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A Galaxy Fur, 
Fur Away

By John Taloni

T’Furr was a very angry kitty.

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

“Mrrowl, I have had enough!” said T’Furr. 
“We were not sent here to play these kitty games!” 
Mrrowl continued to inch forward. He reached a paw 
slowly towards T’Furr, then extended a claw. T’Furr 
felt the fur rise on his neck despite his training. “Put 
that down or I will be forced to respond in kind meow 
Meow Meow!” The kitty brain overwhelmed his 
training and he jumped to his feet, back arching. 

“Mraaaarrrrrrr!” he exclaimed, almost 
completely overwhelmed. With the last vestige of self-
control he leapt off the couch and rushed past Mrrowl, 
hissing full force, into the bedroom. 

T’Furr lay on the bed, tail twitching. Mrrowl 
padded in and sat down a safe distance away. “You 
act like we need to be working all the time,” he said in 
their native language. It sounded strange coming out 
of the small mouths of the Earth cats.

“And you forget our mission,” said T’Furr. 
“We must discover the language and culture of our 
brethren. They have so far escaped us – not just us, 
but every team on this forsaken planet.”

“Bddddddddt!” One of the other cats came 
into the room, tail high. For some unknown reason, he 
allowed himself to be called by the undignified name 
of Bobo. “See, here is a perfect situation,” said T’Furr. 

“Bobo, we call this a ‘bed.’ What do you call it?” But 
Bobo’s only response was “Miaow?” And he sat on 
the bed licking his paws.

“Rrrrright,” said Mrrowl. “I see our subject is 
ready for his language lesson. Look, maybe these cats 
just aren’t like us. They seem to have these humans 
trained to take care of them, and they look like us, 
but what other evidence of civilization do we have?” 
asked Mrrowl. “Perhaps they’re so advanced that 
they prop up the entire human civilization. Or maybe 
they’re just, well, not all that smart.” 

But T’Furr wasn’t convinced. “We just need to 
discover the key to their culture,” he replied.

“Come on, I want to play a little,” said 
Mrrowl. “These small cat bodies can move remarkably 
swiftly.” Mrrowl, T’Furr, and the other felinopologists 
had transferred their consciousness to bioengineered 
bodies created from the genetic material of the local 
cats. Their much larger bodies lay in stasis light years 
away.

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

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

T’Furr scurried around the bed, barely 
escaping the broom, and ran under the other bed. 
With a twist of his neck he engaged the Safety 
Portal. Jumping through, he landed in a small fold 
in spacetime outside normal reality. Distantly, he 
heard the human ask “Now where did that cat go? He 
seems to disappear every time.” He heard her get on 
hands and knees and look under the bed. “I’ll never 
understand where that cat gets to,” she said.
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Still angry at the exchange, T’Furr paced 
around in the Safety Portal. It was only a few feet 
wide, and had no particular texture. The floor felt 
like dull metal, but was actually more like a dense 
forcefield. T’Furr remained in the Portal for almost an 
hour. While useful, the Portals were not stable, and he 
chose to leave before being dumped unceremoniously 
on the ground. A short time later, he heard the sound 
of a can opening – and he realized that he had become 
quite hungry.

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

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

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

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

“Who’s a happy kitty? Who’s a happy 
kitty!” she said, scratching behind his ear. 
Involuntarily, he moved his head toward her 
hand. His kitty emotions began to overwhelm 

his consciousness.

Next, the human began to stroke him under the 
chin. Inch by reluctant inch he moved closer to her. 
His life’s training told him to run, to flee, not to let 
anyone touch him so easily. 

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

Oh, the indignity.
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Alone 
in the 
Crowd
Part 1
By Valery 
Riddle

Tener jerked his head up from the textbook as a 
ball of paper smacked against his temple and dropped 
onto the desk in front of him. 

He looked quickly to the front of the classroom, 
but Professor Zeon was busy preparing a diagram to 
start the next topic and hadn’t noticed any disturbance.

Tener looked over his right shoulder. He saw 
a couple of students snickering in anticipation of his 
reaction, but the troublemaker was innocently writing 
notes. It couldn’t be anybody other than Arcus, though. 
That boy was the biggest prankster, not only in their 
year but probably in the whole school. He also had the 
highest aptitude grades in telekinesis and could con-
centrate on doing something else while moving things 
and thus create alibis right and left. Tener didn’t know 
if teachers bought it, but he sure didn’t anymore. Not 
after years and years of being the target of the simple 
and intricate tricks Arcus came up with. To be fair, he 

didn’t know why Arcus would do something so simple 
as throw a paper ball, but maybe he was bored. ‘Theo-
ry’ could be boring sometimes. 

“Tener.” Professor Zeon’s voice was filled with 
the patient irritation of a teacher who disliked it when 
students didn’t pay attention in his class. “Would you 
care to tell the class what a ‘bonding point’ is?”

Tener jumped up, rattling his chair, but man-
aging to hold his balance. A wave of sniggering rolled 
over the class but soon quieted down as the Professor 
silently glared at them. It always felt as if he stared at 
each student separately. 

“The bonding... point, Sir,” Tener started with 
a stutter but soon regained his composure, “is a point 
in the very centre of the mind that holds the essence of 
everything the person is.”

“And what exactly are the components of that 
essence?” The Professor continued to stare at the class 
as if expecting more laughter, but the class was silent. 
Now they knew Tener could answer but certainly didn’t 
want to be in his shoes.

“The character traits, the memories, current 
emotions, and goals,” Tener rattled the list off, ignoring 
the fact that the diagram with the answers was right be-
hind Professor Zeon’s back. This was a new topic. The 
Professor didn’t expect the correct answer. He wanted 
to see if he could confuse the student who hadn’t been 
paying attention and berate him for that. Being able to 
escape such scolding made Tener feel more confident.

The Professor frowned but nodded while Tener 
was speaking.

“Who else has been reading ahead?” he asked, 
dismissing Tener with another nod, more prominent 
than the previous ones. “What happens if the bonding 
point is reached through the telepathic contact? Rubi?”

Tener’s girlfriend did her best to pretend she 
wasn’t there. She had slid half down her chair and 
stared at her notes as if they were the most interesting 
thing in the world. She let out a faint squeak when her 
name sounded and was now looking wide-eyed at the 
Professor, silently begging him to spare her.
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“Use your head, Rubi.” Professor Zeon was ad-
amant. “It’s called a bonding point. Terms are made for 
a reason.”

Tener stared at Rubi as if he were trying to 
achieve telepathic contact with her without actually 
touching her and share his knowledge, but he knew if 
he said a single word he was bound to get a zero for the 
lesson. It was no hard task to get a zero in this class. It 
was much harder to get a nine or a ten.

“Because... people bond... if they... touch it?” 
Rubi mumbled unconvincingly, and the Professor’s 
frown deepened. 

“Louder. More confidence. Less mumbling and 
pausing.”

Rubi looked ready to vanish into thin air from 
shame, but Tener knew she said the right answer so he 
let out a silent breath. Sometimes it seemed the Pro-
fessor was more interested in students defending their 
opinions than cramming.

“How can the bonding point be tampered with?” 
The Professor continued asking, but the rest of the class 
fell silent because they had no idea. Tener knew the 
answer but he, too, wanted the others to think. 

Arcus sounded very bored when he started 
talking. Tener turned to look at him. The young man 
was horizontally balancing a pen on his index finger 
while leaning back on his chair, making it stand on its 
hind legs.

“We can control the person either with his se-
crets or with planting false thoughts into his mind,” 
he drawled lazily and, when the Professor nodded at 
his words and turned away, mouthed ‘obviously’ and 
rolled his eyes at the rest of the class. 

Several students shared whispered conversa-
tions. The Professor, with his back to the class, showed 
he could hear them, by raising his voice:

“Arcus is absolutely correct. We wouldn’t want 
to happen to us, would we?” He looked back at the class 
sharply again, and Tener, along with the majority of the 

class, tried to look in eager agreement with that. Rubi 
looked mildly terrified by the prospect. She wasn’t very 
good at telepathy. 

“If the bonding point is in the middle of the 
picture, then what is surrounding it?” Professor Zeon 
asked, waving at the transparent diagram he’d set up 
earlier. Tener quickly started to put down all informa-
tion written on it, counting on the others to answer the 
question.

There were mutters around the class, some said 
‘protection,’ others opted for the word ‘walls.’ Some-
body said in a loud whisper, “A cocoon,” making their 
neighbours snigger. 

“A shield?” a girl’s voice asked from the end 
of the classroom. When everyone turned to look who 
came up with that word, she did her best to pretend she 
hadn’t just peeked into her textbook. “Yes, the correct 
term is ‘shields’,” the Professor agreed. “The shields 
are often manifestations of the person’s connections to 
the outside world, which are often impossible to inter-
pret unless you make studying this subject your major 
goal. We are not going to go as deep now. We’ll start by 
learning types of objects you can encounter in shields 
and their properties. Pages 210 to 221 are your home-
work. The notes on the chapter are due next lesson. Are 
there any questions?”

“Are we going to talk more about the bonding 
point, sir?” somebody at the end of the class asked. Ten-
er nodded showing he was interested too and looked 
back at the Professor, who answered:

“It is studied to a deeper extent every year, be-
cause it is a complicated subject. Have you mentioned 
it in other classes?”

“We need to make a model of it for our Creative 
Thinking class by the end of the year,” Rubi spoke up. 
It was her best class so she felt more confident to men-
tion it. “We need to learn to concentrate really hard and 
picture our own. Miss Taora told us everyone sees it 
differently.”

“That is a useful task,” Professor Zeon nodded, 
looking pleased. “We will not return to the topic this 
semester, but you should know that it requires consent 
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to enter that area of the mind.”

“If it is a bonding point, what exactly does 
bonding mean in this case?” Asked a girl in the left row. 
This was obviously an interesting point for the class 
and they refused to let go of the subject that easily.

“Bonding is the union of two compatible minds. 
Compatibility means that the telepathic contact comes 
easy and is sometimes accomplished without a direct 
physical contact. A bond enhances the abilities of both 
telepaths and helps them study the questions of the 
mind more closely. However, this subject is on next 
year’s curriculum. Right now we have to finish the les-
son here. The chapter is on page 210. Class dismissed.”

Professor Zeon was frowning as he finished 
talking, and as everybody started rising Tener thought 
that the Professor probably didn’t want to start talking 
about bonds so early on. Tener had found mentions of 
bonds in history books. That prospect sounded really 
cool.

“Tener, will you help me with the project during 
the free period?” Rubi stood next to his desk, pouting 
because he hadn’t even gathered his things yet.

“Sure,” Tener jumped up, grabbing his copy of 
the Theory of Telepathy and his bag, “Let’s go get a 
table at the cafeteria.”

***

A small wooden frame plopped onto the table-
top in front of him even before Tener could take his 
seat. Rubi never missed a chance to boast her skills in 
creating motograms. 

It was a lion cub. Tener couldn’t fathom why 
people adored baby felines so much. He supposed it 
looked cute. Sort of. But he never doubted this would 
be the subject Rubi would pick for an animal motogram 
project. She even wore a lion cub clip in her hair when 
she left it loose.

Even so, he couldn’t deny it was awesomely 
made. The colours were a perfect augmentation to cre-
ate the shining fur effect. The proportions were perfect 
and the ferocity with which the animal was tearing at 

a huge flower growing next to it was absolutely believ-
able. Unfortunately, it wasn’t emitting any sounds, but 
that didn’t disturb the image. 

“That’s cool!” Tener told Rubi, returning her 
the frame. He was honest, but he also wanted to finish 
the topic before she asked him to show his project. The 
animal he picked was a wolf but it was lopsided as he 
couldn’t figure out what was wrong with the ears. It 
also moved slowly. Overall, Tener thought it was more 
funny than terrifying, and he wasn’t happy about it.

“I stayed up till three making it.” Rubi’s face 
shone with pride. “I have an idea for a bigger one al-
ready. Maybe I’ll give it to my mom as a present!”

Her smile seemed to deflate visibly after she 
said that.

“But I didn’t have time to finish history,” she 
said with a small sigh of annoyance, habitually shrug-
ging her right shoulder. “So you totally have to help me 
with it!”

“Alright, alright,” Tener muttered, happy to 
change the topic. He unzipped his bag and tried to tele-
kinate his history books out, but they tripped over the 
edge of the table and crashed down onto the floor. Tener 
dove down to gather them and conceal his burning face. 
It wasn’t even such a hard task and yet he still failed at 
it.

As he returned to his seat, Rubi was taking out 
her own books and copybooks.

“I still can’t get the mind writing thing straight,” 
she complained in a high-pitched voice, “and profes-
sors are hinting that they will only accept mind written 
papers soon.”

“It’s not that hard,” Tener tried his best not to be 
embarrassed, but he felt like a goof, and one more fail 
would surely ruin the day for good. “You just need to 
think really slowly at first.”

“I don’t want to think slowly,” Rubi drawled, 
propping her head with her left hand. “It’s boring. It’s 
so much faster to write by hand.” 
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Tener carefully placed his pen on the paper, 
holding it up with telekinesis. He was more cautious 
than usual with this, it was imperative not to make a 
stupid mistake again. He closed his eyes and concen-
trated. 

The bonding point is situated in the centre of 
the mind and it holds the very essence of the person. 

The words slowly appeared in his mind, and the 
pen moved under his hand. It was a basic trick they 
used on the very first lesson of Mind Writing. Ideally 
they were supposed to do it without closing their eyes 
or lifting their hand. Tener was not too good at teleki-
nesis, though.

“Just picture the words with your mind, like 
you are building them out of anything you want.”

Rubi took her pen with an unsteady hand and 
asked, delaying the moment she’d have to let go of it:

“Like clouds, for example?”

“Sure, clouds are nice,” Tener urged her on re-
assuringly. 

