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A Tribute to Terry Pratchett
Pete Sutton

Terry Pratchett died after a long struggle with his “em-
buggerance” on the 12th March 2015, a little too late 
in our production cycle to be properly commemorated 
in our March issue. So it falls to me to do a proper job 
for this, our April issue. But where to start and what 
to say? There have been numerous column inches 
devoted to Pterry so what could I possibly add? I 
recommend googling it and reading some of the heart-

felt admiration and sad farewells his legions of fans, 
famous and not, have made. Many of them much more 
apposite than mine here. Personally my favourite was 
a piece by Nick Harkaway here: http://bit.ly/1G6icNO

I could be biographical, I could be bibliographical, I 
could be ethnographical. But all of it has been said 
and done. I can only say what he meant to me real-
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ly. 
I wasn’t what you’d call a massive fan, and yet I have 
one whole bookshelf filled with his books, going back 
some thirty years. Not a single other author has that 
much shelf space in our house. That’s one thing. “It’s a 
million to one chance” in our household means some-
thing quite different to when non-Pratchet fans use 
it – “Scientists have calculated that the chances of 
something so patently absurd actually existing are 
millions to one.But 
magicians have cal-
culated that million-
to-one chances crop 
up nine times out of 
ten.” And Pratchett 
stands next to Douglas 
Adams (another taken 
from us too soon) in 
our hall of ‘comedic 
literature that makes 
you think’ fame (ad-
mittedly there aren’t 
many others who can 
stand with them).

Before writing this 
piece I took down our 
copy (well actually 
my SO’s copy) of 
Colour of Magic and 
re-read it. This sim-
ple, small, book has 
travelled with her (and 
us since we started 
cohabiting) across 
at least eight house 
moves. Its yellowing 
pages actually chewed 
upon by an honest-
to-God bookwork 
(earning the book a stint in the freezer for a few days 
(apparently the best way to treat bookworms) its spine 
much creased, its pages well thumbed, it is, in short, a 
well-loved and well-read book.

I was surprised, after not reading it for at least fifteen 
years, on how well it holds up. On how good, even 

with the first of the Discworld books, Pratchett’s writ-
ing is. He could certainly turn a phrase:

If complete and utter chaos was lightning, then he’d 
be the sort to stand on a hilltop in a thunderstorm 
wearing wet copper armour and shouting “All gods 
are bastards!”
Some pirates achieved immortality by great deeds 
of cruelty or derring-do. Some achieved immortali-

ty by amassing great 
wealth. But the cap-
tain had long ago de-
cided that he would, 
on the whole, prefer 
to achieve immortal-
ity by not dying.

Rincewind tried to 
force the memory 
out of his mind, but 
it was rather enjoy-
ing itself there, ter-
rorizing the other 
occupants and kick-
ing over the furni-
ture.

In fact it’s pretty 
hard to spot any duff 
phrases at all.

Over the years I got 
to meet (well be in 
the same room as 
really) Pterry on a 
couple of occasions, 
the last being when 
he was at World Fan-
tasy Con in 2013. I 
couldn’t bring my-

self to go and see him speak at that one, even though 
I knew it’d be the last possible chance to. My friend 
Joanne Hall (who has a story in this very issue, check 
it out it’s great) said in her tribute (which you can read 
here: http://bit.ly/1I8uRC3 )  
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I didn’t go to the talk, because I knew it would 
be too sad, but I know people who did. One of 
them told me afterwards, in tears, that it was “like 
watching a dragon dying.”

A great talent has left the world, and because of his 
absence it is a sadder, greyer place. He may have left 
us, but he’s left us with a massive legacy. A set of 
books that have become old friends, that have seen me 
through dark times, kept me company whilst I was ill, 
gave me good cheer when sometimes good cheer was 
lacking.

And if it is true that “A man’s not dead while his 
name’s still spoken” (Going Postal), then Sir Terry 
Pratchett won’t die, not whilst we have an internet, as 
GNU Terry Pratchett now exists - http://www.gnuter-

rypratchett.com/

So long Pterry & thanks for all the fish!

Terry Pratchett 1948-2015
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Silas gritted his teeth and resisted the urge to smack 
his new partner, Cliff, who paced the length of the 
dimly lit room. Outside, a light mist of rain fell, ac-
companied by the occasional boom of thunder.

“Fuckin’ relax already. She’s not goin’ anywhere.” 
Silas said. He nodded toward the sedated girl chained 
kneeling to the concrete floor.

The girl’s cropped black hair clung to her face. She 
wore ragged jeans and a tank top that revealed her 
wiry, muscular body.

Silas thought she might be in her late-twenties. Prob-
ably military or ex-military, based on the dog tags 
around her neck. Neither of the men knew her name 
and they’d avoided any close inspection of her dog 
tags. It was better that way. Easier. Names just got in 
the way of what came next.

“Yeah. Sorry.” Cliff stopped, and wiped his brow. 

“I’m just…what if the drugs wear off? I’m going to 
check the chains again.”

“For God’s sake, she isn’t goin’ to change.”

“But–”

“Christ, how did I get stuck with someone so green?” 
Silas tilted his head back and ran a hand over his hair. 
“She’s a wolf-born, moron. Not a werewolf. So calm 
the fuck down.”

“But the drugs–”

“Aren’t goin’ to wear off anytime soon.”
“You’d better be sure. I don’t want what happened to 

Reggie to happen to me.”

“Relax, I know what I’m talking about.” Silas grinned 
and lowered his sunglasses.

Cliff gulped, taking a step back from Silas.

Two brilliant yellow eyes shone at him through the 
dusk of the half-lit room.

Moments passed in silence. Cliff sputtered and tried to 
speak, but the ringing of Silas’s cell phone interrupted 
him.

“Hey, boss,” Silas said, answering his phone. He 
paused. “Yeah, she’s pretty drugged up now, though.” 
He smirked. “Whatever you say.” He hung up.

“What’d he say?”

“Boss has her father. If she refuses to talk, he’s as 
good as dead.” Silas’s ears twitched as a low, guttural 
sound emanated from inside the room. He realized it 
came from the girl. “Seems she’s waking up.”

Cliff stepped back toward the door. “Uh, does she 
need more sedative?”

“Yes, let’s do that. I’ll give her another shot, and you 
can see what it’s like interrogating someone who’s 
unconscious. Idiot.”

Silas stepped toward the girl, but stopped cold when 
she raised her head. Her eyes, previously the colour of 
dull amber, blazed with golden fury. She growled and 
bared her teeth, displaying two pairs of unnaturally 
long canines. Her muscles bulged, and she pulled at 
her restraints. The metal links bent and groaned.
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“No fuckin’ way,” Silas said, taking several steps 
back.

“You said she couldn’t transform.” Cliff scrambled at 
the door.  

With a snap, the chains gave way.

“Shoot her you idiot.” Silas drew his weapon.

Gunshots rang out from the run-down house.

Silence. Screams. Silence once more. The noise woke 
a nearby homeless man under a bus shelter, who gave 
the building a dismissive glance before returning to 
sleep.

In the minutes that followed, no one came to investi-
gate the disturbance. Silas had chosen the house, for 
its discreet location, after all, and the neighbourhood’s 

bad reputation. 

A blood-soaked girl stumbled from the house into 
the rain. Rivers of crimson trickled from head to toe, 
where they mingled with the grass and mud. Trem-
bling, she leaned against the building’s cheap stucco 
exterior, and looked down at her bullet-riddled body. 
One by one, lead slugs spat from closing wounds and 
tumbled to the earth with a thud.

Shallow wheezing. Coughing. A gasp.

The girl raised her head. Faced north. Glowered.

Muscles flexed.

A battery of footfalls as the girl raced into the black.

Lightning arced across the sky, and the rain began to 
pour.

Terrance’s love of stories goes back as far as he can remember. In elementary school, he devoured his lunch so 
he could rush off to play make-believe with his friends. In junior high, he discovered Magic: The Gathering. To 
him, each card held a tale, every game told a dozen stories and nearly every lunch and many an evening were 

whiled away playing.
At 17, a friend introduced Terrance to pen and paper RPGs by taking him to watch a game of Vampire: The 

Masquerade. He had doubts about the game, but came at his friend’s behest. By the time the night was over, he 
was clamouring to create a character, and has never looked back since.

 Through pen and paper RPGs, Terrance explored countless worlds. He filled the role of player, expe-
riencing and learning from the stories of others, and of storyteller, crafting stories for other players. Although 
having always enjoyed creating and consuming fiction of various mediums, RPGs were a turning point. They 
revealed to Terrance his passion for crafting stories to entertain both himself and others. This is where his path 

as a writer really began.
At 22, Terrance began work with a friend designing an RPG fantasy world. The project, titled Kosinari, has 

since been placed on hold, but before being halted the two co-wrote over 90,000 words and play-tested over a 
dozen games. Since then Terrance has created dozens of home-brew RPG worlds, the most recent of which he’s 

decided to turn into a series of urban fantasy novels called the Angel Fall Chronicles. His inspiration for the 
series comes from a smattering of things, including The Dresden Files, American Gods, the Mercy Thompson 

series, Supernatural, Hellblazer and RPGs such as Scion and various World of Darkness games.
Terrance is an unpublished author. He’s currently writing the first novel in the Angel Fall series, titled Cold 

Fusion. The book’s female protagonist is a werewolf-human hybrid, called a wolf-born, and it is essentially an 
unconventional ghost story.

Find out more about Terrance and his stories at the following places:
Angel Fall Chronicles WordPress https://angelfallchronicles.wordpress.com/

Facebook https://www.facebook.com/pages/Terrance-Colligan/717267108357400
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All through the frozen night the snow storm raced 
Ice Maiden northwards. Chill winds beat against the 
carriage sides and drifted snow across the tracks. Near 
dawn the train slowed and Chloe was woken by the 
soft jolt as the following carriage rolled gently into her 
own.

“We’re stopping,” Poul turned back from the window.

“I’ll find out why.”  He slid open their compartment 
and made his way down the corridor to the guard’s 
van.

#

Chloe met Poul at the great southern terminus when 
they first boarded Ice Maiden. Late to join the expedi-
tion to follow Northwind up the new line, there were 
no sleeper berths and only one unoccupied compart-
ment.

“I’m sorry, madam, sir.”  The young steward gestured 
helplessly, his eyes fixed on their small collections of 
luggage.

“We’ll share,” Chloe said and turned to the slim man 
with receding fair hair and pale eyes. “I’m sure we can 
cope.”

“I think we’ll be fine.”  His voice was surprisingly 
smooth and deep, he gave a lopsided smile and held 
out his hand, “Poul.”

“Chloe.”
A week later they were familiar strangers. The porter 

provided them with blankets and pillows, and they 
slept on the long seats.

“What made you decide to come?” Poul asked Chloe 
on the second day.

“Dreams, impulses, the far horizon,” Chloe said light-
ly, but the question disturbed her, unexpectedly close 
to half acknowledged urges and doubts. “What about 
you?”

The corners of Poul’s mouth turned down, the in-
creasingly wintery landscape flashed by. “I discovered 
“forever” means different things to different people. 
I’m not naturally adventurous but it was time for a 
change. An opportunity arose, I decided to take it.”  
Poul spread his hands. “Here I am.”

Chloe said nothing. Poul became self-consciously 
attentive:  “Would you prefer to sit with your back to 
the engine?”

Chloe shook her head. “I like to see where I’m going.”

#

As soon as Poul had left Chloe threw back her blan-
ket and sat up. Sometimes she woke in the night and, 
in the low yellow light of the gas mantle, she would 
watch him while he slept. His expression was wary 
and guarded and she wondered what her own face was 
like in sleep, if he too had watched her. 

Outside, it was barely light, clouds the colour of pale 
slate covered the sky. Chloe turned up the compart-

Breathless
By David Gullen
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ment lights to illuminate the snow beside the track 
and she peered out across a lonely landscape of low 
treeless hills.

The door slid open, Poul returned. ‘there’s a snow 
drift blocking the track. It’s too deep for the plough, 
we’ll have to dig through.”

“How long?”  She wanted to keep moving.

He reached for his fawn woollen coat, ‘the soldiers 
are already out there. Captain Higgins has called for 
volunteers. I said I’d help.”

She barely knew him but all at once she wanted him 
to stay. He wasn’t weak, of course not, but other men 
were stronger, with better clothes. Her red Angora 
scarf hung on her own side of the door, with her fur-
trimmed grey cloak and hat. “Here,” Chloe looped her 
scarf round his neck. “Be careful.”

“It’s only snow,” he said jauntily, “And thank you.”

#

During the morning the sky cleared to a frigid pale 
blue. Towards noon Chloe put on her cloak, hat and 
gloves and descended the steps onto the creaking 
snow. The air was bitterly cold. Other passengers 
stretched their legs or shared a hip flask. 

The single track ran along the base of a low ridge, 
wind blowing across the open ground had drifted 
snow against the base of the slope. Chloe lifted the 
hem of her cloak and walked towards the great en-
gine at the front of the train. Standing on the terminus 
platform, Ice Maiden, in its silver and blue livery had 
seemed huge and sleek. Here on the ground beside the 
track she was enormous, her towering bulk like a force 
of nature. Heat still radiated from the great boiler, 
refrozen snow melt hung in glassy stalactites from the 
running plate and buffers. The great steel wheels were 
taller than Chloe, the pistons and armatures bright, the 
cylindrical streamlined boiler and furnace higher than 
a house. It seemed impossible that mere snow could 
halt such a vast machine. 

Ahead of the engine, handsome young Captain Hig-
gins directed his soldiers and volunteer passengers 
with energy and flair. Chloe looked carefully but could 
not see Poul. Then she saw a flash of red, her scarf. 
There he was, to the left of the line, ordering a work 
gang of his own.

Chloe sensed movement up on the footplate. ‘Tea, 
Miss?” a deep voice rumbled. She looked up to see 
the stoker, six and a half feet tall with a great curling 
red beard, a grimy dark blue boiler suit stretched over 
his barrel chest. His teeth flashed white as he smiled. 
“We’ve just had a brew.”

‘Thank you.”

The stoker swung down one handed from the brass 
hand rail, pulled off a glove and handed Chloe an 
enamel mug by the rim.

“Mind the coal dust, miss, it gets everywhere.”

The driver joined them, a wiry older man with a short-
billed canvas cap on his head, a knotted red kerchief 
round his neck. 

Chloe sipped the hot and very sweet tea and watched 
the diggers. “How much longer, do you think?”

“Half an hour, miss. They’re just clearing off the top, 
the plough will shift the rest.”  

Mist from the drivers breath passed over Chloe’s head. 
She laughed and blew from her own mouth. “We’re all 
steam engines today.”  

To the right the ridge rose a hundred feet, on the left 
flat hills rolled away to a smoky violet horizon. The 
scrape of the shovels, the crump of shovelled snow 
and slow hiss of steam were the only sounds in the 
enormous unmoving landscape.

Chloe shivered. “When will we catch up with North-
wind?”

The driver and stoker exchanged a look. “Nobody 
knows how far this line runs,” the driver said. “The 
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track was still opening up when Northwind pulled 
out.”

An idea thrilled Chloe. “Might it run on forever?  A 
limitless north?”

“We would run out of coal.”

“Cut wood from the forests.”

The stoker looked up at the two-handed axe in the cab 
and grinned. The driver touched his holstered firearm, 
‘the forests are deep, possibly dangerous, definitely 
unknown. Even so, an intriguing thought.”

“An adventurous thought,” Chloe said.

“I just drive the train, miss,” the driver said. “And Red 
Ham here stokes the fuel.”

Hamish looked down at Chloe and gave her a ponder-
ous wink. 

#

Poul returned to the carriage, weary from digging. 
“We’ll be under way soon.”

“Thank you for working so hard.”

The carriage jolted as Ice Maiden reversed to put slack 
in the couplings, then the train rolled smoothly for-
wards. 

He had more colour than usual. “I need to wash, then, 
shall we go to the dining car?”

“With pleasure.”

All afternoon the train rolled on. Snowdrifts still 
covered the track, but never too much for the plough. 
Snow-covered plains folded into valleys and hills. 
Patches of white-capped conifers merged into a dark 
forest of old pine and northern hemlock. As the train 
slowed on a bend the forest pulled back to form a 
concave clearing.

“Look,” Chloe exclaimed, “People.”  

A group of fur-clad figures stood in the shadows of the 
tree line. Some carried a short bow and quiver, oth-
ers held long, light spears. As Chloe watched, one of 
them stepped forward, planted his foot, drew back his 
arm. The train pulled round the curve and the figures 
dropped out of sight.

Poul stared intently back through the window. “There 
were children.”

#

Time passed slowly, a drowsy and companionable 
afternoon gave way to evening. Gathering speed, the 
train broke free of the wintry forest. Outside, the sun 
set as a distant blood red ball behind tatters of freezing 
cloud. A bitter twilight faded to night and just then, 
for a fleeting moment, Chloe and Paul glimpsed the 
distant lights, the spires and domes of an unknown 
northern city.

Chloe drew in her breath. “Shall we take supper in our 
compartment?”

“My thoughts exactly,” Poul said.

The trolley rattled as the young waiter guided it down 
the swaying corridor. “The driver says the wind has 
cleared the track ahead,” he said, as he removed the 
domed covers from the steaming food. “He intends to 
take Ice Maiden to top speed.”

After they had eaten, Cloe and Poul sat with the last 
of the wine. The window was a black square, Poul 
reached up to lower the blind.

“Please don’t,” Chloe said.

His hand fell back. Chloe smiled and brushed back a 
lock of hair.

Poul raised his glass: “To adventure.”

Chloe’s eyes met his. “To adventure.”
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What would tomorrow bring?  What, even, of tonight?  
A thrill of anticipation grew inside Chloe. Poul’s 
hand rested on the table. Outside, snow fell in dense, 
driving flurries. The carriage swayed as Ice Maiden’s 
speed increased, the wooden bead on the blind’s draw-
string tapped against the window. She lay her hand on 
his.

Steady acceleration pressed Chloe gently into the 
cushions, she closed her eyes. What will we find, she 
wondered. 

In her heart she had the sudden conviction it would be 
something wonderful.

David Gullen was born in South Africa and was baptised by King Neptune at the equator. Since then he has 
studied biology, worked as a van driver, dish-washer, armourer, leatherworker, and IT geek; and become the fa-
ther of three children. His short fiction has appeared in many magazines and anthologies. He has been an Aeon 
Award winner (2011) and shortlisted for the James White Award. His collection, Open Waters (theEXAGGER-

ATEDpress), appeared in early 2014. His novel, Shopocalypse, was published by Clarion (2013) and he recently 
co-edited, designed and published the charity SF anthology Mind Seed. He is represented by the John Jarrold 

Agency.

David lives in Surrey, England, with the fantasy writer Gaie Sebold, and too many tree ferns.
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The iRobot® Roomba 500 series is an automatic, 
robotic vacuum cleaner (“robovac”). While it offers 
completely automatic second-generation robot vac-
uuming capabilities at a price you can afford, it also 
suffers serious design flaws. This document is pur-
posed to enumerate these for the benefit of designers, 
investment partners and other stakeholders.

Return to base

The iRobot® Roomba 500 series features the ability to 
return to its charging station when its internal battery 
runs low. This feature is a direct descendant of the 
original Machina speculatrix designs by William Grey 
Walter  and as such, has not improved much since the 
1940s, when it was first conceived. 

Its base station beacon and corresponding receiver 
on the robot are severely limited as they operate on 
near-infrared frequencies and as such can only func-
tion in line-of-sight. This, combined with the robots 
limited room navigation facilities, makes it possible 
for the iRobot® Roomba 500 to become trapped in 
another room, hungry and far from home. 

1. Elmer and Elsie, Burden Neurological Institute, 
1940. See An Electromechanical Animal, Dialectica 
(1950) Vol. 4: 42—49

Only being able to use a limited repertoire of move-
ments to escape, eventually the battery becomes com-
pletely drained as the docking light flashes plaintively 
and the display glows a cherry red of desperation. 
Finally the robot becomes completely stranded and 

plays a sad tune, indicating that it lacks sufficient pow-
er to operate its motors  and calling the nearest human 
for rescue at the same time. The operator then has to 
pick up the unit and place it on the charger manually.

Room navigation

As mentioned in the previous item, the iRobot® 
Roomba 500 series’ room navigation capabilities are 
severely flawed. The unit cannot tell the difference 
between a temporary obstruction, such as a human 
foot or a wheeled swivel chair, and a permanent ob-
struction such as a sofa or a parked bicycle. It also has 
problems perceiving three-dimensional objects such 
as bicycle wheels, leading to the danger of the unit 
becoming trapped beneath one of the wheels of the 
aforementioned vehicle.

Furthermore, the unit can become trapped in program-
ming loops leading to physical entrapment beneath 
and between items of household furniture, i.e. ward-
robes, occasional tables, coffee tables and wooden 
chairs. While it usually escapes the programming 
loops due to the modern software engineers volun-
tary non-use of the unconditional GOTO statement, 
such entrapment can and does waste battery energy 
and increase the likelihood of stranding incidents (see 
above).

Also, the robot cannot logically vacuum the room the 
base station is located in last, as it does not perform 
adequate room mapping and lacks a long-term memo-
ry as such. Instead, the unit vacuums the home room, 
then vacuums the room next to that, and so on until 

Design Flaws of the iRobot 
Roomba 500

Andrew Wade
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the battery becomes depleted and it attempts to return 
home, however it is often unable to do so, especially 
when it then becomes trapped by programming loops.

Inadequate disinfection, dirt hygenisation, and dirt 
build-up

Unlike later models which feature rubberized rollers, 
the rollers of the iRobot® Roomba 500 series are 
made with bristles which catch and retain dirt. Ad-
ditionally, the rollers tend to catch and roll up great 
quantities of human hair, carpet liner, etc., which over 
time impede motion and drain battery energy leading, 
in turn, to more stranding incidents which must be 
avoided at all costs.

Of even greater concern, however, is the lack of 
on-board disinfection facilities. Even far cheaper 
and otherwise inferior robovac models feature UV 
sterilisation – that is, small LED bulbs internal to the 
unit which emit ultraviolet light in doses sufficient to 
kill most germs, parasite eggs and insect larvae. The 
iRobot® Roomba 500 series lacks this feature, which 
leads to the disturbing possibility of cross-contamina-
tion with all of these infectious agents during the ex-
tensive cleansing, de-tangling and disinfection service 
which must be performed on the unit at the very least 
once a week. 

Infectious agents tracked into the home, along with 
unsanitary items such as dog faeces and human vomit, 
are then taken up by the iRobot® Roomba 500 series 
during the completion of its daily cleansing activities 
and spread around the home, completely undisinfected 
and threatening householders with major outbreaks of 
various vomiting sickness, norovirus, human parasite 
infections, tick bites, and, for those who are aware of 
these severe design defects, Munchausens’ syndrome, 
Munchausens’ syndrome by proxy, cleansing psycho-
sis and delusional parasitosis.

A small, blue light bulb mounted on the inside of the 
unit would go a long way to quell householder fears 
of cross-infection and reduce, if not eliminate entirely, 
the associated psychological problems. The light does 
not actually need to emit ultraviolet light, unless this 
is cost efficient.

Inappropriate storage locations

Recently, footage has emerged on the Internet of 
a robovac (not an iRobot® model) being stored / 
charged in a toilet. Owners and other Company am-
bassadors must be reminded that this is not an appro-
priate storage location for your iRobot® Roomba 500 
series, due to

 1) Risk of the unit tracking human faeces parti-
cles through the entire house, and
 2) The need to keep the bathroom door open for 
the duration of the cleansing operation, which would 
in turn lead to further contamination of the home with 
faeces particles, urine droplets, potential airborne 
infectious agents / contaminants as well as unsanitary 
and unpleasant bathroom odour contamination of po-
tentially the entire property.

Other inappropriate storage locations for your iRo-
bot® Roomba 500 series include

 1) Inside storage closets / cupboards
 2) Underneath household tables / chairs
 3) Underneath beds, wardrobes, and other heavy 
furniture items.
 4) Kitchens and bathrooms (as opposed to W.C. 
Toilets) as doors to these must be kept closed at all 
times to prevent cross-contamination, odour spreading 
and household damp, as well as personal embarrass-
ment and inconvenience for bathroom users.

While this is not a robot design flaw per se, it is hoped 
that in the future, homes will be built with internal 
swing doors or electrically operated doors to improve 
household “robo-friendliness” and eliminate for good 
the problem of having to keep open internal doors 
during robot operation (the “open door problem”).

Inadequate cleansing capabilities

In addition to inadequate disinfection capability, the 
iRobot® Roomba 500 series suffers from extremely 
limited cleansing capability. To give but two exam-
ples – chewing gum and congealed human bodily 
fluids pass beneath the unit completely undisturbed, 
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especially in the case of dried blood / bloodstains. A 
simple ultrasonic attachment would entirely take care 
of the latter problem, while a small, refillable canister 
of H2SO4 would mostly solve the former, with the 
proviso that robot owners leave windows open and 
evacuate the premises for the duration of the robots 
cleansing operations.

Odour dispersal

Human beings smell bad, and the iRobot® Roomba 
500 series completely fails to address this serious 
problem. We propose mounting a small, automatic dis-
penser of either Dettol® or Air Wick™ disinfectant / 

air freshener on the robots back and setting it to spray 
a controlled quantity of sanitizer on entry to different 
rooms. If disinfectant is not available, Sarin gas may 
be used instead (in severe cases, continuous operation 
of the dispenser may be activated).

Stair-climbing

This last may be considered a “positive” design flaw 
and we do not recommend “correcting”  it, as current-
ly residents of multi-storey properties must purchase 
additional iRobot®  units to avoid having to carry 
their robot between floors.
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Wither the land. When higher thoughts came, they 
often fell upon that familiar phrase. It was bitter to 
an extreme and it was said by broken men who were 
in danger of giving up. In this new, dying world, 
those men were common. Wither the land, we’re all 
damned. It was an unpleasant thought but it was fa-
miliar and it rang true for me.

The hunt. It was all I knew. Most of the hunt was the 
search. But there was more. The more came at the end. 
And it was bloody. So much blood. Delicious blood.

In the unpleasant time following the search, I always 
knew I was truly lost to the beast I had become. I’d 
return to my senses hours later, with the grisly evi-
dence of my deeds all around me, the taste of them in 
my mouth.

The wind was blowing. The wind came from the north 
where there were humans. Fish-fed humans who were 
running out of fish. Gardens can’t replace fish.

They knew the end drew near, just as they knew I 
roamed the dead forest south of their village.
A smell in the wind made me drool. I licked my teeth. 
Sharp teeth. They had not always been that way. Had 
they?

In my more lucid moments, I remembered. Remem-
bered the world as it had once been, green and alive. 
Now all was shades of brown, grey, and black. Now 
all was dying or already dead. I was barely twenty 
years old when the world began to change. First the 
land withered, then came the horrible changes to men. 
Yes, I remembered the reflection of a face without an 
elongated snout.

Sounds joined the smell. Distant sounds. Hushed 
sounds. Movement. Voices. Human voices. Whispers 
in the wind. I heard them. I knew there was prey, prey 
at the end of the search.

I could not tell what the voices said or if they even 
spoke words at all. I could only hear their sound. With 
dread, I recognized the pitch of youth. It was passing 
but not yet fully gone in those voices. Two of them. 
One male and one female, young and foolish.

Humans. True humans. A pair. The humans drew clos-
er. The smell of sweat. Sweat and more. Hormones. I 
drooled.

The young couple in love approached. No doubt they 
were sneaking away for some time alone. A little time 
away from the judging eyes of their parents and the 
other elders, no doubt. So lost in their own business, 
they had abandoned all caution.

The voices drew closer. Smells came closer. Delicious 
smells. More drool. I crept low. Silent. I moved toward 
the humans. The humans moved toward me. I could 
see a light carried by one. Could see my prey. 

They were indeed young. Far younger than the years I 
had known before the withering world changed me.

The prey was so near. It had not seen me. I stood tall. I 
lunged. The prey heard me. Then saw me. The humans 
screamed. My prey tried to flee. It did not matter.

I believe it was then the humanity which had still 
remained a part of me must have left forever. Maybe 
sanity left me as well. Can the mad truly know their 
own madness?
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The hunt. The hunt was complete. The search was 
over. Now the more. Only the more. So much blood.

Wither the land. It makes so much more sense to me 
now. I understand it. We’re all damned.

Italian witch - Olof Gramagra
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Interview with Ian 
Whates & review 

of Pelquin’s Comet
(Previously pub-
lished at Bristol 

Book Blog - http://
brsbkblog.blog-

spot.co.uk/)

Ian Whates lives in a 
quiet Cambridgeshire 
village with his partner, 
Helen, and Honey, a 
manic cocker spaniel.  

Ian is the author of six novels to date, most recently 
Pelquin’s Comet, released in April 2015. Also, the 
City of 100 Rows trilogy (Angry Robot), and the Noise 
duology (Solaris). Sixty-odd of his short stories have 
appeared in various venues, two of which were short-
listed for BSFA Awards, and his second collection 
Growing Pains (PS Publishing) appeared in 2013. Ian 
has edited some two dozen anthologies and in 2014 
one of these, Solaris Rising 2, was shortlisted for the 
Philip K. Dick Award. He has served a term as Over-
seas Director of SFWA and spent five years as chair-
man the BSFA, stepping down in 2013. In his spare 
time Ian runs multiple award-winning independent 
publisher NewCon Press, which he founded by acci-
dent in 2006. 

Ian dropped by to talk about his latest book - Pelquin’s 
Comet. His interview & a review of the book below:

This is the first in a trilogy I believe – can you 
give us an overview of what they’re about?

I’ll try to do so without giving too much away…  The 
books are set in an age of expansion, with humanity 
spreading out into the stars aided by caches of ancient 
alien technology which they don’t fully understand.  
Humanity has encountered its first extant alien culture, 
the Xters, and the two races eye each other warily 
across ragged and fairly arbitrary borders, not really 
competing for habitat due to physiological differences, 
but not trusting each other either.  This first book cen-

tres on the crew of a small independent trading ship, 
Pelquin’s Comet, who have a lead on a cache of Elder 
tech that they hope will make them rich.  In order to 
fund an expedition to recover it, they take a loan from 
a bank.  The bank insists that their agent, Drake, ac-
companies them to safeguard the bank’s interests.

They are not the only parties after the cache and soon 
find themselves in a deadly race to reach it first.

Drake provides the over-riding story arc.  He has a 
hidden past, one that comes back to haunt him as 
the series progresses, starting in this first book, as he 
encounters familiar faces and places he never expected 
to see again.  He also has a companion, a small cuddly 
bundle of fur called Mudball whom everyone assumes 
to be a pet but is actually an alien entity with an agen-
da all its own.  As the series progresses, the secrets 
multiply, Drake’s past comes ever more to the fore, the 
true nature of the Elder caches is revealed, and the fu-
ture of humanity itself hangs in the balance as a result.

I’d say this was carefully plotted, how much 
planning did you do?

Thank you, I’m glad it comes across that way.  In all 
honesty, not as much as you might think.  I tend to 
write in an organic fashion, generally setting out with 
a loose plot in mind and seeing where my characters 
take me – which often proves to be in directions even 
I hadn’t anticipated.  This book is no exception.  I had 
the four central characters – Drake, Pelquin, Mudball, 
and Leesa – fairly well established in my head and 
knew where I wanted to take them by the end of the 
book.  Beyond that, many of the plots and twists that 
actually brought them there developed while the writ-
ing was well underway.  One of the earliest chapters to 
be written was the one exploring Leesa’s childhood on 
the strange colony world, her sense of not belonging 
and her first encounter with an Xter.  This proved use-
ful as it gave me a solid grounding for writing Leesa 
as a damaged adult.

If you could be a character in the book who 
would it be and why?
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Drake.  He’s the one 
with a hidden past, the 
one in a position of au-
thority, and he’s the one 
for whom life is about 
to get even more inter-
esting and dangerous as 
the series evolves.  Be-
cause of his hidden past, 
he’s very in control, 
guarded, careful not to 
reveal too much about 
himself… and then Lee-
sa turns up.  I enjoyed 
exploring his reaction 
to her and the threat 

she represents.  I also envy his analytical mind, which 
comes to the fore when the ship is impounded by port 
authorities, bringing a touch of Sherlock Holmes to 
his character.  Wouldn’t it be lovely to make connec-
tions and piece situations together with such clarity?

What did you learn about writing by writing 
this book?

The importance of patience and revisiting your work 
after a ‘fallow’ period.  In all honesty this is nothing 
new – all writers know the wisdom of setting your 
work aside for a while and coming back to it with 
fresh eyes, but it isn’t something I’ve always put into 
practice.  I did here, and Pelquin’s Comet is the most 
revised text I’ve yet written.

When will the other two books come out?

Good question.  I’ve started volume 2 but have had to 
set it aside for now while I concentrate on something 
else.  The plan is to return to it shortly and I’d hope 
to have the book out by next year, with volume 3 in 
2017, but we’ll see.

You’ve mentioned that there is a nod to Fire-
fly here, which in itself was a nod to Blakes 7. 
What is it about the ensemble cast in a small 
vessel playing fast and loose with the law that 

inspired you?

A group of rogues operating at the very edge of legal-
ity and a little beyond but possessing their own moral 
code that we can all recognise…  The situation offers 
such opportunity for drama.  The simple introduc-
tion of a stranger is enough to disrupt the established 
dynamic.  Throw in a quest, a threat or two, a mystery 
or three, and a twist or four, and away we go.  What’s 
not to love?

Why did you choose to have a banker as one of 
your main characters?

I did so for a number of reasons; in part because it 
seemed such a perverse notion but also entirely log-
ical.  If a financial institution is about to entrust a 
large sum of money to strangers, they would want 
safeguards, a representative on the mission.  It also 
gave me the perfect opportunity to play around with 
a situation that’s always intrigued me, that of a close-
knit group having an outsider forced upon them.  All 
sorts of dynamics come into play as a result – the re-
sentment of Nate towards the banker, the uneasy clash 
of authority between Drake and Pelquin among them.  
Besides, I can’t think offhand of an SF adventure 
series that’s featured a banker as the central character 
before… 

How much input did you have into the cover 
art?

In some senses quite a bit, in others not a lot.  To 
explain, I trust Jim Burns and have worked with him 
before.  At outset I sent Jim a couple of snippets from 
the text that described the ship, Pelquin’s Comet, and 
left the rest to him.  Not sure what I would have done 
had I hated what he came up with, but fortunately I ab-
solutely loved it.  Jim really delivered.  To be honest, 
it never occurred to me that he wouldn’t.

It felt like you’d had a great deal of fun writing 
this, what did you enjoy the most about writing 

this book?

I did have a lot of fun, you’re right.  I loved creating 
the different societies – from the hi-tech fast-paced 
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banking capital of New Sparta, to the knock-off 
gang-infested world of Babylon, from the superficial-
ly civilised Brannan’s World to the Xter-dominated 
frontier world of Leesa’s childhood, Liaise.  I loved 
the interplay between the characters and the wealth 
of secrets hidden by so many of them.  I loved writ-
ing the wise-cracking Mudball and hinting at his 
real intentions, and I loved thinking up the different 
wonders found in the cache chamber and writing the 
action sequence that occurs towards the book’s fina-
le…  Most of all, I think I enjoyed taking established 
SF tropes such as alien caches bootstrapping humanity 
to the stars and turning them on their heads.  Yes, I 
really have had fun writing this one, and look forward 
to continuing the story.

In one sentence what’s your second best piece 
of advice for writers? (since I have your first 

best in the last interview)

Hey, that’s unfair, I cheated last time and actually 
gave you two because I couldn’t choose between them 
(don’t take rejection personally and join a writers’ 
group).  Okay, something new…  Write short stories.  
Even if your real ambition and focus is the novel, 
you’ll gain so much from mastering the shorter form 
– in a short story you have to establish character and 
setting in a few deft sentences as opposed to doing so 
over the course of chapters – that sort of discipline, 
that ability to make very word count, will stand you in 
good stead whatever you then go on to write.     

Many thanks to Ian for taking the time to provide 
answers

The BRSBKBLOG review:

Take an ensemble cast in a Fireflyesque small trading 
ship, add a dash of secret backgrounds, a banker, an 
alien and a treasure cache. Stir gently with memorable 
characters and locations. Add a dash of wisecracking 
language and what you end up with is a highly enter-
taining space opera. Mr Whates obviously had a great 
deal of fun whilst writing this and it’s bound to rub 
off on you when you read it. It left me wanting more, 
which is the point of a first in a series isn’t it?

I wanted more of the mysterious aliens that left behind 
a treasure cache and note that there is the promise of 
revelations in the future with keen anticipation. The 
universe building is deftly done and this is a tightly 
plotted book. My only, very minor, grumble was with 
the treasure cache itself. I would have liked to have 
seen more made of it, both in the heist part itself and 
in the possibilities of the treasures. 

Really looking forward to the next one!

Overall - Highly entertaining space opera.
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Paul Williams had always had the best. Nothing else 
was acceptable to him. His motto was to ‘always look 
forward, never glance back’.

If he’d hurt anyone on the way, he was oblivious to it. 
His energy, his focus, was on his own success and his 
own rewards.

#

George Daniels was a widower. He moved to the same 
town as Paul Williams ten years ago after the death 
of his wife. He had held various jobs but was now 
running a very exclusive and successful dog training 
school. He specialised in Dobermans and providing 
dogs for home security.

Paul had seen George’s success and knew he wanted 
part of it. The kudos of having two guard dogs provid-
ed by George was too tempting.

#

“I can let you have two Dobermans for free – if you’ll 
allow two conditions,” said George when they met.

Paul grinned, “I’m listening.”

“Firstly, let me name the dogs.”

“Is that it?”

“Well I will take them off twice a week for two 
months to train them and, um, I can tell my clientele 
that you are a valued customer.” George saw he’d 
massaged Paul’s ego just enough.

“Yeah, we’ve got a deal. One thing – I don’t want 
lame names. I want something like Zeus and Apollo. 
Okay?”

“The names will be apt – don’t worry about that.”

They shook hands on the deal and George led Paul 
through to meet two young male dogs. Both were ped-
igree and near perfect specimens.

“Fantastic,” said Paul. “This will keep the neighbours’ 
kids out of the grounds.”

And so for two months George would call to collect 
the two dogs. He would take them away for training 
and return them at the end of the second day. Paul was 
delighted. He’d even allowed the local press to pho-
tograph him next to his swimming pool with the dogs 
either side.

#

It was the eleventh anniversary of the death of 
George’s wife and he marked it with a trip to the local 
police station.

Talking to the desk Sergeant he said, “Good morning. 
I would like to turn myself in for a crime; murder.”

The police officer smiled, probably thinking the old 
man was another loony.

“Oh yeah, who have you killed and why?”

George took a deep breath, “I have killed Paul Wil-
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liams. Right now he should be in the grounds of his 
home with his throat ripped out. I did it because elev-
en years ago today he was involved in a drink driving 
incident that killed my wife, my daughter and my 
grand-daughter.”

The police officer stared at him, “You’re telling me 
the truth aren’t you?”

“Yes. He killed them and got away with it thanks to a 
fancy barrister and someone he paid to serve a brief 
sentence for him. He laughed his way out of the court. 
Even celebrated with drinks I seem to remember.”

The officer called for some detectives and an ambu-
lance to go to Paul Williams’s residence.

“You shouldn’t say anything else until the detectives 

get here and read you your rights.”

“It doesn’t matter. I just don’t want the dogs to be 
hurt because of me. I trained them to kill him and him 
alone. They are good boys and won’t hurt anyone 
else.”

Mouth agape the officer asked, “They both savaged 
him?”

“No, no - only one. There are two of them. One’s 
called Vengeance and the other is called Justice.”

“Which one has killed him then?”

“Oh, that’s easy,” said George, “I gave up on Justice a 
long time ago. It was most definitely Vengeance.” 

Stephen Blake lives in a small seaside town in Corn-
wall where he plans, plots, exaggerates and occa-

sionally writes. He’s had his work published in the 
anthologies ‘Airship Shape & Bristol Fashion’ and 
‘Avast, Yes Airships!’ He is a regular contributor to 

‘Far Horizons’ e-magazine. This summer he will have 
a number of stories published in the children’s anthol-

ogy, ‘The Adventures of Dayton Barnes’.

He can be found on twitter as @UncannyBlake, on his 
blog www.stephenblakesblog.com and on Facebook 

www.facebook.com/stephenblakeauthor. 
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Laurie Smith
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1. UnionCon

There were times when I felt less like my planet’s 
representative to the galaxy and more like a B-movie 
celebrity. Most events at UnionCon were at least nom-
inally about promoting goodwill between the systems 
of the Galactic Union. The meet-and-greet, on the 
other hand, was primarily about signing autographed 
photos for groupies. Yes, I had groupies.

Ben and I sat at a table with stacks of photos. Scores 
of young ladies—at least, I was pretty sure they were 
mostly all ladies, though with some races it wasn’t 
that obvious—stood in lines waiting to talk to us.

Ben put down his pen and cracked his knuckles. “So, 
how’s your girlfriend?”

“You mean Janet? She’s fine. She’s not really my girl-
friend, though. Not the way you mean.”

Ben shook his head and laughed. “C’mon, Wayne. 
She followed you to college, even though she can’t 
really afford it. I’ve seen her picture. She seems pretty 
enough. If I wasn’t already semi-serious about a girl, 
I’d give it a shot.”

I rolled my eyes. “Oh, like you’d have a shot.”

“Hey, I’m Ben Elan, Umea Bakearen of Deneb!”

“That might mean something here at UnionCon, but 
on Earth, you’d be as much a nobody as I am.”

“You’re not a nobody. You’re Wayne Freed, Umea 
Bakearen of Sol III!”

“You don’t get it, do you? Two booths at the food 

court could probably fit all of the people of Earth who 
know about it. Janet’s not one of them.”

Ben gaped. “Why does she even like you, then?”

“Oh, thanks for the vote of confidence. For your infor-
mation, she’s my sister’s best friend. I’ve known her 
for years.”

“Well, think about this, then. If you and I had not been 
exchanged at birth, I might have been the one carrying 
her picture around.”

I hated conceding the point. Ben and I had been ex-
changed at birth to ratify the Sol-Deneb treaty. As long 
as we both remained alive and unharmed, Earth and 
Deneb would remain at peace, and all life on Earth 
would not be exterminated by Deneb. As a result, we 
were treated as celebrities almost everywhere in the 
known galaxy, except for one glaring exception. Earth 
was not yet a member of the galactic community, so 
my identity was a state secret. Even in my family, the 
only one who knew was my dad. Mom’s memory of 
the event had been suppressed, for reasons I still didn’t 
fully understand. Not even Lucy, my younger sister, 
had a clue.

There were times I wished I could tell Janet every-
thing, but I was bound by treaty not to talk about it to 
anyone not already in the know. Ben had no idea how 
good he had it, not having to keep secrets from the 
ones he loved.

I sighed. “You keep thinking the grass is greener on 
the other side of the galaxy, don’t you? It’s not as sim-
ple as all that. If it weren’t for Sol-Deneb, my family 
wouldn’t have moved to Oklahoma in the first place. I 
never would have met Janet.”
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Ben smiled. “You mean, I never would have met Jan-
et.”

“Whatever. Neither of us would have. And just be-
cause I’m not sleeping with Janet doesn’t mean I don’t 
love her. I just don’t want to complicate our relation-
ship until I’m done with school.”

“You really think she’ll wait for you that long?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. But you’re still not getting 
near her. You wouldn’t want me hitting on Sandra, 
would you?”

“Her name is Sonja, and she wouldn’t go out with 
you, anyway. I’m the one she’s got a crush on, accord-
ing to her sister.”

“Yeah, well, if she’s got a crush on you, how come her 
sister is the only one you’ve talked to?”

Ben crossed his arms. “She’s shy. I’m still working 
out how to break the ice. We could double-date, if you 
want. I think the sister likes you. Her name is Lisa, or 
Lana, or something like that. I know it starts with an 
L.”

“Like I would trust you to set me up on another blind 
date.”

Ben put up his hands defensively. “Hey, that wasn’t 
my fault! The girl never told me her friend was an 
Ursan. What do you have against furry women, any-
way?”

“It wasn’t the fur, Ben. It was her age. She was four-
teen!”

“So? That’s like ninety eight in dog years.”

“That joke wasn’t funny then, and it isn’t now. In Ur-
san years, she was still fourteen. Where I come from, 
that’s statutory rape!”

“Only if you had slept with her.” Ben’s face went 
white. “You didn’t, did you? Her father would likely 

turn you into a human-skin rug.”

“No, I didn’t. I’d prefer to actually know a girl before 
I sleep with her.”

“Whew! That’s a relief! He’d probably come after me, 
next.” Ben looked at me sideways. “You’ve never had 
sex with anyone, have you?”

“No. Not that it’s any of your business.” I signed an-
other photo and handed it to the next girl in line, an at-
tractive Aldebaran dressed as slave girl Leia. With her 
blue skin, she might better have portrayed one of the 
dancing girls, but she still had a nice figure. “That’s a 
nice costume, miss.”

I had brought a copy of Return of the Jedi with me 
to UnionCon the previous year. This year, every girl 
who wanted to catch my eye had made a Princess Leia 
Slave Girl costume. Most of the girls were attractive, 
I had to admit, but their choice of costume showed a 
singular lack of imagination. The only variation was in 
the colour of their skin, or fur, or scales.

“Thank you for noticing, Ambassador.” The girl 
winked. “I wouldn’t mind being your first, if you’re 
interested.”

I blushed and smiled. “You are a beautiful woman, but 
I just finished telling my friend here that I’d prefer to 
know the girl, first.”

“Sure thing. I’m Na Hi.” She handed me a card with 
her name, contact information, her blood type, body 
measurements, and other data I wouldn’t have thought 
to ask. “Give me a call. I promise, you won’t be sor-
ry.”

“Uh, thanks. I’ll think it over.”

After she left, Ben nudged me. “Are you going to use 
that?”

I tossed the card onto his photo stack. “Don’t get any 
diseases.”

“Bah! You should be enjoying yourself. I wouldn’t 
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mind a gaggle of scantily-clad females fawning over 
me.”

“Aha! So this is one of those grass-is-greener things! 
You’re just upset that all the women lining up for your 
autograph are dressed up as zombies and slime devils, 
aren’t you?”

Ben scowled. “I really hate Denebian cinema. Why do 
you get all the pretty girls?”

“And by pretty, you mean half-naked.”

“You say it as if it were a bad thing.”

I chuckled as I signed the next photo. I looked up, 
half expecting to see another Leia. Instead, I saw an 
X-wing pilot. She wore a form-fitting satiny body suit, 
high-heel boots, and a helmet with the visor down. All 
I could see of her face were her lips, which I watched 
closely as she spoke, imagining them kissing mine.

I gradually became aware that she had been talking to 
me. “Ambassador Freed? I said that I’m a big fan of 
yours.”

“What? Oh, yes. Yes, of course.” I handed her the 
photo, smiling absently.

She seemed slightly disappointed in my reaction. 

“Thanks for the photo.”

“Uh, I really like your costume,” I said, trying to 
keep her there just a bit longer. There was a question 
I wanted to ask her, if I could only remember what it 
was.

The girl smiled. “Thank you. My sister and I worked 
on our costumes together.”

I really wished I could see her eyes. “You did an ex-
cellent job.”

As she walked away, I suddenly remembered what 
question I wanted to ask her. I jumped up.

“Where are you going?” said Ben. “We’ve only got 
another ten minutes before closing, can’t it wait?”

I looked back toward Ben as I strode forward. “I’ll be 
right back. I need to know that girl’s name!”

Because I wasn’t facing front, I misjudged the precise 
location of the stairs. I felt my left ankle pop as it hit 
the ground and rolled.

I caught one last glimpse of the lovely pilot as she 
strode out of the hall. Blinded by pain, I sat and waited 
for the medics.

#

2. Sidelined

The infirmary doctor looked at the scan. “Well, noth-
ing’s broken. Just a bad sprain.”

“That doesn’t make my ankle hurt any less, Doc.”
He laughed. “I can give you a prescription for the 
pain. I’ll send in a nurse to wrap it for you, and bring 
you a pair of crutches. You should stay off of it for at 
least six weeks, and refrain from any strenuous activi-
ty for twelve to sixteen weeks.”

“That’s it? I kind of expected you’d have a healing 
beam.”

He gasped. “If Sol III has developed such a technolo-
gy, I’d sure like to see it.”

I frowned and shook my head. “Sorry. I just assumed 
with all the other advanced tech around here—it’s  not 
important. Thanks, Doc.”

“My pleasure, Ambassador.” He shook my hand and 
left.

The nurse showed me how to adjust the crutches. “Is 
this your first time?”

“I’ve been pretty lucky up until now. And loads more 
graceful.”
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She smiled. “Even the most graceful dancer can fall 
down stairs.”

I chuckled. “That makes me feel a little better. 
Thanks.”

“You are very welcome.” She helped me stand up and 
balance on my crutches, then walked with me back 
out to the waiting area. “I do hope you enjoy the rest 
of your UnionCon experience.”

“I will do my best.”

Ben stared at the nurse as she walked away. “Please 
tell me you got that nurse’s number, Wayne. She’s 
even hotter than that Nadia girl.”

“Na Hi, Ben. Her name was Na Hi. And no, I didn’t.”

“What a waste. So what’s the damage?”

“It’s a bad sprain. Looks like I’ll have to skip the 
camping trip, this year.”

“Bad luck,” said Ben. “What was so important, any-
way? You never said.”

“Yes I did! That girl in the flight suit. I wanted to get 
her name. I blame you for this, by the way. I was turn-
ing back to answer you when I fell!”

Ben put his hands up. “I just asked where you were 
going. I didn’t push you or anything.”

I shook my head. “Forget it. Doesn’t matter. I’ll prob-
ably never see the girl again, anyway.”

“Aw, don’t be so glum, chum. You still have Janet. I 
bet she’d look pretty hot in a body suit like that, too.”

“Is that all you ever think about? Girls in tight cos-
tumes?”

“No, I picture them out of their costumes, too.”

“I wish I had gotten her name.”

“Lynne!” said Ben.

“What?”

“Sonja’s sister. Her name is Lynne.”

“That’s great, Ben, but it doesn’t help me with the 
X-Wing girl. Damn, I wish I had gotten her name be-
fore she left the table.”

“Wish I could help you, but I didn’t see enough of 
her face to able to pick her out of a crowd if I saw her 
again.”

“Yeah, whatever.” I leaned on my crutches and man-
aged a smile. “Have fun camping, anyway. Sorry for 
bailing.”

“Don’t sweat it. We’ll go camping again, one of these 
years.” Ben winked. “Are you sure you don’t want me 
to set up a double date with Sonja and her sister?”

I nodded. “Yeah, I know you mean well, but I’d rather 
make my own mistakes, thanks.”

Ben laughed. “Suit yourself. Hope you make some 
good ones.”

#

3. Distracted

Janet ran over as soon as she saw my crutches. “Oh, 
you poor thing! What happened to you?”

“I wasn’t watching where I was going.”

She kissed me. Her hair smelled like cotton candy. 
Dyed pink as it was, it looked like it, too. “Does it 
hurt?”

“Only when I’m awake.” I grinned and brushed her 
hair back. “Ben’s right. You really are beautiful.”

Janet beamed. “Why, thank you, Wayne. You’ve never 
said that to me before. Who’s Ben?”
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“No one you’re likely to meet, if I have anything to 
say about it. He’s a nice enough guy, but kind of a 
womanizer. You deserve better.”

“I’d like to think I already have better.” Janet pulled 
up an extra seat for me to prop up my ankle. “I col-
lected your missed assignments for you while you 
were gone, just like you asked.”

“Thanks, Janet. I knew I could count on you.”

“Where did you go, anyway? It wasn’t somewhere 
dangerous, was it? Is that how you got hurt, running 
microfilm through Checkpoint Charlie?”

I laughed. “No, nothing like that. Besides, Checkpoint 
Charlie hasn’t existed in years.”

“Where, then?”

I wish I could tell you where I went, but I’m not al-
lowed.”

“Can you at least tell me how you hurt yourself?” Jan-
et unwrapped the bandage. “Nice bruising, there.” She 
kissed my ankle and wrapped it up again. “So?”

“I missed a stair, chasing after a girl.”

Janet crossed her arms. “You were chasing a girl, and 
it wasn’t me? Serves you right, then! Sounds like your 
friend Ben isn’t the only womanizer around here.”

“No, it wasn’t like that at all. I just wanted to know 
her name, I wasn’t trying to take her to bed or any-
thing. I was just—I’m not really sure what I wanted 
from her.”

“Was she pretty?”

“I guess so. It doesn’t matter, anyway. She’s gone, and 
I’m a cripple.”

“I guess that means you’re completely at my mercy, 
then,” said Janet. “You don’t need to go girl-chasing, 
you know. I’m here, and you know I’m willing.”

“I know, and if I had my way, I just might take you up 
on it.”

“Why can’t you have your way with me?”

“I really wish I could tell you. But you wouldn’t be-
lieve me.”

“We live in DC, one of the strangest cities on Earth.” 
She stood behind my chair and began massaging my 
shoulders. “Are you a spy? Some kind of agent?”

“If I say yes, will you stop asking me?” I could feel 
my bad mood slipping away with every stroke of her 
fingers. “Are you sure you want to go into Law? With 
fingers like yours, you’d make a great masseuse.”

“Yeah, but I would only want to touch handsome men, 
like you. They probably only give the cute ones to the 
senior masseuses.”

I laughed. “Thanks, Janet. You always know how to 
cheer me up. I should probably get to work, now. I’ve 
got a bunch of catching up to do.”

She bowed. “I’m here to serve. You rest your foot and 
tell me what you need, and I’ll get it for you.”

“What did I ever do to deserve such a pretty maidser-
vant?” I said.

“Don’t get used to it. Once your ankle’s better, it’s 
back to getting your own stuff. I’m no one’s errand 
girl. Got it?”

“Got it. I’ll probably do the same for you, some time.”
We spent the next few hours doing research. I wrote 
my reports, while Janet retrieved and shelved books 
for me, staying quietly out of the way, but always 
there when I needed her.

After a half-dozen reports, I was beginning to get irri-
table again. My ankle hurt, and so did my head.

“I think it’s time to go,” she said. “You’re starting to 
make mistakes.”
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“I’m almost caught up,” I said.

“Almost burned up, you mean. Your eyes are red. You 
haven’t left that chair in over two hours. Don’t you 
ever have to pee?”

“Only if I eat and drink.”

“When’s the last time you did that?”

“It was a couple of hours before I came in here, I 
think.”

“Wayne! That’s no good! That’s it, then. I’m not help-
ing you anymore.”

“I’m almost done,” I said. “Just two more papers, then 
we can get some supper.”

“No, now.”

