’t thirsty and I didn’t need
the bathroom, so I was confused as to why I had
woken up. The pillow was slightly damp with the
residue of my sweat and tears, but my skin wasn’t
clammy. I strained my ears to see if there may have
been a noise, and that’s when I became aware of the
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My fondest memories are the ones with my
grandmother in her garden, burying my hands into
the rich earth, searching for new potatoes or plucking
the fragrant runner beans from their trellises, biting
the ends off and rolling the bitter skin around my
tongue. I had been given my own trowel, sturdy boots
and wicker basket, a perfect match to her own, just

smaller. I foraged through her labours, harvesting her
time and eating it fresh, greedy and gluttonous. She
never complained of my appetite, my clumsy steps
treading on fresh shoots. In her eyes, I was the perfect
gardener, keen and fresh, craving knowledge as much
as I did her strawberries.
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Only now I understand how she had poured
her blood and sweat into the vegetables. How what
had been a weekend delight for me, a respite from my
raging parents suffering through a divorce, had been
a labour of love for her, her fingers growing stiff from
years of cultivating.
I came to live with her in the sloped house on
Lanesborough Rise as she ailed, age taking her spirit
and strength. I spent the hours between my shifts at
Stockwood Library caring for her and the garden. The
rooms of the house were filled with my childhood
drawings, markings faded in the sun and the paper
thin. The banister bore the marks of my pocket knife,
weapon of my teenager angst. The kitchen, so old it
was barely fit to burn toast. The same silver cooker
with overhead grill where we had made jam, the hot
sugar burning my impatient fingers. It was less like a
house and more like walking through my memories,
a childhood past. Her front bedroom, where we had
shared a bed when I stayed over and where, one bright
morning, she had passed away. In her final year, I
slept on the floor by her bed, counting her breaths
and dreading the next one would be her last. She had
left me the house in her will, but I knew that really it
was only the garden she cared about. All I had left of
her now were memories plastered over the walls like
wallpaper and her garden.
It was tiered, stretching up in four levels, the
largest being the top and the bottom. It backed onto
a public patch of woodland, thick trees giving way to
grass that I could sometimes see people walking their
dogs on. The backs of the other houses were a stone’s
throw away, overlooking me with glinting windows.
Many of the old fences and sheds still stood,
slightly stooped with age, the wood soft in places,
flaking in others. The top tier had a large shed,
smelling of oil, and a long glass greenhouse that cared
for young saplings. Both of which had been lovingly
built by my grandfather before he passed away in his
sixties. Beside these remnants of a long dead love,
was a sturdy apple tree, baring the type of fruit that
can only be baked in pies and sweeten with sugar.
My swing was tied to the one straight branch, the
breeze causing it to move to and fro, as if a ghost were

playing. The next two tiers of land were completely
taken over by vegetable patches, strawberries resting
in straw, tomato plants bursting from the ground.
Butterflies hovered over the cabbages, and the tall
purple and green stems of beetroot waved in the wind.
The lower tier was paved, a garden table and chairs
in one corner and my lounging recliner where I spent
many a dry evening gazing at the stars. Plants still
found their way onto the patio in the form of pots,
mostly herbs like mint and thyme, but a few flowers
had crept in. They seemed like the only non-edible
thing within the garden but I often ripped off their
heads to add into salads. Beside the back door, the
trellis of runner beans rested and long troughs with
potatoes swelled deep in the soil.
The whole garden was largely unchanging,
new crops replacing old, routing to prevent disease.
Sometimes I grew a vegetables new to me like
pumpkins or radishes, but often I stuck to the same
vegetables my grandmother had always grown. I was
toying with the idea of buying chickens though. The
thought of fresh eggs and a constant cheerful clucking
while I gardened swayed me towards them.
I was largely alone, preferring the company
of plants and books to other twenty-five year olds.
My grandmother had always said I was an old soul
but I wondered if it was this way because I had spent
much of my childhood in the company of the elderly,
attending car boot sales and baking cakes with her
small group of friends. I sometimes called round to the
few remaining friends, offering fresh vegetables and
sipping their weak tea. I did it partly out of duty and
partly because I got lonely sometimes. Their wizened
voices soothed me. I should go out more, try to make
friends my own age, but it all seemed so strange, so
fraught with danger, and my garden was such a safe
haven. I counted my work shifts, checking out library
books and chatting to the other ladies that worked
there as enough social interaction. It was enough to
keep loneliness at bay.
One morning while plucking the ripe
strawberries, I found a strange mushroom, nestled
between one plant and its neighbour. Frowning, I
shuffled closer on my knees, wiping dirt and straw
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onto my jeans as I did so. I pulled the green leaves
aside, peering at the mushroom closely. It resembled
a Chanterelle, having a thick short stem and flesh
that appeared like a trumpet, the edges uneven and
the middle dipped in. Normally Chanterelles were
deep yellow and orange, but this one was pale, almost
see-through, and had many tiny golden veins crisscrossing throughout. It was unlike anything I had
ever seen, but perhaps it would begin to resemble a
normal mushroom soon, perhaps it was very young?
I left it where it was, taking a quick photo on my
phone so that I could try to identify it later this
evening, and tried to push it from my mind. Only
later, after a dinner of vegetables and steak, did I sit
down with a cup of steaming tea to try and identify
it. First I flicked through my grandfather’s old book
on mushrooms, which ones were poisonous and
which were edible. Nothing fitted, only the vague
resemblance to a Chanterelle. Maybe it is a species
from another country, somehow managing to grow
here? How such a thing would find its way into my
garden was beyond me, but it could be the answer.
I switched on my laptop, looking for a database of
worldwide mushrooms and squinting as I compared
them to the photograph. Again nothing. Could it be
an unknown variety? A new species? I decided as a
last effort to upload the photo to a mushroom foraging
forum, hoping someone on there could identify it for
me or at least point me in the right direction.
I’d had never grown mushrooms, though I ate
them often enough. I knew Chanterelles were edible
but I would have to be careful before eating my new
unknown friend, many people had died from eating
the wrong mushrooms. How had it come to be in my
garden?
The next day as I made my regular walk into
work, cradling a cup of coffee between my hands
and trying to shift the sleep from my foggy brain.
It was then that I saw a figure standing on the grass
verge further up the street. Normally this wouldn’t
be anything out of the ordinary—children walking
to school, and adults going to work. The sight of this
figure filled me with dread. My fingers tightened on
the cup as I stopped walking, held in place by fear.

It was near the blackberry bushes, standing
hunched over, swaying slightly, its long arms dangling
before it, nearly touching the grass. It appeared as just
a white shape, pale and sickly with no visible facial
features. I could feel it watching me however, gazing
at me as I took a few steps back and looked around. A
group of young men were walking down path towards
me, striding past the creature and not noticing it in the
slightest. At the same time, a bus pulled up to the stop.
People jostled me out of the way as they alighted, and
none of them focused on the creature either. Could
only I see it?
The sense of terror grew inside me, bubbling
up from the pit of my stomach, making me drop my
cup and clamp my hands over my mouth to keep from
screaming. The creature began to stagger forward,
slowly but with purpose, and it was all I needed to
cut the invisible threads holding me to the path. I
turned and fled home, my bag bumping against my
leg, my long hair sticking to my sweaty face as I tried
to catch my breath. I risked glancing back, thankful
to see that it hadn’t pursued me. I didn’t slow down
however, horrified that it might be lurking around
the low garden walls, waiting to grab me with those
impossibly long arms.
When I was home, I locked all the doors and
windows, checking each room, each cupboard to make
sure nothing lurked. Only then did I attempt to calm
down, tears of horror and exertion slipping down my
face, my chest aching, each breath painful. I had never
run so fast in my life.
I called in sick to work. My voice was cracked
and rough from fleeing so no one challenged me,
though I hoped they hadn’t caught me walking as a
few of the staff drove down the same road to reach the
library. I pulled all the curtains, even shut the doors
upstairs so I would be aware if something opened
them to slip downstairs. Afterwards I made myself a
cup of tea, to try and shift the paranoia building inside
me, the ritual of heating the kettle and pouring it over
the tea leaves, simmering it and adding milk, calmed
my nerves. It was ordinary, simple, and so familiar. I
realised that was what had upset me about the creature.
It was a startling entity in my familiar and ordinary
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morning. It hadn’t whisked me to another plane,
scared me with visions. Instead it had merely stood
on a street I walked down nearly every day, infiltrated
my regular life with it stark otherworldliness. That had
been the most terrifying aspect of it. It didn’t belong
in my world, in the daylight.
But what had it been? How was I the only
one that had seen it? I took my tea to the living room,
flumping onto the sofa and sighing heavily. I must not
be in my right mind, though I could see no reason why
I wouldn’t be. I wasn’t suffering from lack of sleep
or on medication. I had never seen visions before. In
fact until this morning, I had been overwhelmingly
normal.
I checked my laptop, wondering dimly
if anyone had replied to my message about the
mushroom, though it seemed of little importance now.
I should phone a doctor instead or start researching
white shadow creatures. I did neither of these things,
instead reading the pointless messages—people
expressing interest but no knowledge.
I spent the day hiding within the walls of my
house, wishing for company but dreading having to
explain my erratic behaviour. I imagined the creature
waiting outside, pressing its void of a face against
the glass, its long fingers searching for cracks, ways
of getting in. I checked the house several times, each
time getting more hysterical, looking in drawers and
under the beds, searching for something that wasn’t
there.

of reality? A nightmare clinging to me in my waking
hours?
The garden had changed in the night—
unbelievably so—and I stepped outside to better grasp
what had taken place. Yesterday only one mushroom
had been huddled between the strawberries, but now
hundreds were sprouting from the ground, clustering
together like friends whispering secrets. They spread
from the second tier up onto the third, the other
vegetables wilting in their presence, shrinking away
from them. All of them were like gleaming white
trumpets, veined with gold and large, just about able to
fit in the palm of my hand. Mushrooms normally liked
damp and dark but these were growing unnaturally
under the rays of the sun.
I gazed at them, my toes inches from the soil
they had taken over and wondered—as one might
thoughtlessly muse about stepping into traffic—if I
should eat them. No sooner had the thought passed
through my brain, than another followed, louder this
time, more urgent.
Eat them.
I crouched, reaching for the nearest clusters
and pulled them from the soil, silvery roots hanging
like threads. I forgot why I had entered the garden,
hurrying back inside, into the kitchen with the back
door still open.