Rubi sighed deeply and closed her eyes. She 
let go of the pen, and it fell right onto the paper. Rubi 
peeked at it through half-closed eyelids, made an ex-
asperated sound and started over. The pen didn’t fall 
down this time. It shook a little but stayed upright. Oth-
er than that it didn’t move. Rubi looked like she was 
making her best effort. She frowned and squeezed her 
eyes shut as tightly as she could, but nothing happened. 
Then the pen trembled, drew a wavy line, tripped, and 
landed flat on the table.

Rubi opened her eyes and, seeing her effort was 
in vain, huffed and crossed her arms over her chest. 

“You shouldn’t rush.” Tener tried to calm her 
down, to no avail. She tapped her foot and pointedly 
looked away.

“Hey, how’s your bonding point motograph?” 
Tener decided to change the topic to something that 
could potentially lift Rubi’s spirits. But his genuine at-
tempt was for naught. 

Rubi shrugged irritably. 

“I can’t picture it. It’s too vague, and I don’t 
even know what to look for. They never even told us 
how to do it!”

Tener distinctly remembered the instructions, 
but he quickly nodded anyway just to reassure his girl-
friend. 

“Maybe you can look at it and tell me what it 
looks like?” Rubi jumped eagerly at the sudden bright 
thought. 

Tener looked at her, appalled. They had been 
warned against establishing any telepathic contact un-
less it was first done in class. They already knew how 
to make the contact gesture and had learnt how to reach 
the first layer of their partner’s mind. This layer was a 
vague jumble of current thoughts because they couldn’t 
distinguish between images yet. That said, Tener was 
better at it than some, which was probably why Rubi 
looked at him beggingly now. 

“Well, aren’t you in the least bit curious?” She 
prompted when he didn’t answer. Tener had to admit to 
himself that he was, in fact, curious but probably not 
with what the teachers had said.

“Well, here. I am giving you permission and 
all,” Rubi pouted, raising her voice. “You know I won’t 
be able to understand it by myself in time. It’s as hard 
as the Mind Writing, and it shouldn’t be because I’m 
supposed to be good at it! Ugh, you are so irritating 
sometimes!”

This pushed Tener to a decision. If he just took a 
peek, it would probably be no harm. It’s not like he was 
going to control her or anything. If he didn’t do it, she’d 
go into one of her minor meltdowns, and it would last 
for a week. She’d be lagging behind by then, and Tener 
knew it would be his fault. 

“Alright,” he sighed, desperately. “I can’t prom-
ise I will reach the point but I’ll try, okay?” He could al-
ways pretend he couldn’t go deep into her mind. There, 
no harm done.
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Rubi nodded and eagerly moved her chair clos-
er to his. Tener snuck a look around the cafeteria—most 
students were walking out to get to their next lesson, 
leaving the two of them in an almost empty hall. He 
then rubbed his right hand against his pant leg nervous-
ly and put his fingers is the contact gesture, index and 
middle finger extended, with others folded against the 
palm and the thumb pressed against its side. Rubi was 
mimicking his gesture awkwardly. 

“On the count of three,” Tener said, taking a 
deep breath. 

They both mouthed the numbers, and he 
pressed his fingers against her forehead and felt hers 

press against his. Tener exhaled slowly and mentally 
pushed forward, closing his eyes.

An abyss opened up in front of him, and he stag-
gered, losing his footing. The fall that followed seemed 
endless.

To be continued…



12

Daughter of 
Death

By Esther Olson
Chapter One

“Order up!”

Arwyn sighed, swiped the sweat off her 
forehead, and shook her head at her friend, Emmy. “I 
got it. See if you can deal with those troublemakers 
over there,” she said with a pointed nod to a group of 
rambunctious soldiers. The whole bunch had grabbed, 
ogled, and otherwise made a nuisance of themselves 
upon the female servers of the tavern. Arwyn lost 
her temper and almost swung at a soldier before she 
remembered where she was and knew such an act 
would be disastrous.

 Emmy gave her a rueful grin, winked with 
her sparkling green eyes and sauntered over with a 
purpose. She was much more experienced with men 
than Arwyn and accustomed to their clumsy overtures. 
With ease, she began to flirt with them and set them 
laughing, easing the tension in the whole common 
area. As long as the soldiers were happy, the people 
were safe.

 Well, safer.

 Arwyn snatched up the bowls of steaming 
potatoes and carried them over to patrons who had 
ordered a meal. “Here you go, enjoy,” she offered with 
a polite smile.

 The woman of the pair grabbed her wrist. “You 
don’t look like one of us,” she accused, suspicion in 
her dark eyes. She frowned, deepening the lines about 
her face. “What are you?”

 “Nothing more than a serving girl,” Arwyn 
replied, trying to free her wrist without bringing 
attention to herself. Too late, she realized, spying a 
soldier who’d overheard the older woman.

 “What’s this now, Maura?” 

 Arwyn fought the urge to gag. He stank of old 
beer, shit, and dirty sweat. His armour looked like it 
hadn’t been cleaned since he acquired it. Judging from 
the smears of dirt on his face, she decided he hadn’t 
taken a bath this decade. “Nothing,” she managed. 
“She’s just making things up.”

 “Quiet, girl. I wasn’t askin’ you.” He turned to 
Maura, waved at her to continue.

 “She don’t look human,” Maura said, her grip 
tightening. A dark line formed between her brows. 
“Don’t sound it neither.”

 “Really?” He grabbed Arwyn’s chin, turned her 
face this way and that into the firelight, studying her 
features. He took in the odd iridescence and the slight 
tilt of her eyes, the smooth texture of her hair, and the 
way her cheekbones were shaped. He turned her face 
to the side, then to the other, saw how the size of her 
face was compared to his hand. Even as he looked at 
her, Arwyn’s gaze darted around the room, thinking 
quickly. He narrowed his gaze and seemed to study 
her features and she felt his fingers tighten. “What are 
you? No human looks like you.”

 “R-really?” Arwyn gasped out, wincing as his 
fingers dug deeper into her face. “I feel sorry for your 
womenfolk.”

 Evidently that had been the wrong thing to say. 
Enraged, he shoved her against the wall, shifted his 
hand from her face to her throat. “Watch your words, 
Wench!”

 “Hey! Hey!” Emmy rushed over, grabbed his 
arm, and was shoved off for her efforts. “Look, what 
does it matter? Maybe she’s just a refugee who came 
here to work and just get by!”
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 “It matters a real lot to me,” he growled. 
“I don’t like half-breeds. Or anything not human. 
Y’know why, Wench?” He leaned close, his foul 
breath increasing her difficulty to breathe. “I had a 
family and them stuck-up elves wouldn’t save them. 
They had all the power and they just let us die. I was 
the only one who made it.”

 Arwyn whimpered, gasped for breath, and 
tried in vain to wrench his hands off her throat. “I-I’m 
sorry…!”

 “Now… what are you?” he demanded. She 
shook her head, eyes bright with tears, and could not 
answer. Scowling, he grabbed a handful of her hair 
and yanked it back, creating new tears of pain in the 
process. It was subtle, but he saw it. The tip of her 
ear had a gentle slope, almost to a point, much like an 
elf’s would. “Half-breed,” he spat.

 He turned to the rest of the soldiers who 
had, for their part, kept the rest of the tavern from 
interfering. Only the older woman ignored the event 
in front of her; her bowl was almost empty of food. 
“Half-elf!” he announced.

 “What do you want to do with her, captain?” 
asked one of the soldiers.

 He studied her for a long moment, glanced 
down her blouse that revealed too much of her 
cleavage, and leered. “I think it’s time we have 
ourselves a camp follower.”

 “NO!” Emmy lunged at him and struck his 
arm with all her might. “You monster! Let her go!”

 “E-Emmy!” Arwyn cried out. She gasped 
when the man’s grip tightened on her throat and 
struggled for relief. If he held her any tighter, she was 
going to lose consciousness. Judging from the way 
he looked at her, she feared what would happen if she 
blacked out.

 “Make that two,” the captain said as he 
grabbed Emmy and shoved her toward the other 

soldiers. Emmy struggled, tried to pull away, and 
received a fist to her cheek for her attempt. She fell 
to her knee, clutching at her jaw. Arwyn saw a trail of 
blood trickle from her friend’s mouth.

 Arwyn’s eyes widen. She ceased struggling. 
Then her eyes narrowed, she grabbed a hold of the 
captain’s wrist and the edge of his breastplate. He 
sneered, “And what do you think you’re doing, 
Wench?”

 With a strength that surprised her, she yanked 
him, hard. She deliberately aimed for his face to hit 
the wall behind her. She did it again, harder, and then 
threw him backwards. He landed a mere few feet 
away with a whoosh of breath, winded. Her attack 
surprised him enough to release her neck. Freed, she 
made a desperate grab for his sword. She lunged 
forward, snatched up the sword from the prone 
captain’s scabbard, and faced the rest of them. She 
was fortunate that the captain was still recovering 
from the attack, judging from how he was struggling 
to regain his breath. The toss, along with the weight of 
his armour, had been sufficient enough to weaken him.

 “Let her go!” Arwyn ordered, pointing at 
Emmy.

 “And we should listen to a half-elven whore 
like you?”

 Arwyn’s gaze flickered to their captain 
struggling to his feet. Quickly, she pointed the sword 
at his throat and snarled, “Don’t. Move.” Furious, she 
looked back at the soldiers. “Give my friend to me, let 
us go, or I’ll kill your captain.”

 “Ha! Little girl, you really think you can kill?” 
The captain spat at her. 

 Arwyn’s hand shook. She’d never killed in 
her life. Not even when the soldiers came and burned 
her home; made her an orphan. Not even when she 
escaped and sought refuge. She’d survived by stealing 
food and clothing, up until she ran into Emmy. The 
older girl showed her other ways to make a living, 
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and eventually they earned the job of serving girls at 
the tavern. It was not an ideal position, but it allowed 
them to survive.

 No, she’d never had to kill before. But she had 
no desire to be a victim of these men’s filthy desires. 
To watch them beat her and Emmy whenever they 
chose to protect themselves. She may be ignorant 
of what happened between lovers, but she was 
not entirely clueless of the consequences of rape. 
Whatever drove these men to suddenly spread out and 
conquer half the continent, she didn’t care. She just 
wanted to live.

 If living meant killing?

 “Try me,” she challenged, her sword hand no 
longer trembling.

 “You don’t have the guts.”

 Arwyn looked over at Emmy. Her friend 
managed to rise to her feet, still clutching at her 

bruised face. Their gazes met, and Arwyn thought she 
could almost hear her friend’s thoughts: Don’t let them 
hurt us.

 “Wrong.” Arwyn took the blade and swung 
it, striking his neck. Blood gushed and he fell  
voicelessly; her move had been so unexpected that he 
never had a chance to scream. The soldiers blurted out 
a curse as they drew back in shock. Clearly none had 
expected her to react so. “Emmy!”

 Before the soldiers could react, Emmy ran over 
to her. Arwyn grabbed her hand and drew her into the 
kitchen, and out the back door. Dishes scattered as 
they shoved their way through. The head chef cursed 
them as they collided and pushed past one of his 
minions.

 “Keep running!”

To be continued...
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Embedded, 
Part II

By Jeffrey Durkin

 As Jessica’s eyes grew accustomed to the 
gloomy interior of the abandoned asylum, she saw 
that the tiled floor was warped and cracked. The 
plaster-covered walls were bloated and blistered from 
years of water damage. Fragments of glass were scat-
tered on the floor, glittering softly in the weak light.

 A repulsive odour assaulted her nose, a mix 
of animal faeces, mildew, and wet plaster. There was 
something else, underlying the heavy, earthy odours, 
something that Jessica thought smelled like burning 
rubber and the tang of ozone from an electrical dis-
charge. She also realised it was a lot colder inside than 
she thought it would be. It was an oppressive cold, 
one that soaked through her skin and settled in her 
bones. An urge to flee back to the bright and warm 
world outside surged within her.

 “Jesus,” Stewart said. Jessica knew how he 
felt.

 Donny glanced back at them. “Yeah, pretty 
spooky right?”

 “Why is it colder in here?”Jessica said.

 “Caspers leech thermal energy from their envi-
ronment. Stay close.”

 As the squad penetrated deeper into the build-
ing, Alpha team headed up a broad flight of stairs to 
clear out the second floor. Bravo continued into the 
gloomy warren of rooms and corridors. 

 “How do you know when you’ve found the, 
uh, nexus?”Jessica said to Donny.

 “We have electromagnetic scanners. They’ll 
let us know when we hit the right spot. The problem 
is, it could be anywhere around here. The field isn’t a 
sphere. We have to poke around for it.”

 Jessica looked uncertainly into a dark room, 
filled with broken furniture. “So, you just wander 
around inside decrepit, haunted buildings and hope 
you find just the right spot?”

 Donny laughed. “Yeah, that’s about it. Sounds 
better when you use the official term - Sweep, Secure, 
and Clear.”

 “Not really, ”Jessica muttered. She turned to 
Stewart. “Let’s get some coverage here.”

 Stewart focused on Jessica while making 
certain the soldiers were visible in the background. He 
could see that they were checking each room as they 
proceeded down the corridor. 

 “The men of Golf Hotel are methodically 
searching the Passencelle Institute for what they call a 
nexus. The nexus is a hotspot for ghost activity. Once 
the nexus is found, it will be neutralised, ending the 
presence of spiritual entities. This is the hard work 
that…”

 Stewart interrupted her as he saw a figure 
descend from the ceiling between Jessica and Bravo 
team. “Oh fuck! Right behind you Jessica!”

 Jessica turned and was momentarily stunned 
by what she saw. A woman was standing only a few 
meters from her. She was dressed in a hospital gown. 
Her face was emaciated and pale, the flesh drawn 
tightly over the bones. Jessica thought that if the wom-
an’s face moved, the flesh would peel away in wet 
tatters. She saw that the woman wasn’t standing on the 
floor; she was hovering just above it.

 “Holy shit,” Jessica said. She started to back 
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away from the apparition. 

 The spectre’s face contorted. The thin lips 
drew back. The mouth open wider than a human 
mouth could and a deep moan emerged. Jessica felt 
invisible hands tugging at her, trying to lift her off the 
floor.