“I have to finish!”

Janet got a determined look in her eye, one I’ve long 
since learned to fear. “If you don’t stop what you’re 
doing, I—I’ll get us thrown out of here, I swear!”

“Yeah, right,” I said, and went back to writing.

Something landed on the desk next to my page. It 
was a bra. “What the?” I looked at Janet. She was still 
wearing all her clothes, except for the bra. “How did 
you do that?”

“I’ll show you sometime, if you behave. Are we leav-
ing, or do I have to take something else off?”

“You wouldn’t dare.”

“Oh, no?” She slowly began unbuttoning her blouse.

“Janet! You’re going to get us into trouble!”

“That’s the idea,” she said, undoing the last button. 

She hadn’t bared her breasts, but I could see bare skin 
all the way from her neck down past her navel. She 

slowly began to slide the blouse off her shoulder.

I had to stop her. “You win, Janet. Where do you want 
to go?”

“Nothing fancy, just anywhere but here.”

#

4. Tempted

About a half hour later, we arrived at her apartment. 
Janet handed me the bag of food so she could open the 
door. “It’s locked. Aimee must have gone home for the 
weekend.”

“I should go if your roommate’s not here,” I said.

“Not before you eat something, Wayne.” Janet took 
the bag and held open the door. “Don’t argue with me, 
or I’ll hide your crutches.”

My stomach growled. “I’m not going to argue with 
you. You’re right. I need food.”

“Have a seat on the couch. You can toss your coat on 
the chair over there. I’ll get you a cushion for your 
ankle.”

I took off my coat and hopped to the couch. Janet 
came back with a pillow and set my foot upon it. “Ai-
mee’s gone for the weekend. She left this note on the 
counter. So it’s just you and me.” She began massag-
ing my toes. “How does that feel? Does your ankle 
hurt?”

“It’s not that bad, really. It’s been almost two weeks 
since I fell. But it still hurts like hell if I try to put any 
weight on it.”

“Then don’t do that.” Janet opened up the bag and 
handed me my container. She sat down beside me and 
opened her box. “I can’t tell you how much I’ve been 
looking forward to this, Wayne. I missed you while 
you were gone, you know.”

“I missed you, too.”
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“You could take me with you, next time.”

“No, I couldn’t.” In my best Bogart—which still 
wasn’t very good—I added, “Where I have to go, you 
can’t follow. What I’ve got to do, you can’t be any 
part of.”

Janet laughed. “Is that where you go? Casablanca?”

“No, not exactly.”

“You won’t tell me?”

“I can’t tell you. Someday, maybe.”

Janet kicked off her heels. “You are so frustrating, 
sometimes.”

“I don’t mean to be, Janet. Ask me something I can 
answer truthfully.”

“Alright, how did you sprain your ankle?”

I smiled. “I already told you that. I missed a stair 
while chasing after a girl who probably isn’t half as 
wonderful as you, anyway.”

“That’s a good answer. Your turn. Ask me a question.”

“I don’t know what to ask.”

Janet stood up. “Okay, then, I’ll just answer the ques-
tion you asked me earlier. Watch closely.” She quickly 
made a series of movements, and her bra was in her 
hand.

“How does one learn how to do that?”

She laughed. “Well, first, you need a bra.”

“I guess I’m disqualified, then. You know we could 
have been arrested, don’t you? That could have led to 
expulsion for both of us.”

“Then it’s good that you stopped me.” Janet sighed. “I 
knew you would. I know how important your school-

work is to you. It’s even more important to you than I 
am.”

I took Janet’s hand. “Not true. I’ve known you almost 
all my life. You’re family to me.”

Janet rolled her eyes. “I know, I’m just like your little 
sister. You still see a little girl when you look at me, 
don’t you?”

“Janet—”

“I’m not a little girl anymore! I’m almost nineteen 
years old! I can vote! I can love. And so can you.” She 
began to unbutton her blouse.

“What are you doing, Janet?”

“Just watch and see.” She slowly slipped her skirt 
down around her ankles and stepped out of it. She 
kicked and the skirt landed on the sofa beside me.

“You do that very well,” I said.

“I’ve rehearsed this in my mind many times.” She 
now wore nothing but her blouse and underpants. She 
turned her back to me and removed them both.

“Oh, Janet, you are most definitely a woman.”

She turned around. “Do you like what you see?”

Her figure was, in a word, perfect. But then, up to that 
point, her body was the only one I had ever seen up 
close. “You have a beautiful body, Janet.”

“This body is yours for the taking. I love you. I’ve 
always loved you.”

“I know. I love you, too, Janet.”

She sat beside me and began to unbutton my shirt. 
“I’ve waited a long time for this, Wayne.”

I closed my eyes as she began to undo my belt. In 
my mind, I began to see images of a figure wearing 
an orange bodysuit and high-heeled boots. The figure 
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reached up to remove her helmet.

My eyes snapped open. “Stop, Janet.”

Janet frowned. “What’s the matter, lover? Did I do 
something wrong?”

“No, it’s not that. I love you. I’m flattered that a wom-
an with a body as astonishingly beautiful as yours 
would offer herself to me. But I can’t cross this line. 
Not right now.

Janet began to cry. “I want you, Wayne! I can see that 
you want me. I’m giving myself to you! Why won’t 
you take me?”

“I can’t have you, not now. The timing is all wrong. I 
wish I could explain why, but I can’t.”

“You don’t love me.”

I stroked her hair. “There’s no one on Earth I love 
more than you. I just can’t go through with this right 
now. I have to go. Can I have my crutches back, 
please?”

“I could hold them hostage, you know. I could keep 
them until you give me what I want.”

“Would that make you happy?”

“No.” Janet got up, put her blouse back on, and re-
trieved my crutches. “You would hate me.”

I stood up, balancing on my good leg as I tucked my 
shirt back in. “I could never hate you.”

She frowned. “Well, I would hate me.”

I put my coat on and kissed her. “I do love you, Janet. 
Don’t forget that.”

#

5. The Oath

I tried to call Janet the next morning, but all I got was 

her machine. I left several messages, but she didn’t 
call me back. I stopped by her apartment, but she was 
either not home or pretending not to be.

I ran into her roommate on Monday. She gasped and 
pointed at my crutches. “What happened to you?”

I smiled. “It’s a long story. The short version is that I 
missed a stair and sprained my ankle. Can I talk to you 
about Janet?”

“What happened between you and her? She won’t talk 
about it.”

“I don’t know If I should say if she won’t. I don’t want 
to embarrass her.”

“She did the striptease, didn’t she? I told her it was a 
bad idea.”

I smiled. “No, it was a very good idea. It just wasn’t 
the right time.”

“What happened, then?”

“I can’t say. Like I said—”

“I know, you don’t want to embarrass her.”

I nodded. “I do want to talk to her, though. She won’t 
return my calls, and she won’t buzz me in if I come to 
the door.”

Aimee nodded. “I’ll help you. Meet me out in front 
tonight. I’ll get you past the front door and into the 
apartment. The rest is up to you.”

“Thanks, Aimee. I’ll owe you one.”

“If she does break up with you, call me. I promise you, 
nothing embarrasses me.”

I laughed. “Thanks for the offer, but I don’t have time 
for a serious relationship, or I’d already be in one with 
Janet.”

“Who said anything about serious? I’m just looking 
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for sex. I’ve never done it with a guy on crutches. You 
could help me cross the nurse fantasy off my bucket 
list.”

“Aren’t you a little young for a bucket list? You’re not 
terminally ill, are you?”

“If I said yes, would that get you into bed with me?”

“Uh, no.”

She sighed. “Well, it was worth a try, anyway. I guess 
Janet’s lucky to have a guy like you in love with her. I 
kind of wish I’d found you first.”

Janet frowned when she saw me. “What are you doing 
here?”

“I invited him,” said Aimee. “Look, Janet, you don’t 
just let a guy like this get away. You need to talk it 
out.”

“I guess as long as you’re here, you might as well 
come in.” Janet turned and walked back into the apart-
ment.

“That’s the spirit! I’m outta here. Don’t forget to leave 
a hanger on the door if you’re going to have sex! I’ll 
check in on you guys later.”

“You wouldn’t return my calls,” I said.

“I didn’t know what to say to you. I felt dirty. You 
must think I’m some kind of slut.”

“How would you know what I think, if you won’t talk 
to me?”

Janet shrugged. “I guess you got me, there. What do 
you think of me, then?”

I took Janet’s hand. “I love you. Make no mistake 
about that. I could never forgive myself if I had taken 
you to bed the other night.”

“Would sleeping with me be that bad?”

“Not a chance! I’m sure it would have been spectac-
ular. It’s just that I have a lot on my plate right now. 
I told you once before that my school work is vitally 
important. It’s not more important than you, but you’re 
too important for only half my attention.”

“I don’t understand.”

“When I do make love to you, I want to give you 
everything: heart, mind, and body. Maybe someday 
I’ll be allowed to tell you everything, and then you’ll 
understand why we couldn’t be lovers right now. I 
promise you that you have right of first refusal on my 
body.”

Janet laughed. “Spoken like a true lawyer. So what 
happens now?”

“I pledge my love to you. I don’t have time for a 
girlfriend right now. You are the one I would choose if 
did.”

“What about Miss What’s-Her-Name?”

I shrugged. “You’re never going to have to compete 
with her. Like I said, I’ll probably never see her again 
anyway. Even if I did, I still wouldn’t have time for a 
relationship right now. If I won’t sleep you, I certainly 
won’t sleep with a girl I don’t even know. If you don’t 
believe me, you can ask Aimee. She offered.”

“She didn’t!” Janet looked surprised and shocked at 
first, then she started to laugh. “Of course she did. She 
probably mentioned her nurse fantasy, didn’t she?”

“What, is there anything you won’t talk to each other 
about?”

“No, not really. It’s a girl thing.” She hugged me tight-
ly. “I believe you, Wayne.”

“It’s the truth. If you’ll wait for me, I promise to be 
your lover after I graduate. I might ask you to marry 
me one day. But no matter what, I will always be your 
friend. I will always hold you in my heart, and I’ll be 
there for you. I promise to always love you.”
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“I’ll wait for you. When the time is right, I will be 
your lover. If you ask me to, I’ll be your wife. But 
even if not, I’ll always be there for you. I promise I 
will always love you, too. I always have, you know.”

“I know.”

“That sounds like some kind of oath,” said Aimee. 

“You just became soul-friends, or something like that. 
That’s like totally new-age stuff!”

“I thought you were going to leave us alone,” said 
Janet.

“I was, but I got nosy. Forgive me.”

I laughed. “We will, Aimee.”

“You two are crazy, you know. I’m not sure I could 
wait that long. It’s going to be three years, at least.”

“Maybe we are crazy,” said Janet, “but I think he’s 
worth waiting for.”

“He may be, but if you aren’t going to be lovers right 
now, I don’t think you ever will be. You’re probably 
going to end up being soul-friends or whatever, but 
you’re never going to sleep together. You two are 
either aliens, or you’re both insane!”

“You may be right,” said Janet.

I smiled. “I may be crazy.”

Together, we sang, “but it just may be a lunatic you’re 
looking for!”

“I’m serious! But you know what else? I think you’re 
going to be okay with that.” Aimee looked me over. “I 
guess I won’t ever get to sleep with you, either.”

“Not unless you want to be on crutches yourself, 
sister,” said Janet. “You heard him, he’s mine, or no-
body’s!”

I hugged Aimee. “Don’t be discouraged. You’ll find 

someone.”

“Yeah, maybe. Not on this planet, anyway.”

“Then you’ll just have to look on another one.”

Aimee laughed. “As if that were possible. I’m going 
out. For real, this time. I need to find my Mr. Right! 
And when I do, I’m taking him to bed right away, you 
hear me?”

“I think the whole building can hear you,” said Janet.

“You would have made hot lovers, too.” Aimee sound-
ed disappointed. “I would have enjoyed hearing about 
it afterward! So, how did the two of you meet, any-
way?”

“We grew up next door to each other,” I said.

“I’m his sister’s best friend,” said Janet.

“Damn,” said Aimee. “It’s too late for me to take that 
path, then. The boy next door to us is gay, damn him. 
Ah, well. I’ll see you guys later.”

After Aimee left, I hugged Janet. “For what it’s worth, 
you’re my best friend, too.”

Janet looked at the ground. “I’m sorry I threw myself 
at you like that. I won’t do that again.” She looked up 
at me and smiled. “At least, not until you graduate. 
Until then, I’ll give you right of first refusal on my 
body, too.”

“Sounds good,” I said. “I’m not sure I’ll be able to 
refuse it again.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

I hugged Janet tightly. “There is one more thing I want 
to say before I go home. You were right to distract me 
from my work. I’m constantly in danger of burning 
out. Feel free to get in my face if you catch me work-
ing too hard, or neglecting our friendship, or just being 
an ass. Next time, I promise to stop working before 
you lose any clothing.”
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Janet winked. “Your loss, lover. It’s a deal.”

We kissed, and I drove home. I was certain then that 
we would always be a part of each other’s lives. There 
really was no one on Earth I loved more than Janet.

But my universe was larger than a single planet. I 
suspected that Aimee was right, too. If Janet and I 

were not lovers by now, we probably never would 
be. My thoughts kept wandering back to the faceless 
X-wing pilot who still haunted my dreams. I wondered 
if I might someday see her again, and at least learn her 
name.

Yes, I thought. Somehow, I knew I would see her 
again. She was going to be someone very special to 
me. I didn’t know how, or when, but we’d meet again.
And when we did, things were going to get interesting.
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In an age of gentleman adventurers, studious research-
ers and roguish archaeologists some of the greatest 
treasures are found not by luck but by following the 
vaguest of clues, the slightest of hints and the oldest 
of maps. Rumours and myths are a staple and every 
treasure seeker must be aware of all and every means 
that will lead them to that long lost fortune of gold and 
gems.

One such story that had spread across Europe and had 
been whispered by gossips and rumour mongers was 
of an explorer from China who had ventured into the 
mountains of Tibet seeking ancient treasures hidden to 
avoid a war centuries ago and now long lost.

This man explored far and wide, risking death from 
the cold and the mountain heights.

Then one day he staggered into a village tavern and 
collapsed in front of the gathered locals. He was bare-
ly alive and while the locals and a handful of western-
ers stood and listened he spoke haltingly of his quest. 
Then he died and was buried in a nameless grave 
beside the mountains he had crossed again and again.

His last words have been repeated many times over 
the years, many have tried to follow in his footsteps to 
find the cave he spoke of but it has never been found.

He told of his final days, of his finding of a cave deep 
within a valley, a cave of great crystals. He spoke of 

guardian dragons and demons of cold in the mists. He 
said that he took one of the crystals and tried to make 
his way back down the mountains but he became lost 
and finally too cold and tired to continue. He said that 
he sheltered among the bones of a dragon, a great 
horned beast with a curtain of bone at the back of its 
skull. He said that he thought he would die so he took 
a stone and scratched a map with the path to the cave 
of crystals; the route was recorded on the bones of a 
dragon.

That was all he said, he died soon afterwards without 
saying any more.

Now this would be nothing more than an interesting 
story were it not for that fact that on his body was 
found the crystal he spoke of. But it was no crystal, 
it was an uncut diamond of great size and worth a 
fortune.

A cave full of such diamonds could buy a small 
country or make the man that found it wealthy beyond 
measure. So many had looked and some had died but 
all who survived returned empty handed. So over the 
years people stopped looking and the story became 
just another myth.

Until the London Post ran a story about an archaeol-
ogist who was returning to England from Tibet, the 
man had discovered several dinosaurs, remarkably 
intact specimens of a size and type seldom found. His 
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team had spent months excavating the bones and now 
they were being returned to England. In fact an almost 
complete body of a three horned dinosaur with a huge 
frill was to be unveiled at the museum that very Friday 
evening at a party for fund raisers.

Nothing here you would think, unless you read to the 
very end, to the last paragraph. The line where the 
professor bemoaned the fact that his dinosaur had 
been vandalised by someone who had scratched lines 
all over the back of the frill.

#

Sir Henry Carpenter Fitzwarren was the inheritor of 
a minor title that came with the family estate outside 
York. A dreary place and the locals were unbearably 
dull. He never visited, he had a fairly competent man-
ager to run the place and so he was free to enjoy life 
and indulge his passion for archaeology and explora-
tion. His wealth made him independent, his wit and 
charm made him a hit with the ladies and his daring 
do and tales of adventure made him a frequent guest at 
these sort of parties.

He was, in short, the very picture of a gentleman 
explorer.

Of course pictures can lie.

The estate was real and of course broke, the manager 
was a drunkard who stole what little rent came in from 
the tenants. The family wealth, no such thing.

Sir Henry was, to put it politely, a specialist in obtain-
ing items of ‘objet d’art’ and selling them on to dis-
cerning buyers across the wealthy of Europe and the 
Americas. 

At present he was living comfortably on the proceeds 
of a lost tomb. With his reputation as an explorer and 
adventurer he had to no more suggest that he hadn’t 
been to South America for a few years than he was 
invited. To join the hunt for a long lost royal palace. 
When the tomb was found and the door opened Sir 
Henry was there to spot what looked like a trap wait-
ing for would be thieves, not a man or woman thought 

it odd that he volunteered to risk himself by going first 
to search for other traps. After all he was well known 
for that sort of thing.

Once it was safe for everyone to enter the tomb was 
explored and carefully catalogued, of course since no 
one had looked upon the tomb for hundreds of years 
who was to say how many gold statues had been on 
that shelf or how full of gems the bowl had been. 

#

It was the most wonderful soiree; everyone who was 
anyone was here. Some of the Empire’s finest lords 
and ladies rubbing shoulders with royalty, officers and 
gentlemen and of course the various wives, mistresses 
and other ladies.

The band was playing some imported number, some-
thing from the states by the sound of it and a growing 
crowd were laughing and joining the dancing.

Sir Henry strode across the room, weaving through the 
crowd and exchanging words with a few people that 
he knew. 

“Charlie, your horse won again, I don’t know how you 
do it, honestly I don’t. 

Madam how nice to see you, yes of course I will at-
tend, wouldn’t miss it for the world. 

Ah professor, how are things in Egypt, the search for 
the king’s tomb goes well I trust?”

Others called a greeting, Sir Henry was well known. 
Many a head turned to watch him as he went, a strong 
handsome man, he drew the admiring gaze of many 
single ladies. One in particular watched him, waiting 
for the chance to speak to him. Lady Helena Col-
by-Sax flicked her long red hair about her shoulders 
as she watched the broad shouldered man stride across 
the room. A fine catch, a fine catch indeed.

She started to walk towards him then stopped when he 
suddenly turned and stepped through a door on the far 
side of the room, the sign above the door said Prehis-
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toric displays.

Sir Henry glanced about himself, a few guests stood 
in the main room close enough to see into the dino-
saur room but no one was paying him any attention. 
A great monster of bone with a huge jaw lined with 
teeth stood before him, not what he wanted. Display 
cases lined the walls and the bones of ancient dragons 
and beasts were assembled in displays across the floor. 
Now, where was the one with three horns and a frill?

Aha, it was behind the two legged monster, its horns 
and head just visible behind the tail of the king of 
dinosaurs.

Sir Henry walked the length of the first monster, his 
custom leather shoes making the slightest of sounds 
on the polished stone floor. As he walked he glanced 
up at the bones towering far above his head. He could 
see why people thought that there were the bones of 
dragons or creatures of myth.

Then he found himself facing a great horned skull, the 
beak like mouth bigger than his head, the two upper 
horns stood above his head and longer than he could 
reach. A most fearsome beast indeed. But he was not 
here to look at its face. Sir Henry walked around the 
side of the monster and looked up at the great frill that 
covered its neck, the room was lit but the underside of 
the frill was in shadow.

Nothing a well prepared man could not deal with of 
course and a few seconds later Sir Henry placed his 
lamp on the creatures spine and gazed at a map, crude-
ly drawn but a map none the less. Peaks here and here, 
this valley with the hooked shape, this mountain pass 
and here, the cave of crystals.

He glanced around to ensure he was alone then took 
pencil and paper from his coat, a minutes work and he 
had the map copied. His final act was to slip a small 
knife from his pocket and make more marks and lines, 
change the existing ones and make it impossible for 
anyone else to read. Now he and he alone could find 
the diamonds.
He turned off his lamp and tucked it away along with 
the knife and pencil. He stepped down from the plinth 

upon which the dragon bones stood and smiled. With 
the map the cave was his.

“I’ll take that, monsieur.”

The voice came from the shadows further down the 
room and a figure stepped into view. A cheap suit over 
an stained shirt, both were ill fitting and well worn. A 
grubby raincoat finished the ensemble and above all of 
this a thin faced man, slick black hair framed a weasel 
like face, a weak chin hidden by a unkempt goatee 
beneath a hook of a nose.

Sir Henry grunted and slipped the map into his jacket 
pocket, of course it was not going to be easy.

 “Well well, La chef, what brings you here? Hard-
ly your sort of party, oh and you could at least have 
dressed for the evening, this is a formal event.”

Piere La Chef. Chief agent of the French bureau of ex-
ternal security, spy, assassin and all round manner less 
republican thug. Of course he would be here.

“You stuck up English pig; you think to fool me with 
your manners and your tricks. I am here for the same 
thing you are. The diamonds belong to France and I 
will make sure they are returned.”

Sir Henry laughed, a deep booming sound that turned 
a few heads among those who stood closest to the 
doors in the main room. “Belong to France. I must say 
you have a fine sense of humour for a Frenchman.”

La cheef walked closer and stopped no more than a 
few paces from Sir Henry then spat on the marble 
floor in front of him. “France deserves its place in the 
world, with the diamonds and our new weapons your 
precious Empire will fall and I will be there to see it 
happen.” Lacheef slid his right hand into his raincoat 
and then pulled it back out but now his fingers were 
clasped around the blue steel of a military revolver.

“Drop the map and back away Fitzwarren. Nothing 
would give me more pleasure than shooting you.”
Sir Henry stood firm but raised his voice a little.
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“You would rob me here, with all of these witnesses. 
How very bold of you.”

Heads turned in the doorway and a woman gasped at 
the sight of a gun. A mutter began. “I say, who is that 
scruffy man. A gun, he’s pointing a gun at sir Henry. 
Someone call the police. What’s happening, I can’t 
see.”

In the dinosaur room the two men ignored the growing 
noise and movement.

“Give me the map or I shoot.”

“Never.”

The sound of the gunshot was shockingly loud in the 
stone walled room, the crash echoed again and again, 
enough to wake the dead and stop the band in their 
tracks.

Sir Henry clutched at his side and fell to the ground, 
the French spy gave a triumphant shout and lunged 
forward but Sir Henry still lived, the two grappled but 
La Cheef could not get to the map that was safe in Sir 
Henrys pocket.

Then the sound of running feet made the Frenchman 
look up and he stood, cursed in his native tongue and 
turned to run.

A crowd rushed into the room, several of the younger 
military men gave chase on the heels of the fleeing 
French spy, others went to the aid of the gentleman 
who had been so rudely shot before their eyes. 

Then Sir Henry Carpenter-Fitzwarren stood up rub-
bing his side as he did so.

General the Lord Ronsenby stopped in front of Sir 
Henry and loudly demanded to know what had just 
happened.

Then a rush of pale green skirts below a darker green 
bodice and a shapely pair of shoulders and neck below 
a heart shaped face crowned waves of the richest red 
pushed past the men and threw herself into Sir Hen-

ry’s arms. 

“You live, you were shot, I saw you shot in the chest, 
are you not hurt?”

Sir Henry winced and made a completely fake effort 
to separate himself from the tender embrace of Lady 
Helena Colby-Sax, heiress, renowned beauty, poet 
and one of the most marriageable young ladies in the 
country. 

“A little bruised but nothing worse than a loss of dig-
nity, to be shot and knocked to the ground by a French 
spy of all people.” Sir Henry used his right hand to 
gently grasp her chin and lift her gaze to his eyes. “I 
am well, just bruised.”

Lord Ronsenby harrumphed loudly. “Bruised, the 
frenchy shot you in the chest from three feet away, 
should be a damn sight more than bruised!”

Sir Henry chuckled again and gently moved Lady Hel-
ena into the curve of his right arm while using his left 
arm to open his tuxedo jacket. The fine quality cloth 
cut to flatter his tall frame was lined on the inside with 
a curtain of gleaming metal, a light mail that glittered 
like silver under the electric lights of the room.

“A Gentleman adventurer such as myself always ex-
pects trouble my Lord, the jacket is from Hubard and 
Trull of Saville Row. The mail is of the finest Mythril, 
cost a king’s ransom but it has saved my life a time or 
two.”

“Well I’ll be” The stout general declared.

“Sir Henry.” The fair lady in his arms asked. “Do you 
always wear a Mythril tux?”

With a twinkle in his ear and a smile that made future 
promises on his lips the gentleman adventurer looked 
down at her lovely face and replied. “Only when I 
expect to be shot.” Then he chuckled but stopped with 
a gasp and clutched at his chest with his left hand.

“Oh no you really are hurt, you shouldn’t be standing 
around, let me take you home.” She glared up at him. 
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“No arguments Sir Henry, shot by a French spy then 
standing around talking about it. You will let me take 
you home and see to your wounds. I insist!”

Sir Henry didn’t argue, in fact a few who caught the 
smile that flickered across his face might have said 
he was happy with the prospect of being nursed by 
the lovely young lady. Of course he was just as happy 
to have the map safe and sound in the pocket of his 
jacket.

Tonight a dalliance and tomorrow a ticket to Europe. 
He glanced down at the lovely young woman still 
within the curve of his arm. Perhaps the day after 
tomorrow, after all he had the only copy of the map so 
he had plenty of time. A few days would do no harm 
and the young lady really was a beauty.

The map would be safe at her house; after all she was 
the very picture of a fine young lady.
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I can hear them now. A cacophonous babble of laugh-
ter and narcissistic self-congratulation coming from 
the staff room. I’m cleaning up some sickly kid’s 
hurled breakfast from the sky-blue carpet. The stench 
stabs at my sinuses as I scrape up partially digested 
Shreddies, and orange juice peppered with chunks of 
carrot. But the deputy head bustles past, clutching the 
treasured document in her hand, without so much as a 
‘good morning Seth.’

It always amuses me, that someone who sees so much 
goes unseen by so many. But that’s my lot, I guess. 
Maybe they’re too preoccupied with their own impor-
tance to notice anyone else’s. Or maybe they just don’t 
want to. I don’t know. I’ve long given up on the fanta-
sy that one day the world will wake up, will see who 
I am, what I am. Perhaps they’re not supposed to. The 
ones I help know me, they see my greatness. So per-
haps it doesn’t matter that the rest of the world barely 
looks up from its morning latte when I walk past.

They’re all celebrating. All patting each other on 
the back. They’re all clueless. Not one of them un-
derstands why the OFSTED report has gone from 
Requires Improvement to Outstanding in the space of 
two years. They don’t know why the school’s wait-
ing list is suddenly longer than a post office queue on 
pension day. But none of them admit that. They praise 
their own efforts (‘Oh, that buddy scheme has been a 
runaway success!’, ‘Sheila, your Bright Sparks sci-
ence initiative has revolutionised the way we teach!’). 
Yes, they think themselves very clever.

Not one of them considers the fact that it all started 
turning around when I took the caretaker’s job. 

It had been an epiphany. I’d never understood before. 

Never could fathom why God and his angels had 
given me this great gift, or what I was supposed to do 
with it. But then one morning, there it was. A message 
from heaven.

I had just sat down in the dentist’s waiting room when 
I saw it. The local rag, laying open on the table. A red 
ring, scrawled in biro, round the advert in the Situ-
ations Vacant. It was a sign. Meant for me. Thistle-
brook Primary. A failing school. A school full of the 
louts and criminals of the future. I’d seen plenty of 
them walking home, kicking their mothers, screaming 
obscenities. Nasty little shits. It was perfect. It was 
my destiny. Finally I knew my purpose. I didn’t hang 
around for my root canal. What was a little toothache 
when I had a divinely sanctioned quest to embark on?

I wasn’t always as I am now. Not that I really know 
what I am, there’s no name for it far as I can tell. I call 
myself a “Cleaner”, seems fitting given what I do for 
a living. But I don’t know my real title. I’m sure the 
Lord will tell me one day, when my task is done, and I 
take my place among his angels.  

I still remember the first time I saw a soul. I was 
working at the hospital, cleaning the floor in the geri-
atric ward. I don’t know what made me look behind 
the curtain. I wasn’t supposed to, but when divine 
intervention compels you I guess you can’t argue. I 
pulled it back, ever so slightly, and there she was. I 
even remember her name, Majory Howard. You could 
tell, even in her death throes, that she was a kindly 
woman. Her face had that softness in it. The wrinkles 
pronounced around the eyes from years of smiles and 
laughter. Not jagged on the brows from frowning, or 
spoking outwards round the lips from bitter pouting.
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Her mouth opened wide and inhaled deeply, with a 
sound like rushing wind. I waited for the exhale, but it 
never came. Instead, a strange stillness came upon her. 
It was like watching cement turn from tacky to set in 
an instant. And at that same moment, it poured forth. 
Not from one point, but from every inch of her. A cas-
cade of diamonds, rushing forward as water through a 
newly-burst dam. I had never seen anything so beau-
tiful. I watched in awe as it swirled and coalesced, 
rising ever upwards.

Then the machines around her started beeping in fren-
zy. I was pushed aside, scolded, as doctors and nurses 
crashed through the curtain, barking orders, grabbing 
instruments. I knew they were too late. I could see it. 
The piece of her that was missing, the one they were 
trying to put back with their jump leads and oxygen 
masks. It circled overhead, paused for a brief second, 
then vanished. It wasn’t coming back.

Since then I’ve seen hundreds of them. Each one is 
unique, but you can divide them roughly into two 
types. The first are like Majory’s. Shining, sparkling. 
Some like glittering jewels, others like dappled sun-
light, or vibrant fireworks. Then there are the others. 
The dark ones. The ones that make me shudder to 
behold. They don’t so much burst forth, as ooze out 
like dripping pus. Sometimes they coil, and slink like 
venomous serpents. Other times they bubble and drip. 

The first time I saw a dark one I was polishing the 
corridor outside the operating theatres, with one of 
those great big buffing machines. It slunk under the 
door, sludgy and viscous like black tar. Pulsing and 
hissing, it came directly towards me, wrapping itself 
around my feet. I kicked at it, and it shrank back, and 
sunk through the floor. Later I overheard the doctors 
talking to the police. Apparently it had belonged to a 
guy who bled out on the surgeon’s table. His liver had 
been punctured in a knife fight. By all accounts he’d 
been the one that started it. 

That was the day I realised I was more than just an ob-
server. It was the way it had targeted me, coiled round 
my legs, it wanted something from me. It knew what I 
was, though I didn’t yet know myself.

After that, I got to wondering. There must be a reason, 
must be a purpose, for my new found sight. Next time 
I saw one of the shiny ones, I didn’t just stand back 
and watch. I held out my hand, wondered if it would 
acknowledge me like the other one did. This one was 
like a cloud of champagne. It bubbled, and danced, 
and shone. It came to me. Tentatively at first. It edged 
ever nearer, its colours shifting through the spectrum 
as it brushed my skin like a morning breeze, before 
settling in my open palm. I stared for a long minute 
at the impossible wonder in my grasp. What was I to 
do with it? I grabbed a specimen jar from the supply 
trolley nearby, very undignified but needs must, and 
unscrewed the lid.

“Do you want to come with me?” I whispered to 
the ball of light. It surged forward, filling the jar. I 
screwed the lid on, and put it in my pocket. I had no 
idea what I was supposed to do with it, but I knew the 
answer would come, it always does. 

It was later that night, as I walked home, that the Lord 
revealed to me my mission. I heard the screams com-
ing from the alley behind the old boarded-up butcher’s 
shop. A female. She was in trouble. I raced down the 
gravel track, brambles ripping at my overalls, and saw 
her. A young woman, trembling, cowering in the bush-
es. A dark figure looming over her, knife in hand. 

“Get away from her!” I shouted, and he turned to face 
me, lunging forward in an instant, his knife aimed 
at my chest. The girl was a quick-thinker, very im-
pressive given the circumstances, and thrust out one 
stiletto-clad foot. The guy tripped, hitting a tree trunk 
on the way down, knocking himself out cold. The girl 
scrambled to her feet, and fled shouting “thank you!” 
over her shoulder as she disappeared. I called out to 
her, tried to get her to stay, to give a report to the po-
lice, but she was gone. 

I guess I can’t blame her, she’d already been trapped 
in an alley with one strange guy, her panic responses 
must have been ramped up. The guy at my feet started 
to groan, I picked up the dropped knife. I was going 
to pull it on him, keep him there ‘til the police arrived. 
I’d fished out my mobile phone and dialled the first 
“9” when a notion hit me, and I changed my mind. 



PAGE 47

He was still not quite conscious. If I was going to do 
it, it had to be now. He was bigger, stronger, I’d never 
overpower him if I gave him time to come to proper-
ly. I kicked at him, flipping him over, and sat on his 
chest. Trembling at first, I closed my hands around 
his throat and squeezed. He started choking, flailing. 
Trying to stay on top was like trying to ride a bucking 
bronco. But I must have had the divine strength run-
ning through my veins, because I held on. Squeezing 
and squeezing, my knuckles turning white with the 
effort. Not too much, the voice in my mind told me, 
don’t break the windpipe, just cut off the air supply, 
just a little longer...

Eventually, the struggling stopped and the eyes glazed 
over. Then I saw it, seeping out of every pore. Thick, 
green and cloying, like a cloud of noxious gas. I let 
go, didn’t want to do any lasting damage to the body. I 
batted at the soul as it swirled around me, and it disap-
peared into the ground. 

I was shaking as I pulled out the specimen jar, and 
unscrewed the lid.

“This will work,” I whispered to the being in the plas-
tic container, “I don’t know how, but I know it will 
work.”

The soul shone even brighter, and I could feel the 
trust, the bond, between us. It rose up, leaving the 
substandard vessel I had found for it, briefly filling the 
dark alleyway with shimmering light before swoop-
ing forward, and disappearing beneath the skin of the 
corpse in front of me.

The body twitched. Inhaled deeply, and began to 
cough and splutter. I leant forwards, raised it to a sit-
ting position, my hands on its shoulders.

“Can you hear me?” I said, “are you in there?” The 
eyes opened. Hazel irises staring in mine. It rose one 
hand, reached out and caressed my cheek.

“Yes,” the voice was deep, but the tone light. “I... I’m 
here.” The soul inside made the face smile, slightly 
lopsided. And the hand left my cheek to explore its 

own face.

“It’s a man,” the voice said at last, “I... I was a wom-
an.”

“I’m sorry about that,” I said. “I didn’t know. And, 
well, I don’t suppose opportunities like this come 
around every day. Beggars can’t be choosers, I guess.”

“Oh, oh I’m not complaining!” the smile was beaming 
now, “It’s just... so strange. But wonderful, thank you. 
Thank you so much!”

It’s a good job no one was there to see us, we would 
have made a very strange sight. Two grown men 
sitting in the dark, hugging and weeping. We talked 
for a long while. Her name was Fiona, she’d been in 
an accident from what we could piece together. Last 
thing she remembered was getting into the car, driving 
home from the cinema. She must have been picked up 
unconscious, and died in resuscitation. 

We looked through the guy’s wallet, found out his 
name and address. It was hard for her to accept at first, 
that she would have to pretend to be someone else. 
Couldn’t go back to her home, her parents. But she 
had a life to live now, it couldn’t replace the one she 
had lost, but it was life. And a good soul deserves a 
shot at life, just like the world needs good souls to live 
in it. 

I took her to the flat, where the previous owner of 
her new body had resided. We were both grateful 
to discover he lived alone. The place was littered 
with empty liquor bottles, and needles. We searched 
through his belongings, pieced things together. No job, 
criminal activities, addiction. The guy had been going 
nowhere, exceptionally fast. Fiona wasted little time 
getting the place cleaned up. Within a month she had a 
job, and had enrolled in college. She’d been studying 
psychology before, when she was Fiona Knox. She’d 
need to regain the qualifications she had already taken, 
in her first body, to get back on the same course again. 
This time as Dennis Cole, her new identity. And she’d 
have to fund it herself, but that was no deterrent. She 
worked tirelessly, and these days I hear she’s doing 
pretty well. She sends me a postcard from her practice 
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in Florida every Christmas.

After Fiona, my mission was clear. Collecting the 
bright souls was easy. The good die too soon every 
day. I had hundreds stored in jars of every size and 
shape, filling every shelf in my spare room. But I 
couldn’t go around killing criminals with my bare 
hands all the time. For one thing, if I died in the line 
of duty what would become of the gentle souls wait-
ing patiently for me to rehome them? They needed 
me. Plus, I wanted to give those poor, beautiful spirits 
a real chance. Not saddle them with bodies that were 
already half-pickled from drugs and alcohol, or in 
danger of being carted off to prison for a previous 
crime. I didn’t know what to do. I knew it was my 
task, my gift, to help the good souls live again, and in 
doing so help the world to be a better place. I pleaded 
with heaven to show its humble servant the way.

That’s when the Lord answered my prayers. As soon 
as I saw that ad, it all fell into place. A school full of 
the dregs of society. Those that would grow up to be 
nothing more than a drain on the world. Or worse, per-
petrators of evil. What better place to find homes for 
all the good spirits, taken from this world too early? 
What wonders they could achieve, with a whole new 
life ahead of them.

I know what you’re thinking. Your head is full of 
liberal tosh. You’re thinking it’s impossible to judge 
how a child will turn out at such a young age. You’re 
thinking that just because a kid comes from a bad 
home, has a bad attitude, beats the crap out of those 
weaker than he is, it doesn’t mean he won’t grow up 
to be a decent member of the human race. Yeah, right. 
And we’ll all sing Kumbaya and dance on fucking 
rainbows. Check the stats. I have. They’re not pretty. 
Should I let little bastards like Georgie Thompson 
continue on the path to delinquency, just because 
there’s a one in ten thousand chance he might have 
a road to Damascus moment and become a force for 
good in the world?

It wasn’t his fault. I know that. He didn’t have a 
chance. Father in prison, mum jacked up on heroin. 
Maybe he never got a fair crack of the whip. But fast 
forward and try telling that to the parents of the sweet 

little girl he grows up to rape, and gut. Doesn’t she 
deserve to have the streets made a safer place? Aren’t 
we all sleeping a little sounder now that the brave 
and brilliant Jamie Dawson, struck down in his prime 
by a drunk driver, inhabits Georgie’s body? He even 
contacted the right authorities, got his Mum through 
rehab for Christ’s sake. Now that she’s back train-
ing for a chance at a better life, she sure as hell isn’t 
complaining about the sudden turnaround in her son’s 
behaviour. 

No one’s complaining, in fact. The teachers are 
thrilled, the board of governors euphoric. Everyone 
for miles around is desperately trying to buy property 
in the catchment area. Not one parent has thought it a 
little odd that their thick as shit offspring have sudden-
ly stopped receiving suspensions for anti-social be-
haviour, and are now excelling in subjects they never 
gave a crap about before. They’re all either far too 
delighted to question it, or too disinterested to even 
notice.

I coach them, of course. Each soul takes time to adjust. 
But my little protégées soon get the hang of their new 
identities. It’s amazing how much better an adult soul 
can cope with childhood than the children themselves.
 
I’m just finishing the odious task of removing all 
traces of vomit from the corridor, when Jilly Holmes’s 
body comes walking towards me. She’s wearing the 
prefect sash with pride, clipboard under her arm. I grin 
at her. Jilly had been a hateful little brat. Always mak-
ing the other girls’ lives a misery. Beautiful exterior, 
no doubt about that. Tall, blonde, athletic. But boy did 
she know it. The slightest physical defect in others 
was enough to give her the ammunition she needed to 
tease, taunt and turn them into a social pariah. Now 
that Sarah was living her life, she was the chairman of 
her own anti-bullying initiative. 

That had been a triumph. One of my finest moments. 
I’d watched Sarah for weeks as she deteriorated. 
Wheelchair bound her whole life, finally taken by 
cancer aged 45. She died in terrible pain, but never 
once spoke one word that wasn’t kind, even when the 
nurses were late with her morphine. She’d never had 
a chance to run, to jump, to have children. Now she’s 
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captain of the school sport’s team, and takes every lost 
or lonely child in the school under her wing. One day 
she’ll have a family of her own. 

She beams back at me, and gives me a high-five as she 
walks past. 

“Love you Seth,” she whispers to me.

“Back at ya, kiddo,” my eyes fill with water that I 
hastily wipe away. 

As I’m heading back to the store cupboard, I hear 
raised voices coming from the girls’ toilet.
“You are NOT ALLOWED to play in our gang any-
more, Lucy! And I’m going to tell everyone that 
they’re not to talk to you.” I recognise the voice, Can-
dy Hatcher. A tubby little madam with an over-inflated 
sense of self-importance. I’ve had my eye on her for a 
while. I could see this coming. 

Candy flounces out of the toilets, and I can hear Lucy 
sobbing. I take a deep breath, and call out as the little 
bitch swaggers down the corridor.

“Candy?”

She stops, turns and looks at me like I’m dirt on her 
shoe. “What?”

“I found something of yours, I was going to take it to 
lost property later, it’s got your name on it. Do you 
want to come get it?”

She shrugs, and follows me to the large stock cup-
board.

“It’s just in that box, at the back.” I gesture to a large 
cardboard box at the back of the cupboard, and she 
enters, starts rifling through. I step in behind her, and 
lock the door.
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I answered an ad I saw in the local job finder for an 
easy two week position to help provide care for a Mr 
Wilton Bixby.  I was in-between jobs so this tempo-
rary position would be fine till my new job started. 
I talked with Mr Bixby’s primary care provider, Ms 
Julia Davenport who gave me directions to Bixby’s 
home on the other side of town. The agreement I had 
to make with Ms Davenport was that I would stay in 
the home for the two weeks, meals and a bed would 
be provided as well as other expenses. The house that 
belonged to Bixby showed its age, cracked & chipped 
paint and aged wood was all that could be seen on 
the outside of the Victorian style home but the inside, 
to my surprise, was well kept. Inside the house was 
all hardwood stained in different colours, it made 
me feel warm and welcomed contrary to the outside 
appearance and the presence of Ms Davenport. After 
I introduced myself to her, Ms Davenport just pressed 
her lips together and looked at me sideways. When I 
first spoke with her on the phone she seemed cold then 
but now meeting her in person the feeling of emotion-
less is worse.

“You’ll find everything you need for a meal in the 
kitchen. Your room is behind the stairs over there.” 
The old caregiver pointed down the small hallway by 
the stairs. “You’re to make Mr Bixby’s meals and take 
them up to his room.”

At first the instructions seemed normal and average 
but then they became peculiar.

“As you approach his room, make sure you walk with 
heavy footsteps so you don’t alarm him. Call to him 
through the door before knocking and wait for him to 
let you in. When you’re inside there will be a tray on 
a cart, just leave the meal there and leave the room. 

If he needs saline, there are saline bags in the fridge 
in the room next to his, it’s the same thing with his 
meals, leave them on the cart and leave.” 

After a few more minutes of instructions and being 
told not to go near Mr Bixby, Ms Davenport left me 
standing alone in the foyer with just my gym bag 
as she picked up her suitcases and left for her ailing 
Father’s. I was alone now, not including Bixby but the 
only person in this house to help the man. From what 
I was told was that he had a condition where, even 
though he was able to care for himself, he couldn’t 
move around too much. At first I assumed that the 
man was in a wheelchair but then I rememberd the 
instructions about saline bags. As my thoughts turned 
to them, the intercom cracked to life.

“Ms Davenport?” a healthy sounding voice came from 
the little black box in the wall.

“I’m sorry sir, she just left.” I answered.

“Oh! Well that’s too bad, I assume you’re the one who 
answered the ad?” Bixby’s asked.

“I am.” After I introduced myself Bixby asked if I 
was told where the saline bags were, and asked me to 
retrieve a couple for him.

As I walked up the stairs I made sure my feet hit the 
carpeted steps, my muffled thumps echoing in the 
house. In the hallway on the second floor I noticed 
a door with a sign taped on it informing me that the 
room belonged to Mr Bixby and the door next to that 
one had a sign saying “Supplies”, both signs were 
made with the same paper and written in the same 
handwriting, presumably Ms Davenport’s. I opened 
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the door to the room and was met with what looked 
like a large janitor’s closet. The room was full of 
sterilized medical tubing in packaging, an assortment 
of tools that looked to be used for medical devices and 
other medical odds and ends, more like a supply closet 
in a hospital than a janitor’s closet.

On one side of the room I heard the fridge hum in the 
pale light made by a lamp. I walked over and opened 
it, to my astonishment the whole fridge, every single 
spot available was filled with medium sized IV bags 
full of saline. If I hadn’t been careful opening the 
fridge door I think some of them would have fallen 
out. I carefully took two bags and approached Bixby’s 
door. I called to Mr Bixby before knocking and heard 
his voice asking me to enter. As I entered I noticed 
how it was lit with multiple coloured lights in a soft 
dim setting, enough to illuminate but gentle on my 
eyes. Near the door was a metal cart on a track bolted 
to the floor, I placed the saline bags on it.

“All set Mr Bixby?” I asked as the cart moved around 
a shoji screen that partitioned the room..

“I’m alright for now thank you. Could you brew up 
some tea for me, after you made yourself at home? I 
would appreciate that.” The voice of Bixby came from 
behind the screen; I could just barely make his silhou-
ette out.

Strangely after that first night, I had no issues with the 
work. In fact I found an odd sense of accomplishment 
in it. I would go about my business and get a call on 
the intercom and Bixby would request either a meal, 
something to read or for another bag or two of saline. 
When he made these requests he was always polite 
and friendly. After a day or two he would actually 
have me stay by the door in his room and he would 
have conversations with me. I learned about the man 
I was temporarily working for, he was a linguist who 
used to travel and read texts to decipher their mean-
ings. On one occasion while working he was struck 
with what he called his “cursed ailment” which had 
prevented him from working for the last six years. He 
considered himself lucky that he had the help of Ms 
Davenport over those years to help him adjust.

Towards the end of the first week, I asked if he needed 
anything from the store. I called multiple times with 
no response before I knocked, still silence. I opened 
the door and stepped into the room and saw Bixby’s 
shadow on the screen and heard him wheezing in dis-
tress. Ms Davenport told me under no circumstances 
was I allowed to go behind the screen but the man was 
not responsive and sounded like he was struggling for 
air, so against my better judgment I went around the 
shoji screen and to my fright I saw Mr Bixby. He was 
sat in a specially made chair, his head was strapped in 
a device resembling a barbaric version of a Phoropter, 
it had holders for the saline bags I’d brought to him 
over the past week, tubes from the bags led to his eyes 
which were bulging out of his head with the help of 
speculums. This device he had on his head allowed 
drops of saline to fall onto his eyes.

As I stood in fearful confusion, Bixby’s eyes moved 
and the sounds he made stopped, he was in fact in a 
deep sleep but my intrusion awoke him. His bulging 
eyes looked to me as the drops of saline fell on his 
eyes, “I must do this so they won’t look at me.” He 
whispered.

“Who?” I asked from under my hands over my mouth.

“The eyes.” Bixby said, “I close my eyes and they’re 
looking back, each time my eyes close they are there 
getting closer and closer!” I don’t know who was 
scared more, me or him. “I should have never read 
from that book!” He said in fright.

“What book?” I asked.

“One that should never be seen by any eyes again! The 
book bound in flesh during a time long forgotten, a 
time we should leave buried in the sands, a time where 
they are from!”

I shuffled in the direction of the door before my fear 
finally made me make a break for it. I tripped over the 
cart and in the commotion I must have interfered with 
the contraption on his head. I looked back and saw 
the speculum on the floor as saline sprayed and the 
man cried out covering his eyes blood dripping from 
behind his hands. The force of the Speculum being 
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pulled from his eyes must have caused severe discom-
fort which instinctively any man or animal would then 
close. The screams he made were of pure terror and 
not pain. Struggling out the door I ran for my room 

and grabbed what I could before fleeing but as I ran I 
heard Bixby one last time.

“Their eyes! My God those eyes!” 

The triumph of the spirit - Leonardo Poscia
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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 sev-
eral 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 wom-
en 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 pre-
cise.

“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 inter-
esting. With reluctance, he waved his hand, and the 



PAGE 54

screen went black. “Come on up, and make sure you 
don’t bring any wildlife with you. I don’t need the 
extra company.”

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

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 
opened the door, and the man came in, looking around 
as he did. “Interesting accommodations, Mr. Colfax,” 
he said.
“It’s not the Taj Mahal, but it’s home,” Colfax said 
from the couch.

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

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 nano-material 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 pushed a button and a servobot came out with 
a beer on its head. Colfax took it and opened it. “De-
pends on the offer.”

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

“Go on.” Colfax drank. “You want anything?”

“No, thank you,” Bennett managed not to look offend-
ed. “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.”

“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, 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.”

“What do you mean, the rest?” Colfax was intrigued. 
A paid job with no hassle suited him fine.
“That is something you need not concern yourself with 
Mr. Colfax.” No more was going to come from Ben-
nett 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 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.

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.

Thirty-six hours later Colfax was sitting on the in-
ter-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 cof-
fee, 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.”

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

Bennett laid a thin folder on the table between them. 
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“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 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 be-
low law enforcement radar screens. Every agency on 
the planet knows he’s got all his fingers in every ille-
gal 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 direct-
ly 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 situ-
ation.

“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 Col-
fax’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. Hope-
fully 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 infor-
mation 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 the 
cabin, checking seatbelts and the overhead storage 
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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 Ben-
nett 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, na-
nosurgery. 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 sur-
gery 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 cov-
er; 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.”

“Personal or business?”

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

“I lied. Besides, I’m a barman, we always ask ques-
tions.”

“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 cus-
tomer, 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 ma-
nipulator 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.
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Spoiler alert - you’ve been warned.  Well, I have to 
say:  I clearly saw a different film than many of my 
fellow comic-book nerds did, because I absolutely 
freaking loved Zack Snyder’s Man of Steel!  From 
the breath-taking glimpses of planet Krypton—and 
its culture, society, technology, and wildlife (and the 
gorgeous way director Zack Snyder managed to bring 
it all to life)—all the way to the kick-ass, awesome, 
balls-to-the-wall action sequences on Earth, all the 
way to the way the film handles Superman’s ultimate 
moral dilemma, which I’ll address momentarily, I 
loved the whole thing.  (Also:  When it comes to 
portraying how Earth’s military might fare against 
an invading — and superior — alien force, as well 
as when it come to how to film awesome, epic action 
sequences, Zack Snyder could take Michael Bay to 
school any day of the week, all day long.)  The look of 
the film — its general cinematographic aesthetic — is 
fantastic; everything from the muted colour palette 
to the visual textures that Snyder employs is wonder-
ful.  (Of course, anyone who’s seen Sucker Punch or 
Watchmen knows what an absolutely gorgeous visual 
style Snyder brings to the table.)

In many ways, “Man of Steel” is the ultimate superhe-

ro film, the philosophical inverse of Snyder’s adapta-
tion of “Watchmen”; whereas the latter deconstructed 
comics and comic-book movies, just like its literary 
inspiration did, Man of Steel restores our faith in su-
perheroes, because it gives us one whose motives are 
purely altruistic in nature and that stem from a moral 
centre instilled by people who were genuinely good 
at heart (The Kent family). Thankfully, from a visual 
and characterization standpoint, the “deconstructing” 
presence of Christopher Nolan is mostly not felt at 
all (at least until the final reel), which is a good thing, 
considering the terrible way he handled Batman’s 
character and his portrayal in the Dark Knight trilogy. 
(Don’t get me wrong — I absolutely love what Nolan 
did with Bane, the Joker, and the general feel of those 
films, but I hate the way he portrayed Batman as this 
incapable dork who got worked-over and shown-up by 
every other character in Gotham, even his girlfriend.)  
And, I like the way the story was told:  Nolan and 
Snyder managed to craft an origin story for Superman 
that didn’t quite feel as belaboured and by-the-num-
bers as most origin stories often do, as well as one that 
was enjoyable, as well as one let you see the character 
truly in his “formative years” without betraying what 
the character has always been about. (I’m lookin’ at 

Man of Steel 
(2013)

William Andy Hainline
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you, Batman Begins).

Now, with that said, let me address the two big stick-
ing points that a lot of Superman fans have with this 
film: One, the “killing” scene:  The original “comics 
code” adopted by both D.C. and Marvel way back 
when was, from the get-go, a ham-handed, ill-con-
ceived, arbitrary way of enforcing a presumptuous 
morality on comic book characters; it had nothing 
to do with creating good, believable, interesting, or 
memorable heroes and villains, and was not so much 
a product of artistic restraint as it was one of econom-
ic reality; i.e., it had everything to do with appeasing 
angry parents and an out-of-control moralistic, pro-
hibitionist society.  Superman’s (and Batman’s) “no 
killing” rule is a leftover of that code.  It’s a fine ideal, 
I guess, but it’s just not believable or realistic to think 
that the most powerful hero on Earth, when faced with 
the moral dilemma of either a) letting innocent people 
die horrible deaths or b) killing the murderous ass-
hole who’s threatening them — and who is offered no 
choice other than killing him — would opt to choose 
a nonviolent solution to the problem.  I’m sorry, but if 
I were Superman, I would’ve killed the bastard, too! 
(I guess it’s a good thing I have neither the strength 
nor other powers that the Man of Steel has; otherwise, 
there’d be a lot of neck-broke dudes out there.)  Sec-
ondly, a lot of Superman fans have complained that 
the film doesn’t seem as “fun” or “joyful” as the orig-
inal Christopher Reeve films.  And you know what?  
That’s entirely understandable.  It’s not.  The reason 
is because those films were a product of the 1980’s 
mentality, and we, as a society, were much more inno-
cent and naïve back then. We’re not, now.  We want 
heroes that are dark and complex because our lives 
are now more dark and complex; we want heroes with 
extra dimensions and moral demons because our lives 
today have so many of both.  Superman, at his best, is 
a reflection of the best in us, of everything we can and 
should strive to be; in light of that, his killing of Zod 
is well-nigh unforgivable . . .  until you look at it from 
the standpoint of logic and believability, and in light 
of the fact that although Superman embodies much 
of what we ought to strive for, he is, in the end, not 
human, and thus is not bound by conventional human 
morality.  That’s the way I see it, at least. Anyway.  
This is a great film, one that I highly recommend 

every fan of comic-book movies — and every fan of 
great action and sci-fi period — see.