By the mid-afternoon I craved the fresh air, the
feel of soil on my feet. I was already feeling my mind
loosen. The more I tried to hide from the creature,
and a small part of me, the daring side wanted to fling
open the back door and greet my doom in the sunlight.
I didn’t actually fling the door open, more tentatively
inched it more and more open as I peered through the
gap. Even then, nothing was waiting for me. I stood
on the threshold, breathing deeply, my hands clenched
into fists as I waited for the attack. And waited.
Nothing.
Had it all been in my mind? A slip in my grasp

Weak golden juice oozed from the mushrooms
when I sliced into them, staining my fingers as I
tossed them into a frying pan with butter. I ate them on
toast, the juices sweet, reminding me of ripe peaches.
They were delicious. The golden veins were caught
between my teeth. The flesh was soft as it slid down
my throat. I found after eating a plate full, I wanted
more, my tongue licking my lips before I started
sucking my juice-covered fingers. No longer afraid, I
hurried back out into the garden, carrying my basket
and filling it with the mushrooms. This time I cooked
even more, piling them onto toast and shoving it into
my mouth, butter and mushroom juice running down
my chin. I ate my way through a loaf of bread and
dozens of handfuls of mushrooms this way, gorged on
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the irresistible taste and lost to anything else. When I
ran out of bread, I collapsed on the soil in the garden
and pulled mushrooms from their beds, pushing
them whole into my mouth. My vest was stained,
my stomach bulging and tight. I couldn’t stop eating,
consumed by my need for them, for the pleasure of
their soft flesh on my tongue.

garden too, amongst her roses.
“It’s only me Maggie,” I replied, trying to
keep the fear from my voice, trying to let the sunshine
warm it, so it would seem as if it was any other day. I
was thankful that she couldn’t see my state of disarray.

Amidst my feast I glanced up, my mouth
falling open in horror, mushrooms plopping onto the
ground. There it stood, by the trees that encroached
onto my garden. No longer hunched over but standing
tall, long arms reaching out for me. I screamed,
shuffling back on my knees, grasping mushrooms as
I moved, holding them to my breast. The creature
moved closer, sunlight glinting through its deathly
pallor. Upon the smooth surface of its face a line
stretched, like a wound, opening to reveal its mouth
to me—full of sharp jagged teeth, long and thin.
The wind whistled through them so they chimed,
resonating together like a choir.
I fled into the house, skidding on the laminate
flooring as I rounded the corner, and dashed down the
hallway. I grabbed my bag and stuffed the mushrooms
inside, their flesh crushing against an assortment of
things. It wasn’t until I was outside, in the street did
I realise I had nowhere to go. I was supposed to be
sick. I couldn’t turn up at work, and besides, what
would they say if I told them? I had no real friends
that would support me no matter what. My family was
estranged. I was alone. Maybe the creature knew this?
I looked back at the house. The front door was wide
open, and the curtains pulled tight and lights off. I
couldn’t go back. It was waiting for me hidden in the
crease of the dark, shadows concealing it.
I wiped at my stained mouth, brushing hair
from my face, trying to tidy myself. I griped the
straps of my bag with both hands and walked down
the street with resolve. Seeking refuge in the house of
grandmother’s friend, a blind woman called Maggie.
“Hello? Who is it?” she asked, peering through
the gap in the door, her large milky eyes unfocused
as she moved her head back and forth. I noticed with
horror that a few of the mushrooms were in her front

“Oh! Only you huh!” She chuckled, pushing
the door open wide and waving me in with her clawed
hands. “I’ll put the kettle on shall I, only you?”
Despite myself I smiled, the corner of my
mouth pulling up slightly. She was a tiny thing, her
back stooped from so many years spent washing
dishes, her white hair thin and wild, like a dusty halo
around her pinched face. She smelled of dust, old
teabags, and dry biscuits. Just the sound of her voice
comforted me. When she talked, I fancied I could hear
my grandmother replying, echoing through my mind.
I shut and locked the door behind me, checking
the latch twice before following her into the living
room.
“So my dear, what brings you to my door? I
was just listening to one of my audio books that you
got me. It’s been grand having something to listen too.
It gets so quite here,” she chattered. Her hand moved
through the air until she found my arm, patting it
gently as I sat in an armchair.
“That’s good...I’m glad you enjoying them,” I
mumbled, the effort to make conversation robbing my
voice of all emotion, so it came out flat.
“Are you alright? You don’t sound yourself?”
she asked, hobbling out the room, the kettle already
whistling softly. The thought of my garden, overrun
with those otherworldly mushrooms made me shudder.
Their pale bodies crowding around my harvest,
shading them from the sun so they withered and died,
destroying everything and growing larger and larger
until I wouldn’t be able to resist and control myself.
I found myself holding a crushed mushroom
up to my face, completely unaware that I had taken it
from my bag. At the same moment I caught sight of
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my reflection in the mirror opposite, my eyes wide and
red rimmed. But, it wasn’t this that made me drop the
mushroom, that made me fling my entire bag against
the wall and cover my mouth with both hands.
My skin had turned transparent. The same
golden veins that threaded through the mushrooms
caps were now under my skin, glittering like tiny
rivers. My hair was grey, and when I tentatively
touched the strands at my cheek with shaking fingers,
it fell away in clumps. A low whimper slipped through
my fingers, my face wet with tears. Mushrooms of
varying sizes were bursting from my skin, clustering
under my top, around my neck and atop my head.
Now I had seen them, broken from the daze of
uncontrolled feeding I could feel them swelling
under my skin, creating domes that split into wounds,
liberating them. My clothing was wet with the juices
of crushed mushrooms, trapped under my clothing.
My swollen belly heaved, and I gagged into my hand,
cheeks puffing as the urge to vomit overcame me. I
couldn’t do it though, the sickness whirling in my
stomach as I gagged into my palm. My tears were
golden yellow, like the juices that coated my tongue.
I staggered to my feet, holding onto objects
as the sickness made me dizzy. My skin itched, the
mushrooms blooming under it becoming more urgent,
growing in haste now. I knocked into Maggie as I
turned the corner. The tea tray dropped from her frail
hands, biscuits and tea cups crashing to the floor.
She cried out, falling back, but managed to steady
herself on the kitchen table, her blind eyes wide with
concern, wide with fright. She could not see what I
did though—the creature’s face pressed against the
window, pale-yellow tongue lapping at the glass.
Without I word I fled, hauling myself round the
banister and up the stairs, tripping over my feet. I
hid in the only room I knew would have a lock, the
bathroom. Tiny mushrooms began to sprout across my
fingers as I pulled clumsily at the lock, backing away
until my legs hit the side of the bath. I could hear it
approaching, slowly coming up the stairs, its footsteps
heavy. What had it done to Maggie? It was breathing
loudly, groaning as if it was a struggle to conquer so
many steps. I would be safe. It was outside. The lock
would protect me. It had to protect me.

“Dear? Please, tell me what’s wrong. I can
help.” Maggie pleaded from the other side of the
door and I realised with dread it was her steps I had
heard approaching. As this realisation sunk in, I felt
something long and wet lick my shoulder, coiling
round one of the mushrooms and plucking it from my
skin.
I couldn’t move, my limbs turning to stone, my
lungs ceasing to work while Maggie knocked on the
door continuously, trying to get a rise out of me. Its
long fingers cupped my shoulders; its bumpy tongue
tilted my head back so I was forced to stare into its
face. Its choir of teeth sang the tune of my death. It
had made me into a garden, and now it was time to
harvest. I could do nothing. Just as the soil could not
stop me, I could not stop it.
Maggie’s pleas grow weaker as the creature
spread me out on the bathroom floor, stripping me of
my clothing as tenderly as a lover, my limbs shaking,
my bladder empting itself onto the tiles. It pulled
mushrooms from my body like flowers, cradling them
in its hands before destroying them in its long wide
mouth, golden juice dripping from its chin. It had
no eyes but I felt its gaze on me, devouring me even
before its claws ripped into me. I didn’t make a sound,
my tongue puffing up into a large mushroom, filling
the cavity of my mouth. Oh, but I felt everything, each
rip of my skin from muscle. My blood was no longer
red, but covered the floor all the same. Its fingers
drove into my chest, taking hold of my rib cage and
ripping it apart, exposing my organs that had too been
invaded by the mushroom. They sprouted from me
even now, as my life ebbed away, small ones popping
from my lungs, clinging to my bones, my stomach
completely riddled with them. Maggie’s cries became
a song, distant as my rolling eyes were unable to look
away as it ate me alive. I knew when it broke my
bones, they would be filled with juice. That when it
sank its teeth into my stomach, mushrooms would
ooze out onto the floor. I knew just how delicious I
tasted, how it wanted more and more.
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Eat me.

So you want to hear the story do you kid?
Something to fill a space in your college paper huh?
Something for a laugh I guess, or so you can get your
byline in print? Well, here goes and I don’t mind if
you don’t believe me. Most don’t, apart from kooks
and lunatics. Guess that’s just the way it goes. Got
your mic ready? Here goes nothing huh?
Hoovervilles were everywhere back in the
Depression, in every city and damn near every town
of any real size in the country. We called them that
after President Hoover who started the dad-blamed
mess. Ours was just south of Denver alongside the rail
line. Not much passed along that line, five or six trains
a day both ways I recall, full of freight and people
looking for something better. Of course to jump them
you’d need to get them at the yard before they started
out or were moving real slow. Dodging the railroad

dicks was the tricky part, they were mean, cursed men,
down on their luck too and happy enough to take it out
on those lower on the pecking order than them.
You could jump a freight by our camp if you
were lucky or keen enough. Up the slope and just
about level with the camp was the best place to try,
they were moving slow after huffing and snorting up
the incline that ran about a mile or so. It was there
they were going slowest and there was just enough
brush for cover to hide so you weren’t seen. Old Willie
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reckoned he was going to give it a shot one day. Been
here long enough was what he said as he hauled his
ass, his bedroll, and what else he could carry up the
slope between the camp and the line to wait for the
next freight.

the lights glowing and the sparks shooting from the
wheels like Old Nick had a foundry running overtime.
Couldn’t get me a coffee could you son? I’d ask for a
beer but the staff here would steal it.