 “Help!” she screamed. She swatted the air 
around her, but didn’t hit anything.

 Stewart kept the camera rolling as he grabbed 
her shoulder. It felt like she was being lifted off the 
floor, but there was nothing that visibly had hold of 
her. “What the hell?”

 At the sound of the shouts, Donny and his 
teammates exited the room they had been searching. 
He saw the spectral woman hovering in the middle of 
the corridor and opened fire. The Mk3 made a slight 
whirring noise as it pumped out pulses of energy. 
They tore at the framework of energy that held the 
spectre together. Distracted, the ghost lost her teleki-
netic grip on Jessica. She felt a last, violent pulling 
sensation and then was free.

 The ghost turned slowly to face the men shoot-
ing at it. Her physical form was composed of bits of 
dust, bacteria, squirming insects and whatever else she 
had found floating in the air or stuck to the surfaces of 
the corridor. As the energy pulses tore into the body 
she began to crumble. An arm fell away from the body 
and then popped like over-filled water balloon leaving 
a red mist hanging in the air. Chunks of her body ex-
ploded, splattering the floor and walls with a noisome 
black ichor. The creature was able to let out one last 
inhuman howl before her energy framework complete-
ly destabilised, and she faded from this world. What 
was left of the body immediately collapsed, leaving 
behind a smoking lump of black filth.

 Donny skirted the edge of the ghost’s remains 
and skidded to halt in front of Jessica. “You okay?”

 She nodded. Donny let out a whoop of adren-
aline fuelled excitement. “Wow, you got the full ride. 
Manifestation and a telekinetic attack.”

 Jessica stared at him. She was still trying to 
process what had just happened to her. Words weren’t 
coming to her. There was only a swirl of feelings, all 
underneath a surface of terror. 

 Donny looked over at Stewart, who was get-
ting some footage of the remains of the ghost. “Dude, 
you okay?”

 “Yeah, yeah,” Stewart said, buzzing with fear 
and excitement. “That was pretty awesome.”

 “You go that right. You guys still good to go?”

 Stewart nodded and kept filming. Donny 
looked at Jessica. “How about it? You still want to 
do this? If not, we can walk you back to the van and 
finish on our own.”

 It took another moment for Jessica to collect 
herself. Then she said, “No, I’m good. It’s just a lit-
tle…”

Donny said, “Freaky?”

 “I was going to say fucking terrifying. But, 
sure, freaky works too,” she said, laughing.

 “Okay. Listen, you guys stick right on us, 
okay? You get lost in here, you could get in real 
trouble. And not just from the Caspers; this place isn’t 
structurally sound. Right?”

 The six people made their way deeper into the 
dark halls of Passencelle. Jessica noticed that there 
were patches of a crusty, fibrous material on the de-
caying walls. It sparkled faintly in the weak light. 

 “Get that,”she said to Stewart. “Donny, what’s 
this stuff?”

 Donny shined his entry light on one of the 
patches and chuckled. “Ectoplasmic discharge. Ghost 
jizz.”

 Jessica recoiled, her noise wrinkling in disgust. 
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“Really?”

 “Well, not literally. That’s what happens when 
a manifested ghost passes thorough a solid object. It 
leaves a residue.”

 Seeing her look of mixed revulsion and amaze-
ment, Donny said, “Hey, it’s a whole new world you 
just walked into, right? Don’t try to make too much 
sense of things right now. You’ll have plenty of time 
to think about it later. Just so you know, everyone 
is like this the first time. You can’t get a handle on 
what’s happening, even though it’s definitely real, 
right?”

 “I guess so,” she said. She wasn’t completely 
convinced it was real. At least, not real in the sense 
that there were really ghosts. As she looked at the 
“ectoplasmic discharge” she thought it looked like 
a cheap movie effect, something you could whip up 
with a little latex and some glitter. Even the “ghost” 
could have been some sort of cutting edge visual 
effect, a projection meant to sell the idea of ghosts. Of 
course, the invisible arms tugging at her were harder 
to rationalise. Give me time, she thought.

“Hey,” one of the other soldiers said, “I got some-
thing.”

 Jessica saw that he was looking at a ruggedised 
tablet. The men huddled together for a moment, study-
ing the readout. The tablet was connected to a wireless 
electromagnetic meter and was showing a spike a few 
meters away. The directional indicator point towards a 
closed door to their right.

 “Is that the nexus?”Jessica asked of no one in 
particular.

 The soldier holding the table looked up. “It 
looks like it. It could also be a cluster of CEE’s. They 
can show up as a nexus as well. Anything that causes 
an EM distortion.”

 Donny shrugged as he said, “Doesn’t matter. 
We treat it as a Casper cluster. If it’s not, we set the 
charge and blow it. Before we go in, I want to get 

Alpha down here. Maintain a perimeter. You guys,” 
he nodded towards Jessica and Stewart,“ stay in the 
centre and stay out of the way.”

 Jessica squashed the urge to retort with a ref-
erence to her many years covering combat operations 
around the world. She knew the men of Bravo Team 
were just trying to keep her and Stewart safe.

 After a few quite minutes, Alpha Team walked 
down the corridor. The soldiers conferred about the 
best way to breach the room. While they were doing 
this, Jessica had Stewart move to one side and begin 
recording.

 “The men of Golf Hotel are preparing to enter 
a room that may contain the nexus, the focal point for 
the haunting. They are treating this like they would 
any breaching operation against a terrorist cell or 
group of heavily armed jihadists. With care and pro-
fessionalism. Their foes may not be armed with rifles 
and bomb vests, but they are no less dangerous. This 
is a new war for many of us, but the tactics and the 
challenges remain the same.”

 Donny, who was waiting for Jessica to finish, 
said, “Hey, according to the building schematics, this 
is a day room. There are two entrances, so Alpha team 
is heading to the other door. When they’re in position, 
we’ll breach together. You wait until I tell you it’s 
clear. Then you can come in and film how we set up a 
clearance charge. Okay?”

 Jessica nodded. “Got it.”

 The men of Bravo lined up next to the door, 
two to a side. One of them checked the door, found 
that it was locked and readied a shotgun with breach-
ing rounds.

 Donny activated his throat microphone. “Al-
pha, this Bravo, what’s your status?”

 “We’re in position. We go on a five count. 
Over.”

 “Roger that. On five. Out.”
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 Donny readied his Mk 3. “Okay, Alpha is in 
position. We go in five, four, three, two, one…blow 
the lock.”

 The man with the shotgun took aim at the lock 
and fired. A chunk of the door splintered. He kicked 
the door in and stood to one side as Bravo team swept 
into the room, Mk3’s at the ready. He followed, leav-
ing Jessica and Stewart alone in the corridor. Jessica 
heard the distinct hum of the EM weapons firing, then 
of men shouting “Clear!”

 Jessica, attention fixed on the doorway, didn’t 
notice a broken wooden chair on the floor behind her 
begin to vibrate. Waiting for their chance to enter the 
room, Jessica and Stewart failed to see the chair rise 
into the air. The moment Jessica realised that there 
was trouble was when the chair slammed into her 
back. She crashed to the floor, helmet spinning off of 

her head.

 Stewart rushed to her prone body. “Are you 
alright?” he said.

 She wanted to speak, to say something, but she 
couldn’t. Something cold and hollow was worming its 
way into here. She tried to scream. The sound died in 
her throat. She just stared at him, a bewildered look on 
her face. 

 Stewart grabbed her helmet and handed it to 
her. “Here,” he said. Then he went to the door. “Hey, 
I think one of those things is out here. Jessica just got 
knocked down.”

 A moment before Donny rushed out, the cold 
presence within Jessica whispered, “Put the helmet 
on.” She found she couldn’t resist the voice. 
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 “You okay?”Donny asked, hand on Jessica’s 
shoulder. 

 She tried to say, “No, there’s something in my 
head with me.” Instead, she said, “I’m okay. I just got 
the wind knocked out of me. Is this it?”

 “Yeah,” he said looking around. Not seeing 
anything suspicious he said, “You might have got hit 
by a random telekinetic event. They happen some-
times near a nexus. Anyway, you’ll want to see this.”

 Jessica could feel her willpower being chipped 
away by the glacial presence. It moved in what seems 
like eternities, an arctic vastness that crushed her spirit 
beneath its terrible weight. 

 She watched as the soldiers set up the clearing 
charge. It was a meter-long metal cylinder in a black 
nylon bag.

 “That’s the charge?” the presence 
inside Jessica asked.

 “Yep. Not much to look at,” Don-
ny said. When the charge was set, he said, 
“Okay, we need to head outside.”

 “Oh? Why is that?”

 “When this goes off, there could be 
some severe telekinetic effects as the nexus 
collapses.”

“I see.”

 A few minutes later the group was 
gathered next to the van. They watched the 
building, none more intently than Jessica. 
The presence within her was fascinated by 
what these intrusions of three-dimensional 
space into its greater reality did. There was a 
muffled ‘whump’ as the charge went off and 
disrupted the nexus. For Jessica, it was all 
too little, too late.

 In her last moments, before her soul 

shattered into innumerable ethereal pieces, Jessica 
was aware of something huge and black lurking in 
the shadows of the universe underlying the material 
world. A single baleful yellow eye fixed on her. In her 
last moment of existence, she knew that truth; that 
there were no ghosts, no spectral entities, just this 
endless blackness. With a final infinite scream her soul 
was pulled apart.

 “Hey, how are you doing? You look a little out 
of it,” Stewart said. She looked pale to him and was 
staring blankly ahead.

 The thing that wore Jessica like a dress of flesh 
and bone that didn’t fit quite right regarded the man. A 
million scenes of torture and mutilation played across 
a mind old and abyssal. But, the thing knew that that 
could wait.

 “I’m fine,” the shell of Jessica purred. “Let’s 
get out of here.”



Lepidoptera
Rubigo

By Pete Sutton
The street is blanketed in silence.The houses—

sleeping sentinels, eyeless windows blankly staring. 
A cat stalks from beneath a car hearing something, a 
flutter of wings perhaps?

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

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

the spaces between moving parts, in the engine.

 When it flaps off to seek another host 
for its eggs, it glints in the moonlight, 

gun-metal grey, lustrous, like it has been 
freshly polished.

 In the morning the cat 
has slunk back only 

to be disturbed 
again as the 

houses 

disgorge the morning 
commuters. There is a 
symphony of doors slamming, 
dusty engines coughing into life, 
wheels popping over pot holes.

In the old red car, the glistening 
yolk-yellow eggs are rocked, and warmed, 
by the car’s daily journey. In each, a wriggling 
shape, black—like tadpoles in a garden pond.

 The cars return, the cat stretches, the houses 
awake, their windows light up. Inside the hidden plac-
es, in the engine block andbehind the wheels, there is a 
scuttling, a scratching and a series of ghastly plopping, 
ripping sounds.

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

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

#

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

20



21



22

Quest for Knowledge 
(Volume 1 of theFirstWorld 

Saga) The Tower at 
Melasurej

United with his Sword but overcome by 
grief at his wanton killing spree that 
earned the Sword a new name – Kin 

Slayer – Simon Redhead must manage 
without Manfred’s help, as the wizard 
is away visiting dwarves, or so Simon 

believes.

Book 3 Back to the 
Beginning

In which Simon Redhead, otherwise known 
as Simon Rufus or Simon the Red, will 

understand more about the burden he must 
carry and reject it.

“When the two who are one
Return to the sun

When the flame-haired child
Is first become

While the guardians sleep
Humankind will weep.”

Ancient Prophecy

The Tower at Melasurej

Simon drifted in and out of a deep sleep. He 
was in a soft bed, warm under the heavy covers. At 
the brief times he awoke, he noticed little, except 
that a pigeon seemed always to be perched at his 
window. Sometimes he would see Jhamed sitting next 
to the bed. At other times, he would see the little man 

pacing back and forth and mumbling to himself. He 
slept without dreams, as if he were drugged. Finally, 
he awoke, and the memory of the atrocities he had 
committed returned. He curled into a ball and sobbed.

Jhamed was sitting in a chair next to the bed. 
“Simon, are you awake?” He was wearing his usual 
hat, but his curls seemed to be evading capture more 
than usual. There was deep concern in his eyes, and 
dark rings around them. Unlike Simon, it seemed he 
had had little sleep.

Slowly, Simon sat up. He was in his quarters at 
Wizards’ Keep. He couldn’t remember anything of the 
journey home. Whether he had walked, been dragged, 
or had been carried he couldn’t say. Anxiously, he 
felt at his side. He was naked. He looked around. 
Fleischaker, sheathed in the scabbard Vasek, lay on 
the dresser. “What happened, Jhamed? How did I get 
back here? What have I done? Why don’t you put me 
in prison?”

“Welcome back, my friend. You have slept 
for almost three days. We found you covered in blood 
and tears and brought you home. You were incoherent 
most of the time. Dawit and Taran carried you. We 
bathed you and put you to bed. By the Balance, I wish 
Manfred were here. He would know how to help you.”

“Jhamed, I remember. I know what I did. 
I wanted to kill myself afterwards, but the Sword 
wouldn’t let me. How can I live with myself? I 
murdered the entire family and their servants. Even 
with Freda gone, there is no one to lead them. There 
will be civil war. Thousands will die and it will be all 
my fault.” He threw himself back on the bed, weeping.

“Look Simon, I know this is hard to 
understand, but for the sake of your sanity you must 
try. It wasn’t you who carried out those acts. It was 
a new being, a new manifestation of the Everlasting 
Hero. You formed a Trinity with the Sword and 
unfortunately, the ruby took control. You have to learn 
to be in command. Manfred could explain things much 
better if he were here; curse the old wizard for not 
being around when you need him. There was some 
collateral damage, I’m afraid. That’s what happens 
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in war. There will always be innocent victims; you 
have to learn that quickly. It’s not as bad as you think. 
With a little help, I removed Prince Christopher and 
Princess Margaret from the royal chambers before the 
carnage. They are safe. Prince Christopher will take 
his rightful place as the new king. I’m confident that 
things will work out well there. Here, have a drink of 
water.”