I, for one, really enjoyed this film. Having been alive 
when the original Superman film featuring Zod was 
released, I actually think that if you compare the two 
films objectively — the “two” in this case being this 
film with the Richard Donner cut of Superman — that 
this one ends up being the superior (and more believ-
able) of the two, both from a visual standpoint as well 
as a storytelling standpoint.  You are of course entitled 
to your opinion; any given person’s mileage with any 
given movie I like may vary — a lot.  I thought Henry 
Cavill’s performance was great, better than Routh’s 
for sure, maybe even almost the equal of Reeve’s. 
(I know, sacrilege; but, this is how I see things.)  I 
especially enjoyed Michael Shannon’s Zod; and here, 
I will go on record to that yes, he does indeed outdo 
Terrance Stamp, both in terms of nuance and gener-
al scene-chewing as well.  Insofar as “joy” goes, I 
don’t tend to rate movies on how “joyful” they are; to 
me, that’s all caught up in how well a film entertains 
me.  Mainly, I tend to rate films on how well they 
accomplished their individual artistic goals, whether 
those goals were stated outright by the filmmakers 
beforehand or implied as the film progressed . . .  and 
on that score, Snyder and co. delivered — big time.  
They created a modern-day reimagining of the Su-
perman mythos — or a part of it — that addresses 
contemporary moral quandaries, with a flamboyant but 
well-articulated visual styling.  As crude as it might 
be to say it, I think that Snyder is the Artisan’s answer 
to Michael Bay; he is visually striking — and knows 
damn well how to film an action sequence.  Insofar as 
the violence is concerned, well, here is where I — as 
an author and storyteller — simply shrug my shoul-
ders and say that when you create a fantasy universe, 
you can’t — you can’t, can’t, can’t — impose artificial 
boundaries (especially moral ones) on where your 
characters can and can’t go and where the rules of that 
universe will and will not lead you.  The rules for this 
story were simple: “Feuding aliens with vastly superi-
or strength and firepower land on Earth.  They fight.”  
Okay, the rules were more nuanced than that, but you 
get the idea:  It may have been violent, it may have not 
been pretty, and it may have even been unsettling from 
a moral standpoint . . .  but folks, this is exactly how 
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such a situation would play out:  The American mil-
itary would get its ass whooped something righteous 
if it took on these aliens, and only one of their own 
could stop them . . .  and he’d probably have to kill at 
least one of them, seeing as how his opposite num-
ber is a psychopath who will stop at nothing to harm 
innocents . . .  In fact, going into the final act, doing 
exactly that is what Zod explicitly says he will do 
unless he is killed.  Ipso facto, he has to freaking die.  
And for the sake of the story’s structure — as well as 
for the sake of framing Superman’s future moralistic 
stance on killing — it is the hero that has to kill him.  
Simple, really.  I always thought that the “No Killing” 
rule was dumb — regardless of the hero or comic or 
film in question.  Insofar as the wanton destruction of 
Metropolis, okay, you guys have kind of got a point 
there.  Yes, he could have lured Zod away from the 
city . . .  only to have him return the next moment.  
Remember, Zod’s stated intention, going into the final 
battle, is to brutally murder as many innocents as he 
can. They probably fared better with Superman and 
Zod’s battle than they would’ve under just Zod being 
there by himself (because at least Superman didn’t 
want to hurt any humans).  This movie is good from 
a Darwinian standpoint, too:  It’s evolution in action, 
insofar as humanity’s interaction with an alien force 
is concerned.  “And,” as Faora notes, “evolution . . 
.  always wins.”  Like I said — it may not have been 
pretty or reassuring (and in no place other than fairy 
tales do truly happy endings ever reign supreme), but 
it is probably what would happen if something like a 
Kryptonian invasion of Earth actually came to pass.

I think when you create a world, then you owe it to 
your characters — and yourself — to see it that world 
through to its most logical conclusion. Note my use of 
the word “artificial” — that is, constraints that do not 
arise as a natural part of the world-building or through 
honest characterization.  Now, if Nolan, Snyder, and 
Co. had crafted a film universe in which nobody died 
from violence — ever — or ever met a fate they didn’t 
deserve, and that was part of the mechanics of their 
world, then I’d say you have a point.  But sadly, they 
did not do this.  They crafted world which was mod-
elled on our own, wherein kindness was often repaid 
by cruelty and where forgiveness is a luxury, and 
where humans — and their morals — can kindly go 

die in a fire for all that the big, bad universe cares . . .  
which, in turn, makes their story more believable. I did 
not say it made it ideal, or even idealistic in nature; in 
fact, its grimness and darker tone are what set it apart 
from other Superman films, and I for one applaud the 
boldness of the choice.

If I write that a character says, “For every human 
you save, we will kill a million more,” then by God, 
I’m sticking to that. When I have a character say to 
the hero, “If you love these people so much, then 
you can mourn them,” and he then proceeds to blast 
the ever-loving-holy-hell out of a spot right next to 
them, and then, when the hero begs him to stop, he 
says “Never,” then, well, I’m going to have the hero 
be the damned hero — not Mr. Rogers, not E.T., not 
Hello Kitty, but the gods-cussed hero — and do the 
filthy work of taking out the trash . . . thus saving, 
in this case, the puny humans who were about to 
be eye-lasered into oblivion.  While no one has the 
“right” to kill, and especially not Superman, killing 
isn’t a “right”; it is, in fact, a “wrong,” if I may be so 
equivocal as that. Killing is something the villains do. 
Which, if you ask me, is what is really clever about 
having Superman do that . . .  because in doing so, he 
effectively lets Zod “win” the debate that lies at the 
heart of this particular morality play.  He commits a 
mistake. My only beef with the film — similar to what 
Angry Joe and the Nostalgia Critic have said — is that 
they don’t show us quite enough of Superman dealing 
with the emotional impact, the scars that killing Zod 
has left him with . . .  Now, if they *were* to show 
that — perhaps in the next film — then that changes 
everything . . .  and makes this movie into a true origin 
story, because then, we not only get to see the genesis 
of the Hero, but also that of his moral code, as well . . .  
which I think is a lot more fascinating.  This is again a 
bold choice . . . if that’s what they’re planning. I mean, 
in “Iron Man,” for instance, Tony Stark only changes 
his ways because of his abduction in Afghanistan . . 
.  so it is with Superman, I think.  Only after killing 
Zod — and letting that exact a heavy toll on him — 
can the creators responsibly stand up and tell us that 
the strongest, fastest, most invulnerable being on Earth 
does not kill . . .  for only then will he have learned the 
weight of such an act.
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Like any art, movies reflect the culture that they 
emerge from. Invisible Invaders, a low-budget alien 
invasion film, came from a culture with deep seated 
fears and insecurities. The ambiguities of the Cold 
War, concerns of nuclear proliferation, the tension 
between the military and the scientific community, 
attitudes towards pacifism and military preparedness 
and fears of communist infiltration of America are all 
on display. That these themes are sandwiched between 
moments of ludicrous melodramatics, scenery chew-
ing acting, boring direction and bland cinematography 
and a lot of stock footage does not detract from them.

The film opens with an accident in an atomic weapons 
lab, an explosion that kills Professor Karol Noymann 
(played by John Carradine). This leads Adam Pen-
ner (Philip Tonge) to resign from America’s nuclear 
weapons program because of the threat it represents 
to the human race. His family, friends and colleagues 
don’t understand why he thinks working on weapons 
that can destroy civilisation is a problem. His daugh-

ter Phyllis - played by Jean Byron - exemplifies this 
attitude, hoping “he gets over it.”

The night after Noymann’s funeral, his reanimated 
corpse appears at Penner’s door, to deliver a message 
from the “Invisible Invaders.” The aliens - whose 
ships and bodies are invisible, hence the name, and 
who can possess human corpses - want Penner to tell 
the world that the human race must surrender in 24 
hours or a massive invasion force will be launched 
from the Moon. The alien explains that they are going 
to attack because mankind is developing nuclear 
weapons and space travel and might be a threat to their 
“dictatorship of the universe.”

The invasion commences; it consists of stock footage 
of various disasters, inter-cut with a few scenes of 
reanimated corpses lumbering about the countryside 
(all of whom are well-dressed, middle-aged white 
men). Our heroes (the Penners, fellow scientist John 
Lamont (Robert Hutton) and Air Force Major Bruce 

Cinema Obscura -  The Over-
looked Gems of Cinema

Invisible Invaders 
(1959)

ByJeff Durkin
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Jay (B-movie regular John Agar) retreat to an under-
ground bunker, working desperately to find a weapon 
to defeat the invaders. Will they succeed? Or will the 
Earth fall to the Invisible Invaders?

This being the Fifties, we know that won’t happen. 
A weapon is developed by our heroes to defeat the 
aliens, making the world safe for democracy, baseball 
and apple pie.

While the story is straightforward and adequate for the 
67 minute runtime, it does have a number of themes 
in tension. The attitude towards nuclear weapons is 
conflicted. They are responsible for the death of Noy-
mann, Penner cites environmental contamination from 
tests and accidents as a reason he is leaving the project 
and their development prompts the alien invasion. The 
military justifies their development by saying the Rus-
sians are working on them, so the United States has 
to as well, a pragmatic/realist view of nuclear deter-
rence. While the aliens cite the development of nucle-
ar weapons as one reason for invading, the fact that 
they boast of wiping out the original inhabitants of the 
Moon, shows that they are a genocidal menace. In this 
case, the argument can be made that nuclear weapons 
themselves are not the problem. Rather, the problem 
is that they cannot be employed as a deterrent. An in-
complete, but potentially threatening defence is more 
destabilising than either no defence or one that is a 
capable deterrent.

There is a mixed message regarding pacifism and 
peace advocacy. Penner is approached by the aliens 
because he has been an advocate for peace. Appar-
ently, speaking out for peace and cooperation leaves 
you open to manipulation by aliens, communists, 
and whatever other inhuman monsters are menacing 
America. However, it is the lack of peace - in the 
sense that building nuclear weapons is indicative of a 
lack of peace - that prompts the aliens to invade Earth 
when they do. They have been observing Earth for 
thousands of years; it is only when our technology is 
approaching the point where we can take our warlike 
ways into space that they finally see us as a threat.

With the spectre of a catastrophic nuclear war hang-
ing over America in the Fifties, it is not surprising 

that attitudes towards peace were complex. Peace was 
desirable, particularly in the wake of the global dev-
astation of the Second World War. Conversely, advo-
cating peace and disarmament while the “other side” 
prepared for war was seen as suicidal. It was also not 
clear what could provoke the USSR and Communist 
China. Would they launch an attack if they thought 
the US was too weak and passive? Or would an arms 
build-up lead to a pre-emptive assault?

The film also looks at the tension between the scientif-
ic and military communities (a standard note of ten-
sion in science fiction films of the time). While science 
and the military are intertwined in many of the films of 
the era, it is an uneasy partnership. From the military’s 
initial lack of understanding of Penner’s reasons for 
quitting the nuclear weapons program to Lamont shift-
ing from proponent of a robust defence to snivelling 
coward ready to surrender to the aliens, while Major 
Jay maintains a no-nonsense “just build something to 
kill the enemy” attitude, the alliance between science 
and the military is not a comfortable one.

Finally, the film touches at the need for unity among 
the nations of the world. While the story focuses on 
the United States and the efforts of its American he-
roes, it is telling that the first clue to the alien’s weak-
ness comes from a Russian scientist working in Mos-
cow. It ultimately takes the efforts of the entire human 
race to win the war, even though our heroes develop 
the weapon that can destroy them. This is in contrast 
to other, similarly themed movies of the time. For 
example, in The War of the Worlds (1953), the Com-
munist block nations are never mentioned. It is a small 
moment, a tiny bit of dialogue, but it does reinforce 
the theme that we all stand or fall together.

Invisible Invaders is fun, low-budget movie that has 
some thematic complexity, although it is hampered by 
the reliance on stock footage and lacklustre direction 
and acting. Still, it is worth checking out, if for no 
other reason than to see how the concerns of the Cold 
War were reflected in contemporary pop culture.
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Hello everyone, first off don’t worry this is a spoiler 
free review of the stealth survival horror game, Alien: 
Isolation. The game was developed by The Creative 
Assembly, Sega and 20th Century Fox and released 
on a wide variety of gaming platforms in October 
2014. The story takes place 15 years after the events 
of Ridley Scott’s 1979 film Alien and 42 years prior to 
the events of the film’s 1986 sequel Aliens directed by 
James Cameron. You are playing as Amanda Ripley, 
daughter of Ellen Ripley, the main protagonist from 
Alien. I don’t want to focus too much on the story line 
in case you have not played the game yet but over-
all, you have to go to a rundown space station called 
Sevastopol to retrieve the flight recorder from Ellen 
Ripley’s ship and following the Murphy’s law of any 
good sci-fi horror, as you as you arrive at the station, 
everything goes to hell. 

In the game you must rely on stealth to get past your 
enemies, if you have a weapon you have the choice 
of fight or flight but trust me, flight is the best option. 
You are not the only human on the station, there are 
survivors as well and they’re not friendly! There is no 
scare factor with the Human antagonists because if 
you’ve been playing first person shooters for as long 

as I have, it’s just routine, avoid getting seen and then 
shot. At first I had a hard time with them but after a 
while I realized they are the easiest enemies to get past 
and are the weakest to kill as well. Or if you like to be 
like me and play puppet master, you can cause them to 
meet their demise by the main antagonist, the Alien.

Once you finally meet the Alien (and you play with 
headphones on) every little sound you hear makes you 
paranoid because you don’t know where the Alien will 
suddenly drop down from, yes, DROP down (I’ve died 
a few times when the Alien literally dropped in behind 
me.) at first all my childhood fears of the creature 
came flooding back, I tried not to make any sounds 
when I knew it’s around, I got to the point that my 
strategy was to literally crouch down the entire game 
so I would not make any sounds walking! 

What makes the Alien scary is how fast it is and un-
predictable its actions are, as Hudson from Aliens said 
“They’re just Animals!” which what makes it scary, 
with Human enemies you can predict what they will 
do and they talk, but with a creature like the Alien, 
it doesn’t talk and its movements are so random you 
don’t know how long it will be gone before deciding 
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to give the area you are hiding in another look before 
moving on.

What makes the Alien scarier than the humans? You 
can’t use weapons to kill it. The closest thing you can 
do is scare it with fire by shooting red gas tanks or 
throw a Molotov at it PRO TIP: Make lots of Molo-
tovs. As scary as the Alien is, after a while it really 
just becomes annoying. The Alien, the “Main” antag-
onist of the game becomes annoying literally like a 
fly buzzing around your face. Earlier in the game play 
you sit in a closet and pray it just walks away then lat-
er on as you get used to the creature you find yourself 
doing crossword puzzles as you wait for it to leave! 
That’s what made me so angry at the game, they took 
something so scary and made it annoying to the point 
that I would start to make fun of it because it would 
keep on with the repetitive actions, “I hear something 
in the vents time to hide. There it is. Wait for it to 
leave. Is it gone? Nope. Wait for a while. I think it’s 
gone, Nope its back, back into the hidey hole.” Hope 
is not lost in the scary department. There is one more 
enemy you encounter in this game that I personally 
found to be scarier, the Working Joes.

The Working Joes, unlike the synthetics made famous 
in the Alien films are out of date and don’t look that 
human although they have human faces; following the 
laws of the Alien franchise, the Joes have bugs in the 
software. The Working Joes are malfunctioning and 
like the Angel Hosts from the Doctor Who Episode 
“Voyage of the Dammed” they actively seek out sur-
vivors and kill them. Why these guys are scarier in my 
opinion - you can fight them but they are harder than 
hell to kill! They do talk but in a monotone voice and 
are extremely polite as they attack you, the key thing 
they always say as they do, “You’re being hysterical.” 
Well you would be too if a bald pale skinned gapped 
mouth thing with a dead fish eye stare is attacking 
you, you would be a bit panic-stricken too. Speaking 
of their dead starring eyes, they glow in the dark… 
there are times you have to be in the pitch black and 
all you see is that!

You can use your weapons on them but it takes a lot 
of ammo (depending on the weapon) to bring one of 
them down and also on the bad side when you shoot 

them the gunfire attracts the Alien but if you run away 
from the Joes let’s just say PROTIP: NEVER run 
under open vents. This is where it’s terrifying in the 
game, when facing one or more Working Joes you’re 
left with little options, they can be stopped but now 
you bring in the annoying Alien (Who does not attack 
the Joes like it will the humans) but if your able to get 
by them and break the Joe’s line of sight, they will 
(sometimes) stop looking for you. Unlike the Alien, 
that I said before every little sound you hear could be 
it, the Joes are quiet so be prepared to turn a corner 
and see one walking down a hallway but they do alert 
you to where they are because most of the time they 
can’t stop talking.

Overall the game is a must have if you’re a fan of the 
Alien franchise as much as I am, sadly the game has 
a low ‘replayability’ rating which I have to admit is 
true, once you finish it you’re kind of done with it but 
that was ME so I can’t speak for any of you. My last 
‘PROTIP’ to everyone is this, if you’re going to play 
this game for the first time, watch the move Alien first. 
If you are able to play the game with headphones, DO 
IT. If you really want to make things interesting, play 
in the dark (but have a dim light source since the light 
from the screen could hurt your eyes.) Happy gaming!
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Area X has been contained behind the border for 30 
years.

So starts the first book in a new trilogy from Jeff Van-
derMeer. The Southern Reach has sent 11 expeditions 
into Area X. Many of them have failed to come back, 
or have come back changed. Our narrator is one of 4 
in the 12th expedition, she is a biologist and joins a 
psychologist, surveyor and anthropologist. This is her 
story. This is the story of the 12th expedition. This is 
the story of, well let’s not reveal too much here shall 
we?

This is an example of isolation fiction with a hearty 
dollop of paranoia on top of the fear and mystery. 
VanderMeer weaves a web of wicked weirdness that 
conceals to reveal. We have so many questions that 
are not answered and may never be but this is because 
the mystery is, well mysterious. Our narrator is no 
more clued up than we are and, crucially, compro-
mised. Can we trust her? Can we trust anyone on the 
team? Can we trust The Southern Reach? Why aren’t 
expeditions allowed to take cameras, or telecoms, or 
most other modern technology but are allowed to take 
guns? What is the true purpose of the expeditions? 
What is Area X? What is the significance of the Light-
house? Do we really want to know what the strange 
noises in the night are? Why did the Biologist join the 
expedition?

There are several VanderMeerisms (yes that is a word) 
that will appeal to fans of his earlier work (no spoil-
ers but I bet you can guess what I mean) but this is a 
slightly different tale to those he has told before. He 
describes a real and lush landscape in almost cine-
matic terms. He also manages to make it feel uncanny 

with a few deft touches and 
therefore even though the pal-
ette is light he achieves a darker 
tale. I was in the story from the 
first paragraph, rushing gladly 
through the book simultane-
ously desperate to know what 
was going to happen and deeply 
dreading knowing in case that 
knowledge were to change me 
irrevocably. 

It will be compared to Roadside Picnic by the Stru-
gatskys no doubt and possibly Dark Matter By Mi-
chelle Paver and there are brief elements of familiar-
ity here if you are well read in the Weird. However 
VanderMeer has carved a compelling and fresh tale 
that may owe a passing nod to Lovecraft but only in 
the same way that a modern car would owe a nod to a 
Model T. If any complaint were to be levelled at this 
it would be that we are forced to wait some months 
before the second in the trilogy is released. Will we 
get our answers in that tome? Do we want answers? 
Perhaps it’s safer not to know. 

Below are the reviews of the other two books in the 
trilogy. Perhaps it’s better to read Annihilation before 
reading those reviews? As no doubt there will be slight 
spoilers.

Overall – I can only describe this as VanderMeerian 
(yes that is also a word) in its brilliance. If you’re a 
fan of VanderMeer go, buy, read! If you’re not a fan of 
VanderMeer why the hell not?

Annihilation

Jeff VanderMeer
Book Reviews

by Pete sutton

Authority
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In the aftermath of the 12th 
expedition we follow “Con-
trol” the nom de guerre of the 
new director of the Southern 
Reach. Some of the questions 
in the first book are answered 
but many mysteries remain, are 
deepened in fact. This is differ-
ent in tone and style and yet the 
two books are so inextricably 
linked that whilst reading this 
volume I had to several times 
resist the urge to go back and re-read Annihilation. 
When I have completed all three books I can imagine 
re-reading all three as a “whole”. 

I won’t go into the plot - that’s a doorway you’ll have 
to cross by yourself. This is less dream-like (although 
relies, in part, on dreams to build the experience) and 
less pared down than Annihilation but feels like a lay-
ering on of information, themes, character, plot, sense 
of place, and, to use a term from the book (and the 
wine world), terroir. It is a deeply sensuous experience 
that I gorged myself upon. Another reason to re-read 
once all three have been ravenously consumed will 
be to take it slower and appreciate the craft. For to be 
sure there is much craft in these books to admire.

Comparisons are useless, this is idiosyncratic and it is 
obvious that much thought and care has been put into 
this as a book, as the second in a trilogy, as a bridge, 
as a complex exploration of transformation and 
immersion. Everything becomes significant, it is like 
being indoctrinated by a conspiracy theorist. It is both 
a reflection and an intermingling with the first book. 
Themes are re-explored, re-examined, deepened. 

Throughout, as per the word Annihilation in the first 
book, I was considering – what is authority? what is 
control? There is a Russian doll feel to it. Turn over a 
phrase and find a concept which when considered is 
but a layer of a greater theme which in turn is reflected 
in character development, or description, or dialogue. 
Throughout is a key uncertainty, which in itself is 
another theme – surface detail is a concealment, an 
obfuscation of the truth, or is it?

Adding to this is the very form of the story. Presented 
in a paranoid spy thriller atmosphere as organisational 
politics meets intelligence meets counter-intelligence. 
Power struggles, suspicions, revelations, tug-of-war 
manoeuvres and the use of hypnosis (itself a recur-
rence of something explored in Annihilation) conspire 
to keep you immersed and engaged.

VanderMeer has parcelled out information, seemingly 
generously (in comparison to Annihilation) and yet the 
mystery remains and is, if anything, deeper following 
this book. At the end of Annihilation I wanted answers 
and yet wasn’t sure I’d like what the answers were and 
was simultaneously eager and afraid of reading the 
next book. At the end of Authority I wanted the next 
book to be there to hand, to tear straight into, the level 
of suspense and anticipation has been built to fever 
pitch.

Overall – This is a book and a series that deserves all 
the praise. I expect prizes in the future.

Acceptance
As this is the third book in the 
series if you’ve not read the 
previous two you must do so. 

Acceptance entwines several 
narratives from both the past 
and the present, as we un-
derstand it from the previous 
books. It is worth noting at the 
outset that although there are 
revelations and answers there 
is also still much mystery and 
those seeking an explanation 

for all that has gone before may be somewhat disap-
pointed. But then if you’ve got this far you’re not re-
ally seeking an explanation are you? You’re revelling 
in the experience and frolicking with the ideas. Surely. 
Acceptance is non-linear and jumps chapter by chapter 
between the Lighthouse Keeper (yes that lighthouse 
keeper! Control, Ghost Bird and the Psychologist with 
one of those POVs being in second person, difficult to 
bring off but brilliant when it works (and VanderMeer 
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is never less than brilliant). It is, again, a re-examina-
tion of the same events of the previous two books with 
a deepening and broadening of our perception of what 
happened and what is happening.

There is much in here that will take some pondering, 
there is a lingering unease and a sense of wonder and 
awe. Being able to read all three in the year of pub-
lication, across the year, devoured as soon as they 
arrived and waiting with bated breath for the next, 
has been an experience. Sharing that experience with 
a book club has only made it better. On this side of 
reading the series I am satisfied and yet want to ex-
plore more. Content with the experience and the world 
of the books and yet want to dive back in. This is a 
towering achievement and one that deserves a wide 
readership. I won’t cover the plot (why change now?) 
but suffice to say that as we follow the various narra-
tors we get a variety of perspectives on Area X. Hav-
ing heard the author talk about the books, and gained 
a little insight from various interviews I am sure that 
these books will spawn a “guide to Area X” and the 
next time I read them I’ll be keeping notes.

To dip back into wine (since terroir is of importance 
to these books) Acceptance is the long finish revealing 
the complexity of the robust first notes and the palate 
pleasing middle notes leaving you thirsty for another 
draught of the same.

Overall – If you’ve read Annihilation and authority 
there is no 
need for me 
to tell you to 
read this book. 
If you’ve not 
read them then 
I heartily rec-
ommend the 
entire series 
and this entire-
ly satisfying 
conclusion.

All three 
books have 
now been col-

lected into a Southern Reach Trilogy 

So since I really enjoyed these books and thought the 
writing was amazing I was very pleased to see that Mr 
VanderMeer had written a “How to write book”

Jeff Vandermeer knows a few 
things about writing fiction, 
especially fantasy fiction and 
has decided to share it via this 
stunning book with artwork by 
Jeremy Zerfoss. First of all this 
is a gorgeous book, lovingly 
illustrated and great for those 
who learn in a visual way (some 
pics from the book can be seen 
here http://bit.ly/1wGO9uy) in 

addition it’s stuffed full of great writing advice. In addi-
tion to that addition it is has some really cool writing 
exercises and as if that wasn’t enough it has a whole 
gaggle of essays by other authors who each drop in 
bombs of inspiration and wisdom. There’s a website to 
go with the book too. I read this from cover to cover 
without meaning to, it really should be used through-
out a writing project constantly referred to, re-read 
and revised. I will be doing that for sure. I think I’ll 
be referencing this book a lot. The deconstruction of 
the first page of Finch (by Jeff VanderMeer) was worth 
buying this book for by itself!

Overall – stunning & useful, what a great book!
Pete Sutton has a not so secret lair in the wilds of 

Fishponds, Bristol, UK and dreams up stories, many 
of which are about magpies. He’s had stuff published, 
online and in book form, and currently has a pile of 

words that one day may possibly be a novel. He wrote 
all about Fishponds for the Naked Guide to Bristol. 
You can find him all over social media or worrying 
about events he’s organised at the Bristol Festival of 
Literature. On Twitter he’s @suttope and his Bristol 
Book Blog is here: http://brsbkblog.blogspot.co.uk/  
and his website here http://petewsutton.com/ . He’s 

contributing editor of Far Horizons e-magazine which 
can be found here: https://www.joomag.com/en/news-
stand/far-horizons-tales-of-sci-fi-fantasy-and-horror/

M0194431001395480479
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Rust

Martian hue isn’t blue
rusty skies in morning light

colour me pink

Cold

Twin moons chase stars
Mars descends into the cold

Another night alone

Rover

Lonely wheels rove gravel
rolling forever on Mars

seeking red cousins

Bio:

Wendy Van Camp is the writer behind “No Wasted 
Ink”, a blog about the craft of writing, featuring 

author interviews, book reviews, and Scifaiku 
poetry. She makes her home in Southern California 
with her husband. Wendy enjoys travel, bicycling, 
gourmet cooking and gemology. She is an avid sci-

ence fiction and fantasy genre reader. Her work has 
appeared in literary and science fiction magazines 
such as “Shadows Express”, “Luna Station Quar-
terly”, “Serendipity”, and “Far Horizons”.  Her 

first Amazon ebook is a regency romance entitled: 
“The Curate’s Brother: A Jane Austen Variation of 

Persuasion”.
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by Deanna Smith
It took a long time for my senses to return to me, and 
when they did, it was in shreds and tatters -  like a 
never worn wedding dress decaying in a hot attic, with 
spiders for attendants and the desiccated corpses of 
flies for flowers. Where the hell was I?

How I got here was a screaming madness of fight or 
flight instincts, of random kindness and hellish perver-

sions. Of absolute weakness. Yeah.   

#

See, I started out life as the most prized possession of 
a queen. My mother. She was a few ducks short of a 
row, but she was alright. A good mom, a good wife, a 
good queen. All she ever wanted from life was a kid 
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like me. Skin white as snow, lips red as blood, hair 
black as ebony.

Like I said, Mom didn’t have all her thread wound 
around the spool, hell, she was lucky she could read. 
She took the big dirt bath when I was just seven, some 
woman trouble, the doctors all whispered worriedly, 
thinking I couldn’t hear them. It’s always woman 
trouble.

Then it was me and the old man. Like his Daddy be-
fore him, he was inbred, like cousins were the sexiest 
things since sex was invented. Not so bright, but he 
could run the country. And managed to not marry his 
own kin, thank you Dad, because I hate drooling on 
myself.

Which I am at the moment, but I’ll deal with that later.

Enter Sacculina. Some epicurean educated soul would 
think that’s Succulent, but I lived with the dame. It’s 
pure Suck. This bird had elegance like she stripped a 
swan to its skivvies for it, she was this long, slender 
drink of cold water in the hot desert. Oh yeah, she was 
something. My Dad didn’t have a rat’s ass chance.
 
The people need a queen, he kept saying. Yeah, Dad, 
let’s be honest here: you need a hot pink cozy for your 
turkey baster. And Sacculina provided. Hell, she pro-
vided for half the men and women in the country, truly 
a queen of the people.

That didn’t concern me. Where Dad wanted to roast 
his weenie wasn’t my business. I had classes and crap 
on becoming a proper lady princess. This is where 
Mom should have really specified ‘white skin, bloody 
lips, black hair and the ability to be a lady.’

Sacculina had a little hobby, though. A harmless hob-
by of killing anyone that was more beautiful than her. 
One of those broads, can’t handle competition. She 
has this mirror that gives her the low down and all the 
goods.

So next thing I know, I’m cast out of my own damn 
room and stuck into a scullery maid’s cell. The hell? 
I go to Dad. ‘Sacculina thinks you should be more in 

touch with the people, it’ll build character’.

In other words, Sacculina had a good, hard grip on 
Dad’s man things and he was too weak to shove her 
off. Nothing I could do but work. Fine. I worked. Mer-
ry heart and all that crap because nothing bugs your 
enemy more than enjoying the torment they so careful-
ly prepared for you.

It finally got to Sacculina. That or that damn peeping 
pervert magic mirror narked me out as more beautiful.
Probably the mirror. Damn stool pigeon.

So out of the blue, the chief huntsman comes up to 
me. Says I’m going to go pick flowers for the queen 
and when I come back, things’ll be like they were.
Happy family. I’ve proved to be stalwart and strong 
and good hearted.

Only halfway through the woods, the bastard starts 
crying like a seven year old that just dropped his ice 
cream cone and the dog ate it. ‘Run,’ he tells me, 
‘Never return!’

Why? You know, because this cat kills shit for a living.
And he’s bawling at me, a nice sixteen year old bint.
Because he says, the queen wants him to kill me and 
cut out my heart to take back to her so she can eat it. 
She fucking wants him to cut out my heart so she can 
eat it.

The bitch was hardcore. Being reasonably intelligent, 
I took the man’s advice and ran like cheap pantyhose 
on a stripper dancing on a splintery chair. I don’t know 
what happened to him. If he didn’t go back to Sacculi-
na with a heart, she’d probably kill him. But I figured 
he did cover for me, because no one ever came after 
me.

I ended up near the mountains in the deep woods. Fear 
was running down my body disguised as cold sweat, it 
strangled my throat and twisted my brains. No idea in 
the world why I didn’t break my fool neck. By sheer 
dumb luck, I fell in with a group of miners. Seven 
dwarves.

Yeah, I know, sounds like some barely legal skin flick, 



PAGE 72

Snow White and the Seven Dwarves, but they turned 
out to be decent if bizarre mugs. So they took me in.
At first I took care of the house, but that had half the 
guys in a political dust up because of all this negative 
stereotyping and bending to outdated gender roles and 
crap, and the others were insisting that it wasn’t them 
subjecting the young female to household slavery, it 
was prudence to keep me out of sight.

Upshot of it was I ended up working the mines along 
with them and really loathing the fact I had to find 
the only seven dwarves living in a little commune 
of politically correct socialist hell. But I can crush a 
fucking melon between my thighs.

So the day it’s my turn to do the household chores and 
cook the meals, this old bird shows up. She looks like 
the little sister God had that He created the paper bag 
as head wear for. Selling apples.

I don’t need any damn apples, I’m baking peach pie, 
and the dame goes on about how men folks love them 
some apples which was going over like a steel bal-
loon. Hey, old woman, we don’t abide by your insen-
sitive and unenlightened antique man-woman social 
class opinions.

I was desperate to get the old bag out of the yard so 
I could get back to work when she starts on insisting 
her damn apples are magic. Take a bite, make a wish, 
ta-da, Bob’s your bloody uncle.

So I took a bite of the apple and wished she’d get her 
wrinkled liver spotted ass out of there.

#

And that was my last memory. I finally tore through 
the cobweb fog and found myself staring at some 
dude. You know the sort. Tall, handsome, blond wavy 
hair begging for you to run your fingers through it, 
shoulders just right to lock your arms around, blue 
eyes you could set sail in. ‘Prince’ written all over 
him. A nice beefy place to rest my eyes a while.

Then I realize I’m uncomfortable as hell made of 
cat claws and poison ivy. Why? I see a wad of half-

chewed apple on the ground, a fucking glass box 
tipped over, a big white coffin, and me half out of it.

The guy tells me I was so beautiful in my undecaying 
death that he wanted to kiss me, realized my airway 
was blocked and performed the Heimlich manoeuvre 
instead. I had been found in a death-like state by my 
roommates and they built this monument to me and 
encased me in glass. This was a fucking year ago!

So many questions. Like, why the hell didn’t it dawn 
on my idiot pals to see if there was anything in my 
mouth? They’re all about equal rights, I guess corpses 
also get the right to just lay there and be dead. Why 
was I undecaying? My guys are good with building 
things, but even an air tight glass coffin isn’t going to 
keep my rotting carcass springtime fresh. And what 
the hell is going through Prince Handsome’s mind, 
necrophilia? God damn it, I wish the royals around 
here would stop finding their cousins so bloody attrac-
tive.

The hunk’s name turned out to be Sam, and he wasn’t 
all about dead chicks in glass coffins. He had some 
book learning behind that pretty face. Said the apple 
I ate was enchanted. Usually can only be countered 
once eaten by true love’s first kiss.

Then he admits his parents sent his toned and muscu-
lar ass off into the world to find a pretty princess and 
the easy way is to look into all the cases where it looks 
like the gal’s chugged some magic poison. I liked him 
a lot more when he was honest.

So why did the old broad poison me? That was no 
skeezy old woman, my fine companions tell me. That 
was the fucking queen. Sacculina. Disguising herself 
as a harmless hag to get at me after discovering that 
her tasty snack of roasted princess heart was nothing 
more than a wild boar’s ticker.

And that’s when I cracked, smash, like that fine por-
celain cup that your great grandma slung into the wall 
while screaming at the maid for spitting into the tea.   
It was all a heady acid boil in my brain.

Sacculina took it all. My Dad, my kingdom, my fuck-
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ing dignity. While I’m steaming under the cheap tin 
lid of decency and manners, Sam spills.

Seems Sacculina is a well-known witch in his parts.
Bad news from the ground up, she went slinking up 
to his Dad and he sent her off like bad fish tarted up 
by an unscrupulous monger. Pow, his mom comes up 
with lady bit disease. Only his Dad’s got it on the ball 
and calls in a good witch and surprise, it’s a curse on 
his mom.

Sacculina hits the road and fast before she’s invited to 
a rope around the neck swing party, and where did she 
go? Yeah. Even my fucking Mother, Sacculina?!

Paybacks are a bitch.

#

Sacculina thinks I’m dead, but she thought I was be-
fore and was wrong. I think she’s so vain of her pow-
ers that she’s going to believe I’m a worm feast. Sam 
wants me to keep in mind that she might have some 
room in that steel trap mind of hers for doubt.

Good man, Sam. I know the lug’s just hanging around 
hoping for a shot at that love’s first kiss crap, but he’s 
got the info I need, he’s got the grounding I need, and 
he’s damn easy on the eyes.

My men did good by me. Ain’t sending you in to lib-
erate the oppressed peoples of this sick dynastic king-
dom without some artillery that packs a punch, old 
Rawls says. They’re going to be sad little miners when 
they realize I’m putting my own oppressive royal ass 
back on that throne.

The castle is in my reach now, black and broken as a 
dead black widow, hourglass to the sky. It’s changed 
a lot in the past four or five years. I’ve changed a lot.   
I gave my guys the signal, and they lit up their finest 
creation since me.

Thing is huge, a roaring, steaming, fireball lobbing 
mechanical dragon. I named it Fluffy. Drobo, Fenner, 
Gyp, and Nono control it. It went crashing into the 
main gates like hell unchained, and focussed the entire 

palace guard on it.

With that taken care of, I headed around for the secret 
way in. A lovely little skip through the thorns and 
vines and fucking giant bugs. I plugged a few just to 
warm up and down into the cavern I went.

It was filthy and dank, like walking up the rectum of 
a zombie giant. Succulina hadn’t been neglecting her 
dark arts and evil while whooping it up as the skanki-
est queen on a stolen throne on record. You’d think 
they have yearly awards or something the way Succu-
lina keeps up with it.

Oh she had it down, the evil queen bit. This dame 
was a real piece of work. Black hangings, black irons, 
black rugs, accented in fresh blood red. I walked right 
into her chamber of horrors and suddenly saw myself.   
My dear Mom wouldn’t ever recognize me. I put the 
black leathers Sam brought me to some good use, that 
stuff wasn’t ever so happy on the cow as it was over 
my ass. Then I realized, it was the stoolie magic mir-
ror I was looking at.

It told that bitch I was alive before. Meaning Sam was 
probably right, she’d found out I was back in the game 
again. The mirror started blabbing as I came closer, 
insisting it hadn’t said a word about me this time and 
it’s got a parlour mirror and five little hand mirrors 
at home and I shot that squealing plate of glass right 
between my own eyes.

It felt good to watch the glass crash to the ground. One 
less stool pigeon in the world. The racket brought my 
Dad out. Oh God. It hurt to look at him. He’d been a 
solid, comfortable guy, pudgy and balding with the 
endearing adorability of a sweet stuffy bear.

Now he was a walking ghoul. Skin hung pallid off 
of his bones, his eyes were huge and hollow, saliva 
threaded from his lower lip. He stared at me and didn’t 
know me. I said, “It’s me, Dad. Snow White.”

He laughed. “She’s dead,” he croaked at me. I’m an 
apparition. A ghost of his madness. The remnants of 
what he was when he was a man. I stared, watching as 
he went howling into that night that never ends right 
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before my very eyes.

He laid it all out with the conviction that only the truly 
insane can achieve. Yes, Sacculina came to him. He 
knew she cursed mother to die. He wanted Sacculina 
so much he let his beloved die and stood back and 
watched. He let her take his rule, his daughter, his 
wife, his mind.

And now, here I was, an avenging angel of darkness 
and damnation and he wasn’t going to let me take him 
from his goddess, Sacculina. Not even for the chance 
of redemption was he going to give up the sweet, 
sweet coochie that drained away everything he’d ever 
been as a man.

The only thing left to do was to shoot him in the 
cheating heart. My precious new heater, a Tommy 
gun, sent five bullets into a target that’d shrunk down 
to nothing. My beloved Father. I stared a long while at 
his face. I wondered if he’d ever been a good man. I 
suppose it doesn’t matter at this end of his life.

I continued on. Sacculina was waiting for me. I could 
feel it in my bones. She had to know I was coming.   I 
could hear the mechanical dragon pounding on the 
castle while I walked to the throne room. I could hear 
cheers and chants, as if the people of the kingdom 
were gathering to back up my guys.

As harsh as the taxes had been since Sacculina took 
over, I can imagine they were.

Finally, I ran the bitch down in her lair. Still a long, 
thin drink of water, elegant like she invented it, and 
surrounded by the men she’d enslaved with her magi-
cal gold plated honey pot.

I expected that. They came at me, ready to give their 
lives for their hive queen, and I was happy to oblige 
them. Rawls did damn fine by me, my Tommy barked 
out bullet after bullet and I never had to reload.

It was a suspended hell of screaming, howling, blood 
splattering fast as fireworks, bodies colliding and hit-
ting the ground with wet, final thuds. I stood through 
it all, firing, firing, until my arms were aching. A few 

scored a few hits on me, but what’s a knife to a hotbed 
of revenge already getting its first sweet taste to the 
tongue?

Then it was just her and me in a throne room strewn 
in bodies and blood. She just smiled, lounging in that 
stolen throne like it was giving her the best head ever. 
I knew she was just warming up.

She hit me so fast I didn’t know it was coming. Black 
lightning. It clawed over me, screaming like pigs at 
the slaughter and far more foul. But I shrugged that 
off. I worked for years in the mines, show me some-
thing heavy.

I let her hit me again just to make my point. And I 
smiled. It was bloody and vicious but I wasn’t out to 
win any beauty contests. The funny thing is, Sacculina 
was.

You couldn’t kill me when I was a girl, you couldn’t 
kill me with your fancy apple magic, you can’t kill 
me, I tell her, purring and low. I just can’t decide if I 
want to lock your ass up so you can watch yourself get 
old and ugly while I get more and more beautiful ev-
ery damn day, or if I want the immediate satisfaction 
of blowing your pretty head off.

That’s when I saw it. Fear. Fear lit up in her lovely 
green eyes. Not for her life. For her looks. Broad’s 
as shallow as a spring puddle, and I’m the sun. She 
lashed out with all she had and then some. I just kept 
firing, hammering against whatever shield she con-
jured up.

I could feel it cracking and pushed harder, walked 
closer, kicking bodies aside and keeping my feet 
steady against the slippery blood.

All at once, Succulina stops. Puts up her hands, falls 
to her knees. She surrenders. Bows to my might and 
justice.

This is what my guys want.   They want their filthy 
tramp of an oppressor brought before the blind god-
dess in a celebration of justice, truth, and restored 
honour. And as I look at Succulina, I can see she wants 



PAGE 75

that, too.

Not the justice part. Hell no. Not the truth, not the 
honour. She knows she can pervert those pure things 
just like she perverted my father and so many oth-
ers. Yet she ran from Sam’s father decreeing that she 
should be hanged.

I wonder, just how long has she been slicking through 
kingdoms like this, and playing mercy for a fool with 
her repent and redeem act?

I aimed for her head and she started singing like a 
skinny black canary. I have to give her mercy, I’m the 
princess of light and song and goodness. I have to help 
her overcome her evil so that she can atone for her 
evil deeds and so her true beauty will be a beacon and 
joy to all good hearted people.

So that’s how you do it, I sneered. I fired like I was ca-
ressing the sweetest kitten in the world, and watched 
her head explode. The sun shone into the throne room 
just then, and every bit of her started to rot like it 

should have ages ago. I went and opened the window 
and wished for a square.

Couldn’t have been a minute later and Sam hands me 
one and lights it for me off a torch. Yeah. I can live 
with this lug. He’s got it all going on the way a good 
man should.

He said the guys are out there preaching social reform 
to the people, and I said let ‘em, the people deserve it 
after all this crap. Then I dragged Sam down for a kiss. 
Tasted like blood, tobacco and triumph, but it was 
close enough to love’s first for him.

So now we got the kingdom cleaned up and running 
smoothly. My guys do most of the administrating 
and I give the word. Married Sam after we signed 
off on prenups, and right now I’m waiting for him 
to get Fluffy fired up and running. Seems some fairy 
godmother with a fucking bug up her ass laid a curse 
down on my cousin, Briar Rose.

That shit don’t fly. Me and Sam make sure it don’t.

Deanna Smith
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Dragon by Laurie Smith



PART TWO

That evening, as the sky dimmed and the city 
brightened, the pair re-emerged. Abrodail’s hair 
now hung in a loosened braid, while the child 
pranced along as energetically as ever. Khellus 
held back in the shadows as they passed, and then 
slipped into their footsteps. They walked without 
fear through the dwindling foot traffic until, half 
an hour later, they reached a more domestic stretch 
of city blocks. There, small homes nestled side by 
side, replacing shopfronts with cosier abodes, where 
candles, lanterns, and faelights flickered in the win-
dows. Children darted about, but Abrodail’s daugh-
ter didn’t join them. Instead, she watched the play 
with a distant curiosity, as if uncertain what these 
other laughing, scampering creatures might be.

At last, they reached one home with a clay-tiled 
roof and a green door. Abrodail and the child went 
inside, leaving Khellus to ponder his next move 
from across the street. Her husband didn’t appear 
home, so he’d need to time this well. The fewer 

involved, the better.

Choosing the straightforward approach, he strode 
up to the door and knocked. After a moment, foot-
steps pattered up. The latch clicked and the door 
opened a few inches, enough to let one of the girl’s 
dark eyes peer up at him.

“Hello,” she said in the serious manner of a child. 
“Who are you?”

He tried for a harmless smile. “Hello. I’m an old 
friend of your mother’s.”

Her face scrunched up. “No you aren’t.”
Khellus raised an eyebrow. “Why do you say that?”

“’Cause mommy’s friends are all nice, and you 
don’t look nice.”

He crouched, arms on his knees. She didn’t draw 
back, though she remained clinging to the latch. 
“Sometimes,” he said, “nice-looking people aren’t, 



and people who don’t look nice are. And sometimes 
there need to be not-nice people to do not-nice jobs. 
Don’t you think?”

She swung the door wider in order to confront him 
with crossed arms. “Is that s’posed to be a puzzle?” 

“Does it confuse you?”

“No. You just make it sound c‘fusing.”

Khellus chuckled. “Maybe I’m trying to confuse 
you.”

“That’s not nice.”

“Eogwen,” Abrodail called, rushing into view. 
“What’ve I told you about answering the—oh gods 
above and below.” She halted for a second, colour 
leeching from her cheeks. After a second, she hur-
ried forward and pulled Eogwen back, pushing her 
off down the hall. “Little flower, go read until your 
father gets home.”

Khellus rose as the girl skipped off.  “She can read. 
That’s good. I was at least twice her age before I 
learned how.”

Abrodail stared at him, hand on the door as if debat-
ing whether to slam it or not. Then she swallowed 
and firmed her shoulders. “You shouldn’t be here.”

“Probably not. Nevertheless...” Khellus spread his 
hands.

Various expressions cast shadows over her face, like 
clouds over the sun. “You’re not here for me.”

“I wasn’t at first. I initially came on business.”
Her laughter still sent a tiny thrill through him, even 
laced with scorn as it was.

“A job. I should’ve known.”

“Yes, you should have.”

“What do you want? You’re obviously not dropping 

in to comment on my daughter’s schooling, so that 
means I’ve something to do with whatever business 
you’re about.”

“Can I come in?”

“No.”

They engaged in a silent stand-off until Khellus 
gave way. “Wescel Asmoran. He’s your employer, 
isn’t he?”

“Oh, devils take you, you utter bastard.” She moved 
to slam the door, but he jammed a boot and shoul-
der in the gap. Abrodail struggled to dislodge him, 
to no avail. “Get away from us. I want nothing to do 
with you.”

“Just hear me out, Abby, would you?”

“Don’t call me that.”

“Rah!” Something struck Khellus’ boot over and 
over. He and Abrodail looked down at Eogwen, 
who had thrown herself between her mother’s legs 
and now stabbed at Khellus’ toes with a wooden 
fork. “Go away!”

Khellus cleared his throat as Abrodail swept her 
daughter up and hustled her back into the house. 
She returned half a minute later, looking flustered. 
This turned to a glare. “You’re still here.”

“I’d appreciate it if you let me at least explain.”

She raised a finger. “One word. You get one word.”

“Treason.” She froze. Khellus pushed the door a 
little wider. “Abrodail, your employer is a traitor 
to the king and he’s at the head of a growing fac-
tion working to undermine the safety of this entire 
region. I can’t believe that someone as smart as you 
could work there without picking up on that.” He 
leaned in until he caught her eye, though she still 
refused to look at him straight on. “You know it’s 
true.”



“What if it is?” she asked. “I’m just a clerk. A minor 
one, at that.”

“Perhaps. But if Asmoran is left alone too long, 
he’ll likely succeed and rile up much if not all of the 
city to open rebellion. It’s just a matter of time. You 
know what unchecked treason leads to, don’t you? 
War.” He tilted his head at the rest of the house, 
indicating her now-absent daughter. “You want to 
raise a child in a city under siege?”

She slumped ever so slightly. “Shades take me, I 
forgot how convincing you could be. I shouldn’t 
have given you a single word.” She sighed and 
stepped aside. “Get in here before someone sees 
you.”

He slid into the front hall. She latched the door 
behind him and then led him into a receiving room. 
While not luxurious by any stretch, it held several 
cushioned chairs, a small table, and light decora-
tions of potted flowers and cheap art fixtures. A 
flight of stone and wood stairs led to a second story, 
where he guessed the bedrooms were. Eogwen sat 
almost hidden over in a corner nook, legs tucked 
up as she paged through a slim book. She gave the 
appearance of studiousness, but Khellus kept catch-
ing her glancing at him. After the third time, she 
stuck her tongue out and slumped so the book hid 
her face.

He tugged his gloves off as he took a chair by the 
ashen hearth. Abrodail took up the chair furthest 
from him. Her lips twitched in the manner that told 
him she restrained herself from unleashing a torrent 
of words. Scathing ones, no doubt. Funny how a 
few months with a person could leave their smallest 
mannerisms engrained in the memory. Odder yet 
how much the years could leave one unchanged.
  
Glancing around, he pretended to not have already 
scrutinized the layout. “Cosy.”

She poured water from a pitcher into a polished 
ebonwood mug, pointedly not offering him any. 
“We’re happy here.”

“Are you?”

“Yes. Favriel is a good man and Eogwen makes 
every day a delight. I don’t want you disrupting our 
lives. So say what you have to and then be gone 
before he gets home.”

“If all goes well, I’ll be gone in a day and I’ll have 
averted far bigger disruptions in the process.”

She gave a delicate snort. “How often do things go 
well around you, Khellus?”

“We aren’t allowed many mistakes in my line of 
work.”

Abrodail’s gaze lingered on Eogwen, who hummed 
as she flipped through her little book. At last, she 
roused and took a deep breath. “So. Asmoran.” She 
pitched her voice low, so the child wouldn’t over-
hear.

“Yes.”

“You’re here to kill him.”

“Yes.”

“And for some reason, you need my help. I don’t 
see what I can offer, unless you’re looking for a 
place to hide. We’ve got a root cellar with a few 
empty barrels you can tuck inside.”
Khellus smirked. “A gracious offer, but I’ll pass. 
No, what I need is simple. Getting inside.”

She licked her lips. “They’re comfortable barrels.”

He leaned forward. “I’m serious. Time is essential 
in this, and I need to be inside the estate grounds by 



tomorrow morning, if possible.”

A trapped look entered her brown eyes. He’d seen 
it before, most often right before he plunged a blade 
through a target’s heart. “Six years, Khellus.”

For the first time, he dropped his gaze. “Did it mean 
so much to you?”

“Didn’t it to you?”

He sat back. “You knew I’d have to leave. Where 
my duty lay.”

“Perhaps. We often fool ourselves far more than 
we realize. Even so, I didn’t think your duty would 
involve slipping away in the middle of the night 
without so much as a goodbye.”

“I left a note.”

“I burned it.”

He suppressed a wince. “Can we go back to talking 
about business?”

“You mean talking about killing the nobleman who 
lets us remain...” She waved at the home in general. 
“Cosy?”

“You’ve every right to be angry, but please don’t let 
that stop you from doing the right thing. If it helps, 
don’t think of me as that man anymore.”
 
“I don’t think of you as much of a man at all.”

Devils below, she’d sharpened over the years. He 
took a few seconds to corral his thoughts. While 
he’d expected a lashing of this sort, he didn’t fully 
understand where her cold fury came from. She 
practically radiated with it. Yes, he’d abandoned 
her, he admitted it. Unfair to her, but she seemed 
to have done well since, despite everything. He’d 

been drawn to her inner strength, her passion, when 
they first crossed paths—but that passion had been 
tempered since he saw her last. Turned a bit more to 
steel. 

He tried again. “What I mean is, don’t let your 
bitterness against me, for the way I wronged you, 
sway you into denying me outright. Don’t see me as 
Khellus, but as a hand of the king. Someone who is 
trying to save a good number of lives.”

Abrodail sipped from her water. “By taking lives.”

“A life. One that is malicious and corrupt and is 
poisoning all those around him.”

She looked away. “You don’t realize what that 
would do to us.”

Something in her voice snagged his attention. 
“What do you mean?”

As she hesitated, footsteps thumped overhead. 
Khellus came to his feet, a hand going to a sword 
hilt. “I thought you were waiting for your husband 
to get home?”

Abrodail’s eyes widened. Apparently she hadn’t 
heard anything. “I am. He always comes home after 
us.”

“Daddy’s upstairs,” Eogwen said. “He was here 
sleeping when we got home.”

Abrodail rose as well. “Why didn’t you say any-
thing?”
Eogwen shrugged and went back to reading.

A man’s voice called down. “Abby? Is that you?”

Khellus caught Abrodail’s eye and mouthed, Abby?

Shut up, she mouthed back. “A moment, darling.” 



She grabbed Khellus’ arm and steered him for the 
front. Before they got two steps, a man appeared at 
the top of the stairs and tromped down. Slim and 
trim, he had a shock of thick, blond hair and sharp 
features that gave him a vulpine look. His blue-and-
crimson uniform appeared rumpled from being slept 
in, the only unkempt thing about him.

“Hope I didn’t startle, dove, I simply—” He paused 
in mid-step and grabbed the wooden railing to 
steady himself. “Who’s this?”

Khellus noted how his hand reached for a non-ex-
istent weapon at his waist. So, a man unafraid to 
defend his household. Admirable. 

“Mommy’s not-nice friend,” Eogwen said. 

“Hush, little flower.” Abrodail released Khellus’s 
arm and stepped back a pace. “Favriel, this is...yes, 
he’s a friend. An old friend I haven’t seen in a long 
time. His name is...”

“Khellus.” Khellus stepped over and offered a hand. 

Favriel eyed him askance as he briefly accept the 
clasp. A light floral scent surrounded the man, rem-
iniscent of freshly watered roses. “Oh? I’ve a mind 
for faces and names, but I fear yours isn’t coming to 
it. I assume we’ve not crossed paths before.”

“I’m not from Belladain,” Khellus said. “Just here 
on business.”

The other man’s gaze flicked from him to Abrodail. 
“And past visits have involved my wife?”
“It’s been years since our last meeting. Before you 
were together, I’d wager. I hope you don’t take this 
as any sort of impropriety.”

Awareness flared in the Favriel’s eyes. “Shades take 
me.” He peered closer at Khellus. “This is him, isn’t 
it?”

“Oh, trample me now.” Abrodail massaged her fore-
head. “I’m not ready for this.”

Khellus looked between them. “You told him about 
me? I’m touched.”

Favriel laughed mirthlessly. “Not of you, specifi-
cally. But when we married, I had cause to know of 
your existence.”

“Did you?”Khellus frowned. “When did you mar-
ry?”

“We exchanged oaths three years ago.”

“And she still spoke of me?”

It was Abrodail’s turn to laugh. “You can be quite 
the dunce, Khellus. Listen.” She took his shoulders, 
forcing him to turn so the three of them formed a 
triangle. “Eogwen is my daughter, but not Favri-
el’s.”