While it was running slow he heaved his
bedroll up and over his head into an open door on the
third carriage. Then he grabbed hold of the floor and
started to heave himself up. He was laughing fit to
bust and I heard him say he would see us all in hell
or heaven, whichever place the good Lord thought fit.
But then he lost his grip and fell on the tracks and that
old train just rolled over his legs and sliced them off
at the knees as clean and neat as you please. We called
him Legless Willie after that until he died just over a
year later.
There was near three hundred of us living
there and they were folks from all over and all kinds
too. Stockbrokers, farmers, clerks, families, bankers,
lawyers or salesmen, they all ended up in Hooverville.
We were a family and we lived in a place that was
as much a state of mind as anything else. We lived
there and we’d watch the freight trains roll on past,
dreaming of being on one of them one day. We were
the biggest damn family in the world and we looked
out for each other.
Hoovervilles had a way of finding the same in
people you know what I’m saying? We were all the
same in there and until that night in ‘32 I expected
us to stay that way too but fate deals a different hand
when it pleases. For a few weeks up to that night the
weather had been so hot you could shove a hotplate
in the sun and fry eggs and bacon. Getting water was
the hardest thing, we’d been hard at it trying to get
enough to make a coffee and help rinse the latrine
buckets in the cesspit—and the stench from that sure
blistered your nose hairs but we got used to it, we
always did.
The hot spell was straight from the depths of
hell and I reckon the freights hauling up that incline
felt it. The world wasn’t fit for man nor beast, nor
machinery and they struggled up that grade and hissed
with relief when they made it. At night you could see

Now, where was I? I remember, I remember
everything and don’t you go thinking otherwise. My
memory ain’t gone all doolally like a lot of folks my
age apart from forgetting how I got from my bed to
the can and what I was supposed to be doing there. I
remember that night like it was yesterday. A cold wind
blew in from the north and it dropped the temperature
in its tracks just like a deer if you hit it right.
Now understand son this ain’t no pansy-ass
memory like you get from people who reckon some
alien has taken them into a spaceship to probe their
asses. My daddy didn’t raise no bullshit merchants.
We lived outside of Sacramento and Daddy was a
factory worker, worked all the shifts he needed to so
we could have food on the table. I was born in 1910,
just before the Great War that Daddy was too old to
go to. Mom died from the flu just after the war ended
in 1918. Daddy lost his job just after the Depression
began and killed himself six months after that. I
found him hanging from the rafters in the barn. I was
nineteen going on twenty and after he died I left the
place and took to the road. Late ‘30 I found myself in
Hooverville and that’s where I was when it all went
down.
So I ain’t one for making shit up you
understand that. I was twenty-two that night, one
of the elders of the camp for all that’s worth. It was
bone cold and all the fires we had going didn’t help.
We were huddled around a brazier drinking coffee
when we heard the train coming up the slope with
the wheels skidding and slipping on the rails. We
could tell when the trains were struggling so a few
of us decided to go and have a look. Would it have
been different if we hadn’t? I don’t know and anyway
what’s done is done.
There were six of us that walked out of the
camp and up to the track. Soon enough we got to the
spot where the track levelled out and down the line we
could see the light, wavering a little back and forth.
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It was coming slow, smoke billowing out of the stack
and blotting out the stars before it blew away. It was
eerie standing there watching it get closer like that
old B-movie shtick where you see someone running
towards the camera and they never seem to get any
closer and then BAM! they’re right on top of you.
It came on, inexorable, and you just knew it was
going to make it, nothing in this world would stop
it. It was Lou that said it was inexorable, he was an
educated man and had run a store in Boulder. Hattie,
who’d cried for a week after Legless Willie died, was
there too, along with Sidney Meyrick who’d been
a stockbroker, Elmore Rosen, who was the head of
one of the Okie families trying to get home, Johan
Breekman, who never said anything of himself, and
me.

Yeah, you can shake your head and wonder
if I’ve gone mentally AWOL but I haven’t. Not only
didn’t we hear it but we didn’t notice that that we
hadn’t heard it. It was like it was normal not to hear a
train pulling up that incline. Come to think on it now
I’m not so sure we didn’t hear it from the camp but
felt it. Makes no sense but that’s the best way I can put
it. We felt that train coming and we went to the line
like we was called. Lou hawked up a wad of chewing
tobacco onto the ground as that train pulled over the
crest and agreed with Elmore as how he didn’t like
this one bit.

The lamp on the front wasn’t bright, barely
enough to cover twenty yards in front of it. It looked
like a cat’s eye and I’d swear that there was a darkness
in the middle of it that you couldn’t see straight on,
you had to turn away and look out of the corner of
your eye to see it. It was like it didn’t want you to
know it was there. I couldn’t help but shiver while I
watched and it wasn’t the cold that caused it. I sure
didn’t reckon that standing next to that line on that
night watching a train come up the slope was the
best place to be. Lou said it must have felt like that
to Jason when he saw the Cyclops coming out of his
cave. Lou was fond of quoting the classics especially
over a plate of soup beans and bacon.
That train looked old. Elmore said it was an
old 4-4-0 like they ran in the 1860s on the Union
Pacific and they hadn’t been running for forty years
or more. He said it didn’t look good to him, not good
at all, no sir. Me? I can’t tell one train from another
but after he said that I had to agree with him. We all
did when I come to think on it. And as it got closer
we got to hearing it, we’d heard it in the camp but
standing up there by the line we couldn’t hear squat.
Wasn’t no reason not to hear it but we didn’t until it
got real close and I’d swear on my mother’s grave
that was the case. There’s a line in a poem by Keats I
think, Darkling I listen and we all were listening right
enough but heard nothing.

We were standing there by the line and as
it topped the crest it let a blast of its whistle go that
would have woke the dead. Hattie made as if she
was going to run back to the camp but she didn’t, she
stood there with the rest of us. I watched her half turn
then turn back and that was when the engine pulled
alongside us and when I tried to look into the cab I
couldn’t see anything.
And then the damnedest thing, that train started
to slow down like it was picking up passengers at a
station. It hauled itself to a stop in less than fifty yards
with no squealing or locking a wheel. When it finally
stopped the smokestack blew a gout of smoke as steam
hissed out of the pistons and then there was nothing
but silence, us, and a train the like of which hadn’t
been seen for forty years.
That train sure gave us all the jitters and I was
about ready to fill my britches. Lou was just standing
there chewing on that wad of tobacco. He asked
Elmore if he was right in saying that it was an old
Union Pacific 4-4-0 and Elmore said that was right but
the details were off, the stack was the wrong shape and
it was too long. And it didn’t have no markings on it,
not on the engine or the boxcars it was pulling,
Now most freight trains had a mix of carriages
for whatever was being hauled but not this one, it only
had boxcars and not many of them at that. We went
down one side and up the other and there were only
eight and when Elmore rapped on the side of one of
them it echoed and I tried the next one and that echoed
the same and we were all certain that the train was
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carrying nothing and on top of that there was nobody
riding it. Not a train went along the rail that wasn’t
carrying its share of riders but not that train, it was
like it was shunned.

morning and the train had come up the slope about
nine or a bit later. We’d been up there for near on six
hours and it felt like forty-five minutes. I didn’t sleep
well that night.

The train sat there hissing a little steam like it
was breathing. It was Hattie that said that she couldn’t
see into the boxcars. Boxcars were built cheap, just
a box to stop whatever was inside from falling out,
and they all had gaps between the slats big enough to
let enough wind through to freeze you solid on cold
nights, but these were sealed up so tight a flea couldn’t
crawl inside. Then Hattie said we ought to check the
engine, maybe we could see someone there. I didn’t
think it was likely but I held my peace and we went up
to have a look. I was right, the cabin was closed off,
sealed up like the boxcars and as black as Hades on
top of it. It was about then that I realized that the one
thing that really struck me was the blackness of the
train. Sure it was night and black as pitch for the most
part but there were stars out and a quarter moon low
on the horizon but that train was another magnitude of
black again.

No sleep doesn’t help a man wake up well the
next morning and I found the others in much the same
mood as I was. We gathered around the nearest fire,
drank coffee and agreed to say nothing about the train.
Of course we wanted to get up the hill and have a look
but we didn’t do that either. We knew what we’d see
and fear of that kept us away so we got through the
day with shaking hands and jangling nerves hoping the
folks would leave us to ourselves and they did. And
then the Sun went down and we waited for the train to
move off and find somewhere else to stay but it didn’t.
And I remember another weird thing about that day.
Not one train passed by. It was like we were in some
kind of bubble of unreality. And we knew why too,
it was the train doing it. If we hadn’t gone to have a
look the night before we’d be like everyone else going
about our business as if nothing was wrong but we’d
seen it and maybe broken that spell I dunno.

You know how black can reflect light, a glint
here and there when the light catches it but not this
train. It was like it absorbed all the light that hit it.
They talk of black holes and stuff these days and I
don’t know what all about them but I reckon that train
was like one of them in the way it sucked the light out
of the sky. The black of that train was so intense it hurt
the eyes and made you want to look away. I reckon
the best way to explain what it was like to look at, was
absence. It was an absence in the world waiting for
something to fill it.

Lou said that there was nothing good going
to come out of this and if we had any sense we’d be
making tracks, putting as much distance between us
and that infernal engine as we could. As if that was
possible I said, if we know it’s here then likewise it
knows we are and it would hunt us down. There was
something evil about that train, I didn’t know what it
was but whatever it was it knew we were there and it
wanted us and our running wouldn’t stop it. That day
everyone did what they did but it was different, it was
like something was controlling us. We were robots that
day that’s all, just robots and someone was pushing
our buttons and making us move.

Johan said we ought to be getting back to
camp, he couldn’t look at it no more and we all agreed
but we still stood there. Eventually I dragged my eyes
off it, grabbed Johan and started back to camp,he
came along easy enough and the others followed. We
went back to camp and we left the absence behind
us. There was nobody awake when we got back and
that suited me just fine, I didn’t want to be asked no
damn fool questions about where we’d been and the
fewer people who knew about that train the better. But
when I looked at my watch it was almost three in the

I’d just got into my bedroll to sleep when up
from the hill came a blast of a train whistle. I rolled
out and got into my boots and when I came out of the
tent Lou was standing there like he was hypnotised.
The wind had died to nothing and I could hear as clear
as a bell that something, maybe more than one thing,
was coming down that slope towards us. Lou just
stood there. I shook his arm but it was like grabbing
a wax dummy. I shook it and when I stopped it just
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dropped to his side and stayed there.
As I stood there next to Lou I saw everyone
else doing the same. They’d come out of their tents,
and huts and were just standing there. Man, woman,
child, and I felt a chill that made my hair stand up
on the back of my neck. I watched them all standing
there, some were dressed and some weren’t. They
were standing there naked as jaybirds and I knew that
they couldn’t feel a thing. I walked past a few, Elmore,
Sandra Watkins and her kid Ruth; she was a treasure
that child, never knew her without a smile and she
had those little pigtails that bounced when she ran. I
walked past Johan and Hattie and they all the same
faces, blank. They stared and when I waved my hand
in front of their eyes they never even blinked.
I swear to God it was like they was statues or
worse. They might have been dead for all I knew, dead
only nobody had bothered to tell them. They were
like cows waiting to be put on the truck and no way
was I going to let that happen to me. I looked around,
I knew I had to be out of there when whatever was
coming arrived. I looked around and saw the cesspit.
I didn’t want to but there it was, stay and let whatever
was coming take me too or wait it out in there. There
was no choice as far as I can tell.
I found a straw lying on the ground and it was
dirty as hell but it couldn’t be worse than lying in shit
was my way of thinking. So I waded into that pile of
shit and piss and lay as much of me in that stench as
I could. Then they arrived. I couldn’t see too much of
them but what I could see made my blood run cold.
They were tall, near on seven feet at a guess. Their
heads were big and they were red. Their arms and legs
were spindly, like they would snap at any moment and
their bodies were short, like they were compressed or
something.
They moved around those folks like they were
examining them, pulling their heads back, looking into
their mouths and pulling on their arms. Then they all
looked at each other and it was like they all nodded or
spoke or something. Only I didn’t hear a word from
any of them. Then they got everyone gathered together
and started moving them out of the camp and up the

hill. When they were out of sight I pulled myself out
of the shit and followed as close as I dared. All I can
say is I was glad they had no sense of smell. Maybe
coming from where they did they’d smelled worse.
I followed them up the slope and they were
marching those people hard, forcing them and they
went up and when they got to the train the doors on
those boxcars stood open. I still couldn’t see a thing
inside. Then the people I’d known all climbed inside
those damned boxcars and the doors closed and that
train pulled out and don’t think the worse of me but
I let it happen. I let those things put my friends into
boxcars like cattle to the slaughter and then they rolled
on out and I have lived with that ever since.
When that train had disappeared down the
line I went back to the camp, changed my clothes and
found some boots, Otis Renshaw’s I think and put
them on. Don’t look at me like that son, mine were
shit riddled and I wasn’t keen on keeping them but
hell, Otis was dead and he wasn’t about to complain. I
found my bedroll and heaved it over my shoulder and
I left that place without a second glance.
You want to know if I reported it? Hell son,
who to? Who’d believe me if I did? We were just
bums to most folks and nobody would care. They
didn’t want us around for the most part so who’d come
looking? I just walked away from there and I never
told a living soul about what happened that night.
Until now. Reckon it’s finally time to make my peace.
I’m dying son, you know that and this is a lot to get off
my chest and I hope the Lord will forgive me for my
part in things. I never stayed in another Hooverville
either, too scared I guess and with good reason. I was
asked a few times but then I’d hear the blast of that
whistle and see that night happen all over again and
I’d shake my head and keep on walking because I
knew that train was still out there and one day it would
stop again and I didn’t want to be there when it did.
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“Daddy look, there’s something in the water!”