Simon stared at his friend, unmoving. “You 
knew! You knew that this would happen, but you 
didn’t warn me. I thought you were my friend. I hate 
you!”

“I didn’t know for sure, Simon. Manfred told 
me that something like this might happen. I couldn’t 
warn you, because then you would have refused to 
take up the Sword, wouldn’t you. Please, drink this.” 
Jhamed offered the glass a second time.

Reluctantly Simon took the glass and sipped 
the water. “I’m sorry Jhamed. It’s not your fault. 
Someone did warn me. I don’t know who or what it 
was. I ignored it.” He told Jhamed about the night in 
the purple forest and the two-headed lemur creature. 
“I need your friendship and support now, more than 
ever. Please forgive me for what I said.”

“You’ll say far worse things than that, before 
we’re done. It’s forgiven and forgotten. Simon, I am 
your companion and friend. I will always be there for 
you, if I can be. Wherever you are in the multiverse, 
look for me. It may not be me, but if there’s another 
version of me in that plane of existence, he will seek 
you out to help you. That is our sole purpose. I wish 
I could come with you on your next task, but it’s 
impossible. I’m just a tiny baby then, so I’ll be of 
no use to you. There is no doubt in my mind that we 
were followed to Dishley, though by whom and for 
what reason I do not know. Perhaps whoever it is will 
help you some more. He or she seems to have great 
power. Curse that Manfred, why can you never find a 
wizard when you need one. I bet he’s swigging pints 
of dwarven ale in First Delve by now.” Jhamed took 
Simon’s hand and held it tenderly. “I’m so sorry about 
Juliana. I wish I could have prevented that.”

Thoughts of his lost love caused Simon to sink 
into deep melancholy again. He sank back under the 
covers, curled himself into a ball, and became wracked 
with sobs. Jhamed left him to his guilt. I want to die. 
Why should I take up my next task? I deserve to die. 
Other thoughts fought their way past his remorse and 
self-pity. I’m sorry, Simon. I was carried away in my 
lust. I was so hungry, I could not stop. Please do not 
punish me. Do not be angry with me. Take me with 
you on your task. You are the Everlasting Hero. I am 
your Sword. We are the Trinity. We are meant for each 
other. We must prevail.

There, in the midst of his torment, Simon 
understood. Fleischaker was made of two parts, from 
both law and chaos. It was also made of two aspects, 
good and evil. It needed balance to be used effectively. 
He, Simon, had to provide that balance. In order to 
fight for the Balance, Simon had to find his own inner 
balance to control the Sword. He spoke aloud, though 
there was no one in the room.

“It seems that I have no choice. We shall go 
forward and fight for the Balance, for that is what 
you were created for. I will never speak the name 
Fleischaker again. I give you a new name. From this 
day forth, until such time as you have earned a better 
name, you shall be known as Kin Slayer. We shall 
be Simon the Red and Kin Slayer and we shall strike 
fear into the hearts of all.” Despite himself, Simon 
laughed. Inside the scabbard, Kin Slayer sighed with 
contentment and the red ruby in its hilt glowed bright. 
It had recently consumed the souls of a witch and two 
wizards. It had much to digest. Satisfied with what it 
had witnessed, the pigeon on the window ledge flew 
away.

Three days later, with the dull ache of guilt 
simmering just below his consciousness, Simon 
climbed the stairs that led to the High Tower in 
Wizards’ Keep. Jhamed was with him. Simon was 
dressed in the jeans and tee shirt he had worn on the 
fateful morning he had first met Jhamed. Kin Slayer 
was strapped to his waist. Jhamed was dressed in his 
usual garb. Simon thought that his tee shirt felt much 
tighter than it had before. Perhaps he was starting 
to bulk up and to fill out at last. Melbourne and his 
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studies seemed a lifetime ago, though only a few days 
had passed since someone had tried to run him down 
and kill him. Jhamed, or at least a version of Jhamed, 
had given his life to save him. Since then he had 
travelled through the dimensions of the multiverse, 
found a great sword, fallen in love, become the latest 
aspect of the Everlasting Hero, killed an evil witch, 
and committed murder most foul. I can still barely 
believe that this is all for real. I wish that it weren’t. 

The memory of the blood and the lifeless bodies of his 
victims resurfaced again. The look on Juliana’s face 
as Kin Slayer cut her jugular vein would haunt him 
forever. He had never told her that he loved her. She 
died thinking that he hated her. The guilt and self-pity 
welled in his heart again. A few tears ran down his 
pale face. He sniffed. The stairs were dusty and filled 
with cobwebs. They spluttered their way through the 
dust and sticky webs. At least Jhamed would think 
that the dust was making his nose run. I shall make it 
up to you, Juliana. I shall find a way to repay my debt. 
I promise you, my love.

They reached the top of the obsidian tower. 
The low parapet gave them a complete three hundred 
and sixty degree view. Simon looked out over the 

town of Elannort and into the countryside beyond. It 
was a warm day, the sun was shining out of a clear 
blue sky, and the fields were flourishing with new life. 
In the town below, people leisurely went about their 
business. It was an idyllic sight. Simon tried to capture 
the vision in his memory. It was, after all, part of what 
he was fighting to maintain. I wish Juliana could 
have seen this. She might have understood. He turned 
inwards. Before him was an archway. It was carved 

out of the same black rock as the rest of the tower. 
Indeed, it seemed to be an integral part of the tower, 
growing organically from the rest. There seemed 
nothing special about the archway. Simon could see 
through it - a large, empty cobbled square and then 
the opposite side of Elannort and its spiralling streets. 
“What is that square and why is it empty?”

“It is called Future Square,” Jhamed replied. 
“It is said to have been left by the Great Old Ones 
for some future building that never happened. It is a 
spooky place and no one goes in there. Anyway, stop 
changing the subject. You have a job to do.”

Beside the archway was a black box with a 
series of dials that were locked into a fixed setting. 



26

“Manfred has selected the settings,” Jhamed said. “It 
will take you to a time around thirty thousand years 
ago and a place far from here. Manfred and his twin 
Mandred will both be there. Remember that you must 
not let them know that you are from the future or 
that you have met or will meet Manfred before. It’s 
confusing me already. You must behave as you think 
best and deal with the situations that arise. Manfred 
would tell me no more. When you are ready to return 
you must want in your heart to come back and you 
must picture this place in your mind. I’m afraid that 
you will be naked when you get there. I hope that 
it’s summer time, for your sake. I hope that it’s dark, 
for theirs.” He laughed at his little joke, but his heart 
wasn’t really in it. “Do you understand?”

Simon nodded. “Are you sure Kin Slayer will 
go with me?”

“Manfred assured me that it would be so. It is 
part of you now and you are part of it. You have killed 
together.”

“Thanks for reminding me.” Simon sighed. “I 
suppose I had better get it over with.”

At that moment, there was a sound of feet on 
the stairs and muffled shouts. Taran ran out onto the 
parapet. He was followed a short while later by Dawit. 
The dwarf was puffing and panting hard. Taran hardly 
seemed out of breath. “Did you think to sneak off 
without saying goodbye?” Taran asked. “We are not 
that easy to shake,” Dawit gasped.

Simon was embarrassed. He had deliberately 
avoided seeing anyone but Jhamed during his 
recovery from the events at Dishley. He was ashamed 
about that, but he was more ashamed about his actions 
there and what his friends thought about him.

Dawit spoke for both of them. “Simon, we 
understand. It is a huge burden to carry to be the 
Everlasting Hero. It is not one either of us would 
relish. But we would be there to help you carry it, as 
we carried you home from Dishley. We four have a 
special fellowship, five when Manfred returns. Just a 
few days ago, I could never have imagined calling an 

elf my friend.” He turned to Taran and slapped him 
on the back so that he almost fell over. “We are the 
last best hope for peace in FirstWorld and the wider 
multiverse. We all wish we could come with you on 
this task, but it is one you must shoulder alone. At 
least Manfred will be there. I often wondered what he 
was like as a young wizard. You must tell us when you 
get back. Good luck, my friend. Hurry home, we shall 
be waiting.”

Simon had tears in his eyes as he hugged the 
three of them. All he could manage to say was, “Thank 
you, I’ll see you soon.” I don’t deserve such good 
friends. He stepped up to the archway, glanced back 
at his friends, waved nonchalantly, and walked under 
the obsidian time portal. There was no flash, no bang, 
and no science fiction movie theatrics; one second he 
was there, the next he was gone. A pair of sneakers, 
two short white socks, a pair of torn jeans, a green 
tee shirt, and a well-used pair of blue jockey shorts 
remained behind.

Simon felt a wave of nausea hit him, and each 
of his limbs was wracked with the worst pins and 
needles he had ever experienced. The world went 
dark and then extremely bright. He fell to his knees 
and tried not to pass out. He took a grip and focussed 
his eyes. It was a bright, cool day; already he was 
shivering because he was naked. Kin Slayer was 
indeed strapped to his side. He was in a small clearing 
in a forest. Through the trees, he could see a larger 
clearing where a small crowd of people were gathered 
around an old man who seemed to be performing 
magic tricks. Simon’s heart lifted. Manfred is here.

****
The three friends looked at each other. Jhamed 

finally spoke. “I wish that I could go with him. He’ll 
find Manfred as old and cantankerous then as he is 
now, except that he was a different sort of wizard back 
then. During our many years in exile he sometimes 
opened up to me about his past and his regrets. He 
feels guilty that he let down his mentor Bedwyr. He 
hated being away from the comforts of Melasurej and 
was in a great sulk because he’d been sent to a boring 
backwater with Mandred. From what he told me, the 
two of them didn’t get on at all. He always thought 
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Mandred was out to make him look bad. He was there 
at the most momentous event in history but he was 
too bored and depressed to recognise it. However, it 
was what he learned there that eventually led us to 
searching for Simon Redhead. So it wasn’t all a dead 
loss and got us here in the end. He never said as much, 
but I get the impression that Manfred thought he 
should have been promoted to Bedwyr’s position after 
all the good work he had done to help defeat Gadiel. 
Being sent to a Stone Age backwater was not the sort 
of reward he had expected. I take it back, Simon will 
find him even crankier back then and would be well 
advised to follow today’s Manfred’s advice and give 
him a wide berth.” He walked through the archway, 
and just came out on the other side. He sighed. “I will 
set my quarters up here and arrange for my meals to 
be sent up. I want to be here when he returns. From 
Manfred’s hints, I suspect he will need our help 
again.”

“We’ll be ready,” Dawit said.

“I have a strange feeling that this has all been 
ordained,” Taran said. “Manfred has been used by 
someone to engineer the sundering. He had to be there 
to see Simon so that he could track him down in the 
future and send him back. He shouldn’t feel bad about 
it.”

“Don’t tell him that,” Jhamed laughed, “Unless 
you want to see steam coming from his ears.”

“I bet he could even do that,” Dawit said.

“Oh, yes!” Jhamed said. “But don’t tell him I 
told you.”

For further information on the FirstWorld multiverse 
including free downloads please visit www.

FirstWorld.info
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strange editing, lacklustre action sequences, uneven 
acting and a terrible soundtrack. 

In the near future pollution and overpopulation 
have placed the world in a precarious situation. When 
a virus that destroys all forms of grass (including 
most cereal crops) emerges out of China, most of the 
world descends into famine and anarchy. In London, 
Custance family patriarch John (Nigel Davenport), 

“This is a motion picture. It’s not a documenta-
ry, but it could be.” - Cornel Wilde

No Blade of Grass is a powerful film. It has a 
message that was timely on its release and still reso-
nates today. It pulls the no narrative punches, showing 
in graphic and believable detail what would happen if 
Mankind faced a global environmental disaster. Unfor-
tunately, the power of the film is lessened due to some 
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Cinema Obscura - The Over-
looked Gems of Cinema

No Blade of grass (1970) - 
Apocalypse yesterday

ByJeff Durkin



wife Ann (Jean Wal-
lace), daughter Mary 
(Lynne Frederick) 
and son Davey (Nigel 
Rathbone) plan to 
flee the city before the 
government locks it 
down. Along for the 
ride is government 
biologist - and would 
be suitor for Mary - 
Roger (John Hamill), 
who knows that there 
is no hope of stop-
ping the virus in time 
to prevent mass fam-
ine in England. Their 
destination: The farm 
of John’s brother, 
David (Patrick Holt). 
Order quickly col-
lapses. Food riots tear 
apart London. The 
government disinte-
grates. Biker gangs 
maraud across the 
countryside. John, his 
family and a growing 
number of followers 
- including ruthless 
gun nut Pirrie (An-
thony May) - use any 
means necessary to 
survive, including 
killing innocent peo-
ple. Arriving at the 
farm, they are told 
that only John and 
his family are wel-
come in. John won’t 
abandon the people 
who have followed 
him and decides to 
take the farm in order 
to give his group a 
chance at survival. In 
the ensuing firefight, 
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meat being sold in a butcher shop just before the fam-
ines start, normally unarmed Bobbies carrying assault 
rifles and gunning down hungry rioters, a mutinying 
army unit killing their commanding officer and the 
clever use of radio and TV snippets as exposition de-
vices all help build up a chillingly believable world. 

The three male protagonists - John, Pirrie and 
Roger - are used to examine the broad ways in which 
humanity reacts to a crisis. Pirrie is the man who has 
been waiting for the rules of society to no longer apply. 
While he recognises that John, the Alpha male, is in 
charge he has no problem killing people, including his 
wife, Clara (Wendy Roberts) after she makes sexual 
advances on John. He decides that he wants Mary and, 
surprisingly, she agrees; she knows in this new world 
a violent man is what she needs for protection. Roger 
is the other side of the coin. He vomits the first time 
he sees someone killed. Although he goes along with 
what John wants, Roger is clearly uncomfortable with 
the need for violence to survive. When introduced, 
Roger looks like he is the standard matinee hero: good 
looking and intelligent, he seems to be the person who 
will save the day. However, as the story progresses, he 
recedes into the background. The ugly civilised man 
is not suited for a barbarous world. John, the central 
protagonist, straddles the line between these two men. 
He is hesitant to kill at first; when he finally does, he 
accomplishes the task with a resolve, but no delight. He 
understands the need for order - and for a clear chain 
of command with him in charge - but also knows that 
the old rules no longer apply. And his final recourse 
to violence, while necessary for survival leads to the 
death of his brother. John is the man who can make the 
tough choices, but is not going to abandon all sense of 
right and wrong.