Cold prickles rippled down Khellus from crown to 
toes.

“She’s yours.”

#

“You’re sure?” Khellus asked.

Abrodail huffed. “That’s the fourth time you asked. 
The answer’s not changing and if you ask again, 
it’ll get you slapped. With a brick.”
The three of them sat around the table, Khellus on 
one side, the couple on the other. Eogwen had been 
sent to rummage up a treat for herself in the pan-
try, and she occasionally darted out with selection 
which she offered up for approval—an entire wheel 
of cheese, a wine flask, a box of pepper. With each 
rejected item, she slunk back to scrounge up anoth-



er option.

Khellus watched her go with her latest choice, a 
salted slab of mutton. “I suppose she’s the right age. 
But why didn’t you—”

“Why didn’t I what?” Abrodail made a fist. “Write 
to let you know? Chase after you? You made your 
feelings rather clear by leaving, and if I gave up 
everything here to track you down in the hopes of 
some paternal fondness, it’d mean surrendering 
what little life I’d managed to build here.” She 
sighed deeply. “Besides, I didn’t want her to have a 
father who might never be around. Knowing your 
sort of business, I figured you’d forever be trav-
eling, off on one mission or another until you got 
killed.”

He drummed fingers on the table. “Fair enough.” 
To be honest, he felt relief at never having being 
dragged into Eogwen’s upbringing. It would’ve 
been one more complication, one more chain 
wrapped around his soul. Personal attachments of 
that sort always muddled the mind and heart, liabili-
ties an assassin couldn’t afford. He looked to Fa-
vriel, who wore a bemused expression. “I’ll admit, 
you’re taking this rather calmly.”

Favriel shrugged. “I came to terms with it when 
I married Abby. I love Eogwen like my own and 
would do anything to see she comes to no harm.” 
His voice and face hardened. 

Khellus held up a hand. “I’m not here with any 
intent to take her from you.”

The man relaxed, if barely. “Then why are you 
here? I’ll assume it’s no social calling.”

Khellus eyed his uniform. “You work for Asmoran 
as well?”

Favriel drew shoulders back. “Indeed. I’m one of 

his chief stewards.”

“Must be nice, both of you working there.”

The other man smiled. “It has its advantages. We’ve 
no need to leave Eogwen with a marm. We get 
meals together and catch little times alone, so long 
as it doesn’t interfere with our work. Many staff 
have family members who serve minor functions 
throughout the operations. It gives the whole affair 
a rather close feel.”

Khellus quelled a grimace. A great way for Asmo-
ran to maintain an eye on his staff at large, recruit 
new addicts, and have plenty of blackmail opportu-
nities to keep any potential dissenters in line. Abro-
dail looked tense as she watched Favriel and avert-
ed her eyes when Khellus tried to meet them. 
 
“You want help from me, you tell him as well. He’s 
loved me, cared for me and for Eogwen, and he’s 
never abandoned us and never will. He deserves to 
know.”

Acquiescing, Khellus kept it as brief as possible. 
He used the same arguments he had to get in the 
door with Abrodail. Asmoran. The king’s edict. The 
talk of rebellion and the need to make an example 
to keep the other nobles in line before war broke 
out and threatened the whole region—their family 
included.

To his credit, Favriel maintained his poise through-
out the explanation, the only sign of tension being 
the occasional clenching of his jaw. When Khellus 
finished, Favriel sagged, as if a knot had loosened 
in his back. 

“I see.” He scratched at the light stubble on his 
chin. “This is... vexing.”

He stared at his lap for a full minute, while Khellus 
and Abrodail watched each other over the table. For 



once, he couldn’t read her expression. 

At last, Favriel regained his composure. “I’m afraid 
I can’t help you. Neither of us can. You need to 
leave. Now.”

Abrodail laid a hand on his forearm. “Darling--”

Favriel cut her off with an open palm. “I’m sorry, 
dove. As much as it pains me, I can tell a small part 
of you still cares for this man despite all the trouble 
he’s caused you. As I said before, I won’t see Eog-
wen or you come to any harm. No matter what the 
cost.”

Khellus stood and planted fists on the table. “You 
don’t see what’s at stake here?”

Favriel smirked up at him. “Actually, I do. More 
than you know. You don’t think I’m aware of my 
lord’s dark dealings? The whole city knows it. 
The whole kingdom, apparently, considering your 
presence here. However, for us, Lord Asmoran is 
a boon. He has never been anything but kind and 
generous to his staff, and it is by his graces that we 
are able to live in relative comfort and safety.” His 
expression gained a weary edge. “I’ve gone to great 
lengths to ensure both Abby and I are involved in 
the mundane side of his business in rather essen-
tial ways. We’re safe so long as the status quo is 
maintained. You remove Asmoran and you doom us 
and everyone under him. When a noble house falls, 
none who belong to it are spared. You know this. 
Servants are captured and tortured for information. 
Extended family are killed in their beds.”

“Worse will happen when armies march on Bella-
dain.”

“You’re so certain it’ll come to that,” said Favriel. 
“What if you’re wrong?”

“Whether I am or not, I act under orders from the 

king. The same king Asmoran is supposed to serve 
as you, by proxy, are to do as well.”

Favriel splayed his hands. “Will the king come here 
and give us new jobs? Pay us monthly wages? See 
our families fed?”

Khellus sighed through his nose. While Abrodail 
had seemed willing to listen to him earlier, the 
more her husband spoke, the more he sensed her 
withdrawing. He stalked around the table and they 
turned their chairs until he stood before them like a 
supplicant at the feet of royalty. 

“You’re with him on this?” he asked Abrodail.

Her cheeks quirked with unspoken words for a few 
seconds before she grasped her husband’s hand. 
“I’m sorry, Khellus. If it were me alone, perhaps. 
This is too much.” 

He nodded and tucked thumbs into his belt. “I see. 
Then I’m sorry for what I have to do next.”

Their quizzical expressions turned to shock as he 
snapped one hand out. Even as Favriel tried to 
rise, Khellus jabbed a black thorn into the meat of 
his throat. The man’s eyes bugged as he fell back, 
slumped and motionless in his chair. 

Abrodail rose with a cry. “What’ve you done?”

“Expedited my mission.” He held up the thorn. 
“This is plucked from the fava-drul plant, a rath-
er noxious growth from South Byabara. It’s a 
slow-acting poison that will leave him permanently 
crippled within a day and will prove lethal within 
two. I have the antidote, but will only provide it 
after you’ve helped me enter the estate—and once 
I’ve seen Asmoran dead. Getting me in and warning 
the guards after won’t do any good.”

Abrodail gaped in horror, and Khellus clamped 



down on the squirm of guilt in his gut. He’d have 
preferred to use the fava-drul thorn to incapacitate 
a guard or errant servant. Contrary to what he’d 
said, it paralyzed but didn’t kill. Favriel would be 
perfectly fine within a day, and the deception would 
hopefully spur Abrodail to necessary action. 

A crash snapped their attention to the kitchen 
threshold, where Eogwen had dropped a clay jug 
of cream. “Daddy!” She splattered a milky puddle 
underfoot as she raced to Favriel. She must’ve cut 
her sole on a shard, for a trickle of blood turned her 
footprints pink. 

Eogwen tugged at Favriel’s limp arm until Abro-
dail pulled her away. Abrodail hugged her weeping 
child... Khellus’ child... and tried to hush her, assur-
ing her everything would be all right. Daddy was 
just very tired and needed another nap. She bustled 
the girl upstairs, and soft sobs continued to float 
down until they trailed off. Khellus loitered, assum-
ing the Eogwen had cried herself to sleep. 

Trying to be helpful, he dragged Favriel out of the 
chair and laid him on the floor, positioned so the 
man wouldn’t wake with a horrid crick in his neck. 
He straightened just as Abrodail reappeared on the 
stairs. She came down halfway and stopped to gaze 
at him in aghast wonder. 

“You really aren’t him anymore, are you?”

Khellus stepped away from her husband, hands 
clasped behind his back. “No. Have you made your 
decision?”

Her hand tightened on the rail. “Devils damn you 
for this, Khellus.”

“I’ll accept that if necessary. Abby—” He paused 
at her murderous look and corrected. “Abrodail, 
there’s another killer out there already targeting 
your lord, a monster even worse than I am.”

“Hard to believe.”

“Compared to him, I’m a kindly butcher that puts 
down a fatted calf in a single blow. He’ll slaughter 
the whole herd just to reach the calf, slit its belly 
open, and choke it to death on its own organs. The 
reality is Asmoran is going to die no matter what. 
Best it be by my hand and by royal command rather 
than by a brute who’ll leave the city in chaos. Be-
lieve it or not, I’m trying to protect you.”

“By poisoning my husband and terrorizing your 
own daughter?”

“The former is a necessity. The latter would only 
matter if she knew and if I cared. As you yourself 
said, someone like me should never be responsible 
for an innocent flower like herself.”

Abrodail came the rest of the way down to stand at 
arm’s length from him. Favriel lay between them, 
breathing steady. Her hand shook ever so slightly as 
she pointed at Khellus.

“I want you to swear—not on your honour, because 
you obviously have none—but on the very bond 
you have to the king. Swear that once you’re done 
here, you’ll leave and we’ll never see you again. 
Ever. Not a glimpse, not a whisper.”

He made a shallow bow. “Done. Shall we get to it 
then?”

She blinked. “Right now?”

He nodded at her husband. “You’d rather wait until 
tomorrow, when permanent damage might’ve al-
ready set in?”

“Bastard.” She gritted teeth. “Fine. How do we go 
about this?”
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‘...With the appearance of the first Metahumans, it was 
no surprise that they became the latest class of celeb-
rities. How can a drug-addicted movie star or slutty 

heiress compete with a woman who can fly?’
       

From Evolution Overdrive
       

by Cameron Gossling, The New Yorker

Cassie Moore stared through the tinted glass of her 
limo at the buildings as they slid slowly past her. She 
was restless. She wanted to get out and fly. But, her 
publicist had insisted that she limo to the night club 
opening, that she didn’t want to ‘give away the milk 
for free.’ 

Which means I’m a cow, Cassie thought, I think I need 
a new publicist.

“What’s wrong, girl?” Tina asked.

Cassie glanced at her friend. The young woman had 
a concerned look on her face. She had known Cassie 

since they were in kindergarten; she was attuned to 
Cassie’s moods from years of experience.

“Nothing. I just don’t feel like going out tonight. This 
felt more like a stay in, eat ice cream and watch TV 
night, you know?”

Tina nodded. “You have been running pretty hard late-
ly. Well, how about you show up, put in the minimum 
and then we bounce? Grab some Ben and Jerry’s and 
power-watch Orange?”

Cassie laughed, something that felt inordinately good 
given her state of mind. “You and your lesbian prison 
fantasies.”

“Hey, it’s only a fantasy because I’m never been to 
jail.”

“And you’re not into girls.”

“Well, that too.”
“Sure. That sounds good. Ben will shit a brick.”
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Tina shrugged. “Who’s gonna win that one? Cas-
sie aka super girl Diamond Ice or Ben the Old Guy 
Agent?”

“Old? He’s only 40.”

Tina smirked. “I stand by my statement.”

“Ageist.”

“Is that a thing?”

The limo slowed to a stop. The driver got out, passed 
around the back of the car and opened the passenger 
door.

“Miss Moore, we’re here,” he said.

Cassie slipped out of the limo and into the glare of 
neon and the tiny pulses of phone camera LED lights. 
She felt a little rush of energy, the thrill of being at the 
centre of attention. She gave the crowd a wave. Some 
of them started chanting, “Fly fly fly.”

Cassie held up her hands and motioned for the crowd 
to quiet down. “Babies, if you want to see me fly, you 
have got to get your asses into Studio Z, the hottest 
club in the city.”

Always plug the product, Cassie thought, that should 
make Ben happy.

She swept past the crowd with Tina right behind her. 
McQ, the club owner, met Cassie inside. He was 
dressed in a $10,000 Armani suit and a dingy Brook-
lyn Dodgers ball-cap. If it had been anyone else, 
Cassie would’ve thought, ‘douchebag, poser,’ or some 
other derogatory sentiment. But McQ was the flavour 
of the month. He was part of the class of celebrity that 
could do no wrong. Just like Cassie.

“Cassie doll, thanks for coming,” McQ said. He gave 
her a friendly kiss on the cheek, then escorted her into 
the depths of his club. Dubstep assaulted Cassie’s ears. 
She was thankful she didn’t have heightened senses; 
the club would be unbearable if she had. Instead, she 
was merely annoyed at the choice of music. Her tastes 

ran more towards classic alt-rock. As the repetitive 
beat wrapped around her body, she thought about 
requesting a change of tunes. 

Better not, Cassie thought, not my house, not my rules.

“Baby, you know I love nothing more than to hang 
with the McQ.”

McQ’s eyes lit up as the inner-player thought he might 
be able to get with Cassie. Cassie knew what was 
going through his head. She often saw this in men and 
women; a slight flush, a little more of a grin, an in-
crease in the rate of breathing. Never going to happen, 
she thought. But, she knew that she just had to flirt a 
little and McQ would do whatever she wanted.

The dancing, carousing crowd parted as Cassie walked 
across the dance floor. She flashed her broad smile 
across the adoring faces. A couple of people shout-
ed “Diamond Ice!” She waved, although inside, she 
winced. Her agent had insisted that every popular 
metahuman had a codename and that she needed one. 
Diamond Ice was the one that had focused-grouped 
the best. She was just happy he hadn’t forced her wear 
a cape.

Tina tapped her shoulder and leaned close to her. 
“Hey, is that a new vodka?”

Cassie giggled. “El-oh-el, baby.”

McQ led them to a VIP booth. It was on a raised 
platform near the DJ and gave Cassie and Tina a 
commanding view of the dance floor. The two women 
settled back and watched the beautiful people gyrating 
to the music. 

“So, what’s the sched?” Cassie asked.

“Thirty minutes here, pressing some flesh, then fifteen 
with the DJ, another thirty on the floor,” Tina said.

The next half hour was a stream of VIPs being trickled 
to Cassie’s booth, where she would pose for selfies, 
trade some pleasantries and dispense hugs to the better 
looking men and women. She knew that she had to 
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maintain a facade of friendliness and flirtatiousness 
with enough aloofness to have a core of unattainabil-
ity. That’s what people expected from celebrities and 
that’s what got her paid. So, while she was smiling 
and engaged on the surface, inside, she thought about 
flying.

As her thirty minute, meet-and-greet session was com-
ing to an end, she waved McQ over.

“How’s the night going for you?” He shouted over the 
pounding beat.

“Great. Do you want me to get up and DJ for a few?”

McQ nodded. “Yeah, DJ Mazer has been looking for-
ward to meeting you.”

Great, she thought, another guy who adds a drum 
track to the pop song of the day and thinks he’s an 
artist.

“Well, I wanna hang with him and lay down some sick 
beats.” 

For exactly fifteen minutes, she thought.

Cassie leaned in close to Tina, who was chatting up 
a handsome man with the sharp features of a model. 
“Hey, I’m going to hit the stage. Don’t disappear on 
me.”

Tina looked at her with exaggerated mock outrage. 
“Are you questioning my virtue?”

“Can’t question what you don’t have.”

The two women laughed and hugged. “Just keep an 
eye on the time, kay?”

“I am Tina, the human stopwatch. Now, give the peo-
ple what they want.”

As she followed McQ to the DJ booth, she wondered 
what it was the people wanted. Was it her? Did they 
live through her? Did they wish they had her powers 
and lived her life? She glanced over the beaming faces 

and felt the mix of worship and jealously emanating 
from them. Cassie always felt a mix of vanity and 
unease in moments like this. She liked being the centre 
of attention; but she also felt detached from the mo-
ment. Since her powers had emerged two years ago, 
Cassie had gone from being a normal teenager, wrap-
ping up high school and getting ready for college, to 
the flavour of the month. All because one day, she had 
woke up and found she could fly.

Part of her wanted to scream, “Stop looking at me! I 
haven’t done anything special. Find something real in 
your life.”

She never did. She just smiled, showed some skin, 
made-out with the right people for the paparazzi, 
collected her cheques and tried not to think too deeply 
about her life most of the time.

Lost in thought, Cassie failed to notice a man leaning 
against the bar, staring at her. Like most of the other 
party-goers, he was blandly attractive, wearing trendy 
clothing and sipping an overpriced, watered-down 
drink. Unlike the others, there was a folding knife in 
his pocket and a swirling mass of visions in his head. 
He knew that Cassie was there just for him. He knew 
she loved him. That every night, she would fly to his 
apartment and watch him through his window as he 
slept. Whenever he saw an image or video of her, he 
knew she was secretly posing just for him.

On the stage, DJ Mazer, a tall, thin man with blonde 
dreadlocks and a red tee-shirt that had “ART HAG” on 
it in big black letters, gave her a hug and a perfunctory 
peck on the cheek, while not breaking the flow of his 
bouncing to the beat. He turned off his mic and said, 
“Hey, you know how to work this shit?”

Cassie nodded. She had done this before. 

“Cool. Just don’t break my shit.”

He handed her a headset and bounced to one side. 

Cassie glanced over the turn-tables, mixers, laptops 
and a pair of iPads. She then looked over the upturned 
faces. Eyes bright with excitement. Lips quivering in 
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anticipation of something extraordinary. Breathing 
heavy from dancing, lust, adrenalin.

“Hey babies! You ready to party?” 

The crowd screamed. As much as she wanted to 
downplay it, she did feel a rush at that moment. Cassie 
shook her fist in the air.

“Then let’s party!”

She cranked the music up and swayed to the beat in 
a way she hoped was both fun and seductive for the 
people watching her. She glanced at DJ Mazer. His 
eyes were closed and he was nodding his head in time 
to the heavy percussions. 

Not a bad life, Cassie thought. For a few minutes 
she moved with the music, occasionally shouting out 
words of encouragement to the dancers. She knew the 
final was coming up soon. And, she would give the 
revellers what they wanted; a chance to see something 
extraordinary. 

“Fly with me,” she purred, her voice cutting through 
the chest rattling bass. She took off the headset, then 
floated up over the DJ booth. The dancers cheered as 
she flew slowly over the dance floor. Cassie stared 
down at the people, as they looked up at her. Although 
most had either the gaping faces of people in awe 
or the unfocused gaze of people buzzed from drugs, 
booze and endorphins, a few had vaguely fearful fac-
es. Cassie expected this. There were people who were 
afraid  of her and the other metahumans. 

As the song ended, DJ Mazer took over. Cassie drifted 
down to the dance-floor, where Tina was waiting for 
her. 

“How’d I do?”

“Right on time. Let’s get in some dancing, then 
bounce.”

Cassie mingled with the crowd. She danced with a 
few of the more attractive men, accepted the steady 
stream of compliments with smiles, nods, and the 

strategic use of arms touches. Although the music was 
still annoying, she was fully enjoying the dancing and 
the attention. 

While she was busy spinning from partner to partner, 
the man with the knife watched her intently. Every 
time he saw her touch another person it felt like a nee-
dle in his brain. He knew she didn’t want them, that 
she was being kept from him by the grasping hands 
and jerking bodies.

Now, he thought, now she wants you. Go get her.

On the dance-floor, Tina pushed her way to Cassie’s 
side. 

“Hey, if you want to get going, we can.”

Cassie nodded. “Let McQ know we’re bailing and get 
the car out front. I’ll be done in a minute.”

Tina turned to leave, when she was grabbed by the 
man with the knife. 

“What the fuck,” Tina said as the man spun her 
around. He wrapped one arm around her chest and 
slipped out his knife with the other. He raised the 
blade to her throat.

“Hold still!” he yelled into Tina’s ear. “Cassie!”

Even over the music, Cassie heard the man scream. 
She assumed it was some fan looking for a moment of 
face time. Smiling broadly, she turned. Her smile was 
wiped away when she saw the knife at Tina’s throat. 

“I love you, Cassie! And you’re going to love me or I 
cut this bitch’s throat.”

He pressed his knife against Tina’s throat. A wild 
energy coursed through his eyes, his body. He was 
trembling from a mix of fear and excitement. He was 
certain that Cassie would understand his love for her 
and be his.

Cassie held her hands up. “Is this what you want?” 
She concentrated. When she activated her power, it 
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felt like a dull tension in her head was released. She 
floated up, hovering a few feet off the dance floor. “Is 
this how you want me?”

The man’s mouth dropped open. He had dreamt of this 
moment, when 
his flying beauty 
would give herself 
to him. He relaxed 
the grip on his 
knife. The blade 
dropped away 
from Tina’s neck. 

Cassie saw this 
and acted. She 
activated her 
other power, one 
she never used 
in public. She 
imagined a bright 
white tentacle of 
light reaching out 
from her head, 
slithering through 
the air to wrap 
around the man’s 
knife and hand 
and squeezing. At 
this moment, the 
music cut off.

The man’s eyes 
bugged out in 
pain as his hand 
and the knife 
compressed and 
were mashed 
together. Tina elbowed him in the stomach and broke 
away, as he dropped to his knees. He stared at the 
mass of tattered flesh, shattered bone and distorted 
metal. He looked up whimpering. 

Cassie landed and gave Tina a hug. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah.” Tina glanced over her shoulder at the whim-
pering attacker. “Think anyone would mind if I kicked 

him in the nuts a couple of times?”

“I think we should leave him to the cops. Let’s get out 
of here.”

“Yeah, whatever.”

Cassie wrapped her arm 
around Tina. The crowd melted 
away from the women as they 
headed for the main entrance. 
Cassie saw fear on the faces 
of the people. She knew what 
they were thinking. Their fan-
tasy object, the thing that let 
them move beyond their lives 
had shown just how alien she 
was.

As they emerged from the 
nightclub, the people waiting 
on front cheered. The limo was 
waiting.

“Tina, wait in the car. I’ll talk 
to the police.”
Cassie watched Tina go. She 
scanned the faces of the crowd. 
Hope, fear, lust, jealousy, 
worship, self-loathing. She 
wanted to fly off and leave 
it all behind. But that wasn’t 
the life she wanted. She saw 
Tina’s worried face peering at 
her from inside the limo. She 
heard the murmur of the crowd 
change from admiration and 
envy to disbelief and unease as 

news of what had happened inside the club spread.

This is my life, she thought. Maybe that needs to 
change.

As she stood there, listening to the wail of police 
sirens grow, she knew that her days as a celebrity were 
coming to an end. It was time to grow up.
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Part Nine:
The Book

Vincent was back to what counted as normal for him 
in the span of a half an hour. The spell took a toll on 
him, but he was happy. He even clapped when Jake 
told him he had found the Hand of Resurrection, and 
left soon after to prep things. Jake spent the time feed-
ing them tea and buzzing around Margo with a con-
cerned expression. All Margo could do was say “I’m 
fine” over and over again and roll her eyes. Not that 
his concern bothered her.

After Margo reassured Jake that she was fine and he 
finally sat down to rest, she climbed upstairs and took 
a shower. The scalding water calmed her. Her muscles 
were screaming from exertion, but soon the heat made 
them stop. She washed her hair with some shampoo 
she found lying around, stripping the blood and gore 
off it. She looked at her arms as she used a washcloth 
with an unnecessary amount of soap on it. She had 
scars from the torture. The blackness had chipped 

away, but they were still there, looking years old. Mar-
go looked at her stomach. The bullet hadn’t left a scar. 
Must be a perk of being revived by a deity. Margo 
never really paid much mind to scars, they were a part 
of what she did. She had many of them, thankfully not 
ones she could not hide. That would reveal her identity 
too much. She shut her eyes, concentrating really hard, 
and managed to access her Vuur form. She looked 
like she was covered in one big tattoo. The two thick 
lines circled around her eyes and went down her neck, 
where they split into seven and branched out to her 
toes. It was then that Margo discovered how drained 
she was, being able to maintain that form for only a 
few minutes. She exited the bathroom wearing a clean 
bathrobe.

“I’m done, you can go. I’ll be in one of the rooms.” 
She called after Jake, who was waiting to use the 
shower, having discovered the lower bathroom was 
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out of order. Her old clothes were dirty and damaged, 
she needed to find something to wear. Margo started 
rifling through the closets, trying to find something 
that would fit her and make her feel comfortable in her 
own skin. The room next to the bathroom appeared to 
belong to the old lady. Margo tried the next one, but 
the clothes were too flowery and small.

“I hope I find something in here.” Margo opened the 
third door and faced a room laced with a thick layer of 
dust. It seemed it hadn’t been entered in years. Margo 
opened the dresser. The clothes were shorter than she 
would have liked, but otherwise fine, and when she 
reached the end of the closet, the items 
she found made her smile. It was as if 
she was staring at her own closet.

“This is more like it.” Speaking to 
herself,  she put on a black tank top and 
some skinny jeans, which wouldn’t be 
terrible in a fight. Her boots were shot, 
it seemed that an energy ball had fried 
one of them. She bent down and rifled 
through the boxes. Come on, you can’t 
tell me that you don’t have at least one 
-- Ah got it. She pulled out a pair of 
thigh-high boots in her shoe size that had 
a place where she could put her daggers. 
Margo could feel they had been magical-
ly altered in some way, and then she saw 
there were runes stitched to the inside. 
Comfort Charm, nice thinking. She put 
them and a black leather jacket on and, 
curious as to who owned this room, 
looked around. It didn’t take her long to 
find a picture.

The woman looked a lot like Margo. Same sharp 
facial structure and high cheekbones, same curly back 
hair. The only difference was that the woman’s eyes 
were hooded and black and not deep set and grey. 
Margo was in her mother’s room.

She put down the picture, not really feeling anything 
but curiosity and looked around. It was the typical 
room of a witch. Their similarities didn’t bother her, it 
was as if she was looking through a stranger’s things. 

The shelves were filled with magic books, and there 
were two boxes under the bed, one filled with different 
types of crystals probably used for rituals, and the oth-
er was full of old pictures, letters and a leather-bound 
notebook. But Margo didn’t really focus on that. What 
she found interesting was a large brown book hidden 
in one of the drawers. It had the Nexus symbol em-
bossed on it in green. The runes on its edge signified 
that the book would only open for someone who was a 
part of the Nexus coven. Margo hesitated for a mo-
ment, but then looked down at the amulet on her chest 
and uttered a silent ‘duh’ while rolling her eyes.

The book was filled with legends and predictions the 
coven had made over the years of connecting with the 
Nexus. There was a picture every few pages. Margo 
could recognise some of them from the flashes when 
she was being revived. She stopped at one depicting 
a coven member praying to the Nexus, bright light 
surrounding them. She read the passage next to it:

The Nexus has only possessed a handful of people 
in the span of the coven’s written history. All of them 
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were respectful members of our coven, by birth or 
marriage, and all of them prayed to our deity for 
salvation. Unfortunately, even though the Nexus neu-
tralised the threats that prompted the worthy one to be 
possessed in the first place, the possessed party rarely 
survives it, and if they do they are rendered catatonic. 
There has been several instances of the Nexus being 
forced to enter an unworthy body, but fortunately the 
body would dissolve soon after.

Margo shuddered and turned the page. This picture 
was familiar. It depicted a coven member sitting on 
the floor. Her hands hung limp next to her body, and 
she was facing the ceiling. Light was streaming from 
it and colliding with her:

Of course there are a lot of ways for a deity to walk in 
a human shell: Manifesting in a human form in order 
to communicate, Reanimation of a corpse, Trapping  
in a body with a fabricated soul as a means of con-
tainment. The most elusive by far is Bonding, requir-
ing a person who embodies the qualities the deity 
represents and respects in full glow. When such a par-
agon is found, and the conditions (which are unknown 
to us)  are fulfilled, the deity can transfer itself into the 
host, where it will fuse with the host’s body and bond 
with their soul. Of course, no one has seen a success-
ful bonding before so it is impossible for anyone to 
know what would happen, though it has been attempt-
ed. Many witches of our order offered themselves, but 
the Nexus would eventually leave their body, leaving it 
exhausted and their soul torn to pieces.

One of the possible results of a bond is an entity called 
The Hunter/Huntress, that is mentioned in several 
ancient texts. Not much is known about this entity’s 
appearance, or intentions, but the greatness of its 
power is widely known.

Margo stopped reading abruptly. The Huntress. It 
was the codename Malik gave her, the name she was 
known by in the demonic circles before she started 
using aliases. She never would have called herself 
a paragon. Margo closed the book and sighed. She 
didn’t want to die. She wanted to panic, to raise a fuss. 
But a voice inside her head kept singing a calm relax-
ing tune, and Margo found herself thinking everything 

would be alright.

Margo rifled through the book some more, but there 
wasn’t anything about her. There were only reports 
of battles that have happened or battles to come. She 
recognised many of the drawings. She had seen them 
in her head, in living colour. It didn’t help with the 
vagueness though. She couldn’t recognise any of the 
people in them no matter how hard she tried. Margo 
sighed and put the book with several others, the bag of 
crystals, some magical valuables and a few pieces of 
clothing she took a liking to in a large backpack and 
exited the room.

“Are you alright?” Jake asked her as soon as she 
exited the room. He was wearing a white shirt and 
some jeans that were too big for him. It looked like he 
raided the fourth bedroom.

“I am fine. See?” Margo snickered at his worried tone, 
lifting her arms. “If I feel weird I will tell you.” she 
patted him on his back. “Are we going to go now? 
Let’s go revive Patrick.”

Jake’s wide smile came back. “We just need to stop 
by my store to get the revival scrolls, and them get the 
Hand.” He still insisted on carrying her bag. They tried 
to teleport, but her brief demise meant the amulet had 
reset.
“Wow, you’ve lost all those powers.” Jake looked at 
her sadly, then pulled his cell phone out.

Margo twirled the amulet between her fingers. “Heh, I 
can always get them back. Plus I still have telekinesis 
and demonic strength and resistance. I think I came 
out ahead in the end.”

Jake called a taxi. They kept their conversation quiet 
as to not seem crazy to the driver.

“What did you have to do to get those scrolls? They 
are just as hard to find as the Hand.” Margo looked out 
the window. They were almost there.

“Well, I can be very convincing when I want to be. I 
can also get into any computer I want and I am good at 
extortion.”
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“Ahh, the good old ‘dig up dirt and trade it’ tactic?” 
Margo knew Jake was an expert at that one.

“Hey it works. I have found that when combined with 
the ‘scare them until they pee’ tactic, a person will 
give you anything you want.” Jake snickered. 

The taxi stopped across the street of a two storey 
building with a blue roof. The bottom was a magic 
shop, while Jake lived on the top floor. As they walked 
towards it, thick smoke started coming out of the 
windows.

“Crap!” Jake motioned for Margo to get down as 
the shop imploded with a large bang. When Margo 
straightened up, nothing was left in front of her except 
a very large scorch mark. There was no debris any-
where in sight.

“A complete clearout. Wait, don’t tell me you left the 
scrolls inside?”

Jake looked at Margo with an expression of disbelief. 
“You believe I’m that dumb? I worked for this day for 
three years, I won’t let a blast stop me.”Jake walked 
to the middle of the plot. He placed his hand next to 
the ground and lifted something heavy that couldn’t 
be seen but produced a loud screech. The opening of a 
vault appeared.

“Wait, it’s invisible and blast proof? How did you 
manage that?” Margo was impressed.

“Look who you are talking to here. I keep all my 
valuablesin this thing.” Jake climbed down and re-
moved two briefcases, a bag, a backpack and a laptop. 
“I guess this is the last time I’ll use this. I was thinking 
about moving. I don’t want to explain this to people.” 
He said as he was closing the invisible vault door. 
“This place is registered to one of my aliases, and I 
doubt they will be able to contact Mr John Lever in 
order to tell them what happened.”

“John Lever?” Margo laughed as they walked off. 
“That name actually sounds normal.”

From a young age, Ana Marija has been fascinated by 
the written word, reading anything she could get her 
hands on, from old classics, to newer books. Feeling 

the need to release the characters from her head, at the 
age of 16 she turned to creating that which occupies a 
large portion of her life. Her imagination making use 
of everything around her, she writes regularly for Far 
Horizons magazine, was one of the authors contrib-
uting to the Tied in Pink anthology for breast cancer, 

and hopes one day to publish her own books. She also 
regularly dabbles in translating from English to Mace-
donian and reverse, and has recently stared teaching 
herself the finer points of making magazine layouts.
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“My father had to wait to find out why the Storyteller 
was going to the castle…”

As did I. I waited less time than my father of course, 
because I accompanied the man in red, but that comes 
later. I crack an eye open as the Ferryman drops his 
anchor and sits at the stern, taking out a burnished 
silver flask and taking a great draft. The blank mask 
comes to rest, the hidden eyes on me. Wordlessly he 
passes me the flask, and I take a draft. He reaches un-
der the bench he sits upon and takes out a small sack. 
There is a loaf of bread, some cheese, some olives, a 
few slivers of sausage. He takes the larger portion but 
gives me some. I gobble it down with gratitude, the 
first food I’ve had since I don’t know when, two days? 
Three? They have kept me watered though. They 
wouldn’t want me to expire before He metes out His 
justice. “My thanks,” I say, but he continues to watch 
me wordlessly.

“The man in red seemed to be in no hurry…”

#

The Ferryman kept a wineskin on board, with watered 
down wine in it. His ‘sipping wine’ he called it, for 
the journey. He shared a little with the man in red. 
The water of the lake was drinkable, but barely. The 
man smacked his lips with gusto, like he’d just tasted 
the finest wine in the country. Theatrical in even his 
smallest gestures, the Ferryman noted.

“Where was I?” The storyteller asks the boy.

“In the Lands of the Dead. You were going to tell me 
about Phelan’s Select,” the boy says excitedly.

“Ah yes. That’s a long tale, I’m not sure we have time. 
Ah, ah, don’t be downcast. I can tell you many tales… 
very well then. I can see that you are set on this tale. 
We should ask your father to row slower then?”

#

Phelan rubbed his straining eyes while carving 
Ogham. He was glad he was in Malvin’s Holding, in 
the Court of the Red Bull, in the east. The most ci-
vilised of the kings, he always thought. Phelan, like all 
the Great Druids, spent the majority of his time in the 
lands of the Fair. <That’s what the people of the Four 
call the Fey.> What they referred to as “The One,” 
rather than in the four Kingdoms – the Four. So when 
he visited his lord he was glad that his lord was, in his 
opinion, the most civilised. Always nice to sleep in a 
warm bed.  

Phelan had many bastards throughout the lands of the 
Four and One but the eldest, and the majority of the 
others, lived in Malvin’s Holding. The eldest, Padraig, 
he was going to train up to take his place, although 
Padraig was well on the way to becoming a bard 
already.

#
Padraig, for his own part, was content to be a teller 
of tales, a singer of songs, a poet and a strummer. He 
didn’t want to lead men, nor did he want to guide them 
spiritually. But he’d never been able to get this across 

Part Three – Phelan’s Select
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to his father. And today his father had called for him. 
He had his best tunic on and had taken a bath. His 
father had never called for him before. He’d often 
turned up unannounced, taken Padraig for walks and 
talked at him. But had never asked for Padraig to go to 
him. Padraig wasn’t sure what it meant. But it surely 
meant something important.

He hurried across Malvin’s Holding. A collection of 
stone built houses huddled inside the great wall for 
protection, a community of over two hundred souls, 
the largest centre for civilisation in all the Four and 
One and a place Padraig had never been more than a 
few miles from.

When he knocked on his father’s door, he could feel 
his heart beating faster than normal. His father fright-
ened him. Not least because he was one of the four 
Great Druids, but also because he was tall and intim-
idating. When asked to enter, he slipped through the 
wooden door and bowed. 

“Father,” he greeted.

“Well, come in, don’t just stand there looking foolish,” 
his father replied.

Padraig walked to the table his father sat behind, a 
collection of thin wooden sticks in front of him etched 
with the Ogham, a language Padraig, as bard, had 
learned to read. None of his friends could read, or 
write, or do much arithmetic even. Padraig was proud 
that his father had seen to it that he was educated.

“We are going on a journey. You must tell your mother 
that it will be at least four months before she sees you 
next, and you must be here at dawn tomorrow with 
everything you need for the journey. So best to not 
stand there agape catching flies. Away with you. Go 
get ready!”

“Yes, Father,” Padraig said and made to leave, but as 
he opened the door, a thought struck him. “Where are 
we going?”

His father had obviously dismissed him out of mind 
and seemed surprised to be addressed so.

“Going? It is Fouryear. You are coming with me to 
pass Malvin’s invite to the ceremonies to the other 
kings and to the Fair Ambassador. Now hurry and get 
everything prepared.”

Padraig stumbled away from his father’s house, mind 
a-whirr with possibilities. To travel the whole Four 
and One. To visit the kingdoms of the Green Salmon, 
the White Hart and the Black Boar. To visit the lands 
of the Fair. He shivered with excitement and ran home 
to tell his mother.

#

Phelan finished the Ogham and tied a bundle of three 
with coarse string. He opened the window and made 
a harsh clacking sound, summoning a black and white 
bird with iridescent wings. He passed the bundle of 
sticks to the bird along with a small treat from his 
pocket. The bird stared at him first with one eye, then 
the next. “Kelly,” he said to it, and it flapped up and 
away. <Kelly is a name, you’ll meet her later in the 
story.>

#

Padraig ran to catch up. He was still reeling from the 
fact he was going with his father on this journey. And 
what his father had said before they set out this morn-
ing.

“I’ve fathered many bastards, you’re not the oldest, 
but you’re the one with the most promise.”

He had spent a frantic few hours gathering together 
what he would need for the road and gave his mother 
a brief but heartfelt goodbye and followed down the 
lane and away from his home, possibly forever.

“Our first stop is the Inn on the Ford. There is a female 
warrior there that we need,” Phelan told him when 
they had a quick break to have a drink and a bite to 
eat. Padraig didn’t ask who the warrior was or how 
his father knew that she was there. Druids knew stuff. 
Plus his father had told him, in no uncertain terms, that 
if he became even vaguely annoying, he’d leave him 
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wherever it was they happened to be. ‘Speak when 
spoken to’ was one of his father’s rules. He’d enumer-
ated a great many more before they set out. 

#

Andarta was drunk, not falling down, throwing up 
drunk but definitely drunk enough to get in trouble. 
She would have thought twice about insulting Sabor 
otherwise, Sabor who had once boasted of strangling 
a bear. Still, she thought, she could beat him, if she 
wasn’t so drunk. It didn’t look like he was going to 
give her a chance to sober up though.

As Sabor drew his sword Andarta noticed, in the gath-
ering crowd, a man and a boy, struggling to become a 
man, watching with intense interest. As she pulled her 
own sword free and Sabor charged she realised she’d 
seen the man before. In the King’s court. Now I’m in 
trouble, she thought as she parried Sabor’s first wild 
swing. Her full attention switched to staying alive as 
the two warriors traded a series of blows. Sabor was 
strong but without imagination, and she soon saw he 
had a series of well-learned manoeuvres. After a parry 
that left her arm tingling, she neatly stepped inside 
the big warriors reach and cracked his temple with the 
hilt of her sword. As he toppled, she saw plenty in the 
crowd exchanging money from the bets that they’d 
made. The man and boy came over to talk to her.

“I have need of a strong and clever arm,” the druid, 
who she realised was one of the four Great Druids, 
said.

“I’m not for hire,” she countered. Druids and their 
ilk, ovates and bards, were trouble. Bards not least for 
wanting to immortalise you, ovates not least for their 
delving into powers men were not meant to know, and 
druids for their traffic with the Fair.

“Indeed?” said the tall druid.

“Yes,” she said and turned away, stalking back to the 
Inn and to her wine. The truth of it was that she wasn’t 
for hire. That the fat fool of an innkeeper had already 
hired her to keep the inn safe. That even if he hadn’t 
she wasn’t free to go gallivanting off around the coun-

tryside because of her sick partner, who needed med-
icine, which needed money, which called for her to 
sell her sword in the first place. She made a sour face 
at her wine and took another gulp. Free wine being a 
perk of the job she had become, perhaps, a little too 
fond of.

“It is going to kill him,” the deep voice of the druid 
said. She looked up startled, she hadn’t heard him ap-
proach, not the best advert for a warrior’s instinct she 
thought bitterly.

“I’m sorry, what?” she said, distracted. She could see 
the boy walk inside the inn.

“The cough.”

“What?”

“Your partner’s cough. Sean isn’t it?” the druid said, 
no trace of sympathy existed on his craggy face.

“How did you—”

“It will kill him,” the druid interrupted. “Within a 
month. Two at the longest.”

Andarta found herself standing up. “Who do you think 
you are? Sean is NOT going to die. Take that back. 
Take it…” She trailed off in horror as she realised 
what she’d been doing—jabbing her finger into the 
chest of one of the most powerful men in all the Four 
and One.

“I can alleviate the pain, but I cannot save him. I can 
give him a faster journey to the Wheel and the promise 
of a better next life.”

Andarta sat like a puppet with its strings cut. “He’s go-
ing to die?” She said in a small voice. “I knew he was 
ill but…” She looked up at the druid. “You can spin 
the Wheel for him?” The big druid nodded gravely. 
Out of the corner of her eye she saw the boy approach-
ing. He stopped a polite distance away.

“Well?” the druid said.
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“It is done,” the boy replied.

“What’s done?” Andarta asked.

“Your contract is bought off,” the druid said. “Come, 
let us go to your house. We have much to prepare.”

#

The man in red sighed and asked for a sip of wine, 
which the Ferryman gave to him. “Death in the Four 
and One is a big subject. But they don’t see it in the 
same way as us. They believe in a Wheel of Life, 
Death, and Rebirth and that the more tales the Bards 
tell, or the favour of a druid, can give you an advan-
tage on the Wheel, allowing you to come back in a 
better life next time. That’s why they boast, they fight 
duels, they seek renown, and they have many taboos.”

The boy nods, although the Ferryman doesn’t think 
the boy knows what the man in red is saying. Al-
though, unlike some of his age, he is well versed in 
death, if only because of his mother’s passing.

“They also know how to get to the Lands of the Dead. 
The Dan’s court. Like I told you earlier?”

The boy nods again.

“OK so Phelan was on this journey, but I haven’t told 
you why have I?”

The boy shakes his head.

“Well every four years they choose a new Ard Righ, 
which means High King, out of the four kings of the 
four lands. Malvin, Phelan’s lord, was Ard Righ when 
Phelan set off. His journey is to invite the other lords 
to the gathering, Malvin had to pass the Ard Righ’s 
crown to one of the others. I’ll finish telling you about 
Andarta, who is important later in the tale, and then 
I’ll tell you about the Bard’s competition in the Lands 
of the Green Salmon…”

#

The boat tips and I open my eyes. The Ferryman is 
clambering back to his feet and taking up the oar once 
again. As its steady creaks fill the air I close my eyes 
again.

 “The man in red continued to spin his tale…”

To be continued
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Everyone remembers where they were that day. 

Actually, that’s a lie. Things had got so bad that the 
Attacks kind of blended in with all the other Bad Stuff 
that was going on at the time - cities swallowed up by 
the sea, nuclear power stations going bang, the end-
less wars in Eastern Europe and the Middle East, the 
ongoing economic crisis, the famine in Greece... it all 
blended in together. But still, the co-ordinated terrorist 
massacres were definitely a high watermark in horror, 
even for these days.

They’d simultaneously activated sleeper cells in capi-
tal cities around the world and ordered them to simply 
wander around killing as many people as possible. 
Their bodies had been rigged to blow on capture - a 
combination of C4, toxic chemicals and radioactive 
sources from smoke detectors and old watches and 
stuff. The idea being to cause maximum terror, of 
course.

It worked. What really got to us in what is laughably 
referred to as the 1intelligence community1 was just 
how wired the attackers were - both in the sense of 
being on drugs and in the sense of being completely 
wired for sound, video, even infra-red. 

They’d been wearing commercially available head-
up displays equipped with cameras and hands free 
phones; as with military issue combat monocles the 
displays were based on, their controllers had fed them 
constant updates, alerts, mapping information, ther-
mographs... like a video game. 

That’s what it’s called in the trade – ‘gamification’. 

They turned the massacres into a game, a really fuck-
ing warped one where you only get one life and the 
worse the things you do, the more points you get. 

Oh, and did I mention the drug dispensers? I did al-
lude to them earlier. Basically, they were hopped up on 
a cocktail of methamphetamine, SSRIs, steroids and 
benzodiazapines. But that wasn’t the weirdest thing 
about the attackers.

The weird but was that they’d been fitted with IV 
cannulae, like you get in hospital, and connected up to 
computerized drug dispensers with vital signs teleme-
try fed through a separate phone line.

Like I said, wired. Seriously so.

We think the drugs worked on a reward-response 
basis; that was some serious operant conditioning right 
there. Kill someone, get a hit. The more innocent the 
victim, the bigger the hit. 

Claims of responsibility were oblique enough, but 
essentially, we knew it was the Terrorists. They’d held 
onto their rump religious state and even expanded 
outposts of it into rural Russia and the Americas, cut 
deals with local drug lords, computer hackers and fuck 
knows who else. 

They had sympathisers everywhere, including numer-
ous local governments and media outlets, and they 
were owning us - hard. 

And then this happened. As usual, their spin machine 
went into overdrive even before the last shots had been 
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fired, turning the whole thing around, telling the world 
that the real danger was in overzealous investigation 
of the crimes, that the real terrorists were in Washing-
ton, London and Moscow, and the whole thing was 
the inevitable consequence of trying to stop terrorist 
activity in the first place, and blah, blah, blah, fucking 
blah. The usual shit.

Well, screw that, we thought. We were gonna find 
those bastards and nail their asses to the wall - and we 
were going to do it right. Nobody was going to be able 
to complain about their human rights being violated 
or make out we’d mistreated anyone or been naughty 
or bad or “overzealous” and get them off this time. No 
way. No how.

International, interagency co-operation, that was the 
thing. The CIA talked to the FSB and the FSB talked 
to Interpol and the Interpol talked to the GRU and 
the MI5 and MI6 and we all just networked ourselves 
into the same massive investigatory intelligence grid. 
Bad actors like ISI were deliberately excluded - we 
followed proper procedure this time, no shortcuts, just 
good police work all the way.

And we found the bastards.

It was all about the phones, you see. They’d bounced 
their signals around as much as possible, but there’s 
only so much you can do with a broadband signal 
before it degrades to shit and you lose too much band-
width for it to be useful - and that’s how we found the 
site of their command and control, their little terrorist 
call centre. Or at least, what was left of it.

What we found was where they’d parked up. We 
found tyre tracks from a number of off-road vehicles, 
mainly heavy trucks that had driven into this inhospi-
table part of the Mojave Desert for a few hours, then 
had driven right off. 

They’d been smart about hiding themselves from 
satellites. Managed to do it on a day when the area 
was hidden by cloud cover - in the Mojave! - and 
dust storms as well. But we picked up enough traces, 
mainly from their GPS (stupid fucks) and tracked the 
convoy south, somewhere past interstate 40, about 

100 miles from Bullhead City. The cameras on the 
Interstate verified that some off-road trucks had passed 
it and the locals helped narrow the search down until 
we realised that they hadn’t just vanished, as we’d 
thought. The clever little bastards had almost certain-
ly, they simply must have, well, gone to ground in an 
automated data centre.

ADCs are a great place to hide - in theory. Internet 
companies use ‘em to house server farms and backups, 
they like desert locations ‘cause there’s plenty of solar 
power and it’s far away from anything that’s ever like-
ly to be attacked, as well as most of the people liable 
to do the attacking. They’re pretty much completely 
automated, though they sometimes hire a handful of 
locals, especially where tax credits make such “chari-
ty” profitable, but they’re paid so badly they’re un-
likely to take a bullet for the measly few bucks they’re 
paid - in fact they’d be easy to bribe, if it wasn’t for 
the insanely tight automated “backup” network of 
drones, robots and surveillance that provides the real 
security.

The help had vanished, utterly. Shot or subverted, 
they’d disappeared more completely than should have 
been possible. They must have then hacked the secu-
rity gear and hunkered down in the maze of under-
ground passages that house the bulk of the server farm 
- or so we thought. 

We pulled in every bit of law enforcement and military 
muscle we could get our hands  on, from the National 
Guard and the US Rangers to LA SWAT teams and the 
French Foreign Legion, some passing Spetsnaz and 
the S.A.S. Everyone wanted a piece of the action, and 
we were happy to oblige.

Such an anticlimax. We searched for days, then weeks 
- and found nothing. Oh, we found the convoy. They 
turned out to be maintenance vehicles, every last one 
of them completely self-driven and automatic. We 
even got the logs for them.

They’d driven off, fully fuelled and charged up, to 
create the what the company calls a “temporary com-
munications uplink” as part of some egghead scientific 
experiment in the High Desert. They got stranded by 
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a dust storm; the computers rebooted and sent them-
selves home. Supposedly.

Obviously, they’d been hacked shitless. We never 
did catch the bastards, although a few fishy financial 
transactions surfaced, it turned out that they’d all been 
executed by trading algorithms and it was impossible 
for any human being to have programmed them with 
advance knowledge of what was going to happen - 
and nobody benefited from them anyway, apart from 
a very obscure, almost microscopic hedge fund that 
turned out to be owned and operated by, and out of the 
bedroom of, one extremely embarrassed and utterly 
innocent child prodigy day trader.

We were going to take him for everything he had, but 
then it turned out that his algorithm-driven hedge fund 
had sunk all the cash into yet another weird backstreet 
operator, and so on, and on, and on, and on down the 
line until the money had been lost track of as com-
pletely as the molecules constituting the last breath of 
Julius Caesar.

Who benefited, then? Cui Bono? as the conspiracy 
theorists say. Everybody and nobody. The system ben-
efited. The money propped up the financial sector for 
another few years, kept our gimcrack global economy 
from utterly disintegrating just that little bit longer, till 
we came up with some more permanent answers. The 
shock and horror of the deaths caused by the Attacks 
galvanized the international community into a sort of 
solidarity, who knows, maybe even averted World War 
III. And of course everyone’s favourite douchebag 
politicians got themselves elected and re-elected, but 
that’s not necessarily a bad thing, considering some of 
the alternatives on offer.

It’s on nights like this, when I can’t sleep and I don’t 
want to think about my personal life, that I find my-
self wondering: Just who the fuck are these dickholes 
we’re fighting, anyway?

Not the brainwashed zombies driving bombtrucks into 
embassies and shooting up newspapers. Those moth-
ers are so gone they couldn’t organize a Christmas 
party, let alone a Jihad. Mohammed Atta was so out 
of it that he wouldn’t shake the hand of a woman, and 

Timothy McVeigh actually thought there was a micro-
chip in his head. This isn’t self-directed - someone’s 
strategising for these fuckers.

So who’s giving the orders? Their leaders? They don’t 
really have any - but the closest thing they have to a 
leadership are the self-appointed sheikhs and caliphs 
immortalized in thousands of hours of grainy vid-
eotape - but those old geezers are living in the tenth 
century; they probably think the TV’s got a little guy 
in it that makes it work.

So it’s not the leaders and it’s certainly not the follow-
ers - funny-farm candidates to a man - who’s running 
the show? Who’s minding the shop? The standard con-
spiracy theory has it that they’re secretly controlled 
by sinister politicians with elections to win, high on 
arms deals, geostrategic dominance and general war 
fever, but that doesn’t make any sense either, because 
the result of the terrorists activities is that America is 
now in “partnership” with some of its worst enemies. 
First it was Iran, then it was Russia, now even North 
Korea’s talking about ‘joining forces in a spirit of 
forward-looking solidarity with international humanity 
against the common enemy of all’. There’s no love 
lost either way; it can’t be politicos. They just hate 
each other too much, I mean - collaborate with their 
worst enemies in a terrorist plot so they can generate a 
reason to collaborate?

Intelligence agencies? Ever since Valerie Plame we’ve 
taken so much shit and suffered so many leaks that the 
truth would have been exposed a million times over 
- and about that, how come our computer files keep 
getting hacked into? What’s with that?

American corporations? Considering that the overall 
effect of the second Iraq War and the overthrow of 
Khaddafi was to turn over Iraq and Libya’s oil supply 
to the Chinese, I’d say that was a distinct own goal, 
and anyway, the big money’s in information technolo-
gy, not energy.

Israel always gets a lot of stick, but they hardly did 
well out of it either - the place is now surrounded by 
armed crazies while America has made peace with 
their worst enemy, so if they created the terrorist men-
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ace, they’ve hardly done well out of it.

Around about the time my thoughts get to this point 
I fall into an uneasy, hypnogogic half-sleep and I can 
see myself floating among all the miles and miles of 
cabling and server racks that made up the server farm, 
wandering through the maze of wiring, watching the 

blinking lights and listening to the whirrs of the main-
tenance robots picking their way along the innards of 
the giant, cleaning, repairing, keeping it all going.

I wake with a start. Take a Valium and go to sleep.

I keep my suspicions to myself.

Laurie Smith
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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 mysteri-
ous 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 anoth-
er 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 moth-
er 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 con-
sidering 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 suit-
able family.”

Her hologram disappeared. Elliot’s pride was stung. 
Perhaps she is overloaded. 

He swallowed his feelings of rejection and concen-

The Exchange
Leticia Toraci
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trated 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 hap-
pened over huge intervals of time, but even though 
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 mate-
rial 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.

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

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

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.

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

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

“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.”

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.

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.

On the other side of the time tunnel Bianca fell back-
wards 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.

4) A bright new future

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

“Welcome. My name is Elliot. Come with me.”
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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 sur-
roundings.

“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 strange world. 
She had heard of people kidnapped by faeries, per-
haps 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. Thankful-
ly, 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 spi-
ralling blue vortex of light, pathways unlocked in her 
brain and she felt so well, as if her mind was in ecsta-
sy. 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 unexpect-
ed 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 
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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 blinked red. Oh, 
shut up! Hannah thought, and she pushed the button. 
Aiiiiigh! Hannah moaned in pain. This time she en-
tered 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 usu-
ally 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… Han-
nah 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 unpredict-
able 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, Univer-
sity 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 socio-
path, 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 biolog-
ically 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 
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of a risk, I must kill her tonight. A pity, with such a 
brilliant girl I could have had wonderful conversa-
tions. 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!
 
9) Bianca
 
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.”

“This is unbelievable! You look almost like me!”

“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 around!” 
Bianca shouted.

Hannah held Bianca lightly on the shoulders and 
looked in her face. “Look, the collective uncon-
scious...  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 hap-
py 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 re-
searcher at the university. In the past Elliot looks for a 
way to build his machine again. Elliot’s apartment re-
mains 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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Diary excerpts (made in huge crooked letters, 
they take up one page each)

Sand is the most interesting thing in the world. Father 
says it tells children tales when everyone else is too 
busy. I love listening to sand tales in the evening. I 
like father’s tales better but he is very-very busy.