Christopher sighed and leaned forward for
effect, then laughed with surprise. Sure enough in the
centre of the clod he could see what looked like the
image of a flower.

Christopher shot up, moving quickly to catch
Emily before curiosity got the better of her and she
found herself bobbing in the murky water of the river
Avon.

“I see it. I see the flower.”

He had been on edge since they had arrived
that morning – the watery sunlight had beckoned
Bristol’s populace to its city centre like ants to
a particularly sticky sweet and now the streets
were crawling with people. To avoid the crowds,
Christopher had brought Emily to Cascade Steps,
still unexpectedly devoid of people, and watched her
giggle with delight as she dangled her feet in the water
at the bottom. They would need to move soon, a small
group of tourists were beginning to make their way
over, and Christopher had been watching them with a
sigh when Emily had called out.
“Em, come away from there, please. That
water’s not safe.”
“But Daddy, look!”
Christopher reached the little girl and pulled
her gently away from the wooden edge. She moved
obediently but, not one to give up, began pointing
instead.
“Look Daddy. There! See it?”
One hand on Emily, he crouched and peered
over the side. He frowned.
“I think that’s just mud, baby.”
“No! Look, it’s pretty. Don’t you see it? Look
at it Daddy.”
She took a step forward and again he pulled
her back.
“Stay there please.” He looked again and
shook his head. “All I can see is mud.”
“It’s in the mud! Can’t you see the flowers?”

“Let’s get it!”
He laughed.
“I don’t think Mummy would be happy if she
found out we were touching bits of mud from the
Avon.”
Emily put a little finger against her lips and
smiled with mischief.
“Secret,” she said. Christopher grinned.
He sat Emily down on a bench to the side of
the steps, and then shuffled as close to the edge of the
water as possible. He stretched out one leg and began
to pull the lump of mud closer with the tip of his foot.
They fished it out and wrapped it in a plastic
bag. Emily held it happily, peeking inside every so
often as they made their way home.
Christopher scrubbed at the item until his
fingernails turned black and the sink filled with sludge.
Emily sat on a little wooden stool behind him, every
so often piping up with “Can you see it yet Daddy?”
or “What is it?”
He was disappointed to find that beneath the
mud was a small, completely empty wooden box,
which dashed any faint hope of the news headline
“Man finds treasure floating on the Avon. Ex-wife
furious.” He kept scrubbing though, and as he did the
box revealed pretty flowery carvings on its exterior,
rose stems swirling amongst each other until they
came to bloom on the lid. Three sinks of disgusting
water later he presented the box to Emily with a
flourish. She grabbed it greedily and hugged it, then
gave her father a big wet kiss on his cheek. She was
still grinning and holding it close as her mother came
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to pick her up, and waved it at Christopher happily
from the car as he watched them drive off.

He walked slowly back to the living room,
and stood in the doorway with a smile as he watched
Emily bounce a wooden figure, no bigger than one of
his fingers, across the lid of her flowery wooden box.

***
“She’s been trying to avoid veggies lately so
keep an eye on her while she eats, don’t just go buy
a takeaway like you usually do. She’s waking up in
the night now and then, but goes back to sleep pretty
quickly once you talk to her.”

The figure seemed to be a young girl with a
bright pink painted dress and gold threads for hair.
“That’s a pretty girl, Em. Did Mummy get
it for you? Do you want Daddy to get you one to
match?”

“I know, Claire.”
“Her bedtime is seven, strictly seven. Don’t let
her convince you otherwise.”
“Claire.”
“And she’ll try to convince you she’s cleaned
her teeth when she hasn’t, so you need to– ”
“Claire, she was here two weeks ago. I haven’t
forgotten, just like I hadn’t forgotten when you told
me all this last time.”

Emily shook her head, little brown ponytail
swaying behind her.
“Uncle Jack gave it to me.”
Christopher drew in a sharp breath. How could
Claire introduce Emily to someone without running
it by him? She hadn’t even told him she was seeing
someone. What was her problem?
“Who’s Uncle Jack, baby?”
“He lives in the box.”

Claire scowled and adjusted her glasses.
“I’m just making sure. She’s still carrying that
awful box around with her, what on earth made you
think that was a good idea?”

“What box?”
Emily turned to him and smiled, then held out
her flowery treasure.

Christopher smirked at Claire’s jealously.
“It’s just a box, Claire.”
She huffed, walked over to Emily who was
staring at the television, and kissed her hair.
“I’ll be back on Monday, sweetie. If you want
to come home just tell Daddy and he’ll drive you
back.”
Emily nodded without looking at her. With a
red face, Christopher ushered Claire out of his house.
He slammed the door loudly before Claire could
complain, then sighed loudly against it, counting to
ten.

“In this box, silly.”
Emily had never had an imaginary friend
before, had never even spoken to her stuffed toys.
The whole situation seemed out of character, but with
only a “I’m sure it’s fine” text from Claire, he was
left to tread the unfamiliar waters himself. Should he
encourage it? He didn’t like the idea. She was already
seven, what if she started talking about it at school?
Wouldn’t the other children laugh? Besides, toys don’t
appear from nowhere, and there had been nothing in
that box when he had handed it to her.
Christopher stood beside his daughter as she
rummaged through drawers in the kitchen, pulling
out items now and then; a ribbon, a button, a piece of
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thread.

wouldn’t say yet.”

“What are you doing baby?” Christopher
asked. Emily did not turn to him as she answered.

him?”

“Repration.”

She shook her head and smiled.

“Pardon?”

“Not yet!”

Emily stopped, and Christopher watched her
scrunch up her hands as she often did when spelling a
new word.

Christopher tried to ignore the box for the rest
of the day, it wouldn’t do Emily any harm after all,
but he found his eyes wandering back to it. Emily kept
it with her at all times, and even tried to slip it in bed
with her as he tucked her in for the night. The thought
of that made him shudder for a reason he couldn’t
explain, and he made her place it on her bedside table
instead. As soon as he closed the door he felt stupid.
No other father would be wary of a wooden box.

“Reh...recit...recip...reciproction...
reciprocation!”
Christopher’s mouth turned to dust.
“Where did you hear that word? Did you hear
it from Mummy? Or one of her friends?”
“Uncle Jack told me.”
Emily fished out a toothpick from the drawer
and then pushed it close, hopping down from the stool
with her hands full of strange goodies. Christopher
followed, saying nothing as his little girl placed the
items in the box and closed the lid.
“Emily, this is important,” he took the box
from her for a moment and knelt in front of her,
staring into her dark eyes and trying his best not to
sound concerned.
“What exactly did Jack tell you?”
“Jack gave me the toy, isn’t it pretty Daddy?
It’s all mine but he said that because he gave it to me
he needed reh...recip...”
were?”

“What does he look like baby? Have you seen

“Reciprocation. Was that what those things

He paced back and forth for a while, and then
when he knew Emily would be sleeping, he crept back
into the room, closing the door behind him to shut out
the light from the hall.
A warm breeze pushed gently at the curtains,
and a small light outside gave birth to distorted
shadows that flickered with the movement of the
fabric. He stood still until he could hear Emily
breathing lightly and then gently manoeuvred around
the room until he reached the bed.
Emily’s pink face poked out from under the
duvet, and beside it was the box, open-mouthed with a
belly full of shadows.
Christopher sighed and flipped the lid closed,
wincing as it creaked loudly. Emily didn’t stir. With
relief he watched a small strand of hair against her
lips move with her breath. He smiled, and gently
tucked the strand behind her ear, kissed her gently, and
walked back to the door.
From behind came a slow, loud, metallic creak.

Emily nodded brightly.

Christopher stopped.

“He wanted string and a button and a tooth
thingy and a ribbon and something else but he

He turned, eyes wide with disbelief.
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He looked out into the shadows where Emily
slept peacefully next to an open box.

But she went around, towards the small kitchen table
at his side. As she pulled away his skin prickled.

***

Emily rocked the small wooden box lovingly,
and gave the lid a kiss.

“Daddy where is it?” Emily asked quietly.
Christopher did not look up from his newspaper.

“Uncle Jack found me,” she said, dreamily, and
skipped off out of the room.

“Where’s what, baby?”

Christopher felt a bead of sweat travel beneath
his collar and trail down his spine.

“My box. My box is gone.”
“I’m sure you just forgot where you put it. It
will turn up.”

The box had been locked in the shed.
He had put it there himself last night.

“NO.”

He had been in the kitchen all morning.

The cry was deep and guttural, such a
departure from his sweet Emily’s normal voice that
he dropped the paper in shock. Emily stood in front
of him, fists clenched and skin pale. Her face was
contorted in fury, her face alien.
NO.”

The box had not been there.
“What the hell is going on?”
Though Christopher watched her carefully,
Emily had no further outbursts that morning. She
seemed completely back to normal, and Christopher
was even beginning to doubt what he had seen. He
had been waking up early the past couple of mornings,
could lack of sleep explain the opened box? Had he
dreamed locking it away?

“NO,” she cried again. “NO. NO. NO. NO.
“Emily!”
“YOU STOLE IT.”
“EMILY!”

He thought back to Emily’s twisted face and
shuddered.

The girl paused as if in a daze. She blinked,
eyes wide, then began to cry. Christopher pulled her
towards him and held her close.
“You... you stole it... ” she sniffed, burying her
head in his shoulder. Christopher winced.
“I’ll find it. I promise. I’ll take a look in a
moment, I just– ”
Emily pulled away from him, rubbing her
eyes with her sleeve and scowling. She looked up
at Christopher, opened her mouth to say something
more, and then smiled. She leaned over to him and at
first Christopher thought she was going to kiss him.