While the story is rich and the plot generally 
engaging, the film has problems. It is oddly edited, 
with some scenes appearing truncated and action 
sequences cut with little attempt to make them more 
exciting. The most egregious editing decision made by 
Wilde was to incorporate ‘flash-forwards’ of dramat-
ic moments into the film. For example, after fleeing 
London, Ann and Mary are sexually assaulted by some 
motorcyclists. It is a powerful scene and demonstrates 
that civilisation is at end. However, earlier in the film, 

David is killed. The film ends on an ambiguous note. 
John and his family are alive but the cost has been high 
and survival is not guaranteed.

The film has a lot to say and it does so at max-
imum volume. Although adapted from The Death of 
Grass by John Christopher (Samuel Youd’s pen name), 
the film owes much of its urgency and imagery to Paul 
Ehrlich’s The Population Bomb. The 1968 best-seller 
warned of wars, famine and societal chaos in the near 
future (the Seventies and Eighties) due to overpopula-
tion and resource depletion. Although Ehrlich’s predi-
cations didn’t come to pass, producer/director Cornel 
Wilde effectively dramatises how increases in popula-
tion and reckless industrial growth created social and 
environmental stresses that could lead to disaster. The 
film is replete with images of factories belching toxic 
smoke into the sky. Rivers are choked with garbage 
and dead fish wash up on the shore. The world being 
swamped under a tidal wave of humanity. The virus 
springs up due to pollutants in the biosphere. England, 
and the rest of the world, quickly falls into chaos be-
cause the population has grown to the point that even 
a disruption of food supplies is catastrophic.

The film is interesting for its message and its 
unflinching portrayal of the fall of civilisation and the 
return to barbarism, even if the budget keeps the focus 
tight on a small group of people.  The premise is pow-
erful and still resonates. Although Erlich’s population 
bomb never went off, the destruction of the natural 
world and the impact of the ever growing population 
and the by-products of civilisation on our environment 
is still a concern. Whether it is climate change, pollu-
tion of the oceans, the destruction of aquifers, the rise 
of megacities supported by fragile supply chains or a 
whole host of other problems the species faces, films 
like No Blade of Grass invite one to think about the 
consequences of the world we’ve made. 

The story plays out in a very believable fashion. 
Characters have realistic motivations and the scenario 
charting the fall of civilisation and the concomitant 
rise of barbarism is plausible. The vignettes that chron-
icles the collapse of England are handled deftly. There 
are a variety of small touches that chart the build-up of 
the crisis and the fall of England. Moments like horse 

30



From Roger Wittiker’s maudlin theme song to the “ac-
tion” music that would not be out of place on a Sixties 
TV show, the music does nothing to add to the images 
and seems at odds with the tone of the film. The worst 
musical decision was to have a psychedelic rock song 
playing while Ann and Mary are being assaulted. It 
is so out of place, lacking any sense of seriousness or 
gravity, that it detracts from the otherwise harrowing 
scene.

The acting is of varying quality. Nigel Dav-
enport and Anthony May both bring weight to their 
characters. They admirably convey the nuances of their 
characters. Less impressive are Jean Wallace (Cornel 
Wilde’s wife at the time), Wendy Richard and Lynne 
Frederick. Wallace and Frederick seem to be more 
bored than anything else, while Richard plays her over-
sexed doxy as shrilly as possible. The rest of the cast, 
including John Hamill, are playing one note characters. 
Which points to another problem with the film. While 
ostensibly about a family trying to survive an un-
imaginable disaster, it really is about the themes being 
presented. The characters all feel thin, because they are 
not Wilde’s focal point. He wanted to make a com-
mentary about the state of the world and where it was 
heading. The final line in the film, quoted at the begin-
ning of this review, makes it clear what he was striving 
for. He says it is a “motion picture” not a “documenta-
ry.” It is clear, however, that he wants viewers to treat it 
as a documentary. Solid characterisation seems to have 
been secondary to the main purpose of the film; a plea 
to the viewers to pay attention to the messages and do 
something to change the world.

It is clear that Cornel Wilde was passionately 
concerned about the state of the world and what the 
future held. His film is a plea for people to look at what 
was being done in their name and for their short-term 
comfort. The film oozes sincerity. While sincerity can’t 
make up for every flaw the movie has, it does help 
transform the movie from a simple, post-apocalyptic 
narrative, into an impassioned call to arms.

Recommended.

Wilde cuts in parts of this sequence with scenes of 
the virginal Mary talking to Roger about having sex 
with him once they reach her uncle’s farm. He does 
this with a number of other dramatic high points 
in the film, undercutting their power when they are 
seen in context later in the film. And, to make mat-
ters worse, he superimposes a red flashing effect. It’s 
an odd decision for a veteran of the movie industry 
to make. Whose point of view are we supposed to be 
seeing these flash-forwards from? At least, with most 
flashbacks there is usually a perceptual context they are 
being shown in. That is not the case with these fourth-
wall breaking moments of cinematic prescience. 

Another poor editing choice is made in the first 
act, in which scenes of the family leaving London are 
intercut with flashbacks to the weeks before, in which 
significant amounts of exposition are dropped. While 
it is, in general, easy to follow when each scene is 
taking place, jumbling the scenes chronologically adds 
nothing to the story. A linear narrative would have 
given some opportunity to see the characters in a more 
“normal” environment and then observe them as they 
realise the world as they know it is coming to an end. 
Finally, the action scenes are hampered by poor cho-
reography and slow pacing. An extended fight with a 
biker gang is meant to lend a kinetic punch to the film; 
it is edited and staged so poorly, however, that it brings 
the film’s climatic momentum to a halt.

There is some distracting narration, in which 
Wilde explains to the audience how the Earth has been 
brought to the brink of destruction. It is unnecessary, 
since the images and in-story exposition provide the 
same information. It’s unclear why Wilde did this, oth-
er than a fear that the audience needed to have certain 
points hammered home. A basic rule of cinema is that 
it is always better to show, not tell.  A similarly themed 
contemporary of No Blade of Grass, Soylent Green 
(1973), offers a much better example of conveying the 
rise and fall of civilisation. It the case of that film, a se-
ries of images set to a rising and falling score that tells 
the exact same story of the rise of the modern, indus-
trial world and its baleful effects on the planet without 
resorting to a single word of narration.

The soundtrack is the weakest part of the film. 
31
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SHIVA XIV
by Lyra Shanti

Prologue: Birth of Shiva the 
Fourteenth

When the Queen first ordered that her son be 
proclaimed “Shiva the Fourteenth,” it was already 
known to the priests of the planet Deius that the infant 
would be the one to bring balance to the stars.

He was judged, and bathed, and welcomed 
with holy water, as with any other child born into 
the royal line of The Shiva. However, from the first 
sight upon his body, the high priest himself knew that 
Queen Amya’s son was the next true Bodanya, the 
second coming of The Great Adin.

So they prayed. They prayed into the early 
morning onward to the Gods of old while the priests 
sang and chanted, waiting for a sign or for guidance.

By the third evening, the high priest, known 
as Meddhi-Lan, declared that he had been given 
understanding by the previous Shiva about the child’s 
true identity. Then, the priests brought the child to the 
altar where only his birth mother was allowed to be 
present among them.

Meddhi-Lan then held him up to the ancient 
statue, The Star of the Sun, so that the child’s eyes 
could look upon the spirits with awareness. After 
gently placing the newborn back onto the blanketed 
altar, Meddhi-Lan walked to the center of The Holy 
Room, facing The Council: The Holy Order of The 
Dei. All the priests of The Dei then gathered in a circle 
around the altar, praying silently for guidance from 
their revered gods of old.

Speaking with a resounding, clear voice, 
Meddhi-Lan declared, “No knife, nor stone, nor 
instrument of incision shall wound this child, for he 
will be now and forever known to us as the Neya 
Bodanya!”

Silence fell upon The Council as they could 

not believe what they heard. No one had been named 
the next Bodanya for hundreds of years.

The High Priest then wet the boy’s forehead 
with colored sand and water mixed with scented 
oils. Soon Meddhi-Lan began chanting in a droning 
hum, which had been performed by The Holy Dei 
for thousands of years. With this ritual, came the 
collective resonance of the entire priesthood. One 
by one, their song grew greater with each voice that 
contributed to the epic drone.

Joining their collective song, the priestesses 
of the temple fell to the floor in the ecstasy of their 
tradition. Then, the royal infant was raised by the 
hands of the High Priest.

Meddhi-Lan waited a few moments, and with 
his eyes alone, he asked those present for silence.

“This boy has been named Ayn by his birth 
mother, Queen Amya. It is her right to call him this, 
but no commoner in the kingdom shall know him as 
Ayn. He will be known henceforth only as Shiva the 
Fourteenth.”

Then Pei, the adolescent student priest of 
Meddhi-Lan, raised his hand, holding a replica of the 
great sun-star, Siri, and proclaimed, “All praise the 
Neya Bodanya, Shiva the Fourteenth! Rejoice! Adin! 
Adin!”

Soon, they all began to repeat Pei’s chant 
as the infant was anointed by Meddhi-Lan with the 
symbol of the Siri-Star, the revered sun of Deius, 
encircling it with the holy light of Adin. Even Queen 
Amya began to chant, though she was not particularly 
religious. She was, however, extremely proud of her 
beloved child.

Gently, with his forefinger, the high priest drew 
the symbols upon the child’s forehead, coloring it with 
gold and silver sand. Then he, and all the priests and 
priestesses, fiercely prayed.

“Please, great Siri, the holiest of our gods” 
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said Meddhi-Lan in a hushed voice, “protect this boy 
from the fate of The Adin, for he may be The Neya 
Bodanya, but he is also an innocent, and worthy of 
a long, happy life. I beg you to be merciful in your 
judgment, and in return, I will guide and protect this 
blessed child for as long as I live. Holy Holy, Un-
Ahm!”

After his silent prayer, Meddhi-Lan looked 
into the baby’s eyes; how blue they were, how full 
of deep understanding. Just then, Ayn smiled with a 
radiant glow and then grabbed onto Meddhi-Lan’s 
finger. The High Priest smiled in return, for he knew 
it was an answer from the gods... or so he chose to 
believe.

Chapter 1: The Great Paradox
Meddhi-Lan sat upon the floor of his room and 

opened his private scroll. He remembered the ordeal 
of The Bodanya’s birth with fondness, yet also with 
sadness and concern. He dipped his pen, which only 
the High Priests of The Dei could manipulate, into the 
plasma-ink and gave one touch to the scroll, which 
was all that was needed. The neon white soon became 
a visible, clear blue with the words written:

In the year of 12.120.47, our Lord, The 
Bodanya Shiva, The Second Coming of Adin, was 
given to us on this Day of Seed, the twelfth of Api.

He then began to meditate, focusing his 
thoughts deeper into his memory, trying his best to 
depict The Bodanya’s birth as accurately as possible. 
As the pen twitched, ready to write the words from 
his mind, Meddhi-Lan mentally blocked the pen’s 
movement as his thoughts could not help but turn 
inward with worry.

Holiest of Gods, is this your plan? he 
questioned in his mind. He did not wait for an answer 
and was about to scribe more of his testimony into 
words upon paper when Pei, his student priest, 
knocked gently on the door. “Yes. Enter,” said the 
high priest while still in meditation.

Pei bowed halfway with reverence to his 

mentor. “My Lan,” he said, “Amun-Lan and some of 
the other priests wish to speak with you. They have 
requested that you meet them in the holy room.”

Meddhi-Lan opened his eyes, awakening to 
conscious thought as the plasma-powered pen gently 
fell onto the smooth carpet of midnight blue.

“Tell me, Pei, do you think as they do about 
the matter in which they are concerned?” the high 
priest asked as he carefully watched his student.

“I know not,” replied Pei, trying not to offend 
his revered teacher.

“You should speak your mind, young Ney,” 
Meddhi-Lan said while getting up to redress himself 
in his proper blue Dei robes. He then turned to his 
student and spoke, dead calm and direct.

“You are frightened too. Are you not?”

Pei did not like to be referred to as “Ney,” for 
he was very near to reaching full priesthood, and soon 
would have the respect of his teacher, as well as the 
rest of their priesthood. Nevertheless, he understood 
his place and took a moment to respond, unsure of 
what his answer should be.

Finally, Pei replied, “Yes, a little, my Lan.”

“It frightens you... because of the unusual 
nature of his being?” questioned the high priest with 
his left eyebrow raised.

“Yes and no,” Pei shook his head, feeling naive 
in his thoughts, which he knew his teacher would 
undoubtedly sense.

“Yes and no? I assume you are in a state of 
unbalance - of paradox - and not of the oneness of the 
Un?”

It was Meddhi-Lan’s way to gently tease his 
student. Pei was a highly intelligent young man, and 
near in his attainment of awareness, but he still could 
not look upon his teacher with equal mind. His robes 
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were of red with no blue along their trimming, and 
he did not yet shave his forehead, or wear the belt 
of a Lan. Though he still had many doubts, he was 
loved like a son by his teacher nonetheless, and was 
Meddhi-Lan’s favorite among the student priests.

“I… do not mean to speak in a paradox, my 
Lan. I simply have not come into the light yet. I admit, 
though, it is difficult to understand the meaning of the 
Un’s ultimate design when a child has been born to us 
who is so… very unusual.”