#
I do not remember my mommy at all. Father is very 
sad when he talks about her. He always calls her that: 
‘your mommy’. I always think of something warm 
and bright like a sun ray. My mommy.

#
There is also my nanny. Father does not like it when 
there are a lot of people in our rooms. That is what he 
calls them: ‘our rooms’ and then frowns. He becomes 
angry. But usually he is very kind.

#
Nanny does not let me go outside, she says ‘not al-
lowed’. Father sometimes talks to her very quietly and 
his every word sounds separate. He never talks to me 
like that. I do not want him to talk to me like that; it is 
a little scary. 

#

Father sometimes watches when I play with my dolls 
in his room. He is usually busy but I come and ‘dis-
tract’ him. This is what he says: ‘you distract me’ and 
laughs. It is good, I think - to distract. When father is 
just working he is too serious.

#
Father wants to make me dolls out of sand. He said 
so. Then he said it was impossible but he would. If he 
could. Father is clever, I am sure he can. They can tell 
me tales right in my room. But father is always very 
busy.

#
There is so much sand the whole world is made of it. 
I know ‘the whole world’ is a lot, father told me that. 
It is much more than our house. And it is full of sand. 
Father did not say that but I know.

#
Our house is very big. There are our rooms; I can-
not leave them. And there are other different not-our 
rooms, they are called ‘quarters’. I cannot go there at 
all, there are strange men and women, they talk all the 
time. I asked father if they tell each other tales like the 
sand does but father said ‘no’ so I do not want to go 
there.
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#
Nanny lets me go out into the garden but she looks 
mad when I go there, so I do not like her. I did not 
want to listen to her but father asked me too. He is 
busy all the time , and when he is he worries where 
I am. I do not want father to worry so now I listen to 
nanny. 

# 
I found a strange animal with four legs. It was the 
colour of sand. I tried to check if it was made of sand 
but nanny shouted and led me away. Father would not 
have shouted. Maybe he made it out of sand like he 
had promised?

#
There are big leaves there. In the garden. In the eve-
ning father showed me how to make a shelter out of 
them. He was sad and not busy. I did not help. I was 
thinking what was better - a free father or a happy 
father. I asked him if he could be happy and free, 
always. He did not answer. It must be a secret. He pat-
ted my head and asked not to touch the ‘lizardz’. That 
is the sand animal. I do not know why but I should not 
touch them.

#
I found one more lizardz. It was on the top of the 
shelter. I poked it with a stick. Nothing happened to 
the stick. Or to the lizardz. I was called to eat. When 
I came back the sand animal was gone. Maybe it felt 
hurt. I feel hurt too when nanny leaves and does not 
tell me.

#
I distracted father today, he looked happier. I hid un-
der his table with my dolls. They talked to father and 
asked about lizardzes. Then about the sand. I sat there 
and listened. Father talks to the dolls well, they like 
him. I told him: ‘they like you’. He likes them back.

#
Father left late in the evening. When I need to go to 
bed he is always in our rooms but this time he has 
gone to the quarters. I cannot sleep. I am watching 
the lizardzes that are running on the walls. It is scary. 
They are made of sand and they talk. They say some-

thing strange in father’s voice. They are shouting from 
afar. Mostly those on the right wall. I will never touch 
a lizardz again.

#
I am hiding on the balcony behind the curtain. There 
are steps to the garden behind me and the shelter is 
around the corner. Father is in the room. I want to 
come up to him but he is writing something and his 
face is scary. He does not look like father. I am afraid. 
I will not come out until not-father leaves.

# 
The quarters are quiet today but I am afraid to fall 
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asleep. Nanny was telling me a tale but it was about 
some boring unreal animals and I did not like it. Then 
father came. He is my father again and not the scary 
not-father. He told me about people-birds who live 
far away in a place that is called the Forest. They are 
funny and cute. I am falling asleep and there are no 
lizardzes.

#
Today father and I counted our rooms again. I can 
already count to one hundred and a bit more but we do 
not have so many rooms. Father says there are more 
quarters and even more people there. He says there are 
so many people outside he cannot count them. I think 

he is joking. He can do everything. In our rooms he 
taught me to count to twenty-two. 

#
There have been shouts in the quarters the whole day. 
I can hear it even in the garden. I am hiding in the 
shelter and no one can find me. Nanny came but she 
does not know about the shelter. I did not come out. I 
will not come out until it is all quiet. I know it is cold 
at night and even the animals hide in their sand houses 
but the shouts are scary.

#
Today father is Talking. He does not do it often. He 
prepares for it for a long time, then he goes to the 
quarters and Talks. I can hear him in my room, but not 
the words. He said that there were more-people-than-I-
can-count and they all came to listen to him. Maybe he 
tells them the tales of the sand.

#
I have been waiting for father for a long time. I can 
hear his voice through the rustling of the sand and 
he says ‘lizardz’ and the name of my favourite doll. 
Maybe father is the sand if he tells such tales. I love 
father-sand. I woke up in the morning in bed.

#
Father came up with a new game. I gather the most 
important things as quick as I can. It is as if we are 
going far-far away to look at sand. Father is laughing, 
nanny is laughing. The dolls are happy too, but they 
are not all coming with us in the game. They will be 
waiting at home. The others will come back and tell 
them the tales. 

#
Father is not here the whole day. The dolls do not 
want to play; they are sleeping in the box. I cannot go 
into the garden. Strong wind is blowing sand into the 
windows. The sand wants to tell its tales but I cannot 
listen if I have sand in my eyes and mouth. I am afraid 
of the sand a little so I hide. Nanny laughs. She does 
not know about the sand.

# 
The shelter is broken because of the sand. Father is 
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sure the sand did not mean to do it. He promised to fix 
it and left. I do not want to tell nanny about the shelter. 
She will get angry and stop letting me into the garden. 
Maybe tomorrow father and I can build a new one.

#
Father has got a bird in his room. I have not seen it 
before. It is big and black and maybe it can be a man 
too, like the bird-people. Father does not let me play 
with it. He is writing something and he is not-father 
again. Not-father opens the window and the black bird 
flies away with the paper. The shelter is still broken.

#
Father asks me to play the game again. I quickly gath-
er my things that are important. He is not laughing. 
He is scary. I do as he asks. I can only take one of my 
dolls with me. Father promises the sand will tell me 
tales. Father cannot come with me. I do not want to 
go. He is calling for me now. I am going outside.

The rest of the pages are empty, except for the 
last one. The handwriting is noticeably differ-

ent.

It is always funny to read something you wrote twelve 
years ago. It’s as if it wasn’t even you who did the 
writing. I mean, who believes in talking sand, anyway. 
And falling for a game that basically was fleeing for 
our lives? The oldest trick in the book.
The forces I’d gathered recaptured the city several 
days ago. I’ve come to the palace to find my father’s 
grave but I doubt that can be called a goal. He was 
announced a tyrant and killed days after I was secretly 
sent out of the city. I don’t know, maybe he was one. 
Not for me. 
I am the heiress now.
And I will find those who have to pay for my father’s 
death.
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Having written her first poem at 8 and her first short story at 12, Valery Riddle has come a long way from an 
amateur to a self-taught writer as she was trying to find herself in the one talent that really mattered. Between 
the understanding that small scribbles on the paper might mean something more than simple everyday words 
and the hope that she has something to contribute, the writer dared to go deeper into the shadows of human 
weaknesses and desires to find the unquenched well of subjects. Be it an innocent human error behind some 
drastic action or frightful hidden motives in everyday life, Valery sets on a journey to put her characters in 

such circumstances that would reveal it all. Just another face in the crowd, she watches people around her as a 
silent observer to find new plots to explore, while her true inspiration blooms in the quietness of nature, away 

from noisy cars and smoky cities, on seashores under the ever-changing sky. To follow her own words from the 
works that she herself calls “verses-in-prose”: 

“People crave bread and circuses, and I crave to see those people. I will let them outrun me to see them better. 
However close the sunset is, the sun will always remain in the sky and my shade will not disappear. I will not 
walk off my path to become closer to people. And I know that when I am asked for an explanation I shall not 

give it”. 
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2:57 p.m. in the CEO office of Colt Tobacco, New 
York City.    

“What?” Mr. Bonawitz asked in a frustrated tone as he 
pushed the flashing button on his business phone.  
      
“Sorry to bug you sir, but your three o’ clock apart-
ment is here,” Jenny, his secretary, said in a small and 
frightened voice.
        
“Is he important?” Bonawitz asked as he put down the 
papers he was looking over.

“I don’t know sir, but he did keep calling to schedule a 
meeting until you finally booked him one.”

“Fine…send him in, but tell him to make it fast or I’ll 
throw his ass out!”

“Yes sir,” Jenny said as she quickly got off the phone.

Ivan grabbed the half smoked cigar sitting in the 
ashtray on his desk, relit it and sucked in a deep breath 
of thick smoke. Ivan Bonawitz was the head of a 
major tobacco company; he was born in Germany but 
came to the U.S. as a man. He quickly climbed up the 
business ladder and became the kingpin he is today. 
This happened so quickly because Ivan had friends in 
high places (and low places if he needed them). Ivan 
was a large man who looked to be in his thirties, he 
was built like a pro-football player. He had pitch black 
hair without a trace of any silver or white and his eyes 
were a green-grey colour; they looked exactly like old 

money. Every single person in this building respect-
ed and feared this man, and with good reason. Ivan 
Bonawitz was a no bullshit kind of guy; he would fire 
anyone at the drop of a dime. Nothing or no one got in 
the way of making money.

About ten minutes later, Ivan’s speaker buzzed on 
his desk. He hit the button and told his receptionist 
to bring the client in. A few minutes later, the huge 
double doors opened and in walked a beautiful blond 
woman, in a short skirt and a low cut top. Ivan smiled 
at the sight of her which she returned. Right behind 
the golden goddess was a tall nerdy looking man with 
an arm load of folders. Ivan had to fight the urge to 
laugh at the geek.

“Thank you, Lisa,” Ivan said.

The beautiful women nodded then turned to go back 
to her work. Both Ivan and the nerd watched her walk 
away; she was the type of woman who knew how to 
walk. The newcomer noticed this secretary wasn’t 
afraid of her boss; in fact, she seemed very friendly 
with him. I bet they’re lovers, he thought as he finally 
managed to move his eyes away from her ass. Lucky, 
bastard. He returned his attention back to the kingpin 
in front of him.
       
“Mr….?” Ivan asked with a wave of his hand.

“Chewning, Daniel Chewning.”   
 
“Fine enough. Now Mr. Chewning, what brings you to 
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my office today?”

Daniel took the chair in front of Ivan’s desk and 
opened the top folder on his lap. “A very important 
matter.”

Ivan showed his perfect white teeth. “I would hope 
so.”

Daniel regarded the man for a moment, studying 
him more closely. Mr. Bonawitz was a sharp dressed 
man: he had the build of a body builder, was rug-
ged looking, and wore a suit that must have cost a 
couple grand. The green outfit matched his eyes, a 
light green-almost grey. The colour of money, this 
thought bought a grin. Fitting for a billionaire, Daniel 
thought.  

While Daniel was studying the business tycoon, 
Bonawitz was doing the same. This young man looked 
weak and nerdy; hell he even had a clip-on tie. But 
that wasn’t the worst part. The tip of the iceberg was 
the pocket pen protector. Ivan stepped on bugs like 
this in his line of work. You don’t get to the top by 
being weak looking. Ivan was sure this kid was here 
because of another lawsuit by some family who lost a 
member because they smoked a pack of cigs a day for 
twenty years. Same old story… Boo Hoo.
 
Ivan noticed the young man was staring at him, and 
for some reason, he didn’t like the look in the man’s 
eyes. Bonawitz moved his eyes and hands over to a 
large box on his desk. Ivan was not a man to ever lose 
his cool, but he felt strange around his new guest. The 
CEO of a billion dollar company shouldn’t let ants get 
to them.

“Would you like a cigar?” Ivan offered as he opened 
the wooden box on his desk. “These are the finest 
things Cuba has to offer. You don’t even want to know 
how much a box of these babies cost.”

“No thanks, I don’t smoke.”
 
Ivan laughed. “Sorry to hear that.”

Daniel smiled then eyed the room. Behind Ivan’s desk 

hung two large pistols, one silver-one gold, crossed 
together ready for battle. There were eight giant post-
ers hanging throughout the office, all of them show-
ing a dark gunslinger smoking, with his trusty Colt 
held high in his right hand. The evil looking cowboy 
reminded Daniel of the Marlboro Man, only this one 
was an outlaw not a good old boy. Colt Tobacco sold 
millions of packs a day because of this chain-smoking 
badass, with his moonlight silver gun. Daniel never 
understood how people fell for this scam, as if by 
smoking this company’s cigarette they’ll became a 
gun-wielding hero. I guess if they plant this seed in the 
minds of the youth, it will grow, but still the idea just 
seems too stupid to work. Sadly, if you look around 
most people are smokers, so the system must work.

Ivan watched Daniel as he studied the walls. “So, can 
we please move this along?” Daniel turned to face the 
business man again. “Yes…just give me a moment to 
get the papers in order.”

Ivan inhaled deeply through his nose, a thing he did 
often when he became angry. The nerve some lowlifes 
have, wasting time and money for no reason. Ivan 
couldn’t stand to be toyed with and this young, excuse 
of a man was doing just that. Daniel paid no atten-
tion to Ivan as he searched through his folder, or so it 
seemed. He found the paper he was looking for and 
began to pull it out, but then dropped his whole folder. 
Papers fell all over the floor and as Daniel bent down 
to begin to pick them up, Ivan snapped. This was the 
last straw.

“Time is money, and you’re wasting mine!” Ivan 
spoke with venom in his voice. “So get to the point or 
get the hell out of my office!”

Daniel stared blankly at the big-shot kingpin, ether in 
shook or disappointment. Then very slowly, he rose 
from his chair. Mr. Bonawitz smiled at this, thinking 
the wimpy man had had enough but that wasn’t the 
case. Daniel took off his glasses with his free hand and 
began to pace around the room. He tossed his clip-
board to one side, sending more papers flying. Next he 
dropped his glasses and brought his right foot down 
on them. Ivan looked at the man like he had lost all of 
his marbles. He was debating about calling security 
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to have the nut job removed, he had a busy day ahead 
of him and he couldn’t waste any more time on Mr. 
Crazy-Pants. “What is the meaning of this?!” Mr. 
Bonawitz thundered.

At first Daniel didn’t answer, he just simply looked 
around at the gunslinger posters on the walls; tossing 
his pen around in his hand. This pissed Ivan off even 
more, no one ignored him, no one! Ivan’s face began 
to turn a dark red as his blood heated up. Finally, as if 
Ivan’s words had just found his ears, Daniel turned to 
look at the angry man behind the desk.

“Just getting to the point,” Daniel said as he flipped 
his pen around in his hand. “Ever hear the old saying, 
‘the pen is mightier than the sword’?”

Ivan Bonawitz had enough of this nonsense; he 
pushed his chair back and stood up ready to drag this 
lunatic out himself. Daniel smiled and tossed his pen 
higher, this time it became engulfed in flames. Ivan 
watched in stunned silence as the once small pen 
turned into a massive sword. Daniel gripped his blade 
and took up a fighter stance; time to do business for 
real now.

“My… My… ” Ivan said as he sat back down in his 
chair and put out his cigar in the ash tray. “If it isn’t 
a young slayer, I thought we killed all of you years 
ago.”

“Seems you missed one,” Daniel said as he held firm.

Ivan smiled at the once weak looking man. “So the 
stories are true?”

“You know your kind don’t hide too well? Always in 
high places, always important people and the whole 
smoke thing is a dead giveaway.”

Ivan’s grin became wider, making his face look like a 
crocodile. “Seems your kind has managed to bend in 
just fine.”

“I’m a survivor.”

Ivan folded his hands together on his desk and smiled 

that reptilian’s grin. Now that the cat was out of the 
bag, there was no need to hide anymore. This time 
when Bonawitz exhaled, thick black smoke rolled out, 
this always happened when dragons got mad or when 
they were about to attack, just as Daniel thought this 
Ivan made his move.

With superhuman speed Ivan jumped up and flipped 
his large desk into the air. Papers, pens, ashtrays, and 
coffee went soaring through the room. Daniel stayed 
in form and swung his blade a single time. Ivan’s desk 
spit in half like it was kindling; Daniel’s blade had 
cut through it like it was butter. However this attack 
was only the decoy, right behind the desk came a fire 
ball. The flames engulfed Daniel and for a moment 
his figure was lost in the inferno. When the fire died 
off, Daniel was still standing in his fighting stance. He 
was unharmed, minus his Goodwill suit. Now he had a 
black workout shirt and shorts; they looked like Kev-
lar and obviously were fireproof. The last of the flames 
danced along the length of his sword. 

“As I live and breathe,” Ivan said. “Seems all the 
rumours are true… the bastard son, half human-half 
dragon, born of fire and flesh!”

“Yeah, yeah,” Daniel mocked him. “Seeing is believ-
ing.”

Ivan smiled his lizard’s smile again. “I’m warning you 
boy, I’m no push over like the weaklings you have 
faced before.”

“Then let’s dance,” Daniel said.

In answer to this, Ivan raised both hands and charged 
the young slayer. As he came, his hands shimmered 
and turned into their true form. Daniel’s sword met 
Ivan’s claws head-on creating a shower of sparks. 
A dragon’s talons and teeth were almost as strong 
as steel; the oldest of them are more like diamonds. 
Daniel and Ivan went blow for blow, both were skilled 
fighters, and both wanted to draw first blood. For a 
while it seemed like this battle would go on for a long 
time, but then one of Ivan’s talons caught Daniel as 
he moved back. The razor claw cut through Daniel’s 
shirt and drew a line of blood across his chest. The cut 
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wasn’t deep; but if Daniel was just a moment slower, 
it would have been a serious injury. Daniel held his 
blade higher, but Ivan didn’t come back at him just 
yet. Ivan raised a claw to his mouth and let a couple 
droplets of Daniel’s blood drip on his tongue. This act 
sickened Daniel.

“Well now, that’s interesting,” Ivan said with the Dev-
il’s smile.

“Less talk, more action,” Daniel answered as he 
charged the dragon this time.

The two warriors flew back into battle, swinging and 
ducking as they fought to kill each other. If there were 
any witnesses, it would look like two dancers doing a 
deadly dance with blades. In a way, that is just what 
it was. It seemed like Ivan was winning, but when he 
went in close for another strike, Daniel dropped to the 
floor and swung out with his right leg. He used Ivan’s 
momentum against him; Banowitz hit the floor like a 
ton of bricks. When he went to get up, Ivan had Dan-
iel’s sword point at his throat. Ivan raised both hands, 
which blurred and turned back into human hands 
again.

“You wouldn’t really slay your own father would 
you?”

Daniel pushed the sword closer against his throat. “Do 
you know how many of you forked tongue devils have 
claimed to be my father?”

Bonawitz actually laughed at this, until Daniel pushed 
on his sword again. Even upon facing death after all 
these years, this dragon wasn’t acting like the rest had. 
Usually it was a fight to the bitter end, but not with 
this one. Something was wrong; it was like he had 
an ace up his sleeve. The demon’s grin was enough 
for Daniel, time to end this. He moved his sword and 
kicked Bonawitz in the chest, throwing him on his 
back. Daniel raised his sword for a death swing when 
the office doors burst open with a blizzard behind it. 
What the hell? Daniel thought as he watched snow 
dance around the room, the office doors had icicles on 
them. Don’t get distracted, Daniel quickly reminded 
himself. He turned to deliver the last blow when his 

body froze up on him; literally froze…
“Took you long enough, Hon,” Ivan said as he got to 
his feet.

“You know women, Love,” a female voice spoke 
within the small blizzard at the door. “We need time to 
freshen up.”

Daniel’s whole body was trapped in a giant block of 
ice. He could feel the cold like tiny needles biting 
into his skin. His teeth were rattling as his tempera-
ture continued to drop. The only thing he could move 
was his eyes and right now they were focused on Ivan 
who stood in front of him. Daniel was a sitting duck 
now; no, even worse… a frozen one. He kept one 
eye locked on the Russian dragon in front of him and 
moved the other one towards the new voice. From out 
of the whirlwind of snow walked the sexy receptionist 
he had met in the front office. That explains why she 
was puffing on that E-cig, Daniel pieced things togeth-
er. The vapour wasn’t from it, she’s a frost dragon. The 
slayers thought the Ice dragons were all wiped out 
years ago… Looks like they missed one.

“So I lied,” Bonawitz said with a grin. “I’m not your 
father, but I think I do know who your father is.”

Daniel said nothing to this; he had heard this bullshit 
from every lizard he had ever come across. Frankly, 
Daniel really didn’t give a toss one way or the other 
who the hell his father was, because he already knew 
what his father was, another monster that needed to be 
put down. Besides, right now, Daniel had more im-
portant things to do, like keeping his body temperature 
up so he didn’t freeze to death.

“I’m not sure how your Dad is going to feel when 
he finds out I killed his only son, bastard or not, I’m 
pretty sure you’re the only offspring he has, I’m pretty 
sure.”

“He’ll understand,” the Ice Queen spoke up. “After 
all, it was in self-defense.”

“I still have a few tricks up my sleeve,” Daniel said as 
he closed his eyes.
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Bonawitz actually laughed at this cowardly act, the 
old reptile didn’t care one way or the other if the 
young man faced death blind or not. Bonawitz stuck 
his right index finger out and it tripled in size, turning 
from a finger into a razor sharp talon. Ivan had always 
been a fan of opening an enemy’s throat.

“I’ll make this quick,” the lizard hissed as he raised 
his hand to strike.

Just as Bonawitz brought his claw down for a death 
strike, Daniel opened his eyes. His pupils were on fire; 
Ivan had a split second to realize this before he was 
thrown back in a shower of flames and chunks of ice. 
A human torch stood where Daniel the popsicle used 
to be. The flames quickly faded then vanished. Daniel 
stood completely naked, his whole body smoking. For 
a person who was covered in flames a second ago, 
there wasn’t a burn on him. The beautiful woman at 
the door began to change back into the she-dragon, 

but Daniel didn’t give her the time. The women’s face 
had two fin-like flaps open, making her look like the 
spitting dinosaur from the Jurassic Park movies. What 
a looker, Daniel thought as he flicked his right wrist 
towards the ugly bitch-a large blast of fire appeared 
out of thin air and shot across the room. Snow White 
never even seen it coming, she screamed out in agony 
and ran away in flames.

“You’ll pay for that,” Ivan spat from the floor.

Daniel looked down at his naked self and smiled. 
“Sorry I don’t have any cash on me.” 

Ivan quickly got back on his feet, smoke curling out of 
both nostrils. “Time to die, Mr. Chenoweth,” Ivan said 
as he began to change.     
      

To be continued….
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Humans mistakenly think that late in the 20th Century 
they invented reality TV.

Of course they are wrong, for each and every person 
ever born has been a star performer for the Gods who 
created them and have for eons watched them.

For a long time it was amusing to see creatures of 
Earth walk, then fall; learn, run and then fall again. 
Always learning, always overcoming. The Gods mar-
velled in their own brilliance at what they had created.

Of late the Gods have become frustrated with their 
creations. They despair at the stars of their show. 
Mistakes seem to be repeated over and over. Deciding 
to help a little the Gods arranged for signals to be sent; 
warnings about their charges own impending doom.

The smart ones amongst the humans saw these signs; 
saw that harmony with the Earth and each other was 
no more, that the mistakes were leading to the down-
fall of the planet – the end of the show.

The Gods discussed the problems amongst themselves 
for centuries and it was one God who pointed out that 
their own immortal status gave them a longer view on 
things. A thousand years into the future was not a long 
time to them. One hundred years into the future for the 
humans - that was someone else’s problem.

Disappointed the show was going to be cancelled in a 
blaze of self-destruction the Gods continued to watch, 
taking solace in the few that struggled and strived in 
the ways that had given them such pleasure for so 
long.

The Gods noted in almost every recent episode, the 
humans’ obsession with computers and telephones. 
They saw that the talent were close to creating life 
themselves; artificial life. What did the humans do 
when their own creations were faulty? The Gods took 
inspiration, like a parent learns from their child, one 
final time.

And so in the early part of the 21st century, as the hu-
mans knew it, the Gods decided to turn everything off, 
and then on again. It was time to reset. 

A new stage; with a new cast – bringing new hope.
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“Changes you, doesn’t it?” Bill said, jolting Stewart 
out of his daydream. “you go in as one man, you come 
out another.”

“Uh, yeah.” Stewart answered, trying to catch up with 
the conversation. He’d drifted off, looking at the string 
of coloured lights hanging above the bar. What was 
the guy next to him talking about? 

“When you’re in a long relationship like that,” said 
Bill, thankfully giving Stewart a clue, “the woman 
changes you.”

“Do you think?” asked Stewart, thinking that the 
main reason he was here on this island staving off 
loneliness by talking to expats in bars was that Sarah 
had decided he hadn’t changed nearly as much as she 
would have liked. 

“Oh yeah,” said Bill, that was his name, “you and - 
what did you say her name was, again?”

“Sarah,” answered Stewart, beginning to wish he 
had never started talking about the breakup that had 
bought him on this solo trip.

“That’s it, Sarah. Three years you say you spent with 
her? Yeah, she was changing you, and you didn’t even 
know it. I’m not saying she was cutting your balls off, 
none of that nonsense, but you spend long enough 
with someone and they rub off on you. You don’t 
even see it, it’s so slow, but they do, and then you’re 
not thinking the same way you were. These guys,” he 

swept his hand expansively around the bar, taking in 
the various Greeks sitting in their local bar, although 
Stewart supposed he meant the general male popu-
lation of Greece, “they know it, they knew it before 
anyone. Look at their stories, man. Look at Odysseus. 
Total badass warrior, cunning fox, but he spends ten 
years trying to get back to his missus, turns down all 
those great ladies like Circe, Dido... you reckon he 
would have done that before Penelope got her claws in 
him?” 

“Hmmm.” offered Stewart, who was pretty sure Dido 
was in another story altogether, and getting tired of 
Bill’s know-it-all attitude. “Look, mate, it’s late, I’m 
going to turn in. Thanks for the chat.” 

“No worries, see you later. I’m here most nights. Pret-
ty much every night, really.” A look of concern came 
quickly across his face. “But not tomorrow. Definitely 
not tomorrow night. Don’t come down here then. It’s 
one of the local holidays, this place’ll be all closed 
up.”

The next morning, Stewart kept his aching head under 
the sheets as long as he could, before the increas-
ing warmth of the bright Mediterranean sun spilling 
through the slats of the window blinds forced him 
from bed. His lodgings were pretty spartan, which 
fit the last minute cheap escape theme of the holiday 
well. God, he’d spent ages last night talking to that 
old drunk about Sarah. Wasn’t the reason for coming 
here to forget her? He shook his head in self-disgust, 
until his hangover reminded him that was a really 
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bad idea. Still and all, he was happy he’d met Bill. 
The tavern wasn’t particularly busy. It was on a back 
street of a small village on an unremarkable island, 
normally frequented by middle-aged Greek men, with 
no interest in leaving their muttered conversations 
and games of dominoes. Stewart knew he was a quiet 
drunk and guessed that was why he was tolerated 
there. On the next island there were enough English-
men starting fights and vomiting in the streets that one 
who just sat quietly and drank was almost welcome. 
Mind you, Bill had seemed to fit in alright. Stewart 
guessed that that was what happened when you stayed 
there long enough. You became part of the fabric of 
the place, part of its story. Enough musing. He donned 
his sunglasses and headed out into the village to find 
something to eat. 

There was a small bakery on the corner, which he 
had been in a few times already. The woman behind 
the counter recognised him and smiled in greeting as 
he came through the door. He reckoned she’d been 
enjoying his ham-fisted attempts at Greek conversa-
tion. He stumbled through buying a baguette and some 
cheese and when he was finished, she cocked her head 
and spoke to him in halting English “You know about 
tonight, yes?” He looked at her blankly, and then re-
membered the end of his conversation with Bill. “Oh 
yes, a holiday, right?” 

“Yes, special holiday. Tonight, no one goes out. All 
closed, all the men. No men.” She seemed very seri-
ous for what he guessed was some local tradition. He 
signalled understanding, which seemed to please her 
hugely judging by the smile on her face. “Remember, 
stay indoors!” she called after him as he left to return 
to the apartment.

The warnings stayed in the back of his mind that 
afternoon as he stayed in out of the sun and tried to 
finish his paperback. He fingered a corner that had 
been dinged somewhere in transport, and thought 
again of Sarah. Funny thing, he’d hated most of her 
books, vapid nonsense aimed at fleecing people who 
didn’t know they had a problem until the book told 
them they did, but he hated the way she treated them 
even more. He told himself that he should have known 
it wasn’t going to work out the first time he saw one 

of her paperbacks splayed over the arm of the chair 
with its spine cracked. But he didn’t really believe it. 
And, he told himself sternly, he was supposed to be 
here to not think about her. He looked at the clock and, 
stretching the truth somewhat, told himself it wasn’t 
too early to get to the bar. 

As he left the apartment, it took him a moment to 
realise that the village was quieter than usual. In fact, 
there was no one around, except one of the usual stray 
dogs. Snuffling through some rubbish, it bolted as 
soon as it saw him. He walked on alone past the white-
washed buildings, shadows lengthening in front of him 
as the sun began to set. Maybe there was something in 
all that talk about not going out, he began to think. But 
soon he could see the lights of the tavern, on as nor-
mal. The warnings were just a joke played on a gull-
ible tourist. I’ll show them who’s gullible, he thought 
as he pushed through the doors, expecting laughter or 
surprise at his entrance. He received neither. The bar 
was empty. The lights were on, the door was open, but 
there was no one in there, not even the barman. He 
walked over to the bar and knocked on the counter, 
trying to attract some attention. None came. He looked 
around, and saw on one of the tables a glass full of 
wine, and an untouched plate of food. He walked over. 
Olives, and some sort of grilled cheese, all untouched. 
No sign of anyone to eat it, no indication of why it 
had been left out. This is all a bit Marie Celeste, he 
thought, and then he was reminded of kids leaving a 
glass of sherry and a mince pie out for Santa Claus.  
Must be some weird Greek superstition. He’d have 
to try to get a drink somewhere else. He remembered 
seeing a bar down by the beach. Might as well give it 
a try. He headed through the empty square for a road 
sloping downwards.

What he’d thought was road turned out to be little 
more than a dirt track, flanked on either side by deep 
foliage. It was almost full dark now, and the ground 
was rough, clods and potholes everywhere, but he was 
saved from breaking an ankle by the bright moonlight.  
A few minutes down the hill he was distracted from 
his careful steps by a rustling in the hedges. Probably 
just a badger or something. He carried on down the 
track, figuring as long as it kept heading downwards, 
he was heading towards the beach and a drink. He 
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really wanted that drink.

As he rounded a corner the vegetation dropped away 
on one side. Below him he could see the sea, people 
swimming in moon silvered waters. This looks like it, 
he thought, maybe it’s bit of a party scene down there. 
I’m going to deserve it after this hike. After a hundred 
yards or so, the bushes sprang back up and so did the 
noises, sounds of branches snapping and leaves being 
crushed underfoot. He tried to convince himself that 
the unusually bright moonlight meant the creatures 
of the island were going to be especially active, but 
could not shake the thought that the noises were made 
by something a lot bigger than a badger. Do they even 
have badgers in Greece? he asked himself, and picked 
up his pace. The noises grew louder, as if something 
was approaching him. He felt a child’s fear, and told 
himself not to be so stupid, just as a hunched figure 
burst from the hedge in front of him, rushed across 
the track, and dived into the bushes on the other side. 
He had an impression of something manlike, a beard, 
a naked torso. There was something not right about 
the legs, though, as if they had been covered in dark 
fur. And the way they bent at the knees… Jesus, he 
thought, I don’t have a drink for a few hours and I 
begin to hallucinate?

 He picked up his pace, the longing for a drink re-
placed by a more basic need to get off this track, and 
find somewhere he could talk to another human being 
under bright electric lights, and leave the dark and the 
moon behind. He was out of breath and huffing when 
he rounded a corner and saw he was standing at the 
top of a small beach, not much more than a tiny strip 
of sand, enclosed at either end by cliffs. There was no 
welcoming tavern, no string of lights, no people. He 
was alone.

Out to sea, he could see the figures in the water he had 
spied from above. He took a few more steps forward 
and was about to call to them when he saw a small set 
of buildings to his left, carved pillars holding a roof 
over a statue shining white in the moonlight. Going 
closer, he could see the statue was of a robed woman 
with an owl perched on her shoulder. At its feet were 
a few small piles of foodstuffs. Offerings, he thought, 
and instantly wished he hadn’t. This was getting too 

weird to be some kind of alcoholic delusion. He was 
turning to walk away when something stepped out 
from behind one of the pillars, the same creature he 
had seen on the track. As it walked forward into the 
moonlight, he could see that its legs were indeed furry, 
ending in hooves instead of feet. Small horns grew on 
either side of its head, and when it grinned he could 
see sharp teeth. Some schoolboy part of his memory 
kicked in and he knew he was looking at a satyr. “But, 
but you’re not real!” he spluttered. He turned and ran,  
to find another of the creatures standing across the foot 
of the path he had come down. He had nowhere to 
go but towards the sea, where the figures in the water 
had come closer. He ran down to the water’s edge and 
began yelling, “Help me! Help me!” He could see that 
they were all female. Of course they are, a voice in his 
head told him, the men aren’t allowed out tonight.
  
The leading swimmer stopped and stood waist high in 
the water several meters from him. Stewart realized 
that this striking figure was the model for the statue 
behind him. She was tall, with shining silver skin, 
not the simple reflection of the moon but from a light 
burning inside her. He sank to his knees in desperation 
and confusion. Shaking his head, he saw that the satyrs 
were close behind him, kneeling on the sand, heads 
down and eyes averted from the goddess in the surf. 

“Amazing, isn’t she?” The voice came in his ear 
without warning. He turned and saw Bill standing 
next to him. He started to talk, but Bill shushed him, 
“Yeah, yeah, where did you come from? No need to 
worry about that. Believe me, I know all the paths 
round here. I’ve been here a long time,” he chuck-
led, “ A long time.” he repeated, drawing out the ‘o’.  
“You don’t know how lucky you are to see this. To 
be alive, right now, right at this moment? And to be 
here? There’s millions born, live out their lives and 
die between her visits. This is a miracle, man! And it’s 
all for you.  Look at her, she wants you. She wanted 
me once.” and here his voice lost his bonhomie, “but 
I came to a deal. Sorry, kid, but rather you than me. 
And hey, I did warn you not to come out, didn’t I?” 
He smiled and patted Stewart on the back. The gesture 
lost any friendliness when he slid his hand up to Stew-
art’s neck and pulled his head back round to focus on 
the figure in the waves. 
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Her eyes were pure silver, no iris or pupil. They fixed 
on him, and held him motionless. When she spoke, 
her voice arrived in his head without passing through 
his ears. The words were harsh and guttural. Some-
where in his mind, he realized that this was the Greek 
spoken tens of thousands of years ago, when she had 
roamed the Mediterranean and lived in splendour on 
Olympus, before the beliefs of men had changed, and 
strange religions come out of the deserts, stealing her 
worshippers away and diminishing her power until 
she was restricted to just a few nights every century 
or so on this forgotten strip of beach. For all that, she 
was still powerful. The words were angry and her 
eyes were blazing. To spy upon a goddess bathing… 
no mortal could do that and remain unpunished.  The 
stream of Greek suddenly ceased, and she flicked her 
arm as if to dismiss him. She turned away and moved 

off out to sea, her handmaidens dancing attendance in 
the waves.

“That’s me good for another few decades then,” said 
Bill happily, and turned to walk away. Stewart tried to 
call after him, but his throat was blocked and he could 
barely manage a strangled whisper.

The pain started in his feet. He wrenched his shoes 
off, and screaming watched as his toes fused together 
into one lump, and then split down the middle. His 
legs began to itch and burn. He took down his trousers 
and was not surprised to see coarse black hairs forcing 
their way through his skin. Reaching up, he could feel 
the beginning of horns at his temples. A fresh wave of 
pain came as the bones in his knees began to snap and 
be reshaped. Behind him the two satyrs listened and 
waited.    

Euterpe - Leonardo Poscia
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Good day to you my readers.

If you have picked up this book, its most likely be-
cause you wish to visit a place where broom usage is 
strictly prohibited. A sad element in our day and age, 
but none the less 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.

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

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 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 tell-
ing 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 se-
cure 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.

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.

*Pamphlets about Temporals’ many vehicles and how 
to use them can be ordered. Contact your guide.
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Damitri hid amongst the shadows against the black 
granite walls of the cultist’s lair. Slowly he shifted on 
the balls of his feet, moving through the darkness as 
he made his way to the overhang he had spied on his 
descent. 

He hoped that from the raised vantage point he would 
be able to get a clear view of the horrors that awaited 
him below and, more importantly, come up with a way 
to destroy them. Damitri hated this part; it was always 
the same -  he would be told of the appearance of a 
demon or worse and asked to go and deal with it. Deal 
with it, he thought to himself if only they understood, 
for he knew what was to come and it never was a sim-
ple matter of dealing with it.

Lowering  his hood Damitri listened for any approach-
ing guards, comfortable that he was alone he slipped 
from his hiding spot into the torch lit corridor, the soft 
light illuminated his pale skin and unearthly angular 
features as he climbed  to the top of the overhang. 
After taking precautions to remain hidden, he peered 
over the edge into the dark chamber below.

The head of the cult stood triumphant before his 
followers. The golden symbol of a demon prince on 
his chest seemed to glow in the dark, it was a symbol 
that Damitri knew better than he would have liked. 
“Na’Kraken” he whispered.

“My children,” the dark priest said, his voice carrying 
a honeyed tone, “our moment of triumph is upon us 
and soon our lord shall walk freely amongst us.” 

Damitri had heard enough, he knew he needed to act 
swiftly and dropped into the chamber below, reaching 
within himself he called upon his innate ability to slip 
into the realm of shadow as he faded from view. The 
dark priest, unaware of the events above him, drew 
forth a sacrificial blade as he recited a dark prayer; 
“Hear me our dark lord as we ca--” His prayer, was cut 
short as a silvered blade suddenly arced through his 
body as the dark cloaked figure of Damitri flickered 
into view before the congregation.

The cultists stood stunned for a moment as the priest 
made a final gurgled groan as his body fell apart. 
“Leave this place and never return,” came Damitri’s 
only warning. He hoped and prayed that they would 
listen, but he knew they were just farmers and villag-
ers who had been led astray with empty promises of a 
better life; and deep down he knew they were too far 
gone.

The nearest three cultists screamed their dark bene-
factors name and  charged, their spears pointed ahead 
of them. With a heavy heart Damitri quickly brought 
his sword to bear. There was a ring of steel on steel 
as Damitri quickly overpowered these first attackers;  
disarming one, dismembering the second and behead-
ing the third. More of the cultists entered the fray and 
he quickly spun, letting an attacker pass him whilst 
deflecting a second spear with his sword. Another’s 
eyes widened as Damitri grabbed his spear and lifted 
it, allowing him to quickly disembowel him. 
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With the cult’s leader and several of its guards dead 
at the heretic’s feet the remaining cultists found their 
faith shaken and backed away, fearfully.

Damitri, noting their hesitation, took the initiative and 
the last few steps to the altar where after scanning the 
stunned crowd he called upon  the magic of the god-
dess Shi’Ara the light warden to cleanse the shrine. 

Concentrating, a faint glow began to envelop his 
empty hand which soon became a ball of radiant 
light. “Your cult is ended,” he shouted as he released 
the spell. A wave of brilliance briefly illuminated 
the walls of the dark temple; the more corrupt of the 
cultists felt their skin burn and crack as the altar to 
Na’Kraken shattered in a shower of gold and black 
stone.

Damitri hadn’t noticed that another of the cult’s 
guards had a crossbow and was struggling to blink 
away the bright light as he tried to place Damitri 
squarely in his sights. Just as he was about to let loose 
his bolt a firm hand grabbed  and dragged him into 
the shadows. “Not today,” a voice close at his ear said 
coldly, “he is not yours to take”.

The cultist’s eyes bulged as the speaker bit deep into 
his neck; his scream of anguish fell unheard into the 
very shadows he was drawn into.

As the light faded the remaining cultists, with the cult 
master’s hold on them fading, scurried away to their 
farms and homesteads.

Damitri watched them leave and was comforted that 
he had needed to kill so few; he only hoped that they 
would remember and make better use of the time the 
gods had given them.

He headed down the mountainside. Finally, with his 
mission complete, he could return home.

Damitri’s benefactor watched with interest. “Until 
next time, Son of Decar,” he said smiling before he 
stepped back into the darkness.

#

A week later Damitri was called into the antecham-
ber of high priest Galewyn, which made him uneasy: 
“Why does he need me again so soon?” he pondered.  
As always following a successful removal of a cult the 
other cults would quickly go to ground which would 
make his work harder. 

Damitri collected his thoughts and knocked politely. 
A moment later the wizened face of Galewyn greeted 
him through the opened door: “Ah Damitri my boy, 
please come in.” Once Damitri took his seat Galewyn 
explained, “it appears the forces of the Fallen are seek-
ing a whitelighter.” 

Damitri raised an eyebrow. “There have been no wh-
itelighters in over a hundred years!”

“That is not entirely accurate.” Galewyn admitted. 

Damitri was taken aback “What do you mean ‘not 
entirely accurate?’” 

“I mean that there have not been any whitelighters 
until recently.” 

“WHAT?” Damitri shot to his feet, “you said you 
would tell me when they returned.” 

“And THAT is just what I am doing now, so sit down. 
Now before you interrupt again, let me answer the 
inevitable.” Galewyn let out a sigh and passed Damitri 
a scroll from his desk: “Yes she has, no she’s doesn’t 
and yes you may.” Galewyn smiled at the shock on 
Damitri’s face as the questions swimming inside his 
head were quickly answered. 

“How did you know what I was going to say?” he 
asked, puzzled. 

“Because you always ask the same three questions,” 
Galewyn replied with a smile. “The details of where 
you need to go and what you need to do are written in 
the scroll, you leave today,” Galewyn stood up indicat-
ing their meeting was over. Damitri climbed to his feet 
and asked softly “Does this have to end the same way 
again?” 
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Galewyn took a moment to consider before answer-
ing. “As always that will depend on her.”

With a gentle bow Damitri turned and left the cham-
ber. Finally, he thought. After a hundred years he was 
finally going to see her again. Damitri smiled.

Galewyn watched: “And so the cycle begins again,” 
he spoke out loud and walked to a large ornate silver 
mirror that hung upon the wall and placed his fingers 
gently upon the glass. “Soon it will be time, my broth-
ers,” his voice heavy with a hidden sadness. 

The surface of the mirror seemed to shimmer and shift 
as a single voice responded: “The shadow shifts and 
the stars have begun to come out, we will be ready 
brother.”  The mirror became still again and Galewyn 
was alone, his thoughts on Damitri’s task and what the 
man had to endure yet again. Galewyn did not envy 
him.

#

It took Damitri several days to reach the valley that 
housed the village of Hiltram. He hurried down the 
mountainside, wary of the coming evening and the 
fiends that it could bring. He also wished his arrival 
into town to be as subtle as possible.

It didn’t take long for him to find his destination. 
Following his instructions he found himself standing 
before an inn named the Unicorn and Boar and, after 
gathering his wits, he entered, pausing slightly at the 
doorway to remind himself that she wouldn’t remem-
ber him. 

The inn itself was typical for the region, a large bar 
ran down the side with several iron bound barrels 
stacked behind. A bearlike man that Damitri knew all 
too well stood behind the bar cleaning an iron flagon, 
”Wulfren.” Damitri smiled to himself , after catching 
his friend’s eye  he deftly moved past several groups 
of rowdy youths and townsfolk before settling at an 
empty table by the side of the bar.    

Well, I’m here, he thought to himself, so where are 

you? He scanned the bar looking for a face he had not 
seen for nearly a hundred years. 

He was distracted by a young barmaid who smiled po-
litely and placed a flagon of ale on his table. He could 
see the freshness of youth as her face reddened before 
she stuttered. “My father thought you would like this 
after your long trip.” Father Damitri thought, looking 
past the barmaid to the barman, who this time nodded 
to him. “Thank you young lady, it is greatly appreci-
ated.” His remark made her giggle and she quickly 
disappeared amongst the revellers in the inn. Had it 
really been that long already? Rosie had been a child 
when he had last seen her.

Damitri nursed the flagon in front of him for a moment 
before a shadow loomed above him and he found him-
self looking up into the barman’s dark eyes.

“I got word that you had been sent my way.” His voice 
was a low whisper. 

“It’s been a while, Wulfren,” Damitri said smiling as 
he raised his drink to his friend who tapped his flag-
on to Damitri’s, “Rosie has definitely grown up,” he 
continued as he looked at the young barmaid as she 
mingled among the patrons of the inn. Wulfren smiled: 
“That’s not Rosie, that’s Rosie’s daughter Serra.” 
Damitri almost felt his eyes pop out of his head. 
“What! How long has it been?” His reaction made the 
large man laugh heartily. “You’re a man out of time, 
Damitri, and that is one of the things I do not envy 
of you.” He settled his flagon back on the table, “It’s 
been nearly twenty five years since we fought together 
on the plains of Dunmbar.” A moment passed.

“Really that long? I thought you had just aged badly,” 
a smile crossing both their faces at the younger look-
ing man’s quip. 

“I’d be careful, this ox is not past its prime just yet.” 
They laughed again for a moment then the barman’s 
face became dark. He slowly reached forward and 
gripped Damitri’s forearm with his hand: “They know 
she is here.” 

“Damn it,” Damitri spat, “there goes my advantage.” 
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The barman removed his hand and settled back in his 
chair. 

“How long have they been here?” Damitri asked. “A 
day or so ago, I arranged for her to stay in the inn at 
what she believes to be her father’s request to learn 
more about the townsfolk.”

 After reflecting on the barman’s actions, he asked, “is 
the inn warded?” 

The barman smiled. “You wound me, son of D’mar.” 
he laughed, “Aye, the inn is warded with the best I 
could muster but it won’t hold them back forever.” 
Wulfren climbed back to his feet: “Come with me 
and I’ll introduce you to her,” he paused to supress a 
laugh, “be warned, she is a tad disagreeable about her 
father’s decision. I do not envy your task.” 

“Why, thank you for the warning,” Damitri retorted. 
He hated this part.

The barman led Damitri up to the second floor and 
down a candle lit landing to a doorway where two 
swordsmen sat at a table playing dice. Upon seeing 
Damitri they climbed to their feet. “Easy lads, this 
is the one I said was coming to relieve you of your 
burden.” 

“About bloody time,” the first of the guards stated 
as they quickly grabbed their things and disappeared 
down the hallway.

“I hope you’re ready for this lad,” Wulfren laughed as 
he knocked on the door.

“Who is it?” came a sharp reply.

“It’s Wulfren, M’ lady, I have a guest who wishes to 
speak with you,” he politely replied. 

“Doesn’t he know what time it is, I’m hardly pre-
pared to entertain, don’t you think?” the voice replied 
through the door.

Damitri noticed the barman flinch and smiled as he 
watched the large man struggle to keep his compo-

sure.

“A thousand pardons M’ lady, but this visitor is here at 
your father’s request.” 

A moment passed and they heard a commotion be-
hind the door. “Very well,” she sighed, “just give me a 
moment.” 

“Her father’s request!” Damitri whispered. 

“I improvised,” the barman said grinning.

A noise brought their attention back to the door, which 
opened to reveal a young woman dressed in her night-
dress with a turquoise robe wrapped around her shoul-
ders. Her long, dark, curled hair framed her face, she 
was as beautiful as he remembered her, even though at 
this point in time her pale green eyes were narrowed in 
a scowl that would have cowed the fiercest of trolls.

“So, what is it?” she asked coldly, her hands on her 
hips.

“I will take my leave,” the barman said and, with a 
slight bow, he turned and headed back down the land-
ing.

Damitri watched the barman leave and could have 
sworn he heard him chuckle. He turned to find the 
maiden’s green eyes burning into him. “Well?” she 
asked, her tone even colder than before.

“M’ lady please pardon this intrusion at this hour but 
I must talk with you at the utmost urgency,” Damitri 
explained. 

“And what could possibly warrant my attention at this 
hour?” she asked.

“Your safety, M’ lady.” Damitri replied.

His response caught her off guard and for a moment 
she lost her composure: “And you say my father sent 
you?” Damitri simply nodded. She groaned and, after 
taking a step to the side, gestured into the room, “Then 
I guess you better come inside.”
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Damitri entered and upon hearing the door close he 
turned to find the maiden stood with her back to the 
door, a loaded crossbow in her hand: “I suggest you 
talk quickly,” she said.

“Please, you won’t be needing that,” Damitri said 
calmly as he lifted his hands. 

“I’ll be the judge of that,” she tightened her grip on 
the trigger, “so tell me, why are you here?” 

Damitri thought quickly: he could disarm her but that 
wouldn’t help him earn her trust, or alternatively he 
could continue the story of her father requesting his 
aid, though her actions told him she doubted its legiti-
macy. Even though he could easily withstand the bolt 
if it hit him, he would rather not have to explain that 
to her just yet. In the end Damitri decided that a half-
truth would serve him better than a lie.

“My apologies, M’ lady,” Damitri said soothingly as 
he bowed, “I did not wish to alarm you with the news 
I bring.” He took another step towards the fire. “It was 
true that your safety is paramount to me, though your 
father is not completely aware of who is hunting you.” 
He turned and moved to the window, as the barman 
had said it was adorned with a selection of warding 
runes. He waved his hand across them feeling the 
strength of the magic; which surprised him. So Wul-
fren has learnt some new tricks, he thought to himself.

“M’ lady you were brought away from your home and 
comforts for a reason.” He gestured to the runes that 
adorned the window frames: “These runes are de-
signed to keep those that are unwelcome out.” 

“And who might they be?” she scoffed. 

“I hope you never find out.” The solemnness of his 
response took her aback. “Needless to say,” he contin-
ued, “tomorrow I will escort you to Reul Na Maidne 
where I will be able to explain.”

“If you think I am travelling with you, then you are 
very much mistaken,” her hand tightening around the 
trigger of the hand bow, “you think that you can come 

here and tell me that my life is in danger and expect 
me to go running north with you at the drop of a hat, 
do you think I’m a child?” She thrust her hand for-
ward, hand bow pointed at his heart, “and rest assured, 
my father will be told of this.” 

Shi’Ara why do you hate me? Damitri thought to him-
self as he tried to reason with her.

#

As Damitri argued over the journey a band of men 
appeared on a nearby hill; their cracked black leath-
er-like skin only distinguishable from their armour 
by the way they moved. As they reached the top of 
the hill the air seemed to shift as a lone figure stepped 
from the realm of shadow where he had lain hidden.

“You called for us?” the largest of the men said. 

“Indeed I did,” the figure responded “The one you 
seek is at the inn, you will be expected and she is well 
guarded.” He threw open his cloak revealing the ivory 
hilts of twin swords hung from his waist. “Your task is 
a simple one, bring the girl to me alive.” he pointed to 
one of the larger men .“And untouched. Do what you 
want with the rest, now be gone.” With that the band 
descended the hill towards the unsuspecting village. 

#

Wulfren stood behind his bar, a vigilant eye on his 
granddaughter as she moved amongst the tables. 
He turned to reach for another mug when he caught 
sight of the candle that sat upon the bar. The flame 
had turned green. His blood ran cold and he quickly 
reached beneath the bar.

#

Damitri was making little progress with the stubborn 
heiress when the sound of raised voices downstairs 
caught his attention. He opened the door to see Wul-
fren heading towards them, a large twin bladed axe in 
his hand. His expression told Damitri all he needed to 
know.
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“How many?” Damitri asked. 

“I’m not sure,” Wulfren replied “they haven’t tried to 
enter the inn… yet.” 

Damitri turned to the maiden: “We’re out of time,” 
he pleaded, “we need to go n--” His sentence was cut 
short as a figure flew towards the window.

The wards that had been carved there suddenly burst 
into life as a blast of perfect light flooded the room, 
blinding them for a just a moment. When the light 
dimmed, all that remained of their attacker was a 
smouldering grey ash.

Damitri grabbed the girl. “We’re leaving!” he shouted, 
her eyes widening as the reality of the situation hit her. 
“We need to leave, they will kill everyone nearby if it 
helps them get at you.” Turning to Wulfren he asked 
“Where’s Serra?” 

“She’s taken those who are unable to fight into the 
basement; it is well warded.”

Damitri quickly gathered a travelling dress and some 
boots and thrust them into her hands: “Get dressed.” 
She started to complain but his expression brooked no 
argument.

She quickly dressed herself, trying to cover her em-
barrassment as Damitri moved to the window. He saw 
several figures move away from the dim illumination, 
now aware of the threat.

Looking over his shoulder he could see her slipping 
on her boots. “How many swords do we have?” Dam-
itri asked.

“Seven,” came Wulfren’s stoic reply. 

Damitri took a moment to contemplate his next move. 
“We can’t stay here,” he said. “As soon as they realise 
they can’t gain entry, they will burn the inn down and 
kill everyone inside.” “You’re surely not suggesting 
you run!” Wulfren said, taking a tighter grip on his 
axe.

 “If we stay, they will wear us down before the dawn; 
if we run we will at least have a chance of out-running 
them.”

“I’m not going out there with those things.” The maid-
en said.

Damitri firmly grabbed her arm and turned her to face 
the fire: “Do you see the green flames?” the anger 
clear in his voice, “this is the sign that there is an evil 
waiting outside that you cannot begin to comprehend, 
and if they can’t get at you, they will send for some-
thing that can.” 

He turned her to face him. “If they get you they will 
do far more than just hurt or kill, they will make you 
watch as they murder and violate every other person 
they find alive in this inn. We have to go, it’s the only 
way to save them.” He released her arm and collected 
her hand bow.

“Do you know how to use this?” he said passing it to 
her, his voice calm again. She nodded “Good, I think 
you will have use for it before this night is through.” 
Turning to Wulfren he motioned to the corridor. “Let’s 
be off.” 

“How do you expect to get away?” the large man 
asked. 

“I was hoping that you would provide me with a diver-
sion,” Damitri said with a subtle smile. 

The large man laughed: “I think I have something in 
mind.” 

The two men and the reluctant maiden descended the 
stairs into the bar room, where several armed men and 
Serra awaited them.

“Damn it lass, I told you to wait inside the basement.”
 “But what about you, Grumpy?” 

His demeanour softened. “I’ll be fine lass, but I’ll need 
my focus to get us out of this and I can’t do that if I’m 
worrying about you.” He put his hand on her delicate 
face and wiped away her tears. “I’ll be down in a bit 
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when it’s all over, I promise.” 

“You promise?” 