“Daddy,” she said as she sat cross-legged
on the floor in front of a pile of paper and coloured
pencils, “do we have scissors?”
“What do you want them for baby? Your
picture?”
Emily grinned wide and Christopher felt a
weight leave him, warmth spreading back to his body
at the sight of her usual mischief.
rules?”
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“They’re in the kitchen. Do you remember the

“No running. Hold them like this.”
Emily stuck out an arm, imaginary scissors
encased in her fist. Christopher nodded with a small
smile and Emily ran from the room laughing. He
heard drawers being pulled open and the sound of
cutlery clinking together. Christopher leaned back into
the sofa and closed his eyes.
Even if nothing else happened, he would need
to talk to Claire. Emily’s behaviour had been too
strange. She would blame him without a doubt. Even
if he hadn’t found the box she would have blamed
him.

“Give them back.”
“Emily this has gone on long enough.”
“Give them BACK!”
“Emily, stop. I will not accept this behaviour.
You could have hurt me. You could have hurt
yourself!”
“GIVE THEM BACK.”
Christopher stared her down, then said quietly,
“I warned you Emily. Little girls who don’t behave
don’t get to keep their toys.”

He sighed and opened his eyes.
Emily stood in front of the chair, brandishing
the scissors. Face dark. Smiling.

He began walking forward and realisation
flashed in her eyes. Emily screamed again and fled the
room, but was not quick enough. Christopher swiped
the box from the living room floor and walked away.
Emily pulled at his clothes, screaming and crying.
Begging him, apologising, but it did no good. The box
was transforming his daughter into something ugly,
and Christopher had had enough.

“Daddy I need your hair.”
Christopher laughed nervously.
“My hair?”
“Uncle Jack needs it. So I need it.”

It was early afternoon and he was wide awake.

With two hands she opened the scissors,
holding them like shears, then lurched forward
towards him. Christopher dived off the chair, rolling to
the ground, missing the scissors by inches as he stood
and grabbed them.
Emily screamed, pushing forward and
snapping at his hands. She clung to the scissors with
an impossible grip, strong as a man. Christopher
grunted and heaved, ripping the scissors from her
hands. She jumped and scrambled for them, still
screaming, face filled with a dark rage. He ran to the
kitchen and threw the scissors on top of the large
fridge freezer then whipped around, ready to defend
himself.
Emily stood in the doorway, shoulders
hunched, face turned upwards towards him. Her teeth
were bared.

There would be no mistaking it this time.
Christopher would lock the box in his shed and
that would be that.
***
“I’m telling you Claire, she’s not right. I think
she needs to see a doctor.”
“Oh for God’s sake Christopher, do you have
to overreact about everything?”
“She ran at me with scissors!”
“She’s seven!”
“You don’t understand, she looked like she
wanted to hurt me. And she keeps talking about all this
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Uncle Jack crap.”

He took the stairs two at a time, arms flailing,
knuckles bashing the bannister.

“Uncle who?”
“Uncle Jack. She says he lives in the box. He
gives her toys and then tells her to get things.”

In the red glow of the evening the hallway
seemed unnatural, and sinister red shadows loomed
over him as he turned the corner.

“What on earth are you talking about?”

Emily’s door was ajar.

Christopher sighed and scratched at his head.

Heart pounding, he came to a halt.

“Look, I took the box from her and she hasn’t
spoken to me all day. She won’t even look at me. The
whole thing is weirding me out, can’t you come get
her? I don’t know if she’s sick or if I am but I’m going
crazy.”
“I can’t come now, I’m busy, but it’s nearly
seven. Just send her to bed and I’ll come get her in the
morning.”
“Thank you.”
He hung up and slunk into the sofa, covering
his face with his arms.

There was a noise.
Singing.
Emily was singing.
He peered into the room.
The curtains were parted and red light
streamed from the window into the bedroom.
Everything was washed in red. The bed. The
wardrobe.
The girl.

“Send her to bed,” he said quietly. “She hasn’t
left her room all afternoon.”

The box.

The weight of the day pushed down on him.
His body was heavy and cold, and thoughts of Emily
twisted and warped into daydreams of the two of
them. The dreams faded with his consciousness until
he woke with a start.

Emily cradled the wooden thing in her arms,
singing to it softly, it’s golden hair twinkling in the
light. His hair.

There had been a crash from one of the
bedrooms above him.

water.”

The doll.

Christopher pushed himself from the sofa,
reeling as the blood rushed to his head and the world
span. He gripped onto the arm rest for support, then
snatched his hand away as he felt cool metal beneath
his fingers.

“Jack and Jill went up the hill to fetch a pail of

Christopher could barely breathe. Was he
dreaming this? Was he still asleep downstairs on the
sofa?
Emily placed a small hand lovingly against the
doll’s face.

An open pair of scissors lay beside him.
Not knowing what else to do, Christopher ran.
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“Jack fell down and broke his crown.”

The air hummed, the red light darkening into a
bloody scarlet. The wooden doll opened its mouth and
began to croak.

thinking about you.”
“I didn’t think she wanted to talk to me.”

“And Jill came tumbling after.”

“Oh grow up.”

The pressure built up in Christopher’s head
released all at once, exploding behind his eyes. He
screamed and forced himself into the bedroom.
Something hissed, Emily or the doll, it didn’t matter
which. He screamed in reply and grabbed the box
from the floor.

“How is she?” he asked, strangely relieved at
the usual venom in Claire’s tone.
“She’s fine. Why wouldn’t she be?”

Emily cowered in the corner of the room, arms
covering the doll like a mother defending her young.
In disgust, Christopher shoved her small arms away
and pulled the thing from her.

“You saw what she was like that morning you
picked her up.”
“She was ill. She had a fever, and she was
upset. She’s seven years old, Christopher, what do you
expect?”

He did not look at her as he left.

“Is she... happy?”

He did not feel the needle sharp wooden teeth
clamp down on his hand.

Claire sighed down the phone, the sound
crackling in his ear.

He did not feel Emily’s fists against his back as
he threw the box and the doll in the oven.

“Of course she is. Look, I’ll admit that when
she came home she was a bit upset, but she thought
you’d burned her doll. As soon as you sent it back to
her she was completely herself again.”

He did not hear the thing scream as it burned.
***
Christopher stared at his vibrating phone as it
moved across the table, wondering if he had the guts
to ignore it. He had managed well so far, throwing
himself in work and drink, but he couldn’t ignore her
forever. She was his daughter. Even if she terrified
him. Besides, Claire would only keep calling.
“Hello?” he said, faking a yawn to hide the
tremor in his voice.

Christopher felt the phone drop from his hand
but could do nothing to stop it.
Claire’s voice buzzed from the table, where the
phone lay like a black smudge in his fading vision.
“Look, why don’t you come visit us? Emily
says she’d love to see you and she says that Jack wants
to say hello too, isn’t that sweet? He must want to say
thank you for sending him home.”

“Where the hell have you been, Christopher?”
“Hello, Claire.”
“Do you think it’s funny, hiding from us like
this? Or have you finally realised what a pathetic
father you are. Emily has been making herself sick
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Lights in the Dark
By Cody Lee Powell
The furthest depths of space never felt further
than during the holidays. Out here there were no
lights or trees to cut down, no fires to warm your soul
or carol singers going door to door. The closest you
could come to music would be the rhythmic hum of
the engines that chorused throughout the ship.

morose.
The very children we would be handing the
operation over to were quite aware of the melancholy
state of the passengers and crew. Unseen by older eyes
they plotted in the bowels of the ship, urged on by
vague and fleeting memories of tinsel and presents.
They had not forgotten the magic of waiting up at
night, hoping to catch a glimpse of a man dressed
in red. They were not content to stand idly by while
adults sighed and moped and sadly shuffled through
the ship.

Four years into our journey, we had all
accepted this as commonplace. It was not in the rules
that yuletide cheer was forbidden on our voyage, yet
it was generally accepted as frowned upon by the
Greater Alliance Military. Civilians such as myself,
while not under the direct command of GAM,
attempted to follow the guidelines that our staunch
protectors had no choice but to follow.

Under our very noses they quietly gathered
strings of lights and ornaments, trinkets from a past
that we could not quite forget. Raiding not only our
cargo bay but also our galley, the children began their
masterpiece in our now mostly abandoned observation
deck. We had long closed ourselves in from the
enormity of space, with the once majestic beauty of
the stars now a sickening reminder of our solitude.

As another Christmas approached, we had all
settled in for another dull holiday season. While the
many different faiths aboard our ship had their own
customs and holidays to celebrate, our guardians and
benefactors had long ago agreed on a standardised
holiday calendar. To this end, everyone in GAM
celebrated Christmas, regardless of their own beliefs.
Given that no one was celebrating anything this year,
it mattered very little.
We were part of a large convoy launched from
Earth in the year 2301. Several long range vessels,
each the pinnacle of current generation technology,
were travelling along in single file towards the
promise of a new land, though none of us would likely
live to see it. It would be our children that would first
lay eyes upon the new world we were to inhabit, most
likely showing their own children the gift that they
would leave to them. At the beginning of the voyage
we were filled with hope, but the many years in
space had taken its toll, and we had grown sullen and

We were all quite surprised on December
24th, when every passenger and crewman received
a summons from the captain. We all gathered in the
dimly lit wide room much as we had done in festive
anticipation when we had first left the orbital station
on our hopeful excursion. The great shutters were
closed as we had left them over the massive viewports,
keeping out the vastness and emptiness of space.
Most of us were uneasy, not enjoying the break in our
routine of seasonal sulking.
Finally the captain took to a podium that
stood at the far end of the great hall. A light turned
on him, illuminating just enough for us to see who
was speaking. Our disquiet murmur faded gently as
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he raised his hand. For a time, no one spoke, and the
captain seemed either to be anxious or sad. Finally, he
cleared his throat and began.
“We have been on this journey for four years
now. As is custom, though not regulation, we have
spent these four years in expectation of a destination
that we would not ourselves realise. Though our
hearts are strong, we have allowed despair to consume
us. The enormity of our journey weighs upon us.
We do our best to smile and to find purpose to our
lives beyond racing to our fated end. We have not
succeeded. For months I have been searching for a
means to brighten the souls that inhabit this lonely
vessel, but it was the children who actually found a
way.”
At this remark, the beam of light centred on
the captain expanded, bringing into view rows of
children behind him. The broad—shouldered man
paused as this happened, allowing all of us to see, for
the first time, the future. This was the inevitable crew
of our home and our hope, the seeds of tomorrow
standing before us today. We could see not the youth
that they were, but the people they would become,
tall and proud, and carrying none of the listless
melodrama that had wormed its way inside us. We
could feel a swell of pride and shame mixing within
us, and we found ourselves moved.
“They came to me with two things. A memory
for how things were, and a hope for how things could
be. We had spent so long missing the people that we
had left behind that we had forgotten the ones that we
brought along. For four years we have passed each
Christmas with silent neglect, ducking our heads and
retreating into our depressing metal rooms, shutting
out what little of the world we had left. This year, our
little ones have decided that they have had enough.
My own son presented me with a formal letter,
introducing his intention and declaring that it would
be with or without my aid. I could not turn down my
only boy, and so for the past few months we have
been preparing and slaving away. All of your sons and
daughters and nephews and nieces.... they have slaved
night and day to give you this.”