“Yes, Pei,” said Meddhi-Lan as he gently 
rested his hand on his student’s shoulder, “and we 
must expect that there will be some opposition to my 
pronouncement that he is indeed the reincarnation of 
The Great Adin.”

“Because of fear?” Pei asked nervously.

“Yes... and also because of the length of time 
that has passed before his return to us. It has been 
hundreds of years since the Bodanya has chosen to 
live and walk upon our planet - so many years, in fact, 
that The Council was already in disbelief when Amya 
gave birth to him.”

“But she was the woman to conceive amongst 
the white flowers in the time of The Great Adin’s 
rebirth,” argued Pei unnecessarily.

“Yes, she was,” replied Meddhi-Lan with a 
slight smile.

“And so the prophecy has been fulfilled.”

“Of course,” sighed the high priest as he 
placed his unfinished scroll back into an oval chest 
that hung on the wall. “It has all been written and 
prophesied, my young student.”

“Then…” Pei struggled with his mind, finally 
forcing himself to ask, “Why was the Bodanya born 
with… both male and female flesh?”

Meddhi-Lan winced at the rawness of Pei’s 
question. He stared at the ancient blue and silver chest 

on the wall, adorned with the holy markings of The 
Dei, as if looking for an answer within its design.

“This was not foreseen… was it, my Lan?”

The high priest slowly turned to face his 
student.

“No, Pei. It was not.”

--

For nearly a thousand years, The Council of 
The Holy Dei had believed themselves on the brink of 
doom. The galaxy of Un-Ahm was slowly becoming 
desolate and barren. With each passing year of drained 
plasmic energy and decreasing power supply, the 
people of Deius looked to The Dei for wisdom and 
light.

This was now the time of The Great Paradox, 
also known by the few remaining scientists on Deius 
as Polarity Syndrome. It was first suspected by the 
priests of Deius when the sun of the planet Hun 
imploded upon itself, killing all of Hun’s inhabitants 
instantaneously. Scientists disregarded the event as 
an isolated, natural incident within The Un, but the 
Deiusian holy men saw it differently. They believed 
the death of Hun’s sun was a sign from the gods, 
and a warning of the doom to follow. The Dei priests 
believed Hun’s demise was the first massively tragic 
event in a series of horrific disasters yet to come.

Soon after, fear led to panic and panic lead to 
war. Planets rivaled each other for control of plasma, 
and for religious reasons as well. Unfortunately, the 
other known galaxy with intelligent life, Dru-Ahm, 
refused to offer any aid, for fear of bringing war and 
possible contamination upon themselves. The people 
of Dru-Ahm had always considered themselves to be 
higher life-forms than most and had made it clear to 
the planets of the Un-Ahm galaxy that they would be 
facing their plasma crisis alone.

The years then passed with much anxiety 
and paranoia. The more stars that imploded, the 
more planets fought over who would have the last 
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controlling share of plasma. Soon, the over use of 
plasma began destroying plant life and subsequently 
caused sickness in a wave of mass proportions, 
especially among the poor and destitute.

After the planet Sirin had become nearly 
barren of its vast oceans and jungles, all the existing 
planets of the Un-Ahm galaxy were asked by the 
queen of Deius, Queen Amya, to sign a treaty 
which promised to mine plasma carefully and on 
rare occasion. Hoping to end the spread of Plasma 
Sickness, the leaders of each planet signed the treaty 
anxiously. However, the illness still spread – even to 
the wealthy and the privileged. No one seemed safe 
and this made most either look to their gods or to 
science for the answers.

The modern citizens of Deius, however, no 
longer recalled the days of science; they looked only 
to the Priests of their kingdom for comfort and truth.

Not since the original Bodanya, The Great 
Adin, had the Holy Order of the Dei any insight into 
what may solve their crisis. Though they believed 
many incarnations of the Gods had secretly graced 
their sands throughout time, only the pure bloodline 
from the “Shiva” royal name was trusted by The 
Council to be the true heir to the Deiusian Kingdom.

The royal line of Shiva began with the first 
incarnation of Adin himself, in the year of 11.213.70. 
It was written that during Adin’s rule as king, The 
Dei believed he would define existence in his own 
lifetime, as well as heal the power supply of the 
galaxy. 

However, according to legend, in his twenty 
sixth year - only three years after his crowning - Adin, 
Shiva the First, was violently murdered by the hands 
of his own half-brother, Siri, whom the planet Sirin 
had been named after. It was also written that, even 
though Adin had appointed his younger brother as 
king of Sirin, Siri was jealous of his older brother’s 
power, for he wished to become the new Bodanya: the 
universe’s holiest of spirit-guardians, as well as high 
ruler of all the planets of the Un-Ahm galaxy.

According to legend, Adin forgave Siri just 
before he died, thus, as claimed by the priests of The 
Dei, making it possible for all men to forgive those 
who succumb to their jealousy and hatred.

After three days of resting within his 
sarcophagus, Adin’s spirit rose from his body and 
spoke with his brother, giving him a full pardon, as 
well as counseling him on how to rule Sirin with light 
and love. 

Unfortunately, after years of war and excessive 
mining of plasma, Sirin’s lush lands eventually fell 
into ruin and despair, causing most Sirini to question 
their once great king, as well as their own beloved 
Gods of old.

Thus, the use of prophecy was even more 
depended upon. Priests focused all their minds and 
souls into the gift of prediction and meditation, in 
order to foretell the next coming of the Bodanya 
Shiva. 

Through the hundreds of years that followed, 
twelve of The Shiva royal line had lived and died. 
Unlike The Great Adin, however, they were kings, 
not Gods.  All had spoken with truth and wisdom, but 
none had cured the galaxy of its ever-draining energy. 

Some blamed the chaotic nature of the stars. 
Some blamed the ones from the past who did not care 
for their planets. Some even blamed the scientists for 
discovering the uses of plasma in the first place. Most, 
however, simply became desperate in their hope for a 
man to come and save them from their doom, as it had 
been prophesied for so many years.

On his deathbed, Shiva the Thirteenth 
promised his priests that he would return in spirit-form 
to light the way for the return of the first Bodanya 
Shiva: The Great Adin. He had told his high priest, 
Amun-Lan, that Adin would be reincarnated in the 
season of The Seed, which was now upon them.

“And so it was, and so it shall be,” Meddhi-
Lan heard the famous Deiusian chant repeated in his 
mind. He had been given the title of High Priest from 
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his predecessor and teacher, Amun-Lan, many years 
ago and now, after receiving the vision of Adin’s 
return, he embraced his role as the Neya Bodanya’s 
Lan. In fact, he felt nothing but pride. No matter who 
might contest his decision to teach the God-child, he 
vowed he would do so until his death, for he loved 
the boy with all of his soul, and in a way no other 
priest could understand. Despite what the other priests 
believed, Meddhi-Lan was certain that this particular 
Shiva was indeed a boy, no matter what his body 
seemed. Meddhi-Lan knew it in his heart to be the 
truth.

Meddhi-Lan closed his eyes and made a silent 
soul-promise to forever protect the new king of Deius. 
Though, for Meddhi-Lan, The Bodanya would always 
be known, first and foremost, as his most beloved boy 
named Ayn.

Shiva XIV ©2014 Lyra Shanti, Timely Tales Press
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“Stall”

historical moment

past. present. future. merge.

time machine stalled

 

“Oblivion”

preventing past dance

no meeting of grandparents

everyone goes poof

 

“Time Machine”

morlocks below me

machine moves through time not space

pull it to Weena

 

“Butterfly Effect”

stalking a t-rex

hunter steps on butterfly

past shifts future forever

 Scifaiku
 poems

 by Wendy Van Camp
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Start of 
Term

By Jim King
Laughter and shouts echoed from the ivy-clad 

stone walls as happy youngsters met and mingled 
along the wide main street, so excited to be starting 
university and not a one of them worried that they 
would be amongst this year’s victims.

Stacey Parkins was laughing as she tried to 
look everywhere at once, her long, dark brown hair 
swinging to and fro while she looked from the accom-
modation blocks to the great hall to the towers and 
then to the hundreds of eighteen-year-olds just like her 
who had gathered on their first day here.

Beside her, her best friend was silent but just 
as happy. Her eyes were wide as she looked at the 
people around them and listened to the voices. Every 
continent and nation sent students here, and the cloth-
ing of every nation graced the corridors and paths of 
Cranston Hall.

Stacey felt someone tap her left shoulder and 
she turned that way only to hear a laugh from her 
right. “Got you again spud.” Turning to her right Sta-
cey saw the grinning face of her big sister, two years 
older and a veteran of the hall. “Hey Amanda, this is 
fantastic.”

Amanda laughed. “Told you so, best place in 
the world. So much to learn, so much fun to be had.”

“Tell me everything. Who are the people to 
know? Where do we go? Tell me.” Stacey was so 
excited, and both her sister and best friend laughed at 
the sight. 

“Calm down Stace, you’ll have a fit before 
you’ve been here a day.”

“Oh shush Peg, aren’t you excited to be here?”

Peggy Van Alwen, Stacey’s best friend since 
they were oh,about four, chuckled. “Yes I’m excited, 
but I’m not going crazy about it.”

“Come on sis! Who are the people? Who do 
you know?” Stacey pointed at a group a people with 
bright red tabards over tee shirts and jeans; they were 
standing beside a table piled with leaflets. “Who are 
they?” She pointed to a group dressed entirely in black 
who strode through the crowds surround by empty 
space as people saw them coming and stepped aside. 
“Hey Goths.” Then she pointed to a tall distinguished 
looking man, coal-black gown over an old-fashioned 
charcoal suit and white shirt who stood in the doorway 
of the great hall. “Not bad for an old guy; who’s he?”

She kept pointing and asking till her sister 
sighed and started explaining.

#
“Isn’t it fantastic Mr Symonds? All these won-

derful, happy new students.” 

Doctor Marcus Edward Symonds turned his 
head slowly and looked down his great, hooked nose 
at the short woman who had stepped out of the great 
hall and stopped beside him under the arch of its main 
doors. His dark eyes stared from under eyebrows shot 
with grey and above a thick beard more silver than 
black these days. He grunted.

The woman didn’t seem bothered by his mood 
and continued to speak. She seemed as excited as the 
new students.

“I love this. New beginnings. So many fresh 
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young minds, eager to learn and to discover the world 
for themselves.” She reached down to gently life a 
butterfly from the hem of her brightly coloured robes 
and cast it up into the air with a laugh that left her 
white teeth, bright against her dusky skin. “How can 
you not be excited today of all days?”

Doctor Symonds grunted again. “Seen it be-
fore.”

“Well it’s wonderful and new to me. I’m Alala 
Zumwasi by the way. This is my first term her as well, 
I’m the new teacher of Charms and—”

Symonds interrupted her and spoke a single 
word; he drew out the sound, and his voice dripped 
contempt. “Fetishes.”

The woman ignored the slight. She had heard 
it all before: powerful men and women looking down 
their noses at her craft, and in the case of Doctor Sy-
monds, he had a very big nose to look down.

She was about to respond when movement 
caught her eye, a patch of darkness moving through 
the bright colours that thronged the paved road that 
ran through the centre of the campus. A patch of 
darkness that everyone moved away from, all except 
one young lad, so excited as he talked to his friends 
he didn’t notice the group in black until they reached 
him, and two of them knocked him to the ground.

“How rude, that’s not right. Excuse me while I 
go and have a word. That’s not the behaviour we want 
here.” Before she could even begin to move she was 
frozen by a single word that hummed with power.

“Don’t!”

#
They were five in number, three boys, two 

girls. One of the boys and one of the girls shared the 
same golden hair and the same thin sharp faces, the 
other two boys were big, athletic maybe. The remain-
ing girl was petite, barely five feet talk and with long 
black hair covering most of her face. All five of them 
were dressed in black, jeans or trousers, tee shirts or 

blouses, black broken only by a tuff of purple or grey. 
They stopped as one and looked down at the lad they 
had knocked off his feet. His sharp-voiced complaint 
died on his lips as he stared up at them, suddenly feel-
ing vulnerable instead of angry.

#
Stacey turned to her sister. “Did you see that? 

What a bunch of bullies! Who do they think they are 
anyway? Someone should sort them out.”

Her sister’s voice was quiet, and the laughter 
of earlier was gone. She sounded so serious that both 
girls looked at her in surprise.

“Stay away from them. They’re in Albany 
house. There aren’t many of them, but you don’t go 
near them or talk to them. You see them coming get 
out of the way, and if they start anything make sure 
you’ve got lots of friends handy before you respond. 
Mostly their house master keeps them under control 
but those are new. They haven’t learned yet. The older 
ones tend to keep to themselves and not come over 
with that attitude. Or Mr Symonds kills them.”

“Kills them? Are you serious; who are they?” 
Then a suspicion rose in Stacey’s mind. “What are 
they?”

Amanda leaned closer to the other two girls 
and bent her head forward; the others matched her so 
that whatever was said would be secret.

“Sorcerers!” she whispered.

#
“Sorcerers! Here!” Alala was shocked, and her 

voice squeaked a little as she spoke. “Shouldn’t we 
call security? They shouldn’t be here, not sorcerers.”

The reply was slow, almost laconic. “They are 
students, some of your excited new arrivals.”

“They can’t be, not sorcerers. I know it’s not 
forbidden right now, but it was only a few years ago, 
sorcerers, death and destruction magic. Surely you 
know what it does to people who are born with it. 
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They could go mad at any moment; they could hurt 
the other students or even kill someone!”

“Would you have them put to death as they 
were in the old days, for the crime of being born with 
a different kind of magic in their blood?”

“Well no, that’s barbaric. But sorcerers, why 
are they here, why aren’t they locked up somewhere 
safe where they can’t hurt people?”

“Where else should they go to learn how to 
control their magic? Would you have them join one 
of the outlaw bands or find their way to one of the 
underground groups who would teach them to enjoy 
killing?”

“Well no, but, I suppose, but, what if, what if 
they hurt someone?”