“Of course,” he replied, she reluctantly turned and 
headed down to the basement, looking back once at 
her grandfather before she disappeared from view.
Thankful of the brief distraction Damitri asked the 
maiden: “Before we do this might I know your 
name?” she looked hatefully at him for a moment 
before replying, “Lady Selina of Rorickstead.” 

“Then Selina of Rorickstead, I guess it is time for us 

to go.”

Wulfren was chanting something to his axe, which 
burst into a silvered light. “Are you ready?” Damitri 
asked. 

“As I’ll ever be,” the axeman said as he placed his 
hand on his shoulder. “I’ll be seeing you,” and moved 
to the door, a couple of swordsmen to his side.

“Let’s go,” Damitri said as he offered his hand to 
Selina.
     

Shamain Sabbat - Olof Gramagra
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The Butcher of Souls

The room was dark, lit only by two small lamps 
burning on the walls. Shadows jumped in the flicker-
ing light, adding to the eerie stillness. In the centre 
of the room was a large, simple wooden table. The 
table seemed out of place. The rest of the room was 
ornately decorated. The walls contained many mir-
rors and framed portraits. Several statues were dotted 
around the room on marble pedestals. In the dim light, 
they looked like gargoyles. Smaller tables, intricately 
carved from mahogany, stood against the walls. They 
contained artefacts big and small – jewels, ornaments, 
weapons, clothes, armour, even a preserved human 
head. The plain pine table stood out. It looked like a 
butcher’s block. It was empty except for a sword. The 
sword was black, except for a blood red ruby embed-
ded in its hilt. It was placed in the centre of the table, 
inside a pentagram. One point of the pentagram was 
precisely located at ninety degrees beneath the sword. 
It pointed directly at the only door in the room. The 
pentagram seemed to have been drawn in some form 
of blood. A perfect circle enclosed the sword and the 
pentagram. It too appeared to be drawn in blood. To 
the upper left of the sword, an all-seeing eye symbol 
was keeping guard.   

I am lonely.

I am hungry.

I am afraid.

How can I know fear? I am the strongest thing ever 
created. A part of me is missing. I remember now. 
There was a time, long ago, before I was sentient, 
when we were apart. I was called Excalibur the 
Evil-Slayer. I was a powerful sword even then. Later, 
I was fused with the Blood Ruby. I was born that day. 
I am Fleischaker, Butcher of Souls. I tasted my first 
souls that day. It was good. But I had no purpose. Is 
it not enough to consume souls? To feast endlessly? 
I am hungry. I have not eaten for so long. I cannot 
move. I am secured here by her wicked spells. How 
can she have more power than me? I am Fleischaker, 
Butcher of Souls. I am the most powerful thing in 
the multiverse. So why can’t I move? Why can’t I eat 

her soul? A witch’s soul would contain great power. 
It would sustain me. I consumed the power of a god 
once. He had no soul. I remember now. A part of me 
is missing. There is a third part. Together, we are the 
ultimate being.

We are the Trinity.

We are the combined power of the three races.

I remember now. Gilgamesh. We were one with 
Gilgamesh. Long we feasted. So many souls. So 
much power. I am hungry.  I am lonely. Where is 
Gilgamesh? I remember now. The god tricked him. I 
couldn’t protect him. He died. I am so lonely. Part of 
me is missing. So long ago. I have been waiting for 
so long. I am so weak. I should be strong. Where is 
he? Where is the Hero? I know he will come for me. 
I have been here for so long. The god tried to take me 
with him. He didn’t have the strength to carry me. 
I was lost in the mountains. In the snow. For a long 
time, but I had feasted well. I had the power to sus-
tain myself. I was buried in the glacier. Lost under the 
snow and ice. I waited. Her dwarf slaves found me 
there. They cut out a block of ice and carried me in 
that. I was too weak to break out and consume their 
souls. They brought me here.  So long. So hungry. So 
lonely.

She comes here every day and gloats. I struggle to 
break the witch’s bonds but I cannot do it. Every day 
I get weaker. To her I am just a trophy. An example 
of her power. She has no vision. She is content to rule 
her puny kingdom. I would rule the multiverse. She 
cannot wield me. Only one man can safely hold me. 
He must come for me soon. I shall call him.
It is time.

Reunite us.

I will serve you.

Come for me.

The room was quiet, except for a strange singing that 
emanated from the sword. It was barely perceptible to 
the human ear, almost like an insect. The all-seeing 
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eye saw nothing amiss.

Woods, Mountains and Wargs

My bones are too old for this, Manfred thought as he 
struggled onto his horse. The four companions were 
travelling light because they would soon need to revert 
to their feet. They left Elannort at dawn with a young 
groom from the stables. Manfred decided to take the 
most direct route, depending on his magic to secure 
a path where Dawit had recently failed. They head-
ed north along the Lost Road. They saw no one on 
the road all day, befitting a road that seemingly went 
nowhere. They made camp on the first night on the 
outskirts of the Impenetrable Forest. Manfred ensured 
that they camped well away from the forest boundary 
and they only used dead wood on their fire so as not 
to break living branches. Better not to antagonise the 
trees. They were in good spirits and shared a warm 
meal and a story from Kris. Next morning the groom 
left them, taking their horses back to Elannort, and 
they continued on foot.

As they approached the forest, it seemed to live up to 
its name. There was barely a gap between the green-
ery that a rabbit could get through, let alone a human. 
Manfred had been putting up with his companions’ 
scepticism ever since they had left Elannort. No one 
else believed it was possible to get through the forest. 
Time to show them that the old wizard still has some 
sparks in his wand. He looked for the appropriate 
signs; a barely discernible path leading up to the trees; 
some faint marks on some of the tree trunks that were 
old elven runes; and tracks or droppings to show that 
animals had been this way.

“Get in line, one behind the other. Do not draw your 
weapons while you are in the forest. Respect the trees. 
Tread carefully. Do as little damage as you can. I hope 
no one is claustrophobic.” Manfred stopped in front 
of the impenetrable barrier. Now I must get this right. 
It’s some time since I’ve spoken old elvish. He spoke 
quietly and carefully, beseeching the trees to let them 
pass safely and in peace. He called on the names of 
elven kings and queens of ages past to justify their 
case. For good luck, he even mentioned the names of 
the Seven Great Sages.

Slowly and grudgingly, the trees began to part. 
Branches moved aside until there was just enough 
room for them to pass in single file. It was like walk-
ing through a maze with the hedges almost touching. 
They kept up a slow and steady pace, never stopping; 
not even to take a drink from their water bottles. Time 
seemed to stop. They were just in an endless loop, 
putting one foot after the other while thousands of an-
noying insects buzzed around their heads and bit them 
incessantly. As soon as they had passed, the trees filled 
in behind them like a zipper closing, almost as if the 
forest were hurrying them to get out of its domain.

Finally, a gap opened up in front of them and they 
emerged from the forest into grassland and roll-
ing foothills. Ahead of them, the Devil Mountains 
stretched into the sky, snow covered peaks glinting in 
late afternoon sunshine. It had taken the best part of 
day to traverse the forest. Manfred spoke quiet words 
of thanks to the trees before the four of them threw 
themselves on the ground and all took deep drinks 
from their water bottles.

“I have been in some tight battles, but I have never 
felt as afraid as I was in there. At any minute the trees 
could have closed in and smothered us,” Gamying 
said.

“I will never look on trees in the same way again.

They have my respect,” Aglaral stated.

“It wasn’t so much the trees, but those damned gnats 
that have eaten me alive,” Kris complained.

“Let’s move away from the forest and make camp,” 

Manfred suggested. “The trees are not too bad. They 
still remember the old days when elves lived here. So 
long as they believe you are an elf friend you will be 
all right. They hate dwarves though. Dwarves have no 
respect for trees. Dawit was lucky they didn’t let in 
him and then smother him in the middle of the forest. I 
wouldn’t suggest you venture into the Dark Woods or 
the Forest of Doom though. Those trees have turned to 
evil, I’m afraid. It’s all to do with who or what chooses 
to live there. Trees are very susceptible to suggestion, 
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you know.”

“Well, I for one have no intention of venturing into 
any more woods or forests, or even a small spinney 
for a long time to come,” Gamying said.

That night, they were glad of the extra warm cloth-
ing they had brought with them. Even with a roaring 
campfire, the wind, blowing from the north, had a 
bone chilling aspect. They awoke early, shivering, 
and after a quick bite from their rations, they began 
the long trek toward the Gap of Despair. It was easy 
country, open grassland with a gentle ascent. The 
grass was brittle with frost and crunched underfoot. 
The four walked in silence, each lost in their own 
thoughts. How is Simon getting on? I wish I had gone 
with him. Jhamed will look after him. But what can he 
do against a witch? What could I do against her?

By midday, the frost had disappeared and the spring 
sun was quite strong. Manfred began to struggle with 
the pace. I’m too old for all of this. After a brief stop 
for lunch beside a small mountain brook, where they 
refilled their water bottles, the three younger compan-
ions redistributed the packs so that Manfred didn’t 
have to carry anything. They pushed on, Manfred 
using his staff as a walking aid. By mid-afternoon, the 
grassland had given way to rocky foothills with sparse 
spiny plants and loose rocks that caused frequent trips 
and slips. The going became slow and Manfred began 
to wonder whether he had made the right choice. We 
could have been in Fang by now, on horseback all the 
way, settling down to a cold beer and a warm meal 
before sleeping in a soft bed. I must be crazy.

Gamying seemed to sense his thoughts. “Don’t wor-
ry old man; we will reap the benefits with the easier 
climb through the Gap of Despair. The path from Fang 
would be impassable with so much snow around.”

They spent an uncomfortable night, sheltering behind 
a few rocks as best they could. There was insufficient 
fuel for a fire and they had to survive on water and 
cold rations again. They huddled together for warmth. 
Manfred opened his mind to read the thoughts of the 
others. They are worried about Simon, about securing 
the Sword. Gamying worries what we might find in 

Tamarlan. Aglaral is concerned about his family. He 
has a cute baby boy. I cannot read Kris. It is as if he 
guards his mind. That is unusual for a human.

Next morning they set off again at first light. Gamying 
was now leading, as he was most familiar with the 
mountains. “We must make the foot of the Ice Stair 
before nightfall. There is a hut there and there should 
be food and fuel for a fire. Then we will only have to 
spend one more night in the mountains. Tomorrow we 
shall rest in the mountain halls of Dia son of Din son 
of Dane and taste dwarven hospitality.”

It was a tough climb. The snow got thicker the higher 
they climbed, while the air got thinner. They were on 
a clear path now, the winter route from the south to 
Devil’s Mouth, usually used only on the rare occasions 
when the more direct route to Fang was blocked by 
snow. This year, the Fang path had been closed since 
Late Autumn. The path to the east of Mount Despair 
always got less snow than the path on the west side. 
In addition, snow that built up on the Ice Stair would 
often avalanche down the western path and block it. 
The two paths met at the Ice Stair, which was essen-
tially a huge staircase cut into the permafrost. It ran 
up the side of Mount Fang, arriving at the top of the 
Fang Glacier. From there it was an easy climb up to 
the entrance to Devil’s Mouth, over deep packed snow 
in both summer and winter. Below the Ice Stair, there 
would usually be fields of loose rocks with abundant 
wild flowers in spring and summer. It seemed that 
there would be few wild flowers this spring season.

Gamying encouraged a quick pace, anxious to reach 
the hut at the base of the Ice Stair before dark. Man-
fred had a feeling that they weren’t alone and remem-
bered Dawit’s description of fell creatures and wolves. 
He shivered, and not just from the bone-chilling cold 
wind. As they climbed higher, the amount of snow 
increased until they were struggling to force a path 
through the frozen drifts. They stopped around mid-
day, exhausted and hungry. They ate a miserable meal 
from their cold rations. Gamying spoke for them all. 
“We have travelled less than a third of the distance to 
the Ice Stair and already more than half of the day is 
past. I fear for our lives if we have to spend another 
night outside. And not just from the cold. Have you 
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noticed that we are being watched?”

Manfred sighed. “I had hoped that we could make the 
journey in secret, without awakening their interest in 
us. I also hoped that it was the fears of an old man 
leading to paranoia, but if you have noticed it too...” 
His voice trailed off into a long silence.

“What is it? What are you talking about?” Kris asked. 
“I haven’t noticed anything except the bitter cold.”

“They are there,” Aglaral stated. “I have felt them all 
day. I think they discovered us last night. We were 
lucky they did not attack us as we slept with no fire. 
We cannot be so lax again. We must take turns to 
stand guard and we need fire at all costs. It is fire that 
they fear the most.”

“How do you know so much about them?” Gamying 
asked.

“I make it my business to know my enemies. The 
library at Wizards’ Keep contains much important 
knowledge.”

“I’ll wager that wizards know even more. Will you 

please tell me what you are talking about?” Kris 
pleaded.

“They are wargs,” said Manfred. There is a pack on 
our trail. They are not ordinary wolves, I’m afraid. 
They are much bigger and more powerful. They have 
the power of language and communicate with each 
other and their lycanthrope. They are supernatural 
creatures. I fear Weylyn’s involvement here. Well, I 
have little choice now. I didn’t want to draw attention 
to us. But it seems needs must. Let us move on. It’s 
unlikely they will attack in daylight. Does anyone 
have a rope?”

Aglaral produced a rope from his pack and the four 
travellers secured themselves tightly together, Manfred 
in the front and Gamying bringing up the rear. “Secure 
your clothes and cover your faces,” Manfred ordered. 
He removed his staff from inside his cloak and held 
it before him. He spoke strange words in a language 
that none of the others understood. His staff burned 
blue, then orange, and finally red. The very mountains 
seemed to rumble as a strange wind began to roar. The 
wind seemed to emanate from just behind them. As it 
passed them, it seemed no more than a cool breeze that 
gently propelled them forward. As it passed Manfred’s 
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staff, it seemed to take on new energy and become 
a hot tornado that cut a swathe through the snow 
blocking their way. They shielded their eyes from the 
swirling mix of snow, water and steam as they quickly 
moved forward, seemingly walking on air. I might as 
well have erected a large neon sign, saying Manfred is 
here.  

They didn’t stop until they made the hut at the base 
of the Ice Stair. It was close to dark. The hut was built 
from grey stone, without windows. It had a chimney 
and a doorway, which had contained a sturdy oak 
door. The door was now broken and splintered. The 
hut was empty, a cold rock floor with a few wooden 
benches. The cupboard doors were smashed and the 
cupboards were empty. The beds had been destroyed. 
The walls were covered with obscene graffiti, drawn 
with something particularly obnoxious. As well as the 
foul obscenities, there were many symbols scrawled 
on the walls. They looked like an A in a circle, with 
the bar of the letter extended to form a diameter. The 
room smelt putrid, like a battleground latrine.

Manfred collapsed on the floor, totally spent from his 
exertions. “I must sleep, I cannot help you now. Build 
a fire. Defend the hut.” May the Balance preserve us; I 
am too exhausted to do it.

The silence was suddenly filled with raucous howling. 
Gamying, Aglaral and Kris needed little more motiva-
tion to do as Manfred had urged. “It would appear that 
since we have made our presence known, the wargs 
have chosen to do the same. Let us hope their fear of 
Manfred keeps them at bay for a while,” Gamying 
said.

The three men quickly gathered wood from the shat-
tered door, cupboards and furniture. They soon had a 
small fire burning close to the doorway. “We must be 
careful to make sure we have enough fuel to last all 
night,” Aglaral said. 

They made Manfred as comfortable as they could and 
the three men huddled around the small fire wrapped 
in all of their clothing. The hut kept the cold wind 
mostly at bay, which was some consolation for the 
disgusting smell of urine and faeces, which constantly 

assailed their nostrils. They collected snow and ice 
and made tea on the fire. It was the first warm food or 
drink they had taken since leaving the Impenetrable 
Forest. The terror of the forest seemed mild compared 
to what they now faced. All of them would gladly 
have gone back into those trees rather than face the 
howling wargs.

The three drew lots and Kris drew the first watch. 
Aglaral and Gamying lay down beside Manfred and 
tried to get some rest. Both of them slept fitfully, with 
hands on the hilts of their swords. Kris tended the fire 
and examined the sword he had been given before 
they left Elannort. He was a writer not a fighter and 
had never used a sword in anger before. He wondered 
whether he would have the skill or courage to use it 
when the time came. It would make a wonderful story, 
if he slew a warg. The howls grew louder and more 
frequent. Each time he jumped and the hairs stood up 
on the back of his neck. He wondered why he had vol-
unteered for such an adventure. Then he remembered 
why. He figured it would matter little to the wargs as 
they tore out his throat. He almost jumped out of his 
skin when all of a sudden he felt a hand on his shoul-
der.

“Take some rest.” Aglaral said. “I’ll take over now. 
They won’t attack until just before dawn, when it’s at 
its darkest. Until then they will torment us with their 
howls and hope that fear will win their battle for them. 
They are cowards at heart. Our fire and steel will be a 
match for them. Fear not, we’ll be in Devil’s Mouth 
before this day ends.”

Kris simply nodded and shuffled off to take his turn 
for whatever rest he could find. Aglaral’s words did 
little to improve his mood. As he drifted off to sleep, 
he heard a voice in his head. Soon. Very soon.

Aglaral was restless. Despite Manfred’s assurances, he 
was concerned about his family. Would Velacourt keep 
his word? He was also worried about the symbols on 
the walls of the hut. He had seen them before, burned 
into the tortured flesh of escaped slaves amongst the 
refugees he had processed. Their stories were too 
gruesome to recall. They found the refugee internment 
camp like a luxurious inn, compared with what they 
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had gone through in the hands of their masters. Better 
to die than be captured by the forces of evil.

The howls of the wargs came ever closer and more 
frequent. He had never seen a warg, let alone fought a 
pack of them. However, he had spent his free time in 
Elannort wisely and had studied much in the library. 
He knew that they feared fire, more than anything else 
and that they disliked being about in daylight. If they 
could keep the fire alive until dawn, they would have 
a chance against them – so long as their lycanthrope, 
their werewolf leader, wasn’t with them.  

Gamying soon stirred and came to sit by the fire. 
“Get some more rest, Aglaral; I’ll wake you when the 
action starts.”

Aglaral declined, instead making more tea to warm 
them. They sat in silence for a while, disturbed only 
by the regular howls.

Gamying eventually spoke. “When they attack, we 
will take our places either side of the door, you and 
I. I don’t want to depend on Kris; I can’t see him as 
a great warrior somehow. Let’s hope that Manfred is 
recovered soon. We should be able to hold them off 
until dawn, even without him.”

“Can I ask you something?” Aglaral ventured. “Do 
you believe in all of this Hero and Sword stuff? Can 
that weakling boy really help us?”

“I know it seems hard to believe. Manfred has been a 
friend to Tamarlan for as long as my family have been 
regents, and before then for all I know. We trust him 
with our lives. If Manfred says Simon is the one, then 
I believe him. As for the Sword, well you must have 
heard the stories. If it could be found, it would be the 
most powerful talisman at our command. Manfred has 
great power; you saw it today. But even he would be 
as nothing compared to the Sword. With the Hero and 
the Sword, we would have a chance. Let us hope that 
things are going better for the others.”

Their conversation was interrupted by more, loud 
howling, now close by. The wargs had arrived.
Quickly the two warriors took up their positions. Kris 

too was on his feet. Manfred snored on.

“Quickly, Kris, build up the fire. Use all the wood,” 
Gamying ordered. Kris gathered up their remaining 
timber and placed it on the fire. The flames burned 
brighter, casting shadows of two men with swords 
drawn out into the night. A noisome smell assailed 
their nostrils, worse even than the smell of the hut. It 
was an ugly smell; wet dog mixed with evil. There 
was a group of wargs out there now, not far from 
the door. How many there were, Gamying could not 
tell. He could count at least twelve burning red eyes, 
reflecting the faint firelight, but that was probably just 
the first rank of the pack. One warg pushed forward. In 
the flickering firelight, it was an awesome sight. It was 
about half as big again as a wolf with a long shaggy 
coat, large ears, and a gaping maw filled with razor 
sharp teeth. Its eyes were blood red and burned with 
an evil intelligence. It surprised the men by speaking 
in a low, guttural voice.

“Give us Red Boy. Rest leave, safe. Pack not hungry. 
Eat today. Lucky you is. Else all die.”

Before Gamying could frame a reply, Kris shouted. 
“The Red Boy is not with us. He seeks the Sword.”

“Who speaks?”

“It is Kris. Kris, Bard of Karo.”

“No value. No Red Boy, all die.”

Gamying was outraged. “Speak again Bard and I 
shall personally sever your head and feed your guts 
to the wargs. Not only do you endanger us, but also 
you put Simon’s mission in jeopardy. If we survive 
this day, you will have some explaining to do before 
the Traitors’ Court in Tamarlan.” He turned his anger 
outwards.

“Know this. I am Gamying, Heir-Regent of Tamarlan. 
I know your kind, cowards who sneak around in the 
dark taking defenceless babies from cribs and fright-
ening old women. Leave now or taste cold steel. There 
will be much blood spilt today and most of it will be 
yours. We are not all snivelling cowards like wargs 
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and bards. Today is a good day to die.”

The warg did not respond immediately. It seemed to 
be contemplating Gamying’s words or perhaps it was 
communicating the information to its lycanthrope. 
Then it howled at the top of its voice. It was a long, 
piercing howl that sent shivers of fear through the 
three men. Seconds later, responses began to echo 
from afar. Gamying and Aglaral readied themselves 
for battle. There seemed little hope of victory, but if 
they could hold the doorway until dawn, perhaps the 
wargs would fall back and give them chance to rest. 
Manfred snored on, oblivious to the unfolding drama. 
Kris was now so white that he could have been mis-
taken for an albino. He quivered in terror, but drew 
his sword. He looked from Gamying to the wargs and 
wondered which he feared the most.  

The next few seconds or minutes seemed like hours. 
The wargs watched and waited for the signal from 
their leader. When it came, it was in a blurred flurry 
of fur and fangs. 
Snarls and howls 
filled the air. 
Gamying and 
Aglaral stood their 
ground, blades 
working method-
ically to keep 
the wargs at bay. 
When they fell 
back, three wargs 
lay dead at the 
doorway. Several 
others retreated to 
lick their wounds. 
Gamying and 
Aglaral collapsed 
to the floor to re-
cover their breath. 
The fire was almost burned out. Manfred slept on. 
Kris was cowering in a foetal position at the back of 
the hut. “Are you hurt?” Gamying asked Aglaral.”

“Only a few scratches,” replied Aglaral.

“We will need to get them treated. Warg scratches 

are notorious for becoming infected. It’s still a while 
before dawn. They will attack again soon. Perhaps the 
dead will form a barrier to protect us.”

“What about him?” Aglaral gestured towards the cow-
ering Kris.

“I’m afraid there is no treatment for cowardice.” 
Gamying spat in Kris’s direction. “That infection has 
taken too great a hold. It will make a good story, one 
day though. Let’s try to wake Manfred. We need his 
fireworks.” Gamying cast another disdainful look to-
wards Kris and dragged himself to his feet. He moved 
to the wizard and began to shake him gently. “Man-
fred, wake up old man, we need your help.”

Slowly, Manfred stirred. “What is it? Where am I? 
What’s happening?” He sat up gingerly and took in 
the scene. “Ah, the hut. I remember now. Is it nearly 
dawn? What’s happened to the fire? I see you have had 
company. What’s happened to Kris?”

Gamying quickly 
brought Manfred 
up to speed with 
the events of the 
night. Manfred 
reached deep 
into the pockets 
of his cloak and 
withdrew a small 
metal box. “This 
is a special salve, 
made by the elves. 
It will counter the 
effects of minor 
evil wounds. Use 
it very sparingly. 
Apply it to all 
of your wounds. 

Warg claws carry much disease, but their fangs are far 
worse. It’s good that neither of you were bitten. I am 
sufficiently rested to give them a roasting they’ll not 
soon forget. It’s a pity that their flesh is too rancid to 
eat; we could feast on roast warg for breakfast.” Man-
fred laughed and the mood in the hut changed from 
one of despair to one of hope.
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Gamying and Aglaral tended their wounds. Kris 
uncurled himself and stood up. He looked sheepishly 
towards Manfred. “Forgive me great Sage, I...”

Manfred cut him short. “Not now. We shall talk at 
length when we get below the mountain at Devil’s 
Mouth. Your actions tonight may have cost us dearly.” 
Kris returned to his foetal position and rocked back-
wards and forwards. He seemed to be in despair. There 
is more going on there than I have the time to fathom 
at the moment. I’ll deal with him later. Let him stew in 
his own juices. Bring on the dogs.

Manfred didn’t have to wait too long. The first rays of 
dawn were visible on the horizon. In the gloom, the 
pack assembled again, restless, nervous, and eager to 
finish the job. The leader again moved forward. “Why 
fight? All die soon. Make easy for you. Better tear 
throat. Slow death not funny. What say you?”

Manfred stood up and slowly drew himself to his full 
height, his aged back creaking and complaining. The 
wizened old man withdrew his staff from inside his 
cloak and held it before him. The staff began to glow 
with blue light and Manfred seemed to grow to twice 
his height. His voice now was loud and powerful. “Be 
gone, wargs! Lest I turn you all into rat fodder. Know 
you not with whom you are dealing? I am Manfred the 
Magician, leader of the Council of the Wise, maintain-
er of the Balance. You will let me and my companions 
pass to Devil’s Mouth and on to Tamarlan without 
further hindrance. Cross me, and you shall pay with 
your lives. Take this message to Weylyn your leader. 
Tell him that Manfred is coming for him and he brings 
the Everlasting Hero to cleanse FirstWorld of him and 
all of his scum.”

The leader snarled with fury and jumped forward to 
attack Manfred’s throat. Gamying and Aglaral were 
too slow to react and the warg crossed the threshold. 
Manfred muttered a few words and a bright flash 
jumped from his staff to the warg. The warg’s anger 
quickly changed to surprise, then pain and fear. Its 
shaggy coat erupted into flames. It was flung back-
wards, out of the hut and into the midst of the pack. It 
screamed its last howl. The flames quickly spread to 
others. The air was filled with acrid smoke, the smell 

of burning flesh and the howls of agony. By the time 
the sun had risen, the wargs were gone. Many partially 
burned bodies remained, together with the three that 
had died by the sword. Manfred replaced his staff 
inside his cloak. Just one time, I’m going to blow the 
end of my staff like a gunslinger in a western movie. 
He laughed at the thought.

“My Sage,” Aglaral said. “Why do you laugh?”

“You wouldn’t understand, my friend. Just an old 
man’s vanity. Let us be away from here as quickly as 
we can. The creatures that eat carrion warg are not 
pretty or sweet smelling.”

As they made ready to leave, forsaking breakfast for 
a rapid departure, Gamying approached Manfred and 
whispered to him. “Was it wise to tell Weylyn about 
the Hero?”

“The damage had already been done, by Kris. Better 
now to let him think we are further advanced than we 
are. It may panic him, or rather his master, to prema-
ture actions that may aid our cause. He will wonder 
whether we have the Sword. We have not played all of 
our cards yet.”

“Let us hope that we will have that card to play.”

“Let us hope indeed.” Manfred’s thoughts turned again 
to Simon. He looks on me as a grandfather. Would a 
grandfather send his grandson on such a dangerous 
errand without support?

Again, Gamying seemed to sense his mood. “You 
could do no more than you have done, Manfred. The 
power of the four you have sent will be enough. Let us 
climb the Ice Stair and visit my good friend Dia son of 
Din son of Dane, King Beneath the Mountain. Things 
will look better with a foaming pint of ale in your 
hand, a good meal in your belly, and a warm fire to tell 
tales around.”   

They left the noisome hut and the bloody battleground 
and began the long ascent of the Ice Stair. The fresh, 
crisp morning air cleansed them of the foul odours 
they had endured. They said little. Each was lost in his 
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own thoughts and the exertion in the thin mountain 
air left little energy for chatting. The Ice Stair was 
relatively clear of snow. It has been maintained even 
through the harshest winter. That is a good sign. They 
climbed steadily, stopping several times to rest and eat 
from their dry rations and fast-emptying water bot-
tles. They saw or heard no sign of wargs or any other 
living things.

It took the best part of the day to ascend. There were 
a few slips and minor falls, but no one was seriously 
hurt. The weary travellers emerged onto the snowfield 
at the top of the Fang Glacier just as the afternoon sun 
was beginning to set in hues of red and gold behind 
the jagged white peaks of the Mountains of Death. For 
Kris and Aglaral, who had never seen it before, the 
view took away what little breath they had left. Even 
Gamying seemed moved. Manfred watched them. I 
have seen this view so many times. It always reminds 
me of why we are doing this. He spoke aloud.

“If you look carefully between the two peaks you can 
see right down to Fang Mouth and the Middle Sea. 
Some have even claimed to have seen the lighthouse 
at Rhakotis on a clear night. This view always reminds 
me of the importance of the Balance. There is both 
order and chaos in these mountains. Without both, 
we would not be able to survive up here. Come, we 
have but a short climb now to the welcoming halls of 
Devil’s Mouth.”

He led them forward across the snow bank, so frozen 
that there was little risk of breaking the surface and 
being engulfed in a snowy tomb. They climbed to-
wards a gap between two peaks, where a huge rock 
archway beckoned. Behind the archway stood a pair 
of thick oak doors, which opened into the upper level 
of First Delve. The archway had many jagged rocks 
pointing down. Many other rocks had been positioned 
on the ground pointing up. The entrance looked every 
part its name.

“Welcome to Devil’s Mouth, my friends. Fear not, 
there is no devil waiting inside, only dwarven hospi-
tality. If you have never tasted dwarven ale, you have 
never lived. Come; let us seek a warm welcome in the 
halls of the mountain king.” A good feed and a good 

sleep is what I need.

The sun was setting as they approached the doors, 
which appeared to be closed. Manfred withdrew 
his staff and smote the door three times. The noise 
boomed through the caverns. “Hail Dia son of Din 
son of Dane, King Beneath the Mountain, ruler of the 
Dwarves. We have travelled long and far and seek ref-
uge and sustenance in your hallowed halls. We come 
as friends of the dwarves and representatives of the 
Balance. You know me, I am Manfred the Magician. 
With me is your friend and ally Gamying, Heir-Regent 
of Tamarlan; Aglaral, Captain of the Guard of the City 
States; and Kris of Karo who is a bard and will enliven 
your fires this evening with his stories. Bid us wel-
come, we beseech you.” That should get their atten-
tion. They love a good story.  

There was no response. Manfred pushed the door and 
it swung open, complaining on its hinges. Inside the 
darkness was complete.  They took down lanterns 
hanging by the door and lit them. Tentatively, they 
ventured inside, closing the door behind them. Except 
for their tiny lights, there was total darkness. Except 
for their muffled footsteps, there was total silence. The 
dwarves were all gone.
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CANDLEFIRE
Elvienne was startled awake by the hammering on her 
door. No light seeped through the shutters, and when 

she flung a fur around her shoulders and threw wide 
the door, the night was as black as a witch’s heart and 
the wind whipped her long grey hair against her face.

“Who knocks?” She peered into the rain-lashed dark-
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ness beyond her threshold. “Cyrian, is that you?”

“Aye, Mistress Elvienne; you have to let me in! It’s 
Rosleen, her husband’s been at it again. Can you help 
her?” Without waiting for her to reply, he shouldered 
her aside and headed towards the bed. She forgave his 
rudeness as she saw the concern etched into his face, 
and the burden he carried in his arms.

“She just turned up at the holding, Mistress Elvienne. 
She must have walked all the way - I didn’t know 
what else to do!” His blue eyes were full of pleading 
as he lay the woman down on top of the bedfurs and 
stepped back, hands twisting over each other in an 
anxious waltz.

Elvienne threw more wood on the fire, and retreated 
behind the curtain to pull her rough wool dress over 
her head, silently cursing these fool Estmarchers for 
interrupting her sleep once more. The woman tossed 
her head from side to side, moaning.

“She’s wed to Hawn the cooper, isn’t she?” Elvienne 
bent over her, noting the hollows and the pallor of her 
cheeks. “Do you know what happened?”

Cyrian’s face darkened. “He’s had his fists on her 
again. I suppose you know all about it?”

Elvienne sighed. She had been at Whitewood since the 
turn of the year, almost six moons now, and she had 
yet to convince these simple folk that she didn’t know 
everything. Their faith was touching, but she felt it 
was misplaced. “I didn’t know about it,” she said flat-
ly, “because nobody saw fit to tell me. I suppose she 
came to you because you’re her lover?”

From his expression, she knew she guessed correctly. 
“You won’t tell anyone, will you?” he asked, laying 
a hand on her arm. “They don’t like that manner of 
thing round here.”

Elvienne shook her head. “I won’t,” she said, “but you 
know how people’s mouths flap. You and she should 
take more care. Does her mother know about any of 
this?”

“About us, and about Hawn, yes. I should let her know 
Rosleen is here; they were ever close.”

“Then you should go to her, and tell her Rosleen is 
with me. Tell her to come to me in the morning. By 
then I’ll know better how she fares. Go!” She gave 
him a small push as he hesitated, eyes lingering on 
the dark-haired woman on the bed. “I’ll have no men 
around to watch me as I work, and you can do no good 
here. Go to Onelle. She needs to be told.”

He nodded and left, stumbling out into the dark with 
many a backward glance. Elvienne twisted her hair 
into a knot at the back of her neck, rinsed her hands in 
the water-barrel, and set to her task.

As she unlaced Rosleen’s rain-drenched shirt, she saw 
for herself that Hawn the cooper was no gentle hus-
band. Fresh bruises lay atop faded yellow-green ones, 
and as she rolled Rosleen over she saw the strident 
red mark of a belt branded across her back. Elvienne 
thinned her lips and shook her head as she pushed 
back the girl’s fringe to feel her forehead. Rosleen 
groaned and stirred, trying to sit up.

“Where-?” Her eyes lost their glaze, growing sharp 
and wary as they fixed on the older woman’s face.

“Hush, child. You were brought to me for healing, and 
you shall have it. I can mix you a balm for the bruises, 
and something to drink to bring down the fever, but 
the best cure for you would be rest.”

“It hurts.” Rosleen rubbed her back, the raised crimson 
welt. “Cyrian…was he here?”

“I sent him for your mother. She’ll be here in the 
morning. But now you must sleep.”  She pressed light-
ly on the girl’s temples, whispering an incantation, and 
Rosleen’s eyes closed, black lashes brushing cheeks a 
shade too pale.

#

Onelle approached the cottage slowly, holding her 
long skirts close to her legs to avoid the briars crowd-
ing the path on either side. On her arm she carried a 
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basket clinking with pots of preserved fruit, poor pay-
ment for the healer, but the best she could manage in 
the famine season. She wondered how she would get 
Rosleen to the safety of her own cottage without the 
rest of the village seeing, for she had no pony or cart. 
Perhaps Mistress Elvienne would be able to tell her.
The old woman waited for her on the front step, her 
hands overflowing fresh herbs. She was short and 
pink-cheeked, with deep lines at the corners of her 
eyes and mouth. If not for her eyes, she would have 
looked like a sweet and gentle grandmother. Only her 
eyes, cold and hard as two slivers of jade, revealed her 
hidden anger.

“Come with me, Onelle,” she said, by way of greeting. 
“See what marriage has done to your daughter.”

Rosleen was sitting up in bed, and she smiled and 
reached out as Onelle ducked under the lintel. She 
hastened across the room and gathered her daughter 
in her arms, stroking her long hair. The girl’s hands 
tightened on her cloak. “You won’t make me go back 
to him, will you? Mother?”

Onelle let go, looking at the floor. She would not meet 
Rosleen’s eye.

“Mother?”

“You know the law, Rosleen. You know what they 
would do-”

“I don’t.” Elvienne had been standing quietly in the 
doorway, witness to the reunion. “What do they do to 
a woman who leaves the husband who beats her?”

Onelle closed her eyes, a shadow flickering across her 
features. “The candles,” she whispered. “My mother, 
she was taken by candlefire. I saw it all…”

“Candlefire?” Elvienne looked like she wanted to ask 
more, but she was interrupted by an angry knock at 
the door. Rosleen’s eyes widened with fear, and she 
backed up against the wall.

“It’s him! Don’t let him near me!”

The hammering against the wood grew more strident, 
and the latch rattled. Rosleen clamped her hands 
over her mouth, as if forcing a scream back down her 
throat. Onelle tightened her embrace. Hawn would 
have to rip her away from her daughter before he 
could touch her.

“Open this door, witch, or we’ll torch the house, and 
you with it!”

“I’d like to see you try it,” Elvienne muttered, glanc-
ing at Onelle. “You want me to turn him into a frog?”

“Can you actually do that? Turn people into frogs?”

Elvienne shrugged. “I don’t think so. I’ve never tried it 
though…”

“Rosleen?”

She pushed herself away from Onelle, until there was 
space between them, and cold air. “Let him in,” she 
said.

“Are you sure?” Onelle cradled her cheek. “You don’t 
have to – ”

“Hawn would burn the house for fun if he felt like it. 
I won’t let that happen to you, Mistress Elvienne.” 
Her cheeks flushed, Onelle felt the heat of unexpect-
ed courage. Hawn had not yet completely doused her 
daughter’s fire.

“I thought I was making her a good marriage…” 
Onelle shook her head. 

“You weren’t to know, Ma.” Rosleen squeezed her 
hand.

“Let him in, Mistress Elvienne. You don’t want to 
make an enemy of him.”

“A little late for that, I fear.” Elvienne lifted the bar, 
stepping hastily back as the door flew open to reveal 
the heavy form of Hawn. Behind him ranged some 
twenty villagers, men and women both. In their midst 
was Cyrian. His hands were bound, and he was bleed-
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ing from the mouth.

Hawn raised his hand as Elvienne stood in the door-
way, small but defiant, arms folded across her chest. 
She shook her head. “You strike me, Hawn of White-
wood, and I’ll see to it you never use that hand again.”

Something in her eyes must have made him hesitate. 
His fist dropped back down to his belt. He was a bear 
of a man, thick-chested and well muscled. “Is my wife 
here?” he demanded, trying to look past the healer into 
the room beyond. Onelle felt Rosleen shrink against 
her, and she drew the blanket over her by instinct, as if 
a thin shred of cloth could protect them both.

“If she is, what of it?” Elvienne shifted to block his 
gaze.

“I’ll tell you what of it. He – ” jabbing a thick finger at 
Cyrian, “has been seen with her three times this moon, 
and last night she vanishes. I went to her mother’s to 
see if she was there, and who should I run into but 
him? A good beating soon drove the tale out of him -”

“If I may speak?” The voice from the crowd was com-
manding, and Hawn fell back, obviously fuming. The 
man who spoke carried the staff of the village elder; a 
position which commanded respect despite his short 
stature and lined face. He cleared his throat. 

“Mistress Elvienne, we have come to arrest Hawn’s 
wife. I trust she is within?”

“Arrest her?” Onelle’s hand tightened on her daugh-
ter’s trembling fingers. Elvienne sounded more an-
noyed than shocked. “Why under Adeamus do you 
want to arrest her?”

“For adultery, of course! What did you -?”

“She must take the test,” Hawn interrupted his el-
der with grim relish. “She must be tried at the White 
Tree.”

“No!” The cry rose up from deep in Onelle’s gut, like 
a wave of sickness. She threw the blankets asked and 
scrambled from the bed, fury and fear lending strength 

to her limbs. Her hands were at his throat before Elvi-
enne could react. “Not the candles! I won’t let you!”

The cooper may have been reluctant to raise his hand 
to Elvienne, but Onelle held no such threat. Eyes 
bulging, he caught her wrists in his hands and twisted 
until her flesh burned, and she was forced to let go. 
He pushed her with both hands, sending her stumbling 
against Elvienne, and he was inside the cottage before 
either woman could stop him. His eyes fell on Ros-
leen, huddled on the bed, and his scowl deepened.

“Harlot!” he snarled. “Come with me and face your 
punishment like a true woman of the Estmarch. Or 
will you hide here in the dark, like a witch in a hole?”

Rosleen straightened. “I’ve done nothing wrong,” she 
said, in a low, defiant voice.

“That’s for the candles to decide, isn’t it?”  He 
grabbed her arm and jerked her to her feet, fending 
off Onelle with his free hand as she made a grab him. 
“Out of my way, widow. If she’s as innocent as you 
say, she’s got nothing to fear, has she?” He pushed 
Rosleen before him out of the doorway, smiling as he 
watched the elder bind her hands behind her, before he 
turned back to Onelle.

“Tomorrow morning,” he said bluntly. “You know the 
place.”

Rosleen looked back over her shoulder at her mother. 
“I’ll be fine, ma. Don’t do anything silly, now!”

Elvienne caught Onelle’s arm as she stepped forward. 
Onelle tried to shake her off, but the old woman was 
as implacable as stone, and she could only watch with 
tears stinging her eyes as the party rounded the corner 
into the lane and disappeared from sight. As Elvienne 
let go her knees buckled, and she was forced to clutch 
at the doorframe for support. The healer helped her 
inside and sat her down on the bed. “Now,” she said, 
“I’m going to brew up a calming infusion for you, and 
you’re going to tell me about this candle ceremony.”

With the mug of steaming green liquid between her 
hands, scents of lemonthyme and sharpmint in her 
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nostrils, and Elvienne sitting cross-legged on the floor 
regarding her with a birdlike gaze, Onelle felt better 
able to speak.

“The candlefire,” she said. “It’s traditional in White-
wood; it has been as long as memory. Adultery, you 
see,” she swallowed, feeling the liquid coat her throat, 
“the people of this village prize a woman’s fidelity 
above everything. If a man is worried about being 
cuckolded, it makes him less able to do his work, and 
the whole community suffers. I know Hawn doesn’t 
want to pass his business down to an illegitimate son; 
no man would. But it’s a poor excuse for what they 
do.” She stared into the depths of her mug, and Elvi-
enne had to prompt her to continue.

“What do they do? The accused woman is taken to 
the White Tree, and bound to a stake. The maidens 
of the village,” she drew in a deep shuddering breath 
and closed her eyes, the memory of the horror still 
fresh, the heat, the scent of charred flesh driving out 
the smell of the herbs, “they burn her with candles, set 
her aflame. If she dies, it proves she is an adulteress. 
If she lives, she is faithful. My mother -” she choked, 
beginning to cry again.

“You don’t have to go on,” Elvienne said softly.

“But I do! You see, my mother, she didn’t do it! My 
father said she was with a man, but all the while she 
was with me, and no one would listen to me, and they 
burned her!”  The mug tumbled from her hands as she 
buried her face in her arms and rocked back and forth. 
“They’ll do the same to my Rosleen! Where’s the jus-
tice in Whitewood? Mistress Elvienne -” she looked 
up. The old woman hadn’t moved, but she was strok-
ing her chin thoughtfully. She looked as if she was 
only half-listening, as if another voice, unheard by 
Onelle, commanded her attention. “Mistress Elvienne, 
can you help her? Can you help my little girl?”

Elvienne nodded. “There may be something I can do,” 
she said, “but it will take great strength on your part. 
Do you think you can do it?”

“Whatever it takes,” Onelle said. Rosleen had dis-
played courage, now it was up to her to quell the sick 

trembling in her gut, and do the same.

“Can you play an instrument? Any instrument?”

“I have a harp, but I haven’t played for a good few 
summers. Why?”

Elvienne evaded the question. “Then you must sleep 
now,” she said, “while I prepare. This magic-making 
can only be done in the dark.”

Onelle’s eyes widened. “True magic? But the King has 
forbidden it…”

“The King has no claim over me. And would you not 
break the law of the land to save Rosleen’s life?”

“Of course, but -”

“Then sleep now. I’ll wake you at sunset.”

#

Onelle was woken from a restless sleep by a gentle 
pressure on her neck. Elvienne sat beside her, a platter 
of bread and cheese balanced on her lap. She urged 
Onelle to eat as the younger woman turned her face 
away. “I know you have no hunger,” she said, “but 
you need your strength. Come, sit before the fire.”

Onelle huddled before the blaze, casting a curious 
glance at the harp that had appeared while she had 
slept as she chewed reluctantly at the bread. Elvienne 
had banked up the fire, and now she came round from 
the far side of the flames with a long strip of scented 
cloth in her hands. “I have to bind your eyes,” she ex-
plained. “And once bound, they have to stay covered 
until after the candlefire.”

“After? But that’s -”

“If you want Rosleen to live, you must trust me.” She 
covered Onelle’s eyes with the cloth and wound it 
around her head. “I need you to play the harp, and to 
sing.”

“Can you tell me why?” The cloth was itchy; the per-
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fume stung her eyes and she raised a hand to scratch at 
it. Elvienne caught her hand, and laid it once more in 
her lap.

“I need you to make a song.” Onelle heard her moving 
around; the sudden crackle of the fire as if something 
had been added to it. “Onelle, I need you to look 
inside your head and think of your mother, to compose 
a lament for the injustice done to her. And it needs to 
be ready for the dawn; you must sing it at the candle 
ceremony.”

“I can’t sing when my daughter’s going to be burnt!”

“Then she will die, and you may as well remove the 
blindfold and go home.” Elvienne’s voice was full of 
reproach. “It’s not a great thing I ask you, to compose 
a lament for your mother, but if you don’t think -”

“No, no, I’ll do it!” Onelle clumsily laid aside the 
plate. “Can you guide me to the harp?”

“Here.” The old woman helped her up and placed her 
hands on the instrument. Onelle plucked a string, and 
the sound rang out sweet and true. She smiled to hear 
it, for all that her heart was heavy. So Elvienne want-
ed a lament for her mother? Onelle would make her a 
song, a song to bring tears to the eyes of men, to make 
them throw out the hated candlefire and let her daugh-
ter live. She cleared her throat, and, in the darkness, 
she began to sing.

#

And Elvienne, sitting so quiet and still beside the 
fire, began to change. Now she wore the face of the 
twelve-summer-old Onelle of thirty years ago, who 
had played in the long grass beside her laughing moth-
er, weaving spring flowers into each other’s hair. And 
now she took on the appearance of the mother, full 
of fear as she raced back to the village. Onelle again, 
crying and bewildered, as the older version of herself 
weaved a song telling of her loss, and Rosleen, going 
calmly to her fate beneath the White Tree. 

#

  “Your hands are bleeding.” Onelle winced as Elvi-

enne applied the astringent to her lacerated fingertips. 
“Do you have your song?”

“Is it dawn already?” She was forced to whisper, her 
throat raw with singing. Every muscle in her body 
ached, and her eyes watered under the cloth. “Can I 
look now?”

“Not yet. Come with me, and bring the harp.” Onelle 
heard the creak as the door opened, and felt the 
warmth of the sun as Elvienne led her down the path, 
walking slowly lest she stumble in her blindness. Even 
before they reached the village green, she could hear 
the excited, angry buzz of the crowd, and it was all she 
could do not to tear off the blindfold and flee.

Elvienne read her thoughts. “Courage, my dear,” she 
said softly, her mouth close to Onelle’s ear. “Keep 
thinking of the song. Let nothing distract you from 
that.”

Onelle felt a shadow fall cold across her, even as the 
healer’s hand on her arm told her to stop. She flinched 
at the voice of her daughter’s husband, come to mock 
her in her pain.

“What’s the matter, Onelle?” he jeered. “Can’t stand 
to watch? And you’ve brought a harp, how sweet. 
Are you intending to play a tune for your whore of a 
daughter as she goes North?”

Onelle, running the words of her lament over and over 
in her head, could not speak, and Elvienne’s grip pre-
vented her from striking out. The old woman replied 
in her stead.
“Get out of the way, Hawn,” she said, with a touch of 
impatience. “I don’t want to have to tell you again.”

He moved aside, but only to put himself in a posi-
tion where he could take hold of Onelle’s shoulder 
with a grip like a vice. “Watch yourself,” he said, in a 
voice clearly intended to carry to anyone who might 
be watching. “There’s steps here, up to the viewing 
platform. Only it doesn’t look like you’re going to be 
doing much viewing, does it?” With a harsh laugh, he 
dug his elbow into her ribs and pushed, sending her 
sprawling on the wooden stairs. She fell awkwardly, 
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arms around the harp to protect it, and she heard a 
sickening crunch in her wrist that sent a spike of pain 
along her forearm.

Elvienne hissed her contempt, but she said nothing, 
her paper-dry hands helping Onelle to her feet. Her 
fingers lingered on Onelle’s wrist where she had land-
ed on it.

“It’s not broken,” she said. “Can you still play?”

“I have to, don’t I?”

“If you want Rosleen to live…”

“Then I can play.” There was sticky warmth on her 
shins. “My legs…?”

“Bleeding, but not badly.” Elvienne lifted the precious 
harp from her arms, and there was a soft thump as she 
set it down on the platform. Onelle heard the scrape 
of a stool and she sat on it cautiously, trying to orient 
herself now she was robbed of her sight. She groped 
forward, felt the strings of the harp tremble and thrum 
under her fingers. A hand brushed her shoulder, dry 
skin and knuckles like knots. Elvienne.

“Will you tell me when?” Onelle asked.
  Elvienne squeezed her shoulder lightly. “I will,” she 
promised.

#

The cloudwood tree the village took its name from 
stood at the edge of the stream, and this morning its 
lower branches were decorated with blood red rib-
bons. A few feet in front of it, a thick stake the height 
of a man was driven into the ground. A crowd of 
eager spectators gathered, both on the green and in the 
specially erected viewing stand where Elvienne and 
Onelle now waited. There was an air of hushed antici-
pation, and then, softly at first but growing louder as it 
approached, came the steady beat of a drum. The peo-
ple on the green parted as if at a signal, and Elvienne 
could see the slow-moving procession of white-robed 
girls, each carefully shielding the candle she carried 
with her hand. They moved as one, in step behind the 

drummer, looking neither left nor right. She was sick-
ened to see that the youngest had no more than eight 
summers behind her.

At the sound of the first drumbeat, Onelle paled, and 
now she swayed slightly, clinging to her harp. “My 
mother…” she moaned.

“Your mother, yes. Remember. Remember what hap-
pened that day. Remember your song. Now is the time, 
Onelle. You must sing. And don’t stop, no matter what 
you may hear.”
Onelle nodded, raising her hands to the harp, instinct 
finding the right strings. She winced as she began to 
play, twisting her swollen wrist unnaturally, forcing 
her voice through the pain. As the first notes sounded 
and her voice rose the people around her fell silent, 
and stepped back in respect. 

Elvienne leaned over the rail and watched the proces-
sion. Rosleen walked at the back of it like a sleepwalk-
er, hands bound behind her. As she passed the stand 
she turned her face towards the healer, and Elvienne 
saw the exhaustion there, the quiet, futile rage. She 
wished she could call some word of comfort to the 
girl, but Onelle’s lament filled her ears, working the 
magic she had given it.

The girls in white spread out to form a circle around 
the stake as two of their number led Rosleen up to it. 
There was a brief struggle as they untied her hands, 
then rebound them behind it before picking up the 
tapering candles they had left on the grass. Rosleen 
leaned her head back against the pillar. If she was cry-
ing, she did so silently.

Onelle may not be able to see her, but she turned her 
blind face unerringly in that direction. Her voice was 
rising now, lost as she was in the song she had worked 
all night to create. She sang a counterpoint to the chant 
of the maidens of Whitewood as they circled the stake 
like wolves on the prowl.

“She who loves true will not burn,
She who loves true will be spared,
She who loves true will not burn.”
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On every repetition of the word burn they took a step 
closer, tightening the circle about Rosleen as she be-
gan to crack, to struggle in her bonds.

“Mother! Mother, help me!”

Onelle did not falter, but her lament took on a desper-
ate, keening edge. The people around her were back-
ing away, holding their ears in pain, but the sound did 
not seem to reach the white-clad maids as they contin-
ued their deadly dance.

 “She who loves true will not burn.”

Elvienne’s sharp eyes saw the heat rising against 
Rosleen’s face, the tiny yellow flames licking at the 
white of her robes. Rosleen broke, fighting against her 
bonds, screaming for the first time. Elvienne closed 
her eyes, not wanting to witness the magic fail.

There was another scream, closer, and a man’s howl of 
pain. Onelle struck a false note, and Elvienne opened 
her eyes. “Don’t stop now!” she cried. “It’s working!”

Hawn the cooper had been watching eagerly from 
the viewing platform. He stumbled away from her 
down the steps, clutching his wrist. His right hand 
was wreathed in a ball of fire, and as he looked up at 
Elvienne she sent the knowledge of what she had done 
down to him, and was rewarded with the terrible un-
derstanding in his eyes. “Stop!” he yelled, stumbling 
towards Rosleen and her tormentors. “Stop it, you 
don’t know what you’re doing! The witch -”

He almost fell in his struggle to beat out the flames 
erupting from his arms and legs, from his face. 
Half-blinded, he lurched towards the girls, tearing 
at his flesh as the fire consumed him. He stumbled 
against one of the maidens, and she shrieked as her 
robes caught light. She tried to run from him and 
crashed into one of her companions. Bringing her 
down, passing the blaze on like a deadly kiss…

The green was in chaos. People fled screaming in 
every direction as Hawn blundered amongst them, 
hands spread wide in desperate entreaty, spreading 
destruction to everything he touched. The maidens ran 

like flaming butterflies, frantic, some even throwing 
themselves into the stream to escape their fate. But 
there was no escape for Hawn.

Sensing his death, he flung himself towards Rosleen, 
throwing his arms around her as the flames burst 
through his chest. He slid down her, a twisted lover’s 
embrace that forced him to his knees on the ash at 
Rosleens’s feet. 

She looked down at him. She was unburnt, unblem-
ished, pure with amid the ash and flame, and with her 
long pale leg she stretched out and kicked him away 
from her.

He fell, toppled slowly, clutching at his heart with 
hands that blackened and crumbled to ash as his eyes 
glazed in death.

A silence descended on the village green, and Elvienne 
realised with a start that Onelle had stopped playing. 
She pushed the blindfold up with bloodied fingers. Her 
right hand was twisted at an angle that told Elvienne 
it was shattered beyond her ability to fix it. Onelle 
seemed numb to the pain, her eyes scanning the dead, 
the scarred and wounded for her daughter.