The bearded man’s arms swept out wide, and
finally the lights were brought up to reveal what lay
in store for us. Rows upon rows of tables stood before
us, covered with plates filled with ham and turkey and
potatoes. Candied yams sat in steaming bowls next to
palates full of long ears of corn. In front of each chair
was a small folded card with our names on them, some
with a bow or with terribly proportioned glitter. There
were mistakes here and there, with streams coming
from the ceiling in uneven numbers and colours, and
with table cloths bunched up or hanging over the
sides. It was perfect.
We all looked at the feast before us prepared
by our beloved family, and we all wept. Years of
pent up frustration, isolation and depression melted
away as we hugged our beautiful, smart children. We
had no way to thank them, and while the ship itself
had no new presents to yield, our young had taken
to wrapping up old odds and ends from our packed
boxes. They had taken our own possessions and made
them new again, and we all together delighted in
memories and possibilities. The Captain stepped up to
the podium once more, his own eyes wet with tears,
and his voice, though shaking, was strong.
“For the final act of this night, before we all
sit down for our meal, prepared so very dutifully by
hands as young as three and as old as fifteen, we have
one more present. While we have many trees in our
arboretum, we can afford the loss of none. Yet you
cannot have the holidays without brightness and joy.
While I cannot give you a tree, I can give you lights.”
He pressed a button on the console, and for
the first time in many years, the shutters over the
observation windows rolled downwards. All around
us we could see, not the usual depressing blackness
of space, but twinkling lights of red, blues, greens
and yellows. Stars and nebulae danced before us,
bathing the room in a multi-coloured spectacle of
cosmic festivity. We all gathered around the windows,
glancing at the universe’s display of dazzling
brilliance, and we sang an old, old song about a quiet
night.
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A DECENT ELF AT LAST
Bob Lee

name’s Rocco,” I
said through gritted
teeth, “and I’m the
Head Elf around
here. I need to get
Santa out the door
on schedule and
don’t have time to
dick around. Ya got a
resume, Kid?”

“Sit down,
Kid! I don’t want
to shake your hand,
and I definitely
don’t want to know
your name. Your
millennial parents
probably called you
some dumbass thing
like Lux or Hashtag
Seven.” I took the unlit
cigar out of my mouth
and waved it at the
skinny elf in front of me.
“I said SIT!”
The kid plopped right
down with a smirk on his face,
so I had to hand it to him. He wasn’t
quaking in his red booties like all the other
applicants I’d seen today; my gruffness didn’t seem
to bother him one bit. Perhaps there was hope with
this one. Maybe I’d found a decent elf assistant at last.
I put the stogie back in my mouth. “My

“Everything’s
here,” he said as he
tossed a tablet on my desk.
“My Vine video requesting a
position, a PowerPoint of my
experiences, and my multimedia
recommendations for improving
Santa’s Workshop.”
I took the stogie out of my mouth and tossed
it in the trash. Disgusting things, but the only way
I get through Christmas Eve. I picked up the tablet
and fumbled a bit until I found a Word document of
the kid’s education. It looked like he had all the right
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stuff: shoe cobbling, reindeer wrangling, magical
flight training, green and red-things fruitcake stuffing,
and even whistling while working. I didn’t really care
for that last item, but more importantly I saw he had
experience with production line optimization.
I looked up at the elfling. The kid
simply sat there ramrod straight in his
crisp green jacket with white trim,
cinched with a glossy black
belt adorned by a gold square
buckle. I figured it was
newly purchased by his
mom. His face had just
started growing a bit of
fuzz. The kid couldn’t
be more than 125
years old. Sheesh,
they brought them
in younger and
younger these days.
“Listen,
Kid, what I really
need around here
is someone who
can help me get the
Big Sleigh loaded
in time. We’re
way behind on the
Babbling Bonnies.”
The kid sat there
stoically listening.
“The manufacturer
told us that the doll can
be hacked when hooked
to the Internet. We have to
unbox them all and replace their
innards. We’ve been running triple
shifts.”
Suddenly my phone jangled. “Gah, what
now?” I moaned as I picked it up. I listened for a few
moments and slammed the receiver down. “C’mon,
Kid. A fresh wave of Elf on the Shelf injuries just
arrived. I need to interview them to update Santa’s
‘Naughty or Nice’ list.”

I let out a huge groan as I got up and my
back cracked. I was definitely getting too old for this
latest crisis. The kid hustled to stay next to me as I
strode out the door. Soon we reached a door marked
Emergency Elf Services. I took a deep breath and
opened it. “Almost everyone here is from
the Shelf brigade,” I whispered as we
slipped inside. Hundreds of elves
were lying on cots. Some had
slings holding up broken arms
and legs. Others had bloodstained bandages around
their heads. Moans
assaulted our ears.
“What gives
with these guys?” the
youngster asked.
“Things
were working
fine with the old
‘Naughty or Nice’
list, but Big Red
wanted a method
that was less work
for him. I came
up with the Shelf
brigade, which
spies on children
and flies back here
every night to report.
There’s only one thing I
didn’t consider.” I looked
expectantly at the kid, but
he simply stared back at me.
With a sigh I added, “Bird
strikes.”
I walked to where a young elfling
lay. He had a huge bandage encasing most of his
head and one eye, and he was sobbing hysterically.
When he noticed me, he clutched my hand. “Please,
please, don’t send me back out there! This time it was
a great horned owl. It kept diving at me, over and
over.” He let out a huge wail, “I can’t do it anymore!”
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“There, there,” I said soothingly. I’d seen too
many of these overwhelmed striplings. “I’ll get you a
job in records. You just rest now and get better.”
I stood up and saw the kid scowling at
me. “What?” I barked.
“He didn’t seem that hurt.
You should rough him up a bit and
get him on the production line.
You said you were behind
on getting the Babbling
Bonnies fixed.” The kid
looked around. “In
fact, I bet a number of
these injured could
get out there right
now with the right
stimulation.”
Boy, this
younger generation
with their noses
always in their
smart pads was
pretty heartless.
Had I been like this
when I first started?
“Kid, if you’d
seen all I’d seen
through the years, you
wouldn’t say that.”
Bong! The huge
clock on the wall startled
me and I looked up. It
showed two hours until Santa
departure.
“Shouldn’t you get out there
and check the production line of Babbling
Bonnies?” the kid said somewhat insolently.
Alarmed at the time, I didn’t reprimand the
kid. I turned, hurried through a few corridors and
entered a huge room. The deafening roar of ten
conveyor belts slammed into us. Hundreds of elves

grabbed at boxes as they sped past their positions.
Some were frantically unboxing and putting the
dolls on neighboring belts to be handled. Others
were tearing the dolls apart and soldering in new
mechanisms. A final group was frantically reboxing
and rewrapping. While we watched, five elves
collapsed. They were dragged aside while
replacements jumped in so as not to
hold up the line. The distraught
elves were fanned briefly, milk
was tossed in their faces and
cookies stuffed in their
mouths to revive them,
and then they stumbled
back to the belts to help.
I noticed that
the conveyor belts
were running much
too fast. “Who
sped up the line?”
I bellowed out.
“This is much too
dangerous!”
Slowly, a
few of the elves
lifted their hands
and pointed.
Moments later more
joined in. Soon, all
the fingers pointed
shakily at the elf
standing next to me.
The kid snapped
his fingers. “Take him!” he
commanded.
Four elves jumped forward
and grabbed me by my wrists and upper
arms. “What’s this?” I hollered. “Let me go;
get back to work!”
The kid sucker punched me in the gut. “Your
reign’s up, old man,” he growled as I doubled over. He
turned to the elves now holding me up. “Bring him.”

139

The thugs dragged me down a corridor and
threw me out a door and into the snow outside. Dazed,
I lifted my head and looked up at the kid. A blizzard
of snow swirled around us, mimicking my thoughts.
“What’s going on?” I sputtered.
“The Big Man realized that
something was wrong, so he hired me
to check on you,” the kid sneered.
“He was right. You’ve gone soft,
old man. You’ve been playing
nursemaid to the injured
instead of optimizing this
place. The production
lines need to go faster.
And I have the answer
to that.” The kid held
up what looked like
headphones.

“I’ll tell others! You’ll never get away with it!”
“Yeah, right, we’ll see about that,” the kid said.
He waved his arm and a few elves led over a reindeer
with a bright red nose. It was Rudolf! But as he got
closer, I could see a pair of those headphones attached
to his head. “Tie the old guy to his back,” the
traitor ordered.
Only now did I notice
that his minions also sported
headphones. I was tossed
like a sack of potatoes onto
Rudolf’s back and hogtied
so that I couldn’t move.
“What now?” I wailed.
“Why, you’re
going to your
retirement home.”
The kid pressed a
button on Rudolf’s
headphones and
then smacked him
on the rump. As
we flew into the
air, I heard the kid
yell, “Say hi to the
others on the Island
of Misfit Toys! I’m
sure you’ll have lots
to say to each other!” It
took a long time for his
following cackle to fade
from my ears.

“How is that
going to help?” I
queried. “You’re
going to play
music?”
The kid
snorted. “Neural
stimulation,” he said
with a leer. “These
have probes that will
penetrate the brains of
the workers, allowing
them to triple their
speed. Plus make them
compliant.”
In shock I stuttered,
“You’ll kill them! No elf would
last under those conditions!”
“Hah, they don’t have to. They
only have to work for a few days. There are
plenty of new recruits clamoring for a job in Santa’s
Workshop. We’ll finally have enough positions for all
of them.”
“I’ll stop you,” I gasped as I got to my feet.
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Ash, Blood and Snow
Pete Sutton

The child was too excited by the snow to sleep.
It had begun falling on the drive back from Nanny’s.
Fat, wet flakes that started to stick by the time they
got home. There was no time for the child to play. The
child’s two siblings, older, not much wiser, could stay
up for a couple of hours, but it was the child’s bed
time. The siblings went to play in the backyard.
The child’s bedroom was at the front. Mother
tucked the child in. The portable gas heater was
plonked in the corner of the room, on high—whilst
she read a story—turned down low when she left.
said.

“You can play in the snow tomorrow,” she
Tomorrow seemed like a long time away.