“They won’t. If they can’t learn to control their 
powers, or themselves, they will be dealt with.” The 
last few words had a ring of finality about them.

Alala didn’t look entirely convinced and this 
had clearly taken the shine off her happiness.

Then the group of black clad sorcerers walked 
away, leaving their victim sitting on the flagstones, the 
onlookers hurrying to step aside. A clear area formed, 
allowing the two to look across the path and onto 
the grass where the ancient oaks stood tall and wide, 
where scores of students rested in the shade under the 
broad spread branches. All except one tree where a 
single figure stood, completely alone and isolated.

#
Stacey, Peggy, and Amanda stood and watched 

in silence as the five walked away and disappeared 
into the crowd, but before the crowd moved back and 
filled the gap left by the group it was possible to see 
onto the lawn and the trees there. Stacey’s eye was 
immediately caught by a tall, skinny figure wearing a 
black robe, the hood pulled up and forward to shadow 
most of the face. Only the bottom of the face could be 
seem, thin and pale, the cheeks covered with acne and 
the weak chin covered in a fuzz of soft brown hair. 

The figure had his hands inside his deep sleeves but 
one arm was clutching an ancient looking book to his 
chest.

Stacey pointed at the figure and was about to 
ask her sister who that was, when she saw a group of 
laughing girls reach the other side of the tree, the girls 
stopped suddenly then recoiled in shock or something 
worse. One of them looked around the thick trunk and 
shrieked; she said something, and the entire group fled 
to find shade under another tree.

“Who, what is he? Or don’t I want to know.”

Amanda shook her head from side to side, 
“You probably don’t want to know but you need to. 
I heard we had one in this year’s intake; there are a 
few others on the campus but we don’t see them. The 
campus wards are powerful, but sometimes something 
leaks through so you need to know. Don’t kill any-
thing here, not even an insect. Chase it away, but never 
ever kill anything. It’s not worth the risk.”

Both Stacey and Peg stared at her. Amanda’s 
voice had been serious, but there had been fear in 
the words of warning. It was Peggy who spoke first. 
“What is he?”

Amanda looked around again to make sure no 
one was close enough to hear her words.

“Necromancer.”

#
“A NECROMANCER! NO! Sorcerers are one 

thing but a necromancer. Around these children. No, 
how can the University allow this? A Necromancer. 
In Africa we put them to death as soon as the power 
manifests at puberty. You can’t tell me they are al-
lowed to walk around freely. Don’t you know what 
they do, even without meaning to? Just by being here 
they place everyone at risk.”

Alala paused for breath, her cheeks were 
flushed, and her good humour had vanished. “I met the 
chancellor, she’s a good woman and a grandmother. 
How can she allow this? A Necromancer!”
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Doctor Symonds turned his upper body toward 
the woman and looked at her, his black eyes like pitch 
against the pale skin of his face, the whites of his eyes 
no more than a narrow sliver around the darkness. 
“This is Europe, we don’t kill people here just because 
their powers are...” He paused dramatically. “Incon-
venient. He must be taught to control his power, and 
where better than the world’s finest university of the 
arcane and magical arts. Or would you rather he be 
cast out, to wander the alleys of a city, to raise every 
dead creature and leave them un-controlled, free to 
attack the living. Would you rather he be drawn to a 
graveyard, where he would kill himself with the need 
of his power to call to the dead. He would kill himself, 
and then his power would raise him as a Lich. That is 
a far more dangerous prospect. No, he must be taught 
to control himself.”

A thought came to the woman. “And if he 
can’t, control himself that is, then what?”

“One way or another his power will be con-
trolled. No need to worry yourself about it, he will 
learn or he will be, dealt with.”

Alala was about to respond when a sudden 
crackle of tiny explosions and sparkles of light filled 
the air above the park. An excitable elderly man burst 
out of the crowd and waved his arms at the laughing 
young people on the green, several of whom were 
waving wands in the air and launching showers of 
sparks into the air. “No wands, no wands.” The stu-
dents ignored his shouts then scattered as he reached 
them, separating and running in every direction.

Alala Zumwasi had looked toward the noise 
then suddenly glanced up as something moved, a flash 
of a stocky body and bat-like wings vanishing over the 
gutter and out of sight on the roof. “What was that? I 
thought, for a moment it looked like a gargoyle.”

She looked at the man standing beside her 
and drew on the magic within herself. She followed 
a tradition of binding spells into physical charms and 
fetishes, but she was still a mage. She still had the 
power to shape magic, and to sense it.

The tall glowering man beside her was power 
beyond imagining. She had never felt the like, a vast 
dark well of power beyond measure. Far more pow-
erful than her teachers in Africa. Far more powerful 
even than the chancellor who was reputed to be one of 
the most powerful mages alive. A cold, black well of 
magic that sent a shiver down her back.

“Was that a gargoyle?”

“Yes.”

“Gargoyles are lesser demons, they require 
human sacrifice to summon. Is it very old, I know this 
place dates from the time before the five laws. Is it 
from the dark times?”

“They are powerful guardians, there are sever-
al around the great hall. They don’t attack humans; the 
binding spells are well cast and very strong. They are 
no danger, unless you aren’t human, then they are very 
dangerous indeed.”

“So it’s from the old times then, not a new 
one?”

Symonds looked at her for a few seconds. 
“Would it bother you if it were new?”

The enchanter looked shocked. “But that 
would mean there is a Demonologist around, a demon 
summoner. Sorcerers, necromancers perhaps, but not 
a demon summoner! That is strictly forbidden, even 
here in Europe. Human sacrifice is against the five 
laws. To bring death by magic is forbidden. It’s the 
very first law. Tell me, is there a Demon summoner at 
the university, IS THERE?” Her voice had risen to a 
shout, and a few nearby students turned to look.

Doctor Marcus Edward Symonds spoke. His 
voice the cold of glaciers rubbing together. “The last 
Demon Summoner to join the university was more 
than two hundred years ago.”

The woman looked relieved, and she was. 
Even for a mage two hundred years was beyond their 
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lifespan unless you believe the rumours of demonic 
pacts. Two hundred years ago was the dark times, long 
before the five laws had bought peace to the magical 
world. Yes, back then she could believe it, back then. 
She was suddenly exhausted: her buoyant mood was 
long gone, her new job and her new home had lost the 
bright shine, and seeing the truth behind the curtain 
had shocked her and chased away her earlier happi-
ness. “I should go, things to do, get ready for my first 
classes tomorrow. Well, it was nice meeting, that is, 
goodbye doctor.” She turned and walked back into the 
great hall, not running, just walking a little bit faster 
than normal, not running at all.

Symonds chuckled, the sound deep and hidden 
under his beard so no one heard it.

New teachers, like new students. So bright and 
shiny and happy. Most of them could spend an entire 
life at the university and never learn the truth, never 
lose that image that life was kind and friendly and 
safe.

He tilted his head and looked up, the gargoyle 
peered over the gutter as if sensing the gaze of its 
master. The stone was spotted with lichen but was 
still strong, less than a century old, it wouldn’t need 
replacing for years yet. Unlike the one that sat on the 
south tower. That was one of his first and was badly 
cracked now, it would need replacing.

Still that shouldn’t be a problem, five sorcer-
ers was more than usual and it wasn’t every year they 
got a necromancer. The necromancer looked weak, he 
probably couldn’t control himself. Or the sorcerers, 
they were young, arrogant. They would fight against 
his authority. One of them would challenge him, 
someone did, every year, someone would try to use 
their power to hurt others. That was his job, the chan-
cellor understood, the high council understood, every 
single user of magic had to be taught or they had to 
be, dealt with. 

Someone had to remove all the little problems 
to make sure the society of mages was kept safe, and 
if they didn’t know, well that was for the best. After 
all, if they knew the truth, the mage wars would start 

again as the common mages took up spells against 
their own revered council, the arch mages that ruled 
the magical world, but who had once been the war-
lords and tyrants that controlled it through fear.

Marketing and PR, such a wonderful idea those 
humans had come up with. The most evil of mages 
hiding in plain sight but still running the world.

Doctor Marcus Edward Symonds laughed 
again, this time the sound was loud and bounced from 
the walls around him. Passing students stopped as 
they heard the sound and felt the power within the 
voice. Older students were shocked. They all knew the 
rumours. Doctor Symonds, master of Albany house, 
he kept the trouble makers under control. So many 
rumours, so much gossip, so many stories shared after 
a few drinks. They couldn’t be true, all the stories. No 
they couldn’t be true.

But the laughter spread, and the power spread, 
and many a young man or woman shivered under the 
hot summer sun before laughing and shouting as the 
excitement of start of term filled them.
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“I appreciate the chance to tell someone 
else…”

The Ferryman is an automaton in the stern of 
the boat, pushing us along with a circular motion on 
the oar. What he thinks of the story, the one that set 
my feet on a long path that would stretch from the 
castle and eventually end at the castle, I do not know. 
But I will tell it to the end, if I can.

***
The man in red, now that he was facing the 

castle, opened his eyes every few minutes, to check 
his progress. He glanced at the boy, attentive to his 
story.

***
Padraig walked to the stage. The audience 

shuffled, coughed, made themselves comfortable 
again, after listening to Donnal’s stirring war poems. 
Padraig decided to sing the song he’d learned at Ke-
ary’s side <Keary was the Laureate of the Red Bull.> 
about the death of Rufus. On the way to the stage, he 
performed his breathing exercises. He looked around 
the crowd as he was being introduced, and Cerridw-
en, near the front, mouthed “good luck” to him. He 
cleared his throat, then began to sing in a clear, high 
voice.

He’d never considered the words of the song 
before, but noticing Donnal’s face—a thunderous 
expression turned upon him—he wondered. Perhaps 
the words hopping dog were insulting to the former 
Righ of the Black Boar. Perhaps a song that painted a 
man who was nicknamed ‘Dragon’ by his countrymen 
as being duplicitous and less than brave was insulting.  
He decided to cut it short, before the battle at the Red 
Ford, before Rufus Draga’s death. It was clear though 
that Donnal had heard the song before, or had heard 

enough, because he was being held back by another 
from the Black Boar. Padraig worried that he would 
leap upon the stage and challenge him to combat. He 
started a second song, a more traditional one.

***
Teilo limped through the woods. He’d heard 

someone heading towards the camp where Elise was 
holding her competition, where he had been heading 
before his encounter with Ceowulf’s squire. You leave 
Cahal’s side for a short while and the whole thing 
goes to shit, he thought as he hurried as best he could 
back to Cahal’s holding.

***
Phelan made his way through the forest as 

only a druid could. A lesser man would have been 
swamped, torn by thorns, mazed by impassable hedg-
es, taken much longer. But the trees, shrubs, and 
animals seemed to part before him. Ahead the large 
canvas structure Elise had commissioned stood wait-
ing. As Phelan slowed to a fast walk he could hear his 
son’s voice in high song. He smiled, until he realised 
what Padraig was singing. Expression darkening, he 
strode towards the door. He heard running footsteps on 
the path behind him. 

***
Andarta had been turned around. She was now 

behind the scouts that she’d thought were hunting her. 
But they appeared to have not noticed. Either they had 
poor woodcraft—possible, but unlikely—or she was 
not their target.

A cold presentiment settled in her belly. What 
if they were after Phelan? She put on a burst of speed, 
abandoning stealth. Ahead the scouts slowed, hearing 
her.

Part Seven

Tales for the Ferryman
Pete Sutton
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***
 As Padraig started signing his second song, 

Phelan barged in throwing open the tent followed by 
Ceowulf’s squire. Padraig stuttered to a stop. Into the 
sudden silence Phelan’s voice was loud. “We have 
need for a Brehon. There is to be a duel to the death.”

Padraig looked to Elise as soon as his father 
had caused him to stop. He saw a quick involuntary 
look pass across Elise’s face as she heard the news. It 
looked like fear.

As Padraig walked down the steps off the 
stage, his father reached him before Donnal could, and 
Padraig noticed that Donnal was dragged away by his 
companions. Over Padraig’s shoulder he saw Cerridw-
en give him a thumbs up sign.

Elise stood upon her chair, and her voice 
carried over the hubbub caused by Phelan’s announce-
ment.

“I call the competition to an end. I will an-
nounce the winner later, but first it appears I have 
Brehon duties to attend to.”

<What’s a Brehon? Well lad, it’s a bit like a 
judge. They make decisions on points of law. They 
also adjudicate duels.>

***
The three scouts had spread out in the clearing. 

They carried short swords only, so as Andarta slowed, 
she was glad there wasn’t a bowman or a spear to 
meet her. They awaited ready. 

“Where are you going in such a hurry boys?”

Her glance took in that the one in the middle 
was leader, the one on the right was a veteran, and the 
one on the left was looking to the other two nervously.

“What’s it to you?” The one in the middle 
asked, she labelled him Blacky for his long, dark hair. 
Lefty looked nervous; Righty was placid, ready for 
anything.

“I have friends here. I wouldn’t want them to 
run into trouble.”

Blacky glanced at his companions then grinned 
widely. “She thinks we’re trouble.”

Righty nodded.

Lefty was in a fighting stance. “Can’t we just 
deal with her?” he asked.

Andarta drew her sword. “Deal with this!”

Blacky gestured with his chin, and his two 
warriors started to circle to her left and right. 

Andarta decided that Righty was definitely the 
most dangerous, and therefore the one to take first. 
She feinted left, causing Lefty to jump backwards, 
then launched herself at Righty with a furious set of 
moves. He moved sinuously through his defences and 
riposted, which caused Andarta to skip backwards. 
Lefty stood poised, looking for an opportunity, and 
Blacky calmly watched.

Righty clicked his neck from one side to the 
other, rolled his shoulders, and advanced. She went 
on the offensive again. Overhand, stab, block, swipe. 
He countered, and she disengaged, breathing heavily. 
His expression had not changed, but his eyes flicked 
to over her shoulder and she ducked and rolled just 
in time to avoid Lefty’s clumsy sword thrust. As she 
came up her sword flicked out, Lefty was too slow to 
block and her sword met the flesh of his wrist instead 
of his sword. As his hand, still holding his sword, 
tumbled to the ground he stared at it in horror and 
looked almost grateful as her sword took him high in 
the chest.