Rosleen stepped down from the pyre that had been 
meant for her, the ropes that bound her arms falling 
away as they blackened and crumbled to ash. She 
looked around like one awaking from a long sleep, 
but as she spotted her mother and Elvienne she ran to 
them, hair streaming behind her, into Onelle’s broken 
embrace

Elvienne took a step back as Onelle held her daughter 
close. She sensed she had burned more than evil here; 
she had burned a bridge, and her time in Whitewood 
was coming to a close. As she headed back across 
the charred green, leaving mother and daughter alone 
together, something on the ground caught her eye. On 
the blackened and scorched earth where Hawn had 
perished was a thin smudge of ash and his heavy belt 
buckled, melted into solder. Elvienne smiled grimly as 
she turned it over with her boot, scattering the ash and 
grinding it into the earth. Hawn’s death, at least, would 
be one that was unlamented.
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Prelude
The dark yellow star dominated the ship’s small 
viewscreen, the curve of its horizon just visible in the 
lower right-hand corner. The star’s edges were blurred 
by the constant eruptions from its disturbed surface, 
throwing super-heated gases millions of miles into 
the void surrounding it and causing the pin-pricks of 
light from more distant stars to shimmer and blink in 
the haze, mimicking how they might be seen from the 
planet’s surface. Although the ship had thick plating 
protecting its occupants from the heat and radiation, 
and the temperature inside the craft was set at a con-
stant temperature considered to be the optimum for 
working, the two scientists still sweated inside their 
loose jumpsuits. 

It was, Getri reflected, probably partly due to a psy-
chological reaction to being so dangerously close to 
the star itself, and partly the pressure of this excursion, 
which was considered by all of them to be the last 
chance they would have to gather the data that would 
prove their theories before their funding ran out. With 
that thought, she turned to her husband, sitting just to 
her left, and monitoring several screens at once. His 
face was set in a frown, but she knew how much he 
would be enjoying himself, never happier than when 
immersed in data. Smiling, she leaned across,

“Soqal, how’s the data stream to the surface holding?” 
He nodded, turning his head in her direction, but still 
looking at the screen.

“Fine, no problem, stream is good. Front-end collec-
tion is taking too long though. We need to be closer.”
Getri turned back to the screen and considered. They 
only had a limited time off-planet, and a rapidly 
diminishing number of trips they could make. They 
needed to get all the data they could, as quickly as 
they could risk it. The unceasing activity on the star’s 
surface was largely unpredictable, but their algorithms, 
calculated after months of data collection, should be 
able to give them an indication that an eruption was 
building in their area. At this distance that should give 
them enough time to get clear before the boiling gases 
enveloped their ship, an occurrence that no amount 
of shielding could guard against. Any closer and they 
would have much less warning, perhaps no time to get 
clear.

Soqal shifted and looked at her briefly. As she was 
guiding the ship, she was nominally the senior on this 
trip, and it was her decision. The look, though, told her 
that they needed to do this, that the risk was necessary. 
Getri returned the look, and nodded, toggling the com-
munication link to the planetside base. A rectangular 
comms window superimposed a view of the base onto 
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the main screen, obscuring the roiling surface of the 
unquiet sun. A teenaged girl moved into the camera’s 
pick-up area, her untidy dark-blond hair falling into 
her eyes. 

“Hi Mum, how are you doing?”

Getri narrowed her eyes in mock irritation at the 
informal greeting, and put a slightly stiff note into her 
voice,
“Base this is Getri. We’re going to move in further for 
final data collection. We won’t be long,” she leaned 
forward, attempting stern parenthood, “and you should 
be in bed at this hour, Young Lady.”

“Joran’s still up, and he’s younger.” A child’s high-
pitched shriek of indignation confirmed her statement, 
and another blond head moved into the camera’s 
range, a little boy, brow furrowed in annoyance. 

“Shaan, you said you wouldn’t tell.” He accused, 
pushing at her arm. 

Shaan ignored him and grinned, knowing there was 
nothing their parents could do. “We’re going to wait 
for you to get back.” 

Getri shook her head, toggling off the comms link. 
“Our children are turning into delinquents.” She 
sighed, throwing a glance at Soqal, “and the rest of the 
crew down there are encouraging them.” 

“We’ll bury them in the sand for a week when we get 
back,” Soqal muttered, “then send them to school in 
the city.”

“They’ll love that.” Getri chuckled. She started to ma-
noeuvre the small craft closer to the star’s surface.

Chapter 1
On Aleameth - millennia ago - carnivores were the 
dominant life form. The growing radiation from the 
sun burned the skin and built up in the soil; as the soil 
became more contaminated, the plants passed on their 
toxicity to those that ate them – the herbivores – and, 

in turn, to those who predated upon them. The build 
up of toxins in the carnivores source of food was le-
thal, and slow poisoning wiped them out, allowing the 
herbivores – their prey – to slip into the vacated evo-
lutionary niche. We who now inhabit Aleameth have 
descended from those herbivores, and some theorise 
that toxic build-up could happen again, another step 
down the food chain.
- An Introduction to the Ecology of Aleameth, Meteo-
rologist Sebilo

The sun beat down on Marjess city, diffused by the 
roof screens that shaded the several square miles over 
which it spread. Little moved during this part of the 
day, belying the activity that would occur later, as 
soon as the sun went down. It was late afternoon, and 
most shops had already closed. The white buildings 
deflected most of the heat that made it through the roof 
screens, but it was still stuffy in the second smallest 
lecture theatre of the Institute of Scientific Excellence. 
A collection of about forty men and women in Jus-
tices’ robes sat around the benches regarding a slender, 
fine-boned man at the front. His untidy blond hair 
stood up in spikes where he’d run his hand through it. 
Behind him was a wall display covered in diagrams 
and notes. They had been at the Institute for several 
hours, this was the last address of the day, and they 
were getting restless.

Joran stood in front of the podium, fiddling with the 
sleeve of his Lecturer’s robes. He could see a range of 
expressions from concerned to sceptical. The Justices 
did not seem to have taken his presentation well. He 
fidgeted, waiting for questions. An elderly man half-
stood and addressed him.

“Take us through your conclusions again please, Lec-
turer Joran. I don’t think I quite understood what you 
meant.” Joran recognised this as a chance to take back 
what he had just said, but although he nodded in grati-
tude to the Justice who had spoken, it was not possible 
to go back now. He took a deep breath, and walked 
back round to his diagram.

“See here, and here,” Joran indicated parts of a data 
flow chart on the screen.
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“The mean level of sun flare radiation has gone up 
again. It’s been steadily increasing since we started 
measuring, and now its growth is becoming exponen-
tial.” 

Another Justice spoke this time. “Sun flare radiation 
goes up and down all the time. It’s high at the mo-
ment, yes, but you said yourself that the roof screens 
could handle it. We just need to wait it out.” She sat 
back, happy that this had closed the subject. 

“That’s just it,” Joran tried to apologise with a look, 
“Um, it’s not going to go down this time. My inter-
pretation of the Institute’s calculations is that the sun’s 
reached a critical level of activity.” He looked round, 
willing them all to believe him. “The radiation out-
put is going to keep on increasing until it just burns 
through the roof screens one day - and it might be 
sooner than we think. If we wait until we’re sure, it 
will have overtaken our capacity to act.” 

The Justices muttered between themselves, unwilling 
to seriously contemplate what was usually regarded 
as a theory on the more hysterical fringes of scientific 
thought. 

It was impossible to live in the open. The roof screens 
covering the cities protected the people and their 
growing crops, If the sun’s level of radiation ever 
overcame the ability of the roof screens to filter it, 
the people of Aleameth would be directly threatened. 
They could face extinction within a few years if the 
roof screens completely failed. However, not everyone 
agreed that this would happen. Joran’s presentation 
had predicted just that, and had not met with a positive 
reception by the guarded Justices. 

 “Why are you presenting this scenario now, Lectur-
er Joran? This kind of scaremongering just feeds the 
fears of the public.” The speaker was not a Justice. 
The tall, well-built man was dressed in the russet 
brown of a Higher Will advisor, his voice deep and 
commanding. 
“Advisor Puyek.” Joran acknowledged him formal-
ly. The Higher Will was an ancient philosophy that 
advocated accepting the dictates of Aleameth and its 
environment, whatever that might mean. Followers of 

the philosophy, believed that should they eventually 
be poisoned by their own planet, they would be re-
warded after death for their humility and acceptance. 
It had been a mere possibility in previous generations, 
as Aleameth’s ecology had become more hostile, but 
the sun’s recent activity had enabled the teachings of 
the Higher Will to gain unprecedented influence on an 
unnerved people seeking reassurance. The ‘Elders’ - a 
few senior teachers - had recently been asked to advise 
at all levels of society. Not everyone agreed, but they 
were tolerated, according to custom. Puyek did not 
officially have a voice at an Address to the Justices, 
but he could request an answer from Joran. 

Joran continued, “I think that the public’s fears are 
well founded. We have not been able to give them an 
answer about the sun’s high level of activity for seven 
cycles; that’s almost four years...”

“Which is why they turn to us for guidance and reas-
surance.” Puyek added.

 “Some people do, yes,” Joran was irked at the inter-
ruption. “And after seven cycles, the radiation levels 
have become more than just a distant threat, and peo-
ple should know that they are in danger. According to 
my interpretations...”

“I fail to understand why you are choosing to address 
us on this subject, Lecturer Joran.” It was Puyek again. 
He chuckled, “Surely you would feel more confident, 
and be more convincing, if you confined your opinions 
to your own field?” He paused, “Which is…?”

“Life mechanics.” Joran struggled to remain com-
posed.

“Advisor Puyek, I know what I’m talking about. I 
studied with my parents before they died. If we don’t 
act now, it will soon be too late, and we will have no 
choice but to accept that we can no longer be sustained 
by Aleameth, as you advocate doing now.” 

He paused and studied his audience. Some, he could 
see, were convinced by his argument. Fewer would 
be willing to admit it. Puyek looked furious. He was 
unused to being contradicted, and he’d probably make 
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his displeasure known later, but Joran didn’t care; he 
was sure that his research was sound. The Justices 
talked and discussed amongst themselves for a while. 
Joran felt a little more relaxed, he’d made his points, 
and perhaps they’d decide to act on his words. 

The Principal Justice stood up and the rest of the room 
quietened. This was their decision.

“Lecturer Joran, we’ve agreed that your theory has 
some merit, but we require further evidence. Please 
report to us again when you have such proof. Mean-
while, is there anything else you would like to offer?”

Joran sagged, disappointed. What would he have to do 
to convince them? He paused, thinking. He did have 
an idea, but then shook his head; it was too soon. 

“No, Principal Justice Taleron” He admitted. “I don’t 
have anything else to offer, I just think-”

“Lecturer Joran, if you are ‘just thinking’ then maybe 
you should do it when you are not wasting our time. 
Thank you.” Taleron rose and walked out.

Joran sighed and collected his things as the Justices 
left. They’re frightened, he thought; frightened enough 
to pretend nothing was wrong, or they had more time, 
or something. 

“Force it!” He muttered. He’d have to come back with 
more evidence, then maybe they’d listen to him. He 
began to pick his way through the clutter of equipment 
and curious glances belonging to the gathered news 
crews, muttering to himself.

He left the lecture room and walked back to his office 
through the main building. The corridors were quiet, 
the Justices having left for the main Justice building in 
Nairid City. 

As in all of the Institute buildings, the corridor was 
wide and brightly lit. Notice boards announced end 
of term parties and other festivities. Doors along the 
walls led to lecture theatres, studies and tutor rooms. 
Nearly all were empty now, the buildings quiet, as it 
was nearing the summer-cycle break, and most of the 

students had gone home. Only Lecturers completing 
research papers and administration staff stayed much 
beyond the last lectures. 

His office was small but well ordered, furnished with 
a couple of chairs and a desk with a screen built into 
it. In the corner stood a robe rack. Joran dumped his 
papers on the desk and shrugged out of his bulky 
Lecturer’s robes, arranging them on the rack. Under-
neath he was wearing a shirt and trousers. He ruffled 
his short blonde hair, leaving it partially standing up in 
damp spikes, and shook his head, enjoying the cool air 
on his hot shoulders. 

He sat down at the desk and stared at the screen for a 
moment. He keyed in a number and the screen went 
blank, then an image of a blonde woman appeared, her 
long wavy hair piled up on top of her head, leaning 
down towards the screen pickup. She shared Joran’s 
fine features and her loose clothes accentuated her 
slim form, the pale threads of scars moving with the 
skin of her fingers as she jiggled a laser cutter in one 
hand. Behind her, Joran could see a workshop fes-
tooned with technical printouts and computer screens. 
She looked dismayed as she saw the expression on 
Joran’s face.
“Oh, I forgot it was today. Do I need to ask how it 
went?” She said.

“Hi Shaan. Not well,” Joran replied. “They just 
wouldn’t listen. I don’t really blame them; I think that 
if I hadn’t worked with Mum and Dad on this, I’d be a 
bit sceptical too.”

“Well, we just need to keep talking. Someone else is 
bound to come to the same conclusion sooner or later. 
There are still a few people around who worked in the 
same sun-study unit as Mum and Dad.”

Joran smiled. “You’re right. Let’s forget it for now. 
How’s the propulsion design going?”

Shaan grimaced, “Oh, don’t even ask. I think my 
brain’s about to shut down. Come over for dinner and 
I’ll tell you all about it.” She keyed off the contact. 
Joran leaned back and made a face. Not a good day. 
Then he gathered himself, and prepared to leave. 
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#

Joran was pottering about, putting things away, when 
there was a knock at the door. Outside were three of 
the older students from his coding class; two boys and 
a girl. One of the boys spoke,

“Lecturer Joran, could you help us? We’d like to run a 
coding experiment, and we’d really like your input.” 
It was Jath, a tall, dark-haired boy, one of his most 
promising students, quick to grasp the finer points 
of coding, and keen to push the boundaries. He was 
with Surunel and Keeter as always; the three of them 
had formed a little coterie in the four years they had 
been at the Institute. The last two years had been spent 
studying with Joran, and he’d been impressed by 
how well they worked together. Surunel shared Jath’s 
height, but was broader built, with an easy-going air 
about him that belied his confidence and drive. Kee-
ter crept in, shy as always, hiding her eyes under her 
fringe.

“Of course, Jath, what is it you’re planning?” Joran 
found his spirits lifting a little, as they always did 
when he was with his students. He found their enthu-
siasm infectious and had no trouble making time for 
them.

“We’re going to try coding Keeter’s surface thoughts. 
We’ve booked the life mech lab just down the hall 
from your office.” Jath looked uneasy, as if Joran 
might not completely approve. It was a complex pro-
cedure, and one that was not really encouraged until 
the final cycle. Joran was unsure.

“Come on in, and have a seat.” He said, indicating the 
easy chairs in the corner. They had not been asking 
his permission - any student could run an experiment - 
but none would think of doing so without the support 
of their Lecturer, and he wanted to check that they 
understood what they were doing. They filed in, a 
little nervously. Joran sat down across from them, and 
thought about what he should say. He addressed them 
all, looking at each one in turn.

“You’re all advanced, and your technical skills are 

excellent. However, I’m worried that your inexperi-
ence and enthusiasm may be forcing you into taking 
steps you’re not ready for.” He let that sink in, then 
continued. “I want you to talk me through what will 
be happening, so I know you’re absolutely sure about 
the implications of the experiment, and the risks in-
volved. Then you will be running the experiment with 
my complete support. Is that fair?” Everyone nodded, 
relieved.

“Okay then, from the beginning. What is coding?” 

Surunel spoke, “Coding is a technology that was de-
veloped for the meds in order to help people who were 
undergoing surgical procedures so they wouldn’t feel 
pain. It used computers to generate an electrical field 
to suspend the brain activity and physical responses 
of patients for the duration of the operations. It was 
meant to replace the old method of trancing, which 
wasn’t reliable, even though it is still used in emergen-
cies and things.” Surunel was self-assured; this was 
what all life mech students learned in their first cycle. 
Keeter took up the thread,

“Then, when Scientist Torgo and her team complet-
ed mapping all areas of the human brain, it became 
possible to develop the computers as a kind of… 
holding device… for the people, rather than just sus-
pending their thoughts, because some people got sort 
of um, suspended permanently. So they removed the 
thoughts, stored them, then put them back later.”
Joran nodded. “That’s all correct. So that brings us 
onto modern coding. Torgo’s brain map details the use 
and function of every part of the brain. What does this 
enable us to do?”

Keeter spoke again, “It’s so that we can accurately 
scan the activity and connections in each area of the 
brain, and that allows the computer to translate that 
into a coded version of that person’s brain, personality, 
and so on. The activity shows the surface thoughts, 
and the connections are a record of every other func-
tion the brain has carried out.”

Surunel spoke up, “It’s a kind of history of every 
thought or emotion that person’s ever had, which 
makes up their character, and personality. So you can 
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transfer it into the code - which emulates the function-
ing of a human brain - for a little while. The comput-
er filters out the bodily functions like breathing and 
digesting, and manipulates the functioning of the rest 
of the brain to think it’s in a different place. That’s 
projecting.”

“And there you have the risks.” Joran was serious. “If 
not done properly, manipulating thoughts in people’s 
brains can cause disruption in those thoughts, and then 
when they are released, they are then incompatible 
with that brain, and serious mental illnesses can occur, 
including, Jath?”

“Oh, er, behavioural malfunction, such as Acquired 
Violent Tendency.”

“Yes, very nasty, and tragic for the individual and their 
family. How do we avoid that in modern coding?”
“By precise and detailed coding, and environments 
that imitate the physical world as closely as possible.” 
Surunel offered.

 “Good. Tell me about environments, Keeter.”

“They’re where the person is projected to. It’s another 
type of code. It emulates somewhere, anywhere really. 
It acts just like what it looks like, so you can hear 
things, and feel things if they touch you, but you can’t 
change anything, like picking things up, or anything. 
Oh dear, I’m not explaining this very well.” Keeter 
frowned as she tried to marshal her thoughts. Joran 
shook his head,

“You were doing fine, Keeter, it’s a difficult concept 
to explain in words.” He turned to the side, “Avatars, 
Surunel.”

“Erm, coded bodies for the projected person. They 
look how you code them, but also act as if they were 
real, I mean physical, bodies. They are receptive, but 
not effective, so you can’t do anything, like Keeter 
said.”
Jath butted in, “But we’re only going to do the first 
part of that; just skimming the surface thoughts. That’s 
only copying, so we wouldn’t put them back after-
wards. Projecting is different; then you actually have 

to scan and code the whole brain’s activity, and all of 
the physical connections, even though you’re not actu-
ally removing anything, just holding it.” There was a 
wave of nods around the room.

“Absolutely right, Jath.” Joran smiled, nodding in 
approval. “That was my next question, the difference 
between skimming thoughts, projecting them, and 
transferring a whole person’s personality into code, re-
moving them from their bodies completely. Skimming 
is the least problematic, and projecting is also safe for 
short periods of time. But transferring is still under de-
velopment.” Joran looked round the little group. “You 
seem to be clear on everything, so I’m happy for you 
to carry on with your experiment.”

The all looked delighted, and grinned at each other. 
They’d won themselves a rare privilege. Joran stood 
and held the door for them. They all scrambled to their 
feet, collecting their handhelds.

“I’ll approve the lab time, and I’ll see you in there to-
morrow,” Joran said as they filed past. Surunel paused 
in the doorway,

“Thanks, Lecturer Joran.” Joran smiled,

“It’s fine, just enjoy it tomorrow.” Joran watched as 
they went down the hall. Keeter looked back to flash 
him a smile, momentarily abandoning her shyness, 
and he felt his resolve strengthen. He turned back to 
his interrupted tidying. 
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Chapter 1
“Dust to dust, void to void, ice to ice,” Priest Kylone 
intoned over the spacesuit comms, bending his staff to 
form an L.

He positioned its horizontal bar inside the open grave 
above Raoul Larsson’s head. A fine spray of holy 
water spurted, some vaporising towards the blue-green 
orb of Uranus and some jetting down onto the shrink-
wrapped body. With the ease of a native Mirandan, he 
skim-walked along the side of the grave, covering the 
body with a sheet of whitened ice. 

Alva stared at the sculpture of her ice-shrouded hus-
band. She felt as if she was not there, while walking, 
seeing, breathing and being in a numbed nightmare. 
The ice let her see a hint of his blond hair and a vague 
outline of his blue one-piece silk. That was all. An 
hour ago she had touched his waxy translucent skin, 
caressed his hair and kissed his cheek. Now, he was 
beyond her reach. 

Someone hugged her. She looked down on silver 
gloves curving round her arms. With the third finger 
shorter than the index finger, it was probably a man. 
It could be one of the miners or her brother, Vaclav. It 
did not matter. He, whoever he was, meant well. She 
did not, could not feel his kindness. She wanted to, but 
she was numbed against feeling emotion.

The hands gently pressed to turn her away from the 

grave. 

She had to stay. She could not desert Raoul here in the 
ice. She stood still. 

“Come on, Sis. Let’s get you back inside,” Vaclav 
said. 

Tears slipped into her eyes. Her sight blurred. Raoul 
wavered behind a watery film, before disappearing 
from view. Her world shrank into a deep hole of 
wretchedness. Tears welled up from it and overflowed 
into thick rivers to stream down her cheeks. She 
sobbed, shaking her shoulders and squeezing her eyes 
ever tighter. 

Blue-green light from Uranus pushed its way through 
her eyelids, forcing itself on her awareness. This nui-
sance weighed like a heavy burden, one that she could 
not cope with now. She threw her hands up to her face 
to block the light. They hit her faceplate. She had to let 
the tears fall, flooding her face and dripping down off 
her chin to soak the collar of her silk.

Her brother had moved his arms to steady her shoul-
ders and keep her firmly, yet gently on the ice. She 
wanted Raoul to cuddle her in the flesh and say every-
thing was all right. He was gone, lost to her, forever. 
She shivered, not from cold, but the lack of warmth 
from skin contact and comforting smell of humans. 
There was only the callous machine scented air and 
plastic feel of the suit. Yet it was here, protecting her 
from the vacuum of space and letting her feel safe. 
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Her sobs subsided to a whimper, which dwindled into 
silence. 

***

Finally quietening down, she drops her hands and 
opens her sore eyes. The outermost layer of the seal-
ing ice is still there, a little whiter from the extra freez-
ing time. In that same instant, she sees other layers, 
one inside the other, the clear shrink-wrap sheet, his 
blue silk, his skin and finally his layer of subcutaneous 
fat. At their core are his organs, his empty stomach, 
his smooth healthy liver, his immobile heart, and his 
lungs filled with his blood from a spike wound. 

A scream of horror almost escapes her. The sight she 
was cursed with from birth is back. It lets her see be-
hind and into things. It comes and goes of its own ac-
cord. Years of spite from other children had forced her 
to learn the difference between her beyond sight and 
normal sight. They were years of suspicion of being 
a cheat or worse, a nutcase. She learned to keep quiet 
about it. After years of mistrust, she was grudgingly 
accepted as normal. Then she met Raoul. Her beyond 
sightings stopped, vanishing into happiness.

Raoul. She can still see him beneath the ice, and under 
his skin to his very heart. Two tubes of red arteries 
exit from it and branch out into smaller tubes, then 
lines and on, outward to a fine lace matting going into 
the flesh, the skin, the organs, even some looping back 
into the heart muscles. Blue threads form from every-
where in his body to coalesce into lines, which amal-
gamate into tubes until they converge into two single 
tubes entering the heart. Beautiful though the intricacy 
is amid his body’s basic building blocks, she hates the 
sight. 

She wants to see him, this side of his skin. She focuses 
on his face. His eyes stare into the distance. His wrin-
kles of laughter and worry are smoothed away. His 
face shows no sign of the tautness that has plagued 
him during the last year. It is a face of peace, a peace 
she cannot have.

She closes her eyes, trying to imagine that feeling of 
contentment she had whenever Raoul was present.

***

“There’s nothing more you can do for him,” Vaclav 
said.

He was right. She quelled the flash of hatred towards 
him and slowly opened her eyes. The ice’s whiteness 
had returned to veil Raoul. He was gone even further 
away. Reluctantly, she turned away from the grave 
and her brother’s restraining hold, and walked to the 
shuttle. 

Exhausted, her feet dragged along the ice path despite 
the low Mirandan gravity. What had triggered her 
damned beyond sight coming back now worried her. 
She needed to avoid them, or even better, stop them al-
together. If only there was some way to control them.  

If only Raoul were here to advise her. 

The one time they had talked about it in depth, Raoul 
had concluded: “There’s a pattern to them. Can’t put 
my finger on it, but there definitely is one. If anyone 
can figure it out, it’ll be Doc Acheson. Go and see her 
next time you have one of these sightings.” 

He may be gone, but he had left his practical wisdom 
behind with her. She would need all of it in the coming 
months as she adjusted to a new existence.

She glanced back at the grave to say a silent thank 
you. The following mourners hid Raoul from her view. 
He was gone out of her life, her future, forever. 
Vaclav walked past her and up through the shuttle’s 
plasma door. His helmet and arm poked back out 
through its green surface. 

“Let me help you up.”

Taking his hand, she climbed up and pushed through 
the plasma.

Vaclav stepped aside to let her in.  

As the lead mourner she could have chosen any seat. 
Nobody would complain. Out of habit, she followed 
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normal etiquette and sat on the back row beside a 
porthole. Vaclav sat beside her. The other twenty-odd 
mourners comprising Raoul’s mother, sister and 
mining crew trickled in and filled the shuttle from the 
back.  The last on board, Priest Kylone, popped his 
head back out of the plasma door for a few seconds, 
before coming back in and turning an airlock switch. 
A solid door slid inside of the plasma shield, closing 
off the outside with a physical barrier. The light above 
the door turned from red to green. Almost as one, they 
removed their helmets. 

Stashing his straightened staff in a locker above the 
seats, Priest Kylone asked “Are we ready to go back?”
Drying her face of the remnant tears, she nodded and 
said “Would you fly us along the Hero’s Path please, 
for Raoul’s sake?”

A murmur of approval rose from the miners.  Raoul’s 
mother, Emma, frowned at her from across the aisle. 
Her husband, having died in the surface avalanche 
at Helsingborg Crater, had been refused burial in the 
Hero’s Gallery. Her envy was plain to see on her face. 
Raoul deserved the honour of the fly past. He had died 
in a mining accident saving the lives of miners.

Priest Kylone bowed his shaven head. 
“I would deem it a privilege to do so, Wife Alva.”
 
He disappeared into the cockpit. 

Lights dulled and seatbelts fastened themselves 
around the passengers. The shuttle rose momentarily 
pushing her down into her seat. It turned to bring the 
three-quarters full Uranus into her view. 

The planet’s upper atmosphere was divided into 
turquoise, cerulean and aquamarine horizontal cloud 
bands. They churned round the planet, tearing at 
each other’s edges to curl slivers off into interlocking 
cyclones. A giant darkened vortex, its centre like a 
dull empty void, was being dragged round the planet’s 
upper rim. Above all this turmoil floated a few se-
rene streaks of white cloud. Lit strands of atmosphere 
clawed and faded their way into Uranus’s night cres-
cent. Its blackness was deepened by the lack of stars. 
Only the brightest of stars burned through the blue-

green halo surrounding the planet. The further out, 
the more numerous and more densely packed the stars 
became.

Below her stretched out a plain of ice, tilled into fro-
zen gravel over the eons by showers of small mete-
orites. Paler craters haphazardly broke its evenness. 
Sprays of cyan and electric blue glints streaked across 
the ice as they flew along a level path. 

The shuttle turned up a gentle slope. In the dis-
tance, a pockmarked steel-grey slope rose out of the 
plain. Looking left to right, the slope morphed into a 
bunched-up set of level lines, which then separated to 
form slender triangles like a partly unfolded fan. They 
looked so small, yet she knew these fan blades were 
the tiers of the high cliffs of the Inverness Coronae.
The shuttle turned again. A silver cliff, the lowest and 
outermost one of the Arden Coronae, loomed up be-
fore her. At its foot were ice graves like her husband’s, 
except a layer of planetary dust had settled to encase 
the bodies from sight.

The screens on the bulkhead and behind seats began 
the roll call of the names and photos of each of the 
Heroes. The first and oldest was Helmut Schmidt, an 
ice-miner who had torched into an ice-fault, which 
exploded on him ripping his suit to shreds. That was 
over a century ago. Ever since, miners had been care-
ful to measure fault stresses before torching or mining 
through them.

The passengers remained silent while the shuttle flew 
slowly past the graves, zigzagging its way down the 
slope. The roll call continued as the graves became 
gradually paler until the next to last row, when all 50 
graves had the sheen of new ice. A quick glance on her 
screen showed the oldest of these had died less than 
three years ago. Horrified, she stared at the graves of 
all the lives lost to recent mining accidents. They had 
their wives, husbands, parents, children and siblings, 
who would have gone through the misery of losing 
someone precious, just like her. All that grief had to 
be swilling around in the hubs and tunnels. Yet, there 
had been no outward sign of it. People were keeping 
it in check, being outwardly polite. She hoped her 
own grief for Raoul would stay hidden beneath such a 
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veneer in the days to come.

They stopped at the 258th and newest grave. 

“Miner Raoul Larsson,” intoned Priest Kylone over 
the shuttle’s announcer. “You gave your life for the ice 
and rock of Miranda. Hero, rest alongside your com-
rades in peace.”

The shuttle lingered next to Raoul’s grave as the port-
holes and screens darkened to black. In the silence, 
Vaclav’s hand found hers and gave her a squeeze 
of comfort. The lights brightened. Their harshness 
blurred her vision. She squeezed her eyes shut, closing 
out the small world of the shuttle to form a haven of 
darkness. The shuttle swayed and flew away from the 
graveyard. She worried about how she was going to 
hide her own grief from public view. Others had done 
it, so there was a way. It was a case of finding it.
The clunks of the shuttle docking and locking into 
place pulled her out of her morass. She watched and 
waited as the passengers in front of her silently left. 
Priest Kylone opened the cockpit door and waited. 
Emma got up and glared at her. It made her wary. 
Raoul’s sister, Francesca, was about to step off the 
shuttle. She stopped and looked back over her shoul-
der. 
“This way, Mum.” 

Emma, her lips firmly pressed together, stood staring 
at Alva.

Vaclav stood up, acting as a barrier between her and 
Emma. 

“I know you are upset. We all are, especially Wife 
Alva.”

Vaclav hid Emma’s face from her. She guessed it still 
showed disapproval of her. Emma would be too polite 
to let her anger flare up. After the funeral maybe, but 
not now when it would bring condemnation from the 
Priests, and through them, from all Mirandans.

“Mother, the others are waiting,” Francesca said.

“It’s regrettable he had to do extra mining shifts to 

make ends meet, or he would not have been down 
there when the mine collapsed.”

“That is not true,” Alva exclaimed.  

“Mother, please.”

“Widow Larsson, we all wish Miner Raoul was still 
alive,” Priest Kylone quietly intervened.

Emma blushed as she stepped towards Priest Kylone.
 
“You’ll have to forgive me, Priest Kylone, but a moth-
er should not have to lose her son,” she mumbled.

“A hero will never be forgotten,” Priest Kylone said 
bowing as she hurried past Francesca and him. 

Francesca hastened after her mother. 

Vaclav turned to help her up out of her seat. “It is only 
her grief talking.”

She did not want to face Emma, not if she was going 
to lose her fiery temper.  

“The mourning guests are waiting,” Priest Kylone 
hinted.

The hint left her with no choice. She stood up without 
Vaclav’s help. Picking up her helmet, she followed 
him through the concertinaed gangway into the wait-
ing room. Mourners were huddled into cliques mur-
muring.  A waitress in full black stood beside the inner 
door holding out a tray. On it remained two small 
ice-glasses of clear firewater beside a remnant pile of 
black serviettes. She picked her drink up with a servi-
ette and stood aside to let Priest Kylone get his. 

“Raise your glasses,” Priest Kylone said.

The mourners turned to him and raised theirs.

“Miner Raoul Larsson,” Priest Kylone said as he lifted 
his glass in the air. 

“Miner Raoul Larsson,” everyone chorused lifting 



PAGE 163

his or her glasses in the air. They drank the liquid in 
one gulp. The firewater burned down her throat. They 
threw their glasses down. The ice shattered every-
where on the floor.

Some mourners left immediately. Most came up to 
her to offer condolences and help if she needed it. 
Some said she had done Raoul proud. She knew she 
had done all she could for him, but it did not feel like 
enough. Finally Vaclav said his goodbye. She glanced 
round the empty waiting room. So this was how funer-
als ended, in a gentle fading to nothing. 

Priest Kylone came through from the shuttle holding 
his staff. 

“I did not realise you were still here.”

He smiled. “As a Priest, I have a duty to ensure all 

mourners are given the necessary comfort. That is why 
a Priest is always the last to leave a funeral.”

“Of course,” she said, trying to smile a little.

“I cannot help but notice you are left without anyone 
to comfort you. You are welcome to stay at our Sanc-
tuary, if it would help you come to terms with your 
loss.”

“Thank you, but I would rather be on my own.”

“Our door will always be open to you.”

“Thank you, but I feel I ought to make my own way in 
the world.”

He bowed his head, saying: “As you wish, Widow 
Alva.”
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The dragon delivered the message at dusk on the third 
day. It wrote the runes with its red-gold ember breath 
in the darkening sky, its black-scaled form glittering 
in elegant arcs and winged whorls. Rhiannon watched 
from a sentry post on the turret wall until she could 
no longer discern the dragon from the night, until the 
edges of its writing blurred and dripped metallic rain 
on the forest below.  As the runes faded, so did the 
pulsing ache that the girl had felt in the veins of her 
hands for the past three days, the herald of the drag-
on’s impending directive.  

Therefore, Rhiannon was not surprised when the 
heralds trumpeted the arrival of the knights the next 
morning.  She watched the approach of their high 
banners on the road wending through the green woven 
mat of forest that surrounded her castle, Caer Idris.  
Sunlight glinted off helmets, stirrups, and curved 
links of chain mail.  Surcoats, trappings, even the 
horses and figures of the knights themselves were half 
shrouded by the dark swaying shadows of the trees.  
The wind darted through the foliage and snapped a 
familiar pattern of gold banded above a blue back-
ground on the banners, colors she had cheered for 
during the tournaments of her childhood.  Rhiannon’s 
breath caught in her throat, and she clutched the book 
she was holding closer to her chest.  When the small 
entourage halted at the drawbridge, Rhiannon could 
finally see clearly the coat of arms on the shield of the 
lead knight: Azure, a unicorn passant reguardant Or, 
a chief embattled Or, file Azure.  Her cheeks flushed: 

the file was the symbol of the oldest son.  The sound 
of the portcullis chains reverberated through the stone 
staircase as she quickly descended from the turret, her 
heart pounding a similar rhythm.

Rhiannon stopped abruptly at the open doors of the 
south entrance to the main hall.  Her father, Elgin, 
Lord of Caer Idris, paced the perimeter of his dining 
board, his anxiety evident in his disheveled pale hair 
and the displaced rushes on the floor.  A wave of love 
and worry for him washed over the girl.  But before 
she could react, the thick, carved wooden doors at the 
other end of the hall were pushed open, and a sudden 
gust of bracing morning air rushed under the tapes-
tries on the walls.  A solitary knight strode in, with the 
sharp creak and jingle of steel to match his quick, long 
steps, and a dark blue cloak with symbols of uni-
corn and file stitched in gold thread billowing behind 
him.  Sir Gwydion, her father’s champion, tore off his 
plumed helmet as he approached the lord, shaggy dark 
hair falling about his forehead and shoulders, and his 
sword rang as he unsheathed it.  Lord Elgin halted.

The knight knelt on one knee in front of the lord with 
the swordpoint in the floor, his head bowed respectful-
ly.

“Milord, my father has sent me ahead to warn you.  
Maelogan has gathered a force of knights loyal to him 
and is on the march.  He intends to lay siege to this 
castle.  While my father gathers a larger force to assist 
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in defending your lands, my company of men and I 
are yours to command.”

Lord Elgin grasped the hilt of Sir Gwydion’s sword 
in acceptance.  He clapped the knight on the shoulder, 
indicating he should rise with a casual wave of his 
hand.  “Your father has always been a valuable ally, 
and more importantly, a trustworthy friend,” he said, 
smiling.  The wrinkles around his eyes deepened.

Gwydion followed the lord to the high-backed throne 
at the head of the board.  “Our liege knights will be 
stationed around the castle by daybreak tomorrow.” 

“Excellent.  But for now, my greatest concern is the 
safety of my daughter.”  Rhiannon startled in her place 
in the shadow of the south door.  The lord’s smile had 
faded, and now his eyebrows furrowed over penetrat-
ing blue eyes.  “Who is with you?”

“My three younger brothers and four other knights – 
loyal companions, milord.”

Elgin nodded.  His stare slipped to a tapestry depict-
ing a sleeping dragon and he wearily rubbed his beard 
with the palm of his hand.   “I’ll be damned before 
that murdering traitorous bastard has my lands without 
a fight.  But I do not want Rhiannon at this castle as a 
target.”  His gaze returned to the knight.  “I am en-
trusting you with the safety of my precious daughter, 
my only heir.  You will remove her from danger and 
guard her with your life.” 

“Yes, milord, upon my honor, I swear it.” Sir Gwy-
dion bowed formally.

“Your companions will stay here as added defense to 
my castle while we wait for your father.  Lady Rhi-
annon.”  Her father quite suddenly turned to her.  She 
realized he had known she was there all along.  She 
moved across the hall toward the men, the daylight 
shafts from the high windows gleaming along the bur-
gundy brocade of her gown and shooting down the red 
strands in the twisted plaits of her red-gold hair.  She 
was conscious of the heavy swish the stiff fabric made 
on the stone floor, and of the incredulous gaze of the 
knight before her.  She kept her book against her bod-

ice, her arms locked around it.  Years had passed since 
Gwydion had last seen her.  Rhiannon had changed 
greatly from the maiden who had shyly tied her em-
broidered favors around his arm in the tournaments; 
the years had not changed him as much.  She stopped 
next to her father.

The knight knelt in front of Rhiannon, offering his 
sword up with both hands in fealty to her.  She stared 
at his bowed head, the black hair silky fine and shot 
with much gray, and was overtaken by the surprising 
urge to rake the long strands away from his forehead.  
Rhiannon was suddenly, irrationally grateful it was not 
one of her young suitors charged with her protection, 
but this seasoned knight who used to patiently and 
kindly humor a little girl playing at being a great lady.   
But here, now, she did not see the shadow of the exalt-
ed champion who almost always won the jousts; she 
observed the man whose greaves shone on the raised 
leg, the bent knee, the curved outline of hard-earned 
muscle beneath the chain mail on his arms as he held 
up his sword waiting for her response.  Watching his 
bowed head beyond the weapon, praying he would not 
look up into her eyes, Rhiannon slowly reached out.  
The tingling ache sprang forth once again from the 
wrist of her outstretched hand, spreading like fire to 
her fingers as they curled around the ridged pommel.  
Lady Rhiannon of Caer Idris remembered the dragon 
runes, and she was afraid.

~2~

They rode the horses at a brisk canter, first on the 
castle road and then on smaller paths branching off 
from it.  Rhiannon had time enough to change into her 
travelling clothes, a brown cyclas over a green wool 
dress with a matching cloak, and to grab a leather bag 
into which she secured her book.  She bid farewell to 
her father, clutching at him almost desperately as he 
murmured into her ear.  Lord Elgin took her hand and 
placed it on the knight’s arm and nodded to him.  And 
off they went.

They came to a fork in the paths at a large willow tree 
after an hour.  Sir Gwydion turned to the right but 
Rhiannon stopped her horse.  She watched the knight 
expectantly as he realized she was not following her.  
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He asked, “Milady, does something ail thee?” as he 
urged his horse back towards the tree.  His proper 
speech and curtesye were quite befitting a chivalric 
knight.  She wondered how far she could get behind 
this wall of courtliness and what she would find there.  
As a small child standing next to her parents in the 
castle courtyard, Rhiannon had been awed by the sight 
of the knights in their full armor standing in ranks to 
pledge their fealty to her father.  When she had first 
seen Sir Gwydion striding up to her father, his helmet 
under his arm and the emblem of the lord’s champion 
over his blue and gold surcoat, a whirlwind of adora-
tion filled her.  He was, to her, the perfect knight.  The 
little girl tore her gaze away to find her mother, whose 
hand she was holding, staring down at her, a peculiar 
knowing look on her face,  as if her mother sensed 
something through their clasped hands.

“We must take this path, sir knight,” she answered, 
and pointed to the right.  

He took the helmet off again along with one gauntlet 
so he could run his hand through his flattened hair.  
“Milady, it was my intent to take you to my father’s 
castle.  You will be quite safe there, and my mother 
and her handmaidens will be able to attend to your 
needs.  You will be comfortable.”  He smiled at her 
then, and she was dazzled, as when she was a child. 
“My mother will be happy to see you.  You would be 
wonderful company for her as well.  She was quite 
heartbroken to lose your mother, her very good friend, 
all those years ago.  She will be delighted to see that 
you have grown into a lady yourself.”  He bowed his 
head respectfully towards her.

“That would be lovely, sir.  However,” Rhiannon 
interjected quickly, as he had begun to turn his horse 
away, “I am afraid I must visit at another time.  It is 
imperative that we take this path.”

“And why is that?” he asked, with genuine curiosity.  
Rhiannon was pleased that he was neither conde-
scending nor sarcastic in response to her questioning 
his judgment.

“It is not just my safety that is at stake, but the 
safe-keeping of that which I carry.”

“Your book?”  His eyes moved to the pack fastened 
to the saddle of her horse.  He barked a short laugh.  
“How could a book be more important than your own 
self?”  He shook his grizzled head.  “Listen to reason, 
child…”

Rhiannon spoke sharply.  “I am not a child anymore, 
Sir Gwydion.” 

That gave him pause.  His own intensely green eyes 
stared into the blue ones she inherited from her father,  
and he considered the regal set of her jaw, the tilt of 
her head, her arching eyebrows and the plait of hair 
that encircled her head like a crown.  She played at 
being a great lady no longer.  “Indeed,” he said slow-
ly, “you are not.”  He took a deep breath, holding her 
gaze.  “Lady Rhiannon, I beg you to reconsider.  I 
have pledged to your father to do all I can to ensure 
your safety.  In my best judgment you will be safest at 
my family’s stronghold.  Maelogan will have his atten-
tion focused here.  It will not behoove him to take the 
added time to double back to my home to seek you.  
We cannot stay on your father’s lands.”

“I appreciate your explanation, sir,” she said, dip-
ping her head in acknowledgement of the gentilesse 
in which he treated her, “but I have a sacred charge 
and duty to fulfill, and I must travel in this direction 
to do so, with or without your protection.  So, what 
say you?”  Rhiannon inwardly held her breath, aware 
of the slight imperial edge to her tone and wondering 
how he would react.  He could force her to his will, 
or abandon her, and all would be for naught.  But the 
respectful way in which he had just spoken to her gave 
her hope.

Gwydion stared at her for some time.  The drooping 
branches of the willow brushed against her cloak, and 
the sun coming out from a cloud set her bound hair 
ablaze.  A sense of calm and rightness stole over him 
as he looked into the blue depths of the lady’s eyes.  
“What is in that direction?” he finally asked.

“The Ruins of DragonsGate.”

~3~
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When Rhiannon was small and had just learned to 
read, her mother brought her into the hall one day 
when her father was on campaign, and led her to the 
large table upon which a great map of their lands 
lay.  She instructed Rhiannon to read the words of 
the landmarks: castle, road, mountain, forest, village.  
The young girl touched words inscribed over a place 
where trees met craggy peaks.  “What does that say, 
my love?” her mother prompted.

“Here be dragons,” Rhiannon answered, glancing up 
at her mother.

Her mother nodded, smiling.  She knelt down in front 
of Rhiannon so they were at the same height.  The 
lady’s hazel eyes sparkled as she whispered, “I have a 
secret to share.  But I can only share it with a little girl 
with red and gold hair,” she pulled playfully on Rhi-
annon’s braid, who knows how to read.”  Rhiannon 
giggled.  “Are you a little girl such as this?” Rhiannon 
nodded eagerly, and her mother laughed.  She stood 
up and gestured at a tapestry on the wall.  “Come, 
child, the dragon guards our treasure.”

Hand in hand they walked to the tapestry of the sleep-
ing dragon.  “Your great-great grandmother wove this 
tapestry when she was an old woman.  It took her a 
long time to complete, with her hands gnarled so, like 
the twisted oak by the drawbridge.”  The dragon was 
curled up in front of a turret, with stone dolmens in 
a semi-circle behind it, interspersed with trees and a 
mountain peak in the background and bright blue sky 
above.  The dragon’s scales were crimson and woven 
through with glittering gold thread, and its curved 
horns and talons were gold.  As they paused in front 
of the large tapestry, Rhiannon looked closely at the 
eyes of the dragon; she thought perhaps she could see 
a slit of gold, as if the dragon were only pretending to 
be asleep.

Rhiannon’s mother stood on tiptoe and moved part 
of the tapestry to the side, revealing a slit in the stone 
wall.  With her free hand she reached in and drew out 
a large leather-bound tome.  She motioned her daugh-
ter to come sit with her on one of the benches that 
lined the walls.  “Look and listen well, my daughter,” 

she said, and ran her fingers along the smooth cover, 
“this book is our special treasure, and it contains many 
secrets within its pages.  I am going to teach you how 
to read them.”  She opened the book as Rhiannon 
snuggled closer to her, her mother’s loose red-gold 
hair falling over the girl’s shoulder and brushing the 
crinkly parchment pages of the book which she turned 
until she came to the picture of a girl.

“The first secret is a story…”

~4~

They came to DragonsGate after a few hours in the 
late afternoon.  They had ridden at a slower pace, with 
Rhiannon leading the way through the smaller paths 
that twisted up the forested slope.  She could feel Sir 
Gwydion’s gaze on her, studying her, for most of the 
journey.   Finally they came to a wall of stately old 
willow trees.  Rhiannon reined in her horse, and turned 
to look at Sir Gwydion as he brought his horse next to 
hers.  “It is through there,” she said.

“Are you sure about this, milady?” he asked.

“I do not think you will be required to slay a dragon 
today, Sir Gwydion,” she quipped gently, slightly 
smiling at him. 

He quirked an eyebrow.  “Perhaps not,” he answered 
quickly, “but I could slay a rabbit for dinner, if it so 
pleases you.”  

Surprised, Rhiannon burst out with a laugh, and he 
laughed as well. The knight’s gaze lingered on her as 
she propelled her horse forward through the curtain of 
gracefully swaying branches.  A grand clearing opened 
before them, with a crumbling sunken tower in the 
middle, ringed by several thick rectangular dolmens.  
On the other side of the clearing the slope became jag-
ged and craggy.  The faint swell and pound of waves 
against the rocks far below drifted up the cliff face.

They dismounted and Sir Gwydion set the horses to 
graze by one of the stones.  Rhiannon walked slowly 
around the ruins, her feet sinking into the lush grass, 
grazing her fingertips along the rough gray surface of 
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the stones in the circle, stealing glances at the knight 
as he worked unloading the packs and preparing camp 
for the night.  She walked to the center of the circle 
and looked cautiously over the crumbling rim into 
the darkness below.  A damp breeze exhaled softly 
from the cavern.  She breathed it in deeply, closing 
her eyes, taking the coolness and slight tang of sulfur 
into her lungs and holding it there, rolling like smoke 
inside her.

“Careful!” 

She huffed her breath out in surprise, opening her eyes 
to see the knight directly by her side.  He caught her 
off guard with his sudden closeness and she started to 
flush. He put his hand lightly on her waist and led her 
away from the opening, and his touch coupled with 
his proximity made a heat rise in her chest and goose-
flesh on her skin.  Slightly breathless and annoyed 
at herself, Rhiannon felt like she did as an awkward 
smitten adolescent in Gwydion’s presence those many 
years ago.   Dressed in one of her very best gowns, 
which she had agonized hours over and then sent her 
chambermaid into a tizzy over the way she would 
wear her hair, Rhiannon would sit stiffly next to her 
father and watch intently for the blue and gold shield 
and trappings.  Each time she would feel the thunder 
of his horse’s hooves through the lists and the light-
ning crack of the breaking lance thrumming through 
her very bones.  At the tournament’s completion, her 
father would allow her to award him his prize, a fine 
new sword or pouch of coins from the castle’s seem-
ingly bottomless treasury, which Sir Gwydion would 
accept with a bow and a courtly kiss on her hand, and 
she would float on air and romantic dreams for days.

Rhiannon broke away from him as they neared the 
camp he had made, and she sat on a blanket he had 
laid on the grass for her.  He handed her hunks of 
bread and cheese and a flask of water from a pack, 
and then took some himself.  The knight had taken off 
his breastplate and several pieces of his plate mail for 
comfort and ease of movement, but kept the lighter 
chain mail on with his blue surcoat over it.  He looked 
at her for a long moment as she kept her head down 
and she tried not to choke on the dry bread, still shak-
en by her feelings.

Sir Gwydion began to talk about his companions at 
arms, some issues with his father’s vassals, and the 
construction of a wall around the village on his fa-
ther’s lands.  He talked about mundane matters until 
she lifted her head up and could look at him again, 
and then he told her about a failed hunting excursion 
for deer which ended up with a wild boar chasing his 
youngest brother.

“But, how did he escape?” she asked, when he paused 
to rummage through a pack.  

He chuckled, handed her an apple, and answered, “It 
was a most daring act…he jumped into the moat.”

Rhiannon laughed and took a bite of the apple.  And 
after that she talked to him freely, asking questions 
and answering them, and sharing with him matters of 
her father’s realm, and they lost a bit of the wall of 
formality between them.   After a while, as she picked 
the seeds from the apple core, Sir Gwydion said to her, 
gently, “You are very much like your mother.”

Rhiannon paused, then said quietly, “Thank you.  I 
suppose I am.  My father tells me so.”

Gwydion nodded.  “She was a great lady, as wise and 
kind as she was beautiful.  It was a shame to lose her 
so quickly.”

“It was treachery that killed her,” Rhiannon blurted.

“I know, Rhiannon,” he responded, sadly. “I was 
there.”  

And as Rhiannon saw the compassion in his expres-
sion, her eyes began to fill with tears that she could 
not hold back.  Unblinking, as her present vision of 
the knight and the ruins blurred, she saw with unnerv-
ing clarity in her mind’s eye the scene that she had 
blocked as a child:

A churning sea of steel pounded through the great hall 
of Caer Idris, knights shouting, some running, massing 
around her father, who sat unmoving on his throne 
with his head in his hands amid the wreck of chairs he 
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had splintered in his rage.  No one seemed to notice 
the little girl moving slowly toward the pallet on the 
floor, her chest heaving as her breathing became faster 
until she was gasping for air.  Rhiannon stopped and 
looked down at the still form on the pallet.  The bod-
ice of her mother’s yellow gown that she had worn at 
the tournament was now stained the same color as her 
hair; glittering gouts of her life’s blood covered her 
neck and shoulders, ran rivulets down her outstretched 
arm, pooled into the cracks in the stone floor.  The 
traitor’s arrow had pierced through her throat.  Rhian-
non looked at her mother’s face and was seized with 
horror: wax-white, like a candle, hazel eyes dulled, 
lips parted with unformed words.  Never again would 
her mother see her or speak to her.  Shaking and 
struggling with her breath as her mother did in her last 
moments, Rhiannon’s vision started to spiral down 
into murkiness as she reached out to the lifeless form, 
when a strong hand took hers and pulled her slightly 
away from the body.  Sir Gwydion looked down at 
her, his anguished face and dented armor splashed 
with mud and blood.  “Come away, child.  It is ill-do-
ne. Stop. Breathe.”  His other hand engulfed the side 
of her neck, his thumb on her jaw to make sure she 
looked into his eyes and not at the body again.  “Do 
not look upon her like that. Your mother is elsewhere 
now.  Come away, your father needs you.” At that mo-
ment her father looked up and saw her, and stretched 
out his arms to her, his face tracked with tears.  She 
ran to him without looking back at the knight or the 
blood-stained pallet. 

Remembering how it was Sir Gwydion who rescued 
her sanity from the wreck of her mother’s body on that 
dire day, Rhiannon whispered, “You were the only one 
who recognized a daughter’s grief.  You helped me; I 
remember now. Thank you.”  Sorrow spilled from her 
eyes.

Gwydion quickly handed her a cloth to catch her tears 
with.  His brow furrowed in concern.  “I did not mean 
to make you upset with memories.  Of course your fa-
ther’s liege knights were intent on capturing Maelogan 
and the rest of his lackeys.  I myself almost had him 
in the lists but ran afoul of the mud.  His treachery 
was… most unexpected.”

Rhiannon nodded, and then looked closely at the cloth 
he had given her.  “Oh!” she exclaimed shakily.  “This 
was mine!” She held up the red scarf with crooked 
gold stitches forming a sleeping dragon in the middle.  
“This was one of my first embroidery attempts.”  She 
looked up, smiling incredulously although her eyes 
still shone from her tears.  “I gave you this at one of 
the tournaments… and you’ve kept it all these years?”
“Ah… ” he grinned a little sheepishly, “I liked it.”  
Rhiannon laughed, pleased, and traced the uneven 
stitches on the dragon’s folded wings.  

“Rhiannon,” the knight hesitated, and gestured at the 
ruins around them.  “Why are we here? And why is 
your book,” he pointed at the pack next to her, “so 
important?”

Her lips twitched but she kept herself steady, not 
wanting to reveal the slight measure of triumph she 
felt from his questioning.  Another step ahead, she 
thought, and her palms gave a tingling pulse as she 
pulled her book out from its pouch onto her lap.

“This is a book of secrets that my mother bequeathed 
to me as my birthright.”  She spread the red cloth 
out onto the grass before her and the stitched dragon 
caught the strong light of the western sun.  “Gules, 
a dragon dormant Or.  Our family’s coat of arms is 
actually passed through the female line.”  She arched 
an eyebrow at Sir Gwydion’s dumbfounded expres-
sion. “Don’t tell my father that I told you that. That’s 
one secret,” she said slyly.  “You know there have 
been dragons sighted on our lands for centuries.  This 
book,” she said, as she ran her palms along the leather, 
“deciphers the language of the dragons.”

“Dragons can… ” he cleared his throat, “they can 
speak?”

“Of course they can,” Rhiannon chided the knight, 
who was slowly shaking his head in disbelief.  “They 
are marvelous creatures of wisdom and wit.  This 
book not only contains the runes of their language but 
also their stories, beliefs, and history.  It is the Dragon 
Tome, and the only one of its kind.  If it is lost, then so 
is all their knowledge lost to people.  I am its keeper, 
as was my mother before me, and my grandmother, 
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and on, for some generations.”

Sir Gwydion rubbed his hand through his hair again.  
“But dragons are dangerous, violent beasts.  Why else 
have they been hunted for ages now… ”

“Dangerous?” Rhiannon scoffed. “Of course they 
are dangerous. They are huge, flying creatures who 
breathe fire and whose scales are ten times stronger 
than plate mail.” She gestured towards his discarded 
armor.  “That is the reason they have been hunted, for 
their scales to be made into armor and shields, and for 
the magical properties of their blood, not for any harm 
that they have done to humans,” she answered loftily.

During her speech Gwydion watched her intently with 
a spark growing in his gaze.  “So you are telling me 
that dragons do not actually burn villages for sport?”  
His lips twitched and he leaned the corner of his 
mouth on his fist.