The child waited until the landing light was
switched off and then stood on the bed, put its head
behind the curtain and watched the snow.
Flakes swirled round the streetlight like
ghostly moths around a candle flame. The child
watched, entranced. The sound of the TV rose and
fell like waves upon a shore. The bass rumble of the

child’s father as recognisable as the stale tobacco and
sweat smell when the child was crushed against his
chest.
The TV sound grew louder, then quieter, the
door opening and closing. The siblings coming in,
getting their goodnight drinks. When the landing
light came on, the child dove back under the covers,
pretending to sleep. Mother looked in briefly.
The light off again, the child imagined fun
in the snow. The child had seen snow before, but it
seemed like a very long time ago. It would make a
snowman, and have snowball fights, and maybe, if
Father could be persuaded, it would go sledding. The
child’s eyes slowly closed. Its breathing became more
regular.
In the corner of the room the darkness swirled
like a swarm of flies disturbed from a feast of shit. The
child’s piercing scream caused a bass rumble from
downstairs, Father exclaiming something, naughty
words probably. The TV noise became louder. Steps
up the stairs, the third from the top creaking. The
landing light on, the door opened, Mother and safety.
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“Shhhh now. It’s only a bad dream. Dreams
can’t hurt you. It’s still snowing… look… you can
wear all your warmest clothes tomorrow, and we’ll
go and play in the snow. But first you need to get
some sleep. Shhh. The Darkman isn’t coming. Isn’t
real, remember? We banished him together weeks ago
didn’t we? Shhh.”
The child’s cries subsided. Long enough for
it to point to the corner of the room, but the swirling
darkness had been banished by the light. Tucked
in again, night light on, the door open a crack, the
rumble of the Father’s voice, a snatch of laughter and
the TV noise. But again the child could not sleep.
The Darkman had been a recurring nightmare.
A man? Swaddled and anonymous in ink black
clothes, that came and stared at the child whilst it
slept. Mother had banished it though. A candle against
the darkness. A night light to keep it away.
The child watched the snow blanket the world
in front of the house. Next door’s black cab smudged
out, blurred into a meaningless shape. The garden
negated by white. The only colour in the street the
orange penumbral glow of the streetlight and the
flaking red painted wood of the identical council
houses. The world seemed to be holding its breath.
The usual sounds of cats and dogs, birds, and people
were muted.

Overhead the birds that had made a nest in

“Don’t let him in. Don’t invite him in.
Don’t…” The child murmured before the front door
opened, there was a greeting, a low response and the
door closed again. Next door had invited the Darkman
in.
“Muuuuuum!” The child cried, its scream now
released. The roar of canned laughter preceded heavy
footsteps up the stairs. The child’s door opened fast.
“What’s all this shouting about?” Father said
coming into the room. “Hmmm?” A couple of short
steps brought him to the child’s bed, where he sat. The
child lay down. “Your mother and I are trying to watch
TV. You need to go to sleep.”

There was a scrunching sound, like the
marching of a miniature army, and a man walked into
view, bundled up, long coat, woolly hat, scarf wrapped
around his face, the same colour as the blizzard. First
footprints on the virgin snow. The child watched the
figure walk to the middle of the road where he stopped
and turned to look at the child’s house.
The man clapped, shook snow off himself,
revealing clothes shockingly black against the
whiteness of the snow. The Darkman! The child
gasped and was too slow to duck to avoid the eyes
of the Darkman which unerringly zeroed in on the
window the child looked out of.

the house’s eaves suddenly began flapping, agitated.
The child’s heart beat as fast as the time it had fallen
in the water, before it knew how to swim. The child
was transfixed. The Darkman shook like a dog, snow
dusted the air around him. He slowly raised a hand,
the fingers curling inward, until only one remained, a
finger it placed where the mouth would be, if he even
had a mouth. The child took a breath to scream again.
The Darkman shook his head, turned and walked
away. The child, swallowing its scream watched the
black figure as far as it could. The Darkman walked
into next door’s garden, and the child heard the knock,
knock, knock on the neighbour’s door.

The child wanted to talk about the Darkman,
but the Father wouldn’t understand. Only Mother
knew. Instead the child nodded, let Father tuck it in,
and snuggled down.
“Night night,” Father said and closed the door
behind him. The landing light was off. The birds who
lived in the eaves above the child’s room—quiescent
whilst Father had been there—started to make a fuss
again. Voices rose next door.
There was a crash which jerked the child
fully awake, jolted it into a sitting position. The child
looked out, it couldn’t see anything. The world was
more white, the air a static of snow. The child panted
like a wounded animal. The Darkman was making
mischief next door!
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The bedroom door opened, slowly, the child
ducked beneath covers. “Make it go away,” an uttered
prayer.

through the silence of the snow.
“Is the Darkman going?” the child asked.

“Are you awake?” a small voice whispered.

“Shhhh,” Middle Child hissed.

The child poked its head out. The siblings
crept into the room. Eldest and Middle Child. Middle
Child closed the door slowly, quietly.

Eldest was engrossed.

“The Darkman is next door,” the child said in a
whisper to match Eldest.
“Don’t be such a divvy. It’s Kelly’s nutter
boyfriend,” Eldest said. Kelly lived next door, an
almost adult and occasional babysitter.

There was a roar outside. Like nothing the
child had ever heard before. There was rage in it,
and loss, grief deeper than any the child had known,
and pain, so much pain. The child wondered why the
Darkman was so dark. The child shivered in fear.
There was the sound of glass smashing, and
again, shockingly loud in the muffling air which was
still swirling with snow. The child could see the sky,
a uniform white, from where it lay. Hoping that the
siblings would stop looking, they’d only attract the
Darkman to them next.

“Squidge up. We want to see,” Eldest said as
both siblings climbed onto the bed.
“I don’t want to see,” the child said.

Another loud shattering and an answering roar.
This one just rage and incoherence.

“Then you’d best shut up and let us watch,”
Eldest said.
Middle Child virtually never said anything but
left the child alone, mostly, unless Eldest was around.
Middle Child always took Eldest’s side. There was
another crash next door. Raised voices. The sound of
the front door opening.

“Uh-oh, Mick is coming out. Now he’s for it,”
Eldest narrated. Mick was next door’s Father. A blackcab driver, bullet head, thick neck, more tattoos than
Father. Both siblings were breathing fast, the child
gasped again. Eldest was red, Middle Child pale.

The sound of scrunching again. The child
decided it didn’t want to see the Darkman again,
didn’t want the Darkman’s gaze to sweep over it,
didn’t want to attract its attention.

There was a shout, all the syllables smashed
together, and the child risked a glance out of the
window. Like two bull seals, Mick and the Darkman
slammed against each other, chest to chest. Each
snarling incoherent words. The Darkman was still
covered by shadowy clothing. Mick was dressed in a
garish red jumper. They were like blood and ash upon
the snow.

“Hide… Please hide,” the child said to the
siblings.

“Make it stop. Make it go away. Make us
safe,” the child prayed.

“I think she’s chucked him,” Eldest
announced.

Eldest snorted.
“He’s stopped,” Eldest said.
There was shouting outside. Bad words cut

“Shush you baby. I can’t hear what they’re
saying,” Eldest said still staring out the window.
Middle Child just glared. It was a very good glare.
Well practised. The child shut up. The child was quiet
but terribly worried about Mick.
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“He threw bricks through the windows!”
Eldest’s voice was filled with wonder. As though such
an act of vandalism was the most perfectly wonderful
thing they’d ever been witness to.
blue.

The shadows were suddenly painted bright

The lights went out. Like someone had thrown
a blanket over the street. Not a single house had lights,
the TV’s murmur stopped. The streetlights became
dark. The blue flashing lights of the police car the only
source of illumination, matched by the pale blue flame
of the gas bottle heater.
“He’s coming!” the child screamed.

“Moira must have called the police,” Eldest
announced. Moira was the Mother next door.

‘Shhhhh!’ Eldest said.

The child’s Mother and Father were obviously
still downstairs, probably watching out of the front
window. There was much more shouting. The child
was just sneaking a peek when Mick threw the first
punch. The Darkman didn’t seem to move much but
the punch flew well wide of the mark. The Darkman
jerked, almost too fast for the eye to follow and Mick
was on the ground. His jumper like a wound against
the snow. Kelly screamed like it was her knocked to
floor. Eldest made an ‘ooo’ sound, and Middle Child
sucked in a breath across a flash of teeth. The blue
lights came closer.
“I’ll be back!” the Darkman shouted. The
whole of his lower face a blackness. The child thought
the Darkman’s eyes were upon the window where the
children looked down upon the scene. “I’m coming
for you.” He shouted doing an about turn and sprinting
away. The crunching of the snow marking his passage
even when he was out of sight.
The police car arrived, and two policeman
jumped out. The child heard the front door open, and
Father was outside, muffled against the snow.
“Don’t let Him in,” the child said, still
breathing hard.
Eldest knocked on the window and pointed
down the road. The two policeman looked up, but so
did Father. The police turned to look where Eldest was
pointing, but Father narrowed his eyes and his face
took on that ‘you are in big trouble’ look the three
children knew so well.

Middle Child gulped.
The front door opened. There was a heavy
tread on the stairs. Father stomped in.
“Right you three. To bed with you. We’ll
discuss your punishment tomorrow.” He scooped up
Middle Child and, hand on Eldest, steered the siblings
out of the youngest’s room and into the one they
shared. He leaned round the door briefly. “Bed!” he
shouted. The child scooted into bed and pulled the
covers up to its chin.
The door closed. Father clomped downstairs.
Everything was still dark. The child closed its eyes
and tried very hard to sleep. The blue flashing lights
outside disappeared. The car reversing, then driving
away. But what about the Darkman?
The child stood once more and looked
outside. The twilight world was painted white and
thick flakes continued to fall. The child hugged
itself and stood shivering, waiting for something to
happen. Eventually, as the child’s head grew heavy
and rested against the deep cold of the window, its
breath steaming the single glazed pane, the Darkman
returned. Obviously not caught by the police.
The child jerked awake. The Darkman glanced
up, spotted the child and repeated his finger against
the mouth gesture from earlier. The black-clad figure
walked calmly to the end of the road and disappeared
down the alleyway between the houses. The Darkman
was going to break in from the back.
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The child needed a candle, it scooted over to

its toy cupboard, opened a drawer very slowly and
found a stickle brick wand it had made a few days
ago. The child knew that stickle bricks burned, it had
tested this out previously on the gas canister heater,
earning itself a severe telling off from Mother.

smashed from the heat and tongues of flame licked the
roof. All the children were crying, Mother and Father
seemed stunned. The child was warm on the front and
freezing on the back. Stood in the deep snow with
more settling in its hair and on its nightclothes.

The stickle bricks burned with a greenishblue flame and a sweetly toxic smell. The child, after
dripping hot melting plastic on its hand, held it at an
angle. The drips falling on the carpet with tiny blue
flashes of flame. The child walked softly to its parents’
room, at the back of the house, the one overlooking
the back yard, the makeshift candle a banishment for
the Darkman.

Neighbours from both sides ran out of their
houses, a thin envelope between them and the hungry
flames. Next door’s windows gaped open, behind
the one closest to the child’s room was a baleful
yellow glow. The fire having scuttled across the roof,
setting Kelly’s bedroom alight. When the Darkman
appeared at the gaping hole, looking down on them,
the child knew that Kelly had only just escaped. The
child pointed to the Darkman who stood watching the
people outside. The ends of the Darkman’s black scarf
whipping in the wind generated from the heat of the
flames.

When it got to Mother and Father’s bedroom
it pushed the pouffe over to the window and lifted up
the net curtain. The child could not see the Darkman
so held the improvised candle up high. Too high.
With a whoosh the net curtain caught flame. The child
stumbled backwards, falling from the pouffe, landing
upon the floor with a bang, the improvised candle
flying from its hand to land under the bed.
There was thumping up the stairs. “What
the…?” Father’s voice. The child spotted wisps of
smoke coming from under the bed and crawled over
to it, about to reach under, when thick black clouds
started to roll out of the gap beneath it.
The child started crying. The door slammed
open, and Father was there, he picked the child up
and ran, across a smouldering carpet, the fastest the
child had ever been carried, leaping downstairs. As
soon as the child was on the floor Father shouted
“Fire!” and ran back upstairs to rescue the other two
children. Mother was suddenly in the hall. The front
door thrown wide, the child’s hand grabbed, the child
dragged outside, into the freezing cold, the falling
snow.

The child recognised that it had won. The
Darkman was contained by the fire. That it would
never haunt the child again. The child considered the
loss of the house, its toys, its clothes, the TV, a small
price to pay to be rid of the Darkman. Above the
house two birds circled. Their empty nest lost to the
flames. Ash spiralled into the sky to meet the vortex
of snow being dumped by the clouds. Black and white
swirled together. The child looked down as a flake of
ash landed at its feet, next to the splash of blood from
where Mick was punched.
“We should go in and get him,” Father said to
Mick who shook his head decisively. The Darkman
pointed at the people outside. Towards the child, or
so it thinks, Kelly shouted “No!” and the Darkman
turned, and walked into the flames.

Father came out carrying Middle Child, Eldest
in tow. The family turned to look back at the house.
The fire was an insatiable monster rampaging through
the upstairs. The child’s bedroom ablaze, smoke
gushing out of the top of the windows. The family
took several steps backwards once the windows
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After Falling
Ana Marija Meshkova
I sit in a dark and dirty corner, hidden from
everyone and everything. It seems fitting for my
state of mind. The half empty wine bottle in my
hand is going to fall any second now, but I don’t
care. Eyes closed, I hold the bridge of my nose with
my other hand. I need to stop thinking. There is an
overwhelming smell of dust and liquor.

recreational substances. I’m not leaving you here to
wallow.”
I scoff, still staring at the wall. He grabs my
waist, picks me up and flings me over his shoulder like
a sack, to carry me out of the wine cellar.
I hang my head and remain limp. I keep my
eyes closed. If I struggle, we’ll just alert the whole
inn. His clothes smell nice. Timothy always does his
own laundry, more often than most, so he always smell
fresh. I don’t understand why.

Maybe I can drink enough to blackout before
someone finds me. No, someone’s coming. Quiet,
even footsteps, I’ve been hearing them since I was
little. Not him, not now.
I can tell Timothy is standing in front of me.
He always dresses lightly, and his clothes are always
crisp. He’ll clash with the dustiness of the basement,
as he does with most other rooms. He’s not clean
shaven, but his beard is neatly trimmed. His blond hair
is falling over nearly black eyes. His image is seared
into my mind.
“There you are.” The exasperation in his voice
is palpable.
I open my eyes and raise what I hope is a
snarky eyebrow. “Hello.” Damn, my speech is slurred.
I bet it exacerbates my miserable demeanour. I can
imagine what he’s seeing now—a dusty shape all in
black, huddled in a corner, reeking of alcohol.
He rolls his eyes. I don’t know if he realises
yet why I do this, or if he thinks I’ve become a
drunkard. I don’t know which I want to be true.
He takes the bottle from me, placing it on the
nearest shelf and grabs my hand, heaving me up. It
reminds me how strong he is. He offers his shoulder
for support. I don’t want to go anywhere. I become
dead weight and collapse to the floor. Maybe if he
thinks I’m dead drunk he’ll leave me here.
“I know sorcerers have a high tolerance for

I am tossed onto something soft. So not my
own cot then. He takes off my shoes, ignoring my
attempts at kicking him away.
“Hey, hey, hey!” I finally open my eyes and
speak when he grabs my belt. There’s no point in
acting drunk anymore.
“You either shower or I wash you.” He puts his
hands on his hips, determined. I haven’t seen him be
this direct in a long time. I don’t why. The more direct
he gets the more serious the situation.
I rise and look for the bathroom. My days
are awkward enough without my feelings about
him getting in the way. I realise I’m not in a guest
room, but in Timothy’s own. It’s filled with books,
maps, bows and arrows and some other hunting
accoutrements I don’t know the purpose of. His book
learning always surprised people, I find that amusing.
I drag myself into the bathroom, drop my
clothes to the floor and walk into the shower and pull
the cord. Hot water blasts me, I lower my head into
the cascade and close my eyes. I don’t deserve to feel
better. I hope that he’ll stop bothering me after the
shower. Then I can go back to destroying my brain.
It’s of no use anyway.
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I mutter. I reach for more food but realise the tray is
empty.
He observes me, as if picking out the right
words to say, then takes the empty tray. “They ignore
you now because you acted like you were being
tortured when they tried to talk to you.”

I pull the cord and suppose I should get out. I
yelp in surprise when I spot Timothy standing close
offering a towel. I rarely see him smirk. I grab the
towel and cover up.
“What the fuck, man?”

“No one should be forced to be nice to people.
They should leave me alone.”

“I know how good you are at sneaking out.
I was there when you climbed down the high tower,
breaking curfew, remember?”

“They are not forced. They respect you. You
sacrificed everything to save your people.”

He hands me some of his clothes. The fabric
is soft but they swamp me. He ushers me to bed
and tucks me in. I hear the key turn in the lock.
“Damnation!” I fall back, head hitting the pillow. The
sheets smell like… lavender. He must have changed
them today. I yawn and feel heavy. How long since I
last slept?

“Not everything.” I hug my knees tight to my
chest. I catch sight of my now naked arms. I used
to have some muscle, nothing fancy, but enough to
handle casting spells mid-battle. Now I see thin skincovered sticks. I realise why Timothy is being so
direct.

I awake with my face buried in the pillow.
Someone is next to me. I lift my head. Timothy’s hair
is wet, and he’s holding a tray of leftover food in his
lap. He must have finished training and had lunch
already. How long did I sleep?

“You need to stop. People care you know.” I
look up. His expression is more ‘I care,’ than ‘people
care.’ “Look David, if you were the one that cast that
spell, I’d be the first to blame you.”
“It doesn’t matter if I cast it or not. I should’ve
stopped him.”

“Eat.” He nudges the tray onto my lap once I
manage to sit up. He shifts to sit opposite me. Under
his glare, I take a small mouthful and chew.

“In that case, I’m as culpable as you. More
even. I was closer.”

“I don’t like it when you wallow.”
I shrug. “Wallow is the least destructive thing I
can do with my guilt.”
“Why do you even feel guilty?”
“Why?” That came out louder than I expected.
Maybe it’s good to be loud. “My stupidity led to
deaths. We had to leave with hardly anything to come
here.”
Timothy shrugged. “It’s not that bad. There’s
enough room and supplies for everyone. We’re not
even discriminated against because of where we come
from. People are nice.”
“They are nice to you. Because you’re you.”

I shake my head. “You couldn’t have done
anything. I—”
Timothy cuts me off. “I could’ve stopped
shooting at the enemy and shot him instead.” He isn’t
smiling anymore. “I mean sure, I’d be dead, but your
brother would not have collapsed the city.”
“I’m the second in command!” I slump back
down. “Was, anyway. I should’ve stopped him or died
trying. It would’ve been better than living with this,
while everyone hates me.”
“No one hates you, but you.” He shifts until we
sit side by side. “In fact, most people are worried their
leader is sick.”
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“Me, leader?” I scoff.
“Yes, you. You got us out of there, you were
the one that took their requests to heart, you dealt with
the diplomats. Not alone, but no good leader does.
Your brother did far less.”
This took me back to our childhood. We
would sit behind the castle and I would cry after each
excruciating lesson. He didn’t know why, but still
tried to make me feel better. He had a habit of digging
me out of holes I put myself in. And did his best to
hide when he fell in one himself.
I thought that part of my life was over when
the city fell. He was so disappointed, I didn’t think he
would be able to even look at me again. And yet, here
we are. His arm around my shoulders, me leaning on
him. I feel heavy again.
When I awake, it’s dark. When had I fallen
asleep? There are arms wrapped around me, Timothy,
asleep next to me. I feel safe. And, since I can’t get up,
I convince myself, yawning, I may as well sleep some
more. There will be time for decisions tomorrow.

follow him. I’ve been tempted to tell him, but he has
enough on his mind. Something always gets in the
way, arguments, the war, struggling to survive, and
now, building our new home.
David is returning from his fishing trip and
I rise to greet him. He saunters through the village,
greeting the people up at this hour. The sun warms his
face and makes his hair shine.
He considers fishing relaxing, a time he can
spend alone with his thoughts. I help him clean his
catch. He finds it funny I dislike fishing, but I’m fine
cleaning, cooking, and eating fish. We work fast, we
reek of fish, but we could smell like garbage for all I
care.
“You want to go to the market? I think we
need something to go with all this fish.” He says with
a laugh. A lock of hair sticks to his forehead, and he
shakes his head to avoid having to touch it with dirty
hands. I’ve already washed mine, so I don’t hesitate to
help.
“Sure, let me put these away first.” Why is he
looking at me like that? I go to put the pot away.

***
A year has passed in what seems like a month.
David has been saying this is the best place for our
headquarters. But he also keeps asking the innkeeper
if we are a bother. His inner conflict is amusing.

“I have something to show you. I found a
house that works for our headquarters. It has a room I
can stay in.”

David hasn’t started practicing his craft yet
but at least he doesn’t hate himself as much now.
His recovery started that night. Me swallowing my
awkwardness was worth it to see him enjoying the sun
again. Of course it may have been the fact we spent
the night together, but that could be wishful thinking.

“And it has enough room for all of your junk
too.” I almost drop the pot and spin round as he
doubles over in laughter.

Our community has grown significantly, we
actually have a village now. My routine turned out to
be the same as it was in Ashen. But I now have some
free time. We go for walks. The air is cool here, but
there is a lot of sun. I’ve even been helping David get
back in shape.
I think David doesn’t know why I continue to

“Huh.” I try to sound nonchalant.

“What, like I’m going to leave you here alone.
The innkeeper is five seconds away from trying to
make you his in-law.” He gives me an evaluating look.
“You don’t mind?”
“Nope.” I can’t help but grin, and hurry to
put the fish away. Apparently, I can’t put this off any
longer. This timing will have to do. “Let’s go.” I
take a deep breath and join him, my hand finding his
shoulder.
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