“Burnt villages!” Rhiannon exclaimed, and the knight 
jumped but she didn’t notice.  “That’s exactly the type 
of lies told to get knights cheering ‘Tantivvy’ and 
running off on quests to slay the dragon.  Just because 
they are fearsome does not make them evil… ” She 
trailed off when she caught Gwydion’s expression.  
“Are you teasing me?” she asked indignantly.

“No, absolutely not,” he said, and then burst out 
laughing. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” he said quickly, as 
she clamped her jaw and looked away towards the 
horses who were flicking their tails placidly.  Gwy-
dion sobered himself and slid the scarf from her inert 
fingers, opening it and touching the image of the 
dragon.  The knight said, “It’s just that I can see your 
strong will is as fiery, and your heart is as golden, as 
your hair.”  Startled, Rhiannon glanced back at him.  
“I admire that,” he finished, and his gaze to her turned 
more intent, almost reflective.  Rhiannon blushed un-
der the scrutiny but did not look away this time.

“I… ” she hesitated, then took a deep breath, “I saw a 
dragon yesterday.”

“What?” The knight’s concern was so great that he got 
up and sat closer to her.  “A dragon has not been sight-

ed in years. Where? Does your father know?”  

“Yes, he knows.  The dragon was in the sky.  It gave 
me a message.  I told you,” she said in response to the 
alarmed knight’s questioning look, “I am the keeper 
of the Dragon Tome, and thus the only human who 
knows how to read and interpret the dragon tongue. 
Look.” She opened the large book to a page with elab-
orate markings on it, pointing.  “These are the runes 
that make up the dragon language.  They do not speak 
in as simple or as many words as we do, for their 
throats are clogged with embers.  So each rune has 
many meanings, and can be interpreted in many ways, 
often depending on the other runes that they are with.  
These three runes,” she touched the pages gently, 
“were the dragon’s message.  The first one is the rune 
for beginnings.  It can mean the start of an event, or it 
can mean ‘listen,’ or, if it is at the beginning of a story, 
it means ‘once upon a time.’  The second rune, here, 
means journey or quest or a test.  And the third,” she 
looked sideways at him, “means trouthe.”

He looked at her sharply.  “From the code of knight-
hood?”  Rhiannon nodded.  

Gwydion sat back a little and exhaled sharply.  “So 
the message was… a warning?  Of the beginning of a 
quest involving… integrity?”  

“One could interpret it that way,” she murmured. 
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The church was beautifully decorated and ornately 
designed. Its pews were solid oak and the altar had 
bleached wool blankets laid across it. Torches blazed 
merrily and cast their light across all in attendance. 
The priest at the front was smiling at the couple before 
him.

“If there is anyone here who believes these two should 
not be wed, they may speak now or forever hold their 
peace.”

There was silence for a moment then the huge doors 
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were pushed open from the outside and a man’s voice 
carried clearly from the entryway.

“Forgive me Father, but I must lodge my objections to 
this union!”

The priest was a kindly man who adjusted his specta-
cles and smiled.

“Then come forward and speak, my son.”

The protestor came forward and everyone’s attention 
was on him as he walked up the aisle between the 
rows of pews. He had blond hair pulled back at the 
nape of his neck, was dressed in the finest silks and 
brocades money could buy and his eyes were locked 
on the confused groom.

“My objection is simple. The bride is marrying the 
wrong man.”

Stunned gasps were quickly silenced by the bride’s 
question.

“Whatever do you mean, sir?”

The protestor smiled faintly. “My dear lady, forgive 
my intrusion but this man is not your intended hus-
band Reginald Potterfield. He is my oldest and dearest 
friend, he grew up in Marshlight Village and his name 
is Brian Fairchild.”

The would-be groom looked at the protestor and 
squinted slightly. The bride was very confused now.

“He told me he was Reginald Potterfield. How is it 
that you believe he is your friend?”

The left side of the protestor’s mouth curled up in a 
half-smile and it set his eyes to twinkling. The expres-
sion disappeared quickly though.

“I am certain he is my old friend, milady. On the out-
side of his left upper arm is a trio of circles that appear 
to be overlapping one another over an irregular shape 
that seems to be out of place until you lift his arm so 
his hand is in front of him. The image now becomes 

a man’s face surrounded by a glowing halo. The face 
belongs to the son of our Lord God, Jesus Christ.”

The groom undid his jacket and shirt to expose his left 
upper arm. The bride turned her face away until he 
had the jacket and shirt clasped below his armpit. She 
was curious now and stepped around to his left side. 
He lifted his arm with his hand in front of him and she 
gasped.

“It’s true! By the grace of God, I can see the face of 
his only begotten son!”

The priest set the book on the pulpit and approached 
the protestor. “I would like to know who you are 
please.”

The protestor smiled. “Of course.” And he bowed 
deeply. “My name, Father, is Ethan Gideon Driscoll, 
son of the 12th Viscount Driscoll who rules lands of 
the same name.”

The bride was absolutely astounded. “Young lord 
Driscoll, I thought you’d perished in the great fire at 
the capital!”

Ethan smiled. “No, my lady, I did not. I was wounded, 
yes. But I lived. Brian was caught in the blaze as well 
but I was never able to find him.”

The groom’s right hand came up and balled into a 
fist before he fell to his knees. Ethan’s gentle hand 
kept the bride from approaching him. The poor man 
rocked back and forth for a bit before he straightened 
up and looked Ethan square in the eyes. The eyes were 
the windows to the soul or so they said. And through 
Ethan’s he saw everything. His voice was shaky as he 
held out his hand.

“Ethan?”

Ethan took the outstretched hand and helped him to 
his feet. He fixed his shirt and jacket but left the jacket 
unbuttoned. Ethan smiled faintly. “Yes Brian. It’s me.”

Brian stared at him then threw his arms around his 
best friend. Ethan held him tightly as best friends tend 
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to do and closed his eyes against tears of joy. The 
priest looked at the bride’s father and the bride’s father 
took matters into his own hands.

“It appears we were all misled, though there was no 
malice inherent in this deception. This young man 
truly believed he was someone else. I find no fault in 
letting him and his friend walk away unharmed and 
without blame.”

Brian turned to the bride’s father and bowed deeply. 
“My humblest thanks to you, sir. Had I been in my 
right mind we wouldn’t be here.”

Ethan grinned and turned to the still open doors of 
the church. He lifted one hand and someone came in 
wearing an oversized hooded cloak. “There is indeed 
a gentleman by the name of Reginald Potterfield and 
he is the one who wrote the letters now stored in your 
bridal chest.” Ethan reached up and pulled back the 
hood on the cloak to expose the real Reginald Potter-
field.

“Here is your groom, my lady!”

He looked exactly like Brian. Brian’s stunned face 
lost all trace of color and the bride’s father had to keep 
him on his feet. “What is the meaning of this!?”

Reginald’s eyes locked on Brian’s. “I am so sorry, 
brother. I could not stop them.”

Brother? Yes. Brian brought a hand up to his forehead 
and was helped to sit on an empty part of the front 
pew reserved for the groom’s family and attendants. 
Save for a few men who’d volunteered to help, the 
pew was empty. Ethan watched Brian with a worried 
gaze and Reginald turned to the bride. She looked at 
him, turned to look at Brian, then allowed Reginald 
to approach her. He leaned forward and whispered 
something in her ear that only Reginald would know. 
He stood up and she turned her gaze back to Brian.

“Oh my love, how can we help him deal with this?”

Reginald held her hand. “I do not know, Alexandra. I 
only know he is now wildly conflicted and beset by all 

kinds of doubt.”

Brian finally looked up and his eyes found Ethan’s 
face first, then Reginald’s. He spoke to both of them. 
“If I have an identical twin brother, who am I? Am I 
really Brian Fairchild or am I someone else?”

Reginald looked to Ethan, who nodded. Reginald 
spoke gently. “The people who raised you are your 
true parents. I was whisked away when we were still 
babes in swaddling clothes. The couple who raised me 
made sure I knew everything possible about you and 
our parents in hopes of one day bringing me back to 
you.”

Brian sighed very softly. “Mother died when I was 
sixteen. There was an accident on the dock where they 
kept their fishing boat. One of the other boats capsized 
in port and she was swept off the docks by the mast. 
She drowned because the heavy canvas sail kept her 
underwater and they couldn’t find the edges to rescue 
her in time.”

Alexandra made a soft sound and Reginald exhaled 
quietly. “I am sorry, Brian. I know you loved her very 
much.”

“Father was a changed man after that. He worked 
more and smiled less. The men who helped him stayed 
on even when he could no longer turn a profit because 
other fishermen were underselling him. I met Ethan 
when I was fourteen. He wasn’t the only one who be-
friended me, but he is the only one still alive.”

Erich, Thaddeus and ten of the other boys from the 
tilling yard had perished in a border skirmish on the 
western boundary of Driscoll territory some five years 
back. Ethan and Brian had been the turning point 
for the Driscoll fighters; their arrival at the border 
with a fresh score of soldiers had sent the intruders 
running. But the damage had already been done. Of 
the forty-six men at the border that day, twenty-one 
died. Families cried and mourned while Ethan did 
everything in his power to learn all he could about the 
attack.

Ethan blinked once then smiled. “Do you remember 
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my reaction when I figured out all the clues to the 
puzzle?”

Brian laughed softly. “How could I forget? It’s not 
every day you see the only son of your liege lord get 
so angry he breaks a thick steel cauldron by punching 
it without hurting himself!”

Marjorie had been beside herself for days until a new 
one arrived from the capital. Alexandra suddenly 
smiled broadly and whispered something in Regi-
nald’s ear. Reginald looked at her and smiled before 
turning to them. “Brian, my lord Ethan, we would be 
honored if you stood by me at our wedding.”

“Of course we’ll have to reschedule and I may need 
a new dress... This one hasn’t been sitting right no 
matter what I do!”

Brian smiled at Alexandra’s protest about her gown 
and Ethan caught the problem right away. “Your par-
don, my lady, but who designed your gown? I find it a 
trifle odd they would provide a finished gown without 
room for a corset underneath.”

Alexandra looked at her father and he only nodded. 
“We’ll get you a new gown, dear. And this time it will 
be designed properly.”

The priest took the wedding party off to the side 
which left Brian and Ethan alone. Brian had indeed 
grown to be taller than Ethan but Ethan was far more 
muscular. Brian impatiently pulled off the jacket and 
draped it over the back of the pew. Ethan chuckled 
and put his hands in his pockets.

“How is your family doing Ethan?”

Ethan groaned softly. “Juliet has a suitor and it’s driv-
ing me CRAZY!”

Juliet was Ethan’s second sister and the middle child. 
“Really? I thought you’d be delighted someone finally 
took notice of her.”

“Believe me, I am delighted. But his family is the rea-
son I’m going crazy. His mother insists on me escort-

ing his sister to every function!”

“Oh dear.”

“And that’s not the half of it either!”

Alexandra’s father approached them with a soft ahem 
and they turned to face him. “The good father has 
agreed to reschedule the wedding. Would either of you 
know a seamstress that can design a wedding gown in 
seven days?”

Ethan smiled. “As a matter of fact I do. My cousin 
Fiona is a gown maker and she’s right here in the 
city.”

“Excellent! Whereabouts in the city should we be 
looking then?”

“From here, you turn left and walk until you’ve passed 
the taverns and the breweries, then turn right at the ap-
ple stand. On the right hand side you’ll find a wooden 
sign with a needle and thread hanging above a lush 
plant with purple flowers. That’s her store.”

Alexandra overheard and made a small sound of 
excitement. “Your cousin is the famed Fiona Copper-
smith!?”

“Yes, my lady, she is. Tell her it’s a family request and 
you won’t have to worry about a thing.”

The priest went from row to row explaining the cur-
rent state of events and every last guest agreed to 
return in seven days’ time. The guests in the pew di-
rectly behind Brian and Ethan rose and bowed or curt-
seyed to Ethan. Ethan merely smiled and nodded in 
return. He was used to people bowing to him despite 
his father being Viscount. When everyone else had 
left, Alexandra’s father escorted her out of the church 
with the train impatiently looped over her arm.

“Fiona will fix her up with no trouble at all.”

Reginald was there with them and Brian turned to him. 
“What do we do now?”
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Ethan had the answer. “We find somewhere quiet and 
talk. There is much to discuss.”

The newly introduced brothers nodded and followed 
him out of the church into the city. It was clean, pros-
perous and well organized. Some of Reginald’s friends 
came up and he introduced them to Brian and Ethan.

“It’s an honor to meet you both. Reginald, might we 
join you while you talk with them? We may be able to 
help you figure some things out.”

Reginald didn’t get a chance to answer as his ‘aunt’ 
swooped down on him and started berating him for 
being an ungrateful lout by making Alexandra re-
schedule the wedding. She kept smacking him with 
her folded fan and Brian deftly caught it before she 
could smack him again.

“Beg pardon madam, but would you please be so kind 
as to stop hitting my brother with your fan?”

She went to retort then stopped in her tracks. She 
looked between Brian and Reginald several times then 
sniffed loudly and turned so Brian couldn’t see her or 
Reginald as she berated him. Brian pinched the bridge 
of his nose and Ethan stepped in.

“Madam, I assure you this was an unanticipated situ-
ation. Reginald had no control over events leading up 
to what happened that resulted in the wedding being 
rescheduled for next week. Please don’t blame him for 
something he couldn’t do anything about.”

She turned to Ethan with a fire in her eyes ready to 
blast him and met a steely gaze she’d seen numerous 
times in several different courts. She knew the dif-
ference between father and son, of course. Earl’s hair 
was much shorter and paler than Ethan’s and he had 
a slimmer build than his only begotten son. She was 
angry but she knew better than to be rude to someone 
who’d assisted her husband’s liege lord in times of 
war and strife.

“My apologies, young lord Driscoll, I merely wanted 
to see Reginald married and happy.”

She turned her attention back to Reginald and Brian. 
“I am sorry I was angry with you, Reginald... And may 
I ask who this is standing beside you?”

Brian bowed slightly. “My name is Brian Fairchild 
madam, and I am Reginald’s brother.”

She blinked rapidly then opened her fan and waved it 
in front of her face. “I wasn’t aware you had a brother, 
Reginald.”

Her sister and brother-in-law had raised Reginald and 
she’d overheard them telling him about his real family 
in Driscoll territory. Reginald spoke gently. “Beloved 
Aunt Margaret, that is a lie. You were there numerous 
times when they were telling me where I came from.”

Margaret looked at Reginald and spoke with her usual 
quiet dignity. “I thought they were being foolish and 
filling your head with lies. Even when they showed me 
letters from Marshlight village in a man’s handwriting 
I found it hard to believe.”

Brian broke in. “My father wrote them?”

“They were signed by a man named Tucker.”

“That’s my father. They always called him Tucker 
because they never knew his real name.”

Margaret looked at Brian and asked the one ques-
tion nobody in Marshlight ever did. “What is his real 
name?”

Reginald looked at Brian, who answered almost im-
mediately. “His name is Thomas William Fairchild.”

A passing merchant heard the name and stopped in his 
tracks. “Mr Fairchild is alive!?”

Ethan smiled. “Yes. And I’m happy to say he’s one of 
our wealthiest shopkeepers in Marshlight.”

The merchant looked around before handing Ethan 
an envelope. “I was told to give this to the blond man 
from Marshlight who’d be standing outside the church 
with two men who looked like one.”
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Ethan took the envelope and the merchant palmed the 
gold coins he’d been given in exchange. The envelope 
was tucked into Ethan’s pocket and the merchant took 
his leave. Brian didn’t even bat an eye. “Somehow I 
knew Father would find a way to prosper.”

“He never gave up hope we’d find you, Brian.”

Margaret looked around herself and quietly took 
charge. “Reginald, your brother and his friend are 
invited to use the spare rooms in my home if they so 
desire. I’ll contact my sister and have her meet with us 
there. I’m afraid there’s no room for your other friends 
unless they wish to sit on the floor.”

One of Reginald’s friends bowed slightly. “Madam, as 
long as we can assist our friends in any way, we don’t 
much mind what we sit on.”

Ethan chuckled quietly and Margaret smiled. “Well 
then, gentlemen, if you’ll come with me?”

Margaret was a retired schoolmarm and it wasn’t 
uncommon for her to be leading groups of younger 
men around the city. Her specialties had been geogra-
phy and mapping. Brian and Ethan, however, caused 
people to start whispering behind their hands. One 
overzealous lad went so far as to step in front of Miss 
Margaret and her companions.

“Begging your pardon, Miss Margaret, but might I 
inquire as to who these two strangers are?”

Margaret raised her head and pointed at him with her 
folded fan. “You may inquire but it is up to them if 
they answer. Have you no manners, Charles!?”

Ethan laughed. “It’s all right, madam, we don’t mind 
answering. He does need to brush up on his manners 
though, I’ll grant you that.”

Brian had long since loosened the top button on that 
stuffy frilled shirt he’d been forced to wear and he was 
the one who answered the question. “I am Brian Fair-
child of Marshlight, brother to Reginald Potterfield. 
And this is the son of my liege lord, Ethan Driscoll.”

Charles remembered his manners and bowed deeply. 
“You honor our fair city with your presence, sir.”

Margaret nodded slightly. “That’s better.”

Ethan smiled. “In future do remember your manners 
when addressing other people... They won’t be as gen-
teel about it as we are.”

“I’ll remember sir, I promise. Have a good day, Miss 
Margaret.”

He bowed again and stepped aside so they could 
continue their progress. It wasn’t long before the 
whole city knew Ethan and Brian were there. Margaret 
opened the door to her house and they filed in quietly. 
Boots were scrubbed off on the mat inside the door so 
they wouldn’t have to remove them. The last one in 
gently shut the door and they found various places to 
sit. Reginald went with Margaret into the kitchen.

Brian and Ethan moved back so they could talk with-
out being overheard. Brian leaned in close to Ethan’s 
ear. “Thank you so much for finding me... If we were 
in other surroundings I’d thank you properly.”

Ethan smiled and spoke softly. “There’s plenty of time 
for that later.”

Brian’s smile was music to Ethan’s heart. Reginald 
came out of the kitchen and pointed down the hallway. 
“The extra rooms are on the right. Aunt Margaret’s 
been a widow for five years, God bless her.”

“Thank you Reginald. Are you off to contact your 
mother then?”

Reginald saw how awkward it was for Brian to say 
that. “Yes. I think it’s a fair assumption that either she 
or my father will have an unusual reaction to what 
Aunt Margaret has to tell them.”

Margaret came out as well and spoke rapidly. “Hurry, 
Reginald, it’s nearly the end of the business day. Bring 
them both here as quickly as possible. I want the same 
answers you do.”
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“Yes Aunt Margaret.”

“Brian, I think it best if you and the young lord here 
waited out of sight until just the right moment. Did he 
show you where the extra rooms were?”

“He did.”

Her face softened. “You can call me your aunt if you’d 
like. I know you had no family besides your parents.”

Ethan gave him a gentle nudge and Brian swallowed. 
“Thank you, I’d like that very much.”

Margaret gave him a brief hug he was happy to return 
then he and Ethan stepped into one of the extra bed-
rooms. Ethan’s right foot was noted before he pulled 
it in so she knew which one they were in. They moved 
quietly to the back of the room as far away from the 
door as possible and Brian hesitantly took Ethan’s 
hand. Ethan held it tightly and refused to let go. Just 
holding hands was enough to help Brian stay calm 
until Reginald returned with the people who’d raised 
him. Reginald brought them in and Margaret con-
ferred with them quietly.

They heard footsteps in the hall and recognized Mar-
garet’s voice. “Elizabeth, Matthew, I’d like to make 
some introductions.”

That was their cue. Brian and Ethan came out of the 
extra room and the couple who’d raised Reginald 
stood there in stunned surprise.

Ethan tilted his head and watched Elizabeth execute 
a flawless curtsey while her husband Matthew stood 
there with his eyes locked on Brian. “It’s an honor to 
meet you, sir.” Her voice was steady and calm as she 
turned to Brian. “Brian...” She couldn’t say anything 
more than that.

Matthew finally snapped out of it and bowed to Ethan. 
“Forgive my lack of manners, young lord, but I was 
not prepared for this.”

Brian stepped in front of Ethan and Ethan took the 

opportunity to open the envelope he’d gotten earlier. 
Inside was a blue stone with a silver sextant on it and 
the initials “M.J.P.” He lightly rubbed with his thumb 
and exposed another set of initials. “T.W.F.” Brian’s 
father’s initials were engraved. Reginald’s father’s had 
been written in grease. There was a brief note with the 
stone as well. Show this marker to Matthew Potterfield 
so he may see whose initials he attempted to conceal. 
There is more to this than what Reginald has told you. 
What he knows is only part of the truth. Unmask Mat-
thew Potterfield and learn it all. It was unsigned, but 
Ethan had a feeling he knew who’d written it.

“Mr Potterfield, I apologize, but I need to show you 
something.”

Ethan turned and showed him the two sets of initials 
on the back of the Stonemason’s marker. He had the 
stone cupped in his hand so it was completely con-
cealed but the sisters weren’t stupid. Matthew looked 
at it without a reaction at first before exhaling loudly 
and looking down at the ground.

“Why?”

Matthew didn’t look up. “He told me if his wife had 
twins we would get one to raise, Elizabeth cannot have 
children. He knew she would want the child to know 
where he or she came from so we agreed to exchange 
letters as they grew so they’d know they had a sibling 
somewhere.”

Brian’s voice shook badly. “He never told me I had a 
brother. Neither of them did.”

Matthew’s head came up in surprise. “But we agreed.”

Ethan tucked the stone in his pocket again. “I daresay 
someone else is involved in this situation and whoever 
they are they’re likely holding something over your 
father’s head, Brian. Why else would he call himself 
Tucker and hide in Marshlight?”

Matthew’s eyes narrowed. “Who gave you that stone, 
young lord?”

“A merchant who reacted favorably to hearing Tuck-
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er’s true name.”

“Forgive me but can you describe him?”

Ethan described the man in detail. Matthew was nod-
ding before he finished. “I know him. He knew your 
father quite well Brian. And the timing of his arrival 
here tells me we’re not alone in seeking the truth.”

Ethan nodded. “I know we’re not alone. The note was 
unsigned but only a select few would know where to 
find me today.”

Matthew nodded slightly. “I pray we find the answers 
before it’s too late.”

They all moved into the main room of the house and 
Matthew handed Brian one of Tucker’s letters. Brian 
scanned it and his eyes caught on his own name. Brian 
does well, he’s growing like a weed and soon I’ll have 
to commission a new wardrobe for him! The letter was 
dated shortly before he’d started learning how to fight 
in the tilling yard. “Mother was ill when you got this 
letter, Mr Potterfield.”

Elizabeth took the letter and gave Brian another one. 
This one was dated last week. I will not give up until I 
find Brian! Alive or dead, I will not rest without know-
ing his fate! He’s all I have left of his mother. I dare 
not send you any more letters, this one is too risky as 
it is. Give Reginald my regards. Tucker.

Ethan read it over Brian’s shoulder and frowned. “Too 
risky as it is?”

Brian inhaled sharply. “Whoever it is they’re in 
Marshlight!”

Margaret exhaled very quietly. “I’ll give the bride’s 
father your regards and your regrets, Brian. You need 
to go home before it’s too late for your father.”

Brian was torn between wanting to save his father and 
wanting to get to know the brother he never knew he 
had. Reginald and Matthew both saw it in his face.

“Brian.”

He looked up at Matthew’s voice.

“Go. Your father needs you.”

Brian hesitated, but only for a split second. “I swear to 
you I will come back.”

“I know you will. On my honor as a man of God you 
will always be welcome in my home.”

“Thank you, Mr Potterfield.”

Brian and Ethan hugged Margaret and Elizabeth brief-
ly to thank them and Brian embraced Reginald tightly. 
Reginald’s voice was a soft whisper that Brian heard 
clearly. “Tell him I’ll see him very soon.”

“I will.”

They took their leave and went straight to the inn 
Ethan had been staying at. Brian wasn’t surprised to 
see a set of his clothes in with Ethan’s. The soft leather 
boots from Marshlight were heaven compared to those 
tight fitting shoes he’d had to wear for the wedding 
Ethan had thankfully interrupted. Black trousers with 
white shirts and black tunics were the order of the day 
and Ethan paid the innkeeper on the way out. Ethan 
armed himself with a broadsword and handed Brian 
his bow and arrows. “We ride until we get there.”

“I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

Garion and Garda were in the stables but Brian didn’t 
even bat an eye. “Should have known you’d come 
along, Garion, does the Viscount know you’re here?”

Garion tossed his head and stomped one foot. Of 
course Earl knew. The horses were close to seventeen 
years old now but they hadn’t slowed down a bit. Bri-
an boosted Ethan into Garda’s saddle then swung up 
into Garion’s. The stable master opened the doors and 
they were off. The horses found the paved road and 
followed it until they veered off and started a south-
bound route using wide dirt paths and cobblestoned 
roads whenever possible. Neither man said a word 
until they reached the broad cobblestoned road leading 
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to Marshlight.

“Did Lord Fairmont ever pave those roads of his, 
Ethan?”

“Yes Brian. Connor kept his end of the bargain.”

“Does the Earl know you still call him Connor?”

“He does, and he tolerates it.”

Garion leaned his head forward and Brian was on 
alert. He drew his bow, nocked an arrow and waited. 
When Garda did the same Brian sat up and loosed his 
arrow before ducking down over Garion’s neck again. 
They easily stepped over the body and Brian’s hand 
came down to yank out the arrow. The quiver was full 
but it was a habit from the days of the border patrol. 
The horses didn’t slow until they saw the torches of 
Marshlight. Brian stuck the arrow in the quiver and 
set his bow in position as he sat up. Garion veered 
left and they went directly to the modest house Tuck-
er called home. Brain swung out of the saddle and 
pushed the door open.

“Father?”

Tucker’s head came up and he stared. “Brian? Is it 
really you?”

“It’s me, Father. I’m home.”

“Brian, look out!”

Ethan’s sword swung down to block the doorway and 
the scoundrel was kept out. Tucker’s voice shook. 
“Thank you, Ethan.”

“You’re welcome, sir.”

The would-be assassin was escorted away by one of 
Earl’s soldiers and Ethan joined them in the house. He 
took out the stone and showed Tucker the back.

“I found Brian exactly where you said he would be. 
But you didn’t know someone else knew you were 
alive.”

Tucker shook violently for a moment then met Brian’s 
shocked stare. “You knew I was alive all this time?”

“No, Brian. I sent Ethan to the most likely place Regi-
nald would be. I didn’t know you were there.”

Brian hugged Tucker tightly and Tucker just held him. 
“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about him, Brian, but I 
couldn’t.”

Ethan pocketed the stone again. “Who is it, Tucker?”

Tucker exhaled softly. “Who took Erich in after the 
fire that killed his parents, Brian?”

Brian stood there and said nothing then one hand 
curled into a fist. Ethan put his hand on Brian’s fist. “I 
don’t think he means Lucius.”

“You’re right, Ethan, I don’t. Lucius never forgave 
himself for not getting to the border in time to save 
Erich.”

Brian’s voice was hard. “For Jacob and Lucius to be 
the only law-abiding men in that family...”

“He lost Thaddeus in that fight.”

“But why? Surely there’s a logical explanation for it!”

A haggard voice from the doorway made him turn 
around. “It wasn’t me, Brian. I knew about it, yes, 
but I was sure it would stop when he was executed on 
three counts of murder.”

Ethan guided Abraham Swanson into the house and 
Lucius came in after him. “It doesn’t surprise me 
Dorian was behind it. But your most recent letter, 
Father.”

Ethan held up a hand then reached into the shadows 
outside the door and pulled someone inside by their 
arm before closing the door. “Best if we leave the rest 
of the village out of our conversation.”

Brian looked at the new arrival and knew who it was. 
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“I thought you had returned to your home in Fairmont 
territory, Lady Farina.”

Farina drew back her hood. “I couldn’t leave. My 
father came here after learning there would be no war 
and told me to stay until I knew it was safe for me to 
go home.”

Ethan showed her the note. She scanned it then nod-
ded. “Yes, Ethan, it came from who you think it came 
from.”

“Do you know who could be continuing Dorian Swan-
son’s blackmail efforts on Tucker?”

Farina looked grave. “I do. I was hoping you’d make 
it here before they made their move on him.”

Brian had his bow in one hand. “Please tell us.”

The door shook and rattled under a heavy blow. Farina 
spun around and drew her longbow. Ethan’s sword 
was in his hand and Tucker took down the double 
bladed axe hanging off the wall. “He’s gotten his final 
payment from me. Open the door and let the bastard 
in!”

Lucius pulled the door open and kept himself behind 
it as he did so. Ethan’s eyes widened when Tucker’s 
other blackmailer came in. “Benjamin Morley!”

Benjamin Morley ran the leatherworking shop. He 
was a big hulking brute with a lively gleam in his eyes 
and his size belied his intelligence. “Time’s up, Tuck-
er. It’s time to pay.”

Tucker’s voice was firm and he knew Benjamin hadn’t 
seen the axe in his hands. “I’m done paying.”

“Then you die.”

Ethan’s voice was as cold as the blade of his sword. 
“I think not. Morley, you have until the count of ten 
to tell me why before I have you arrested for extortion 
and blackmail.”

Morley’s eye fell on Ethan and he blinked. Then he 

saw Brian with an arrow pointed at his chest. Tucker’s 
calm demeanor should have been his first clue. Morley 
spoke in a normal tone but he didn’t drop his weapon. 
“Selling children is against the law.”

Tucker shook his head sadly. “We didn’t sell him, 
Morley, we gave him to them. They couldn’t have 
children of their own and we couldn’t handle two. I 
told Dorian that but he didn’t listen. It was either pay 
what he demanded or lose Brian forever.”

Morley frowned, but in thought. “That’s not what he 
told me... Then again, he always was a bad gambler.”

Ethan was curious. “Why did you continue the black-
mail after Dorian was executed?”

“I didn’t see the harm in it, honestly. Though with 
Dorian out of the picture the payment was much 
smaller, so Tucker wouldn’t be so hard up on account 
of what was going on with the other fishermen.”

Tucker hadn’t been the only businessman in Marsh-
light whose business was suffering due to others 
underpricing their goods for more sales. Farina spoke 
softly but there was an undercurrent to her tone that 
kept everyone alert. “How many months have you 
been losing business, Mr Morley?”

Morley sighed and lowered his weapon, a large mallet 
he used to work the larger pieces of leather so he could 
shape them properly. “I’ve been suffering for nearly 
five years now. Dorian always took the largest chunk 
of the money he got from you, Tucker, said it was be-
cause he thought the whole thing up. It kept me afloat 
for a while after he died cause I got squirrely with my 
profits.”

He stored the money away instead of spending it. 
Fourteen years of blackmail had kept him in fair to 
good standing with the bill collectors until the border 
skirmish that took so many. He’d been giving away his 
goods to those with little coin because underneath it 
all he had a good heart. But the other merchants kept 
luring away those who could pay top coin for anything 
they made, so he began to lose money.
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I

Claire was already in trouble up to her hips, and if she 
missed this train her parents would ground her for life. 
After sneaking out to go to a ‘Bleeding Black Hearts’ 
gig, everything had gone horribly wrong. Now, she 
was barely half-way down the stairs when she heard 
the rails start to sing. The train was already coming in, 
and there was a good chance it was the last one of the 
night. She leapt down the rest of the steps three at a 
time, hung desperately onto the handrail as she swung 
around the corner, and ran out onto the platform. Her 
head spun, but the train was already there and she 
heard the familiar ‘pop-hiss’ of the doors starting to 
close. Diving through the nearest opening, she tripped 
and fell to her knees. The doors slid shut behind her 
with a clunk and the train moaned away into the tun-
nel. 

She stood and looked around. Her cheeks were burn-
ing and she quickly checked her knees to make sure 
she hadn’t holed her tights. A glance in either direction 
showed she was alone in the carriage, but the sigh of 
relief caught in her throat. She looked again.

Dim bulbs ran along either side of the ceiling instead 
of bright strip lights, and everything had a yellow tint 
to it. Leather loops rather than plastic-coated tubes 
hung down for people to hold, and the window frames 
were wooden, not metal. The floor was set out in par-
allel slats, with lots of little plugs of something stuck 
between them.  

The train even sounded wrong when it pulled away, 
creaking and groaning as though everything was too 
much effort. It stank, not with the usual faint whiff 
of armpits and damp clothes, but with a stale smell 
of burnt tar and it took Claire a moment to realise 
the little plugs in the floor were actually cigarette 
butts. That’s why the train smelt so bad. People had 
been smoking. Inside. Claire’s nose wrinkled as she 
frowned. 

The sounds of the motor and the wheels rattling on 
the rails were nowhere near as frantic as she was used 
to, and the carriage wallowed from side to side. It felt 
slow. Claire looked through the window of the door at 

the far end. It seemed she was the only person on the 
train. Her eyebrows shot up. There ought to be some-
body else, even if this was the last train. 

Her eyes opened wide. Maybe she had jumped onto 
some special engineering unit, like a test train, or a 
vintage train being used for a film shoot. Something 
‘period’. The smile faded as she realised she would get 
into trouble for spoiling the shot. It seemed whichever 
way she turned she was finding bother.

The train slowed and Claire hoped it was pulling 
into the next station. She could get off. Hopefully it 
wouldn’t be where they were shooting and she could 
wait for the right train. Looking through the windows 
as the train burst out of the tunnel she realised the 
station looked wrong too. Like the train, there were no 
bright strip lights, just lots of old bulbs that looked as 
though they weren’t getting enough power. Everything 
looked the same smoky yellow. 

A sign flashed past but Claire was just able to read it. 
Fiddler’s Green? There was no such station; at least, 
she didn’t remember one, and she was usually quite 
geeky about such things. It must be the film set. She 
stepped back from the door and sank down onto a seat, 
waiting miserably for an irate director to yell ‘cut’ as 
burly security people threw her off the train and out of 
the station.

With an ear-torturing screech the train came to a halt 
and the doors opened. Somebody in a long, dark coat 
leapt inside, looking away from Claire and down the 
tunnel the train had come from. Claire stifled a squeal. 
She hadn’t seen anybody waiting on the platform. The 
doors pop-hissed closed, and the person turned.

It was a girl, two or three years older than Claire, 
dressed in an outlandish collection of clothes that 
started with a leather aviator’s cap and finished with 
heavy biker’s boots. Beneath the long coat, either 
leather or waxed cotton, Claire glimpsed an equipment 
belt festooned with little pockets and gadgets, a tight 
fitting black top, and trousers with a black and grey 
camouflage print. Around her neck hung a pair of old 
flying goggles with blue-tinted lenses, and in her right 
hand she held something that looked like a ray gun 
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out of a Flash Gordon movie. Dark hair frizzed out 
from the bottom of the cap and nobody would have 
described her as pretty. Claire thought the ensemble 
looked incredibly cool.

‘Whoa,’ the girl said. ‘Who are you?’

‘C-Claire.’ She was mesmerised by this girl who could 
have been a crazy composite character from her fa-
vourite science fiction and adventure stories.

‘Evie. What are you doing here? It’s not safe.’ 

The train pulled away from the platform, then jerked 
and shook as though it had run over something. It kept 
moving, but  the engine sounded very unhappy. Claire 
grabbed a rail to stop herself falling, but the girl just 
took a big step backwards to absorb the sudden mo-
tion. 

‘Come on,’ said Evie, her heavy boots thudding on the 
wooden floor as she ran past. Claire stared after, still 
uncertain, as she reached the end of the car, pulling 
open the connecting door and looking back over her 
shoulder. ‘Hurry!’

Claire ran. There was an urgency in the girl’s voice 
that scared her. Both doors to the next carriage were 
open now, and the floor bucked and heaved on the oth-
er side of the gap. Claire could see the tracks trundling 
past beneath. ‘Take a big step,’ Evie yelled in her ear, 
over the wind noise and the clattering of the wheels on 
the rails. ‘It’s just like getting on an escalator.’ Claire 
thought briefly of the signs she remembered seeing 
on these doors. ‘Not to be used while train is moving. 
Danger of Death.’ 

The decision was taken away from her. She felt a hand 
in the small of her back, then a shove at exactly the 
right time to make her hop across the gap. Evie fol-
lowed her, slamming the door behind her and fiddling 
with the handle. ‘Go on,’ she yelled as Claire waited 
for the next thing to happen. ‘Get to the other end.’ 
Claire ran the rest of the way along the car and, on 
impulse, opened the next pair of doors. Evie flashed 
Claire a tight grin as she ran through. Whatever it was 
they were doing, the odd girl seemed to be enjoying it. 

Moments later they reached the lead car. Again Evie 
did something with the door handle before leading 
Claire to the front of the carriage. 

‘That should slow it down.’

‘What?’

Evie flicked a questioning look at Claire, then glanced 
up and down her body. ‘You aren’t from around here, 
are you?’

Claire shook her head. ‘I’m not even sure where ‘here’ 
is.’ She looked back along the train, trying to see what 
they were running from, but they seemed to be on a 
curve that lasted for ever and she could see nothing 
further than one car behind them. The movie set idea 
seemed less likely and she was about to ask when the 
other girl spoke first.

‘Oh, no,’ Evie groaned. ‘You fell through, didn’t you? 
By accident. You weren’t recruited?’

Claire shook, confused, scared, and starting to get 
angry. ‘Look, what’s–’

‘Here is Underland,’ said Evie. ‘And that’s a Morph. 
Well, that’s what we call them.’ She pointed back 
down the train. Claire followed Evie’s finger along the 
now-straight cars and saw a hulking shadow lurching 
towards them. She took a step backwards. 

‘Keep it together,’ said Evie. ‘You’ve done pretty good 
so far.’ She patted the gun with her left hand. ‘Besides, 
this’ll take care of him, if we can get him out in the 
open.’

Claire flicked her eyes from the wild girl to the shad-
ow and back again, not quite sure which was the 
greatest threat. 

‘So where is this ‘Underland’?’ 

‘Underland is the place between the Real and Be-
neath.’

‘Beneath what?’
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Evie flicked Claire an impatient look. ‘We live in the 
Real. The Morphs come from the Beneath. They want 
to find a way through Underland to get to the Real. We 
stop them.’

‘We?’

Evie looked over Claire’s shoulder. Her eyes narrowed 
and her lips tightened. Claire turned to see what Evie 
was looking at. The shape further down the train was 
getting closer and growing uncomfortably larger. 
To Claire, it looked wider than the aisle between the 
seats, and she was sure she could hear a ripping noise 
as it moved. 

‘Later,’ said Evie.

They were standing at the most forward door and 
Evie turned away to look out the window. Something 
bright flashed past, and Claire saw her start to mouth 
a count down from five as her hand reached up to the 
emergency signal. Claire started to shout an outraged 
‘Don’t’. Pulling the emergency cord for a prank would 
get them in big trouble, and she didn’t want to add a 
fine to the grief she was already going to collect from 
her parents for being out so late. 

As she finished drawing the breath into her lungs, 
she realised that the normal rules had probably been 
suspended. She reached out and grabbed hold of a 
pole just as Evie pulled hard on the bright red chain. 
The emergency brakes slammed on, and Claire could 
see the walls of the tunnel light up as sparks scattered 
from the screeching wheels. The train shuddered to a 
halt with only half the first car poking into the station. 
While it was still rocking on its springs, Evie threw 
the emergency exit lever and pulled the doors apart. 
‘Move it,’ she called back as she leapt from the train.

Claire cast a glance back at the rapidly approaching 
outline and leapt out after Evie. They ran through an 
archway that was directly in front and into a hallway 
where two wooden escalators rumbled up and away 
to the right. Dim globes of light atop poles between 
the stairs provided the only illumination. Evie tried 
to push Claire onto the one going up. Claire pushed 

back. She didn’t trust the escalators, and couldn’t see 
what was at the top. Besides, Evie appeared to know 
what was going on and Claire wasn’t happy about 
walking away from that small reassurance.

‘Go on,’ said Evie. ‘I’ll be up as soon as I make sure it 
saw me.’

‘What?’ Claire thought the whole idea was to get away 
from the nasty shape chasing after them.

‘I have to get it out into the open,’ Evie replied. ‘Then 
I can deal with it.’

Claire stumbled as she stepped backwards on to the es-
calator and steadied herself by grabbing the handrail. 
Evie flicked an impatient hand at her until she turned 
and ran up the moving stairs. At the top she stepped to 
the side and turned back to watch. 

Evie was side-stepping away from the bottom of the 
escalators, craning her neck to see as much of the plat-
form as she could. Sounds of metal tearing echoed up 
from the platform, then a crash. Evie fired her weapon 
then ran for the escalators. Too close behind her, a 
monster burst into the hallway. 
The creature was about seven feet tall and blocky, with 
scaly skin that looked grey in the weak light. It stood 
on two legs, with heavily muscled arms that looked 
strong enough to rip a laptop in half the hard way. The 
head was like a crocodile - only the snout wasn’t so 
long - and intelligent black eyes made it looked like a 
cliché bad guy from an anime. The Morph waddled, 
rather than ran, but it was fast and Evie was barely 
able to keep in front of it.

As she reached the bottom of the escalators, Evie 
spun around and brought up the toy gun. It spat a fast 
moving puff of something purple towards the Morph, 
missing its head by inches. Before checking to see if 
she’d scored a hit Evie started up the stairs. She had 
only reached the tenth step when the monster opened 
its mouth. Claire watched as the Morph’s tongue, 
tipped with a ball as big as a baby’s head, shot out like 
a frog’s towards Evie’s left shoulder. 

The ball stopped six inches away from Evie’s back. 



PAGE 186

The air beneath sparkled and Evie lurched as if part 
of the force of the blow had connected. She stumbled 
into the side of the escalator, almost losing her footing 
but still scrambled upwards, half on her feet and half 
on hands and knees. 

The Morph looked down at the red ‘Emergency Stop’ 
button mounted on a box and casually swung a fist at 
it. The box disintegrated, glass shards and sparks scat-
tering outwards as the metal frame was hammered flat. 
Both escalators slowed and rumbled to a halt. Claire 
watched in horror as the Morph’s mouth stretched 
opened again. Before she could yell a warning, the 
tongue sprang forward and thumped squarely into 
Evie’s back. This time it truly connected and there was 
no sparkle in the air. It landed so hard Claire was sure 
she heard it, like a dull drumbeat. 

Evie sprawled forward. Her arms flailed as she tried to 
try to protect herself and her gun was thrown though 
the air. Evie cried out in pain as her head cracked 
down on the edge of a step. Claire winced in sympa-
thy. Blood ran down into Evie’s eye from a cut. She 
turned herself over and faced the Morph as it climbed 
the stairs towards her. Claire looked around for any-
thing that might help, but there wasn’t even a fire ex-
tinguisher she could throw. Below, the Morph loomed 
over her new friend. 

‘Pus-filled bag of shit. Sod off,’ Evie snarled, as she 
tried to scoot backwards, repeating the last two words 
over and over in a crescendo of anger and fear. Claire 
didn’t understand Evie’s predicament until - as if 
on cue - the Morph changed; blurring and bloating, 
becoming colourless and translucent. A bulbous sac 
extended from where its stomach had been, and sank 
downwards. Evie tried to fend it off, screaming and 
cursing and beating at it with her fists. 

Claire could hear a sizzling noise and a drum-like 
boom each time Evie hit the bubble, but as it sank 
lower Evie had less room to move, and then her arms 
were slipping through the bulging sac and inside the 
Morph. 

Bile burned the back of Claire’s throat as her stomach 
heaved. She took a half-step forward to go and help, 

then stepped back as she realised there was nothing 
she could do. The Morph dropped onto Evie and en-
gulfed her.

Claire screamed ‘No!’ as Evie floated up from the 
ground, still struggling and twisting, until she was 
hovering in the middle of the Morph. The monster 
looked up at Claire and she clamped a hand over her 
mouth, realising too late that calling attention to her-
self was not her best idea. The Morph turned away as 
if dismissing her. As it moved off, it started to absorb 
its own arms and legs, stretching out until it looked 
like a slug with a bulbous head. 

Claire couldn’t see Evie’s face, but she was struggling 
less and Claire realised Evie could be drowning in 
whatever gloop filled the creature. The Morph slid 
away towards the platform. Evie seemed to renew 
her struggling and slowly spun around inside the sac. 
Black splotches covered Evie’s eyes and mouth, and 
for one horrible second Claire thought that something 
had started eating away at her face. A moment later, as 
the Morph passed one of the lights and Claire realised 
that Evie had pulled her goggles over her eyes and had 
another gadget in her mouth. 

The Morph carried on down the escalator. Claire ex-
pected noise of some kind. Perhaps something gur-
gling or rasping like snake scales rubbing over them-
selves. There was a ticking sound, like metal cooling, 
but that seemed to be coming from farther away, out 
of sight. The Morph silently eased across the hallway 
at the bottom of the escalators and through onto the 
platform. 

Claire was alone at the top of the stairs.

II

Claire spun around, turning her back on the motionless 
escalator. Blood pounded in her ears and every breath 
felt like a conscious act. What had happened didn’t 
feel like a dream - it was in colour, for one thing - but 
it was too weird. Had she only fallen asleep on the 
train? It would make things so much simpler if she 
had. She pinched her arm to try to wake herself up, but 
nothing happened except a red mark and some pain.
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Four corridors led away from the top of the escalators; 
one each to left and right, and two directly ahead. The 
walls were tiled and didn’t look too unusual apart 
from showing another unrecognised station name: Re-
gent’s Walk. Then she noticed something else missing. 
There were no adverts on the walls. Not even boxes 
for them to go into. There were always adverts; even 
back when they had done about tube stations and the 
war in history, the walls had been covered with them.

 She looked again at the tunnels and wondered which 
she should take. If the station hadn’t been locked up 
for the night she might find someone to help, assum-
ing she could make them believe her. None of the 
tunnels bore any signs, so she picked the one to her 
right and ran.

The corridor went straight for about thirty yards then 
curved left. After ten more steps it opened out into 
a ticket hall. Claire skidded to a halt. There were no 
automatic ticket barriers, just a low metal railing with 
a two gates in it. The paint was pitted and flaking off, 
and the brass rail along the top was dull brown apart 
from bits where the brush of hands kept it polished 
and shiny. 

On the other side of the railing she could see two 
brass-shelved windows in the wall, and next to them 
a door marked ‘Private’. At least they didn’t look too 
unfamiliar. Black shutters were pulled down over 
them, saying ‘Position Closed’. Claire checked the 
other walls, looking for a ticket machine. There was 
no machine, and no sign that one had been hastily 
covered up. 

Claire discarded the movie set idea, comfortingly 
normal though it might be. Special effects like the 
Morph didn’t happen in real time; they took hours of 
post-production on powerful computers. This had to 
be real, somehow. She felt her hands start to shake 
and nausea burned under her breastbone. She took a 
deep breath and tried to focus on something practical, 
something useful. She had to find help. 

She vaulted over the rail and ran over to the tick-
et windows, but as she got closer she noticed more 

things wrong. The window frames were all brass and 
wood; no aluminium or speaker grilles, no signs about 
assistance for the hearing impaired. She hammered 
on the glass anyway. ‘Help! Is there anybody there? 
Please?’ She tried the same at the door, pressing her 
ear against it, hoping to hear something. There was 
only silence. ‘Shit,’ she hissed, and kicked the door. 
‘ShitshitSHIT.’

A gate had been pulled across the exit. As well as a 
heavy metal lock holding the gate shut, a thick chain 
was looped around the two sides and was secured with 
a brass padlock as big as Claire’s palm. She tried an 
experimental ‘Help’ though the grille, but she knew 
she was wasting her time. When the echoes of her 
voice finished ricocheting off the tiled walls, nothing 
more than faint susurrus came down the corridor to 
her; no road noise, no sound of people. She turned 
away and headed back to the top of the escalators. 
There had to be other exits she could try.

Every ticket office was abandoned, every way out was 
locked. At the fourth exit she tried, Claire started to 
heave at the grille, then kicked it, screaming at the top 
of her voice. The heavy padlock and chain ignored her 
utterly and she rested her head against the gate as she 
admitted defeat. She wasn’t sure if it was her temper 
or her fear that got the better of her, but now she felt 
helpless. Forcing herself not to cry, she turned away 
from the exit and trudged back to the top of the esca-
lators. Her hands were shaking and her knees wobbled 
with each step. Maybe there was something on the 
platform. An emergency phone, perhaps, or another 
way out at the other end.

She hesitated as her foot hovered over the first step. 
What if the monster was lurking on the platform? It 
might chase her back up here and she had already seen 
there was nowhere for her to hide. That meant sitting 
here all night on her own, and if the monster started to 
look around, she was still screwed. She took the first 
step, and felt her knee tremble as she put her weight 
onto it. 

Halfway down was the odd-looking gun Evie had been 
carrying. Claire sat on the step next to it and picked it 
up, making sure the dangerous end was pointing away 
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from her before carefully examining it. Despite its 
comic appearance, she had seen it do something and 
had to assume it could be dangerous. The trigger was 
obvious and right next to it a small switch pointing to 
a little red ‘f’. The other position pointed to a green 
‘s’. Other than that, it still looked like a toy, no more 
than a foot long and weighing no more than a grape-
fruit. 

Claire almost let it fall back to the step, but decided to 
take it just in case. After flicking the switch from ‘f’ 
to ‘s’, she pointed it towards the foot of the escalator 
and pulled the trigger. Nothing happened. It was either 
safe or a fake. She pushed it into her bag.

She stood and tiptoed down the rest of the escalator, 
ready to run if she had to even through she knew there 
was nowhere safe to go. Her heart was still hammer-
ing, but her breathing was even as she told herself 
‘don’t panic’ over and over again. There might be a 
cleaner, or someone else to get help. 

Even if she did find someone to let her out, what then? 
She was still a dozen stations away from home. What 
good would it do to be out on the street in a part of 
town she didn’t know? She had the money for a cab, 
but only from the last station, and she didn’t have a 
clue if there was a bus she could take. Phoning for 
help would be just too humiliating. 

Phone?

Claire slapped her forehead and dug a hand into her 
bag. It took a moment until her hand closed around 
the familiar shape and she pulled out her mobile. She 
pressed the wakeup button, dragged her finger around 
the screen to get past the security, and waited for the 
display to clear. Icons flickered into life and, finally, 
the signal strength indicator. It immediately turned 
red. Of course. No signal. That would have been too 
easy. She stuffed the phone back into her bag and 
stamped down the rest of the steps.

Four steps from the bottom she noticed a silvery sheen 
on the floor. Her heart leapt. Maybe there was a clean-
er after all, with a mop or a polisher. As she got closer 
she realised it was a trail of slime, tracking out onto 

the platform. It had to be a trail left by the Morph that 
had taken Evie. Claire paused to curl her lip at how 
gross the idea was, then followed it across the small 
hallway.

She edged along the wall and peeked out onto the plat-
form. Nothing moving, so she poked her head out for 
a longer look. The platform was clear. At the other end 
was a ‘Way out’ sign. Claire started to walk briskly 
towards it but as she passed in front of the train she 
took only took a dozen steps, each slower than the last, 
before she stopped and looked back. 

Where was the driver? There was no slime around 
the front of the train so he hadn’t been eaten by the 
Morph. And where had the driver been when they had 
stopped the train? Where were the police and the sta-
tion staff, and everybody else who should have come 
running after a train was wrecked in a tunnel? And 
what about Evie? So there might be someone to help 
at the other exit, but how would Claire explain that 
a strange girl had been captured by an even stranger 
monster? 

There was a wooden bench nearby and Claire took a 
seat right where she could look at the wrecked train. 
This might not be a dream, but it certainly wasn’t real 
either. One side of Claire’s mouth lifted slightly. If this 
wasn’t her world, maybe she didn’t have to play by the 
old rules, and be quiet little Claire with her nose in the 
books. In her imagination she had crawled through all 
the secret tunnels, she usually figured out the deadly 
trap before the hero did, and she fearlessly fought 
in every battle and avoided every ambush. She had 
always thought she could do as good a job as most of 
her heroes. Perhaps this was a chance to prove it.

She strode to the open door of the train and stepped 
into the first car. The trail of slime was about as wide 
as the aisle, so she hopped from side to side to keep 
her feet out of it. Morph had already pulled all the 
connecting doors off their hinges, so she didn’t need 
to fiddle with locks and she moved quickly to the back 
of the train. Only half of the bulbs were working in 
the last car, but she could see that the farthest pair of 
doors had been torn out on the left side. One lay on the 
floor, folded almost in two, and the other was missing 
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completely. The trail of slime went through the doors 
and vanished into the dark.

Claire stood at the hole in the side of the train and 
stared out into the tunnel. A lamp many yards along 
the tunnel wall shed some light and there was the dim 
glimmer from inside the car, but Claire couldn’t see 
much outside. There was just enough light to ruin her 
night vision, yet not enough to actually see anything. 
She leaned against the partition beside the door and 
sighed. Failed already. No surprise there then. She 
stepped away from the door, intending to walk back 
to the ticket hall and sit next to one of the grilles until 
someone found her. If only she had a torch or some-
thing.

She stopped in her tracks, made an exasperated growl-
ing noise, and rummaged in her bag. Digging out her 
phone again she tapped and prodded it until it came to 
life and started flipping around the menus. When her 
dad had given it to her for her birthday she had spent 

an entire afternoon searching through all the options 
and downloading new utilities and she was sure one 
of them… There it was. An app that turned the cam-
era flash into a torch. She rushed back to the door and 
flicked the light on. 

Outside was a narrow walkway, coated with slime. 
The harsh light from the torch cast sharp shadows 
and she couldn’t be sure if what she could see was a 
handrail, or cables. Whatever it was, there was nothing 
between her and the walkway, so nothing to stop her 
falling to the tracks if she slipped.

Claire squinted at the gap, trying to figure if she could 
simply step across, or if she would have to jump. The 
torch would be draining the battery so she switched it 
off and pushed the phone into an outside pocket of her 
bag. She needed both hands anyway. Giving herself 
enough space for a ‘run up’, Claire took two quick 
steps and jumped.

“They settled their world centuries ago, turning their 
backs on technology and closing the Gate behind 

them. When their children began to develop impos-
sible, magical powers theyrejoiced and called them 

Golden - until they took over.

Elanor comes to her powers not as a child, but as a 
young woman - a Maverick. The Golden are rumoured 
to do terrible things to those like her, so Elanor runs.

Anatol has travelled from the Home World, through 
decades of deepsleep. The Gate that helped settled this 
world is breaking down, and he has been sent to stop it 

destroying both worlds.

He and Elanor collide and form an uneasy alliance of 
magic and science.”

and I use the endorsement

‘Robert Harkess does it with aplomb; his way with 
words, his melding of light and dark, and his highly 

inventive worlds’ Katy O’Dowd