As he slid off it to slump to the ground, she 
saw that Blacky was unamused. He started circling to 
her left. Righty rapidly approached, and she was soon 
concentrating on attack and counter-attack, trying to 
strain her senses to tell where Blacky was, trying to 
manoeuvre Blacky so she could see the other man. 

Blacky, on to her, tried to keep to her blind 
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spot, and Righty tried to resist moving. As he lunged 
she dropped and rolled and came up to a knee to thrust 
her sword through Blacky’s bowels. Standing, she 
ripped the sword upwards, and Blacky’s intestines 
rippled and spilled out of the gaping rent she made of 
his stomach.

Wrinkling her nose against the stench, she 
turned just in time to block Righty’s powerful attack. 
His expression was unchanged, but he fought with 
more fury than previously. She hopped backwards 
from one particularly stinging assault and tripped over 
a root. As she fell the man’s sword wooshed through 
the space she’d been standing in. She rolled as Righty 
altered his stance and thrust downwards. His sword 
was buried in the soft ground as she rolled the other 
way suddenly, using her body against the flat of his 
sword to yank it from his hands. He jumped back-
wards just in time to avoid a thrust from her.

She stood and used her toe to flip his sword in 

the air as he pulled a long dirk. She dropped her sword 
to her off hand and caught then launched his sword in 
one smooth movement.

He attempted to knock it away with the dirk, 
that met the sword with a clang, but he only managed 
to deflect it from a killing blow, it still sliced through 
his side. Andarta hadn’t stood still, she strode forward, 
and as the man winced from the sword wound, she 
launched another attack. He managed to block her first 
two strikes with the dirk, although white faced with 
pain, but the third struck him in the heart. As he crum-
pled to the floor, Andarta wiped the stinging sweat 
from her eyes.

***
“I said there’d be blood,” the man in red said 

to the Ferryman.

“What happened next?” the boy asked excited-
ly.
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death, as I knew them at that time. That came later.”

The Ferryman pauses in his rowing, taking the 
silver flask out again, but this time not offering me 
any. Although it looks like he finishes off the dregs. 
I wonder if he’s as blasé about death as I was before 
becoming more intimate with it.

I closed my eyes. Ready to continue.

To be continued

“Well as long as you’re not put off by vio-
lence?” the man in red said, looking at the Ferryman.

“You can continue. He knows what the world 
is like,” the Ferryman said, continue his long slow 
strokes pushing them onwards.

***
“He needn’t have been worried. I was a blood-

thirsty little devil. I didn’t link his tales with pain and 
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The Death Mask 
of Tijaboo

By Daniel S. Liuzzi
I stood next to my student assistant in the 

forensic lab in the basement of the anthropology 
building of the university; the two of us were not sure 
whether to smile and approach the artefact or to keep 
a clear distance from it. This artefact was the subject 
of years of research by a colleague, Dr Richard 
Mentz before he left to continue his research which 
eventually took him to the Democratic Republic of 
the Congo. Where this sinister relic came from. Dr 
Mentz studied early civilizations, dead languages 
and Forensic Anthropology, my field of research. The 
two of us became partners back when we both taught 
here at the university. Mentz became intrigued, no, 
obsessed with the Bantu language. He took a great 
interest in one legend in particular, about a living 
god named Tijaboo, who was said to come from the 
sun and was both respected and feared by the ancient 
Africans.

Mentz’s research over the years found that 
Tijaboo was originally believed to be a primitive 
version of the word ‘and’, since it made frequent 
appearances. However recent breakthroughs showed 
that the first half, ‘Tija’ meant ‘bringer’ or ‘deliverer 
of’. Further discoveries of surviving texts throughout 
ancient sites mainly in Egypt and Sudan, by Mentz, 
showed that Tijaboo was more feared than respected 
by ancient Africans. This made sense since the 
year before leaving the University Mentz made a 
breakthrough in his research of the ancient dialect 
discovering that “boo” meant “destruction” or 
“plague”. This shed light on why this god was feared, 
Tijaboo meant “Bringer of Plague” or “Deliverer 
of Destruction”.  Mentz left for Africa following a 

discovery of where Tijaboo was said to be buried after 
he was overthrown by his worshipers; confirming that 
there was truth to these stories that this individual was 
at one point an actual person saying they were a god. 
Mentz’s expedition found the site and weeks later the 
fruit of his research was sent back here for me to look 
at, the death mask of Tijaboo.

“Physical evidence of a god?” my assistant 
asked with a nervous smile.

“Gods don’t die and need death masks.” I said 
back to my pupil.

“Why is it called a mask, it’s more like a... 
vessel,” my assistant said finally approaching the 
death mask.

He was right; this ‘mask’ looked like a head 
shaped container. It was made from carved malachite, 
a green stone with a cosmic oil slick pattern to it. 
Most ancient death masks I’ve seen showed images 
depicting the person in life, usually in good health, but 
this mask was different. The face in the stone was full 
of resentment with a gaping mouth and scowling eyes 
that were sunken into the head. This face was not of a 
person who the craftsmen felt later generations should 
admire.

“Is it true?” my assistant asked looking back at 
me from the mask, “that you already X-rayed this?” 

“Yes, this morning.” I knew my assistant had 
heard the rumours and I was prepared for the next 
question.

“Did you really find something inside?” the 
expression in his eyes reminded me of myself when I 
first partook in research like this. 

“Yes. If you heard that we found a skull inside 
it, yes.” I answered.

“Amazing!” 

My assistant’s excitement made me smile 
but for me this moment was bittersweet. Dr. Mentz 
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was missing in the Congo. Officially the authorities 
believed they had stumbled across poachers and met 
with foul play although no evidence was discovered to 
support the claim. Some workers, employed by Mentz, 
when interviewed, said that an ancient evil had been 
unleashed after digging in the forgotten tomb of the 
once living god. Either way, I wish Mentz was here. 
During the x-ray we found mechanical parts within 
the stone showing two halves of the rock held together 
sealing the skull inside.

“It’s time to open it.” I said.

My assistant brought over an assortment 

of tools thin enough to help clean out the years of 
ingrained earth that hid the seam running along the 
entire circumference of the vessel. Carefully my 
assistant and I took turns cleaning. After nearly a 
half hour there was a metal on metal grinding within 
the stone. At this moment we took a break to calm 
ourselves so our hands would be steady for the next 
part, one way or another this mask would be opened. 
We wore headlamps with high powered LEDs to help 
concentrate. The shadow over the horrid face of the 
mask in the darkness around us was unsettling. The 
first lock seemed to have eroded over time and broke 
while the second was only released using two scalpels 
and a dental hook.
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With a click the stones loosened and we laid 
the mask down and gently pulled the face off. Inside 
something spherical was wrapped in old linen, which 
was all that separated us from being face to face with 
this ‘god’. With a pair of tweezers in one hand and 
surgical scissors in the other, I slowly cut away the 
browning textile. My assistant turned the lights back 
on before taking his place at my shoulder. I gently 
peeled away layers of linen eventually revealing an 
actual head!

“Is it mummified?” my assistant asked.

“I’m not sure!” I answered shocked.

My hands shook but I could not stop, I dared 

not. Just two more layers and Mentz and I would be 
making history together, his research leading up to 
this very moment as I peeled away the final layer of 
wrappings and stared face to face with Dr Richard 
Mentz himself! I stepped back in horror to see that 
there were no signs of cutting, hacking or gore on his 
neck; as if it was never attached to anything at all. 

We stood with our mouths open whilst the 
horror before us continued as Mentz’s eyes opened. 
My assistant broke the silence and let out a scream of 
pure terror before running from the lab. I stayed still 
locked in a stare with my old colleague. His mouth 
moved with great excitement and urgency. He was 
mouthing the same thing over and over again.

 “Tijaboo now walks among us.”
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Part Thirteen: Scars
The past couple of weeks had been wildly 

different to anything Lucas has ever experienced. He 
felt freer than ever. The most jarring change for him 
was the fact he didn’t have to worry if he was in his 
demonic form or not. The first time that happened, he 
came out of his room apprehensive, only to find Mar-
go had changed during sleep too, and was now eating 
cereal in front of the TV.

Jake made two calls first thing in the morning. 
The first was to the Dean, who jumped at the chance 
to clear his debt. Lucas now had good news to share 
when he called his mother. He didn’t quite know how 
to mention Margo, so he just said he was staying with 
a friend. The second call was to Patrick’s cell, who 
went and picked up Lucas’s old wreck of a car on his 
way home. That was the day Lucas saw the garage. 
Malik had three classic cars and one jalopy, Jake 
two economic and fast cars, and Margo only had her 
electric motorbike, that charged from a power crystal 
embedded in the wall. None of them realized this was 
mind boggling for Lucas. Jake had to snicker when 
Lucas politely asked if he could take Malik’s Impala 
for a ride one day. He laughed at his expression when 
Margo said “You don’t need my permission, the keys 
are in the ignitions.”

Training was brutal. Lucas had worked out 
heavily over the years, so he was already strong as a 
human. It helped him handle the sudden change his 

body went through when he turned demonic, so he at 
least didn’t faint all the time. But this was a complete-
ly new level. He found himself in a massive under-
ground gym, its foundations reinforced with magical 
metal. He fought and weight lifted with Margo, and 
sparred and shot with Jake, who was a challenge even 
if he wasn’t as strong as a Vuur. But no matter how 
much his muscles ached, Lucas never complained. 
Mostly because he caught on early that Margo was 
going easy on him. She was stronger than him both 
as human and as a Vuur. At first Lucas thought it was 
because of the revival, so he asked Jake:

“If that was a side effect of revival, a lot more 
demons would do it.” They had just taken a break 
from their training session. Jake handed Lucas a water 
bottle and grabbed a towel.

“Then how? I mean I have to telekinetically 
enhance my punch to even rival hers.” Lucas’s voice 
was a little raspy from his lack of breath.

“You forget.” Jake wiped the sweat of his fore-
head. “She was raised by Malik.”

“Yeah, he had a ruthless reputation.” Lucas 
looked down at the floor. “Do you know what that was 
like?”

“You’re gonna have to ask her. I don’t know 
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much, she doesn’t talk a lot about it.” Jake drank half 
the water from his bottle. “But I can say this. I have 
trained with her a lot of times, and seen her fight lots 
more. She always wins, not because she’s stronger, 
or faster, or because of the fireballs or daggers, those 
I can get around. She’s determined, incredibly skilful 
and pain doesn’t slow her down. Her type of ferocity 
doesn’t come from training like this.” Jake stretched 
and put the bottle and towel down. “Now let’s fight, 
before she sees us slacking.”

Jake didn’t just train him. He also helped Pat-
rick teach him about advanced witchcraft, and taught 
Lucas demonic languages, a field Lucas turned out to 
be particularly skilful at. It was another thing Lucas 
had to learn, but he didn’t mind. His mind and body 
were alive for the first time in his life. He was able to 
live and learn, develop every part of him. While others 
would scream underneath the weight of the work, 
Lucas was smiling ear to ear and whistling.

Summer had come fast. Lucas barely even 
realised he had been here for several months. His 
mother didn’t quite understand what he was doing, but 
she could feel he was happy. He still refused to tell her 
where he was staying. It wasn’t because he thought 
she wouldn’t approve. He didn’t want to be forced to 
define his relationship with Margo before he knew 
where they stood.

Patrick was easy to get along with, and the 
one he knew most about. When they weren’t study-
ing, they would sit in the kitchen and Patrick would 
tell him about his life in the coven, how he had met 
Jake, and usually stopped around the time they bonded 
their essences. He only talked about his death once, 
and the strong signs of anger and sadness were more 
than enough for Lucas not to pry. When they weren’t 
talking, Lucas had his nose in a book, learning com-
plicated runes and potion ingredients.

Jake was more closed off about his past. But 
he was honest about not wanting to talk about it. The 
only one who knew almost every detail about his life 
was Patrick. Jake was fun to be around, he knew how 
to take and tell a joke, and had a lot of sage advice 
if one would listen. Lucas spent hours sitting on the 

kitchen table looking at Jake dismantling a piece of 
technology and combining it with magic, a talent no 
one had heard about. He could remotely cast a spell 
from a computer, which was no easy feat, since mag-
ic energy tended to short circuit technology. He also 
had a habit to randomly switch from English to any of 
the demonic languages he was teaching Lucas, which 
meant they sometimes wound up spending an hour 
clicking at each other.

Margo was a whole different speed. She was 
not cold to him, if she was he would not be confused. 
She listened to him talk and made jokes. But he never 
ever saw her without a full body morph, and he never 
found out anything about her. It was as if he was star-
ing at a wall hiding a door, and if he could find it and 
open it he would reach the treasure inside. But at times 
the wall seemed enormous.

In mid-July he had settled in a routine, and had 
almost given up on trying to decipher her, when one 
day he caught her off guard. He had just finished target 
practice with Jake and came down to the gym to get an 
early start when he ran into Margo working out. She 
was in her Vuur form, lifting a 3000 kilo weight in a 
manner Lucas could only describe as ‘slightly faster 
than frozen’. Judging from the fact she was complete-
ly drenched and no other equipment was disturbed, 
she has been doing this particular exercise since she 
came here in the morning, roughly five hours ago. Her 
expression was one of concentrated boredom. That 
was when Lucas saw she wasn’t morphed. He could 
see a bunch of thin scars all up her arms, various small 
ones on her legs, a thick curved scar on her knee, a 
burn that was half covered by her shorts, a thin scar 
across her shoulder, and some bullet wounds across 
her torso. She noticed him, and put the weight down 
with a clank.

His expression showed he had been observing 
her for a while, he had surely noticed the scars. All her 
life, Margo had been around people who would never 
respect her no matter what she did. But they could fear 
her. She wore her scars with pride around them, they 
were reminders of the many times someone had tried 
to kill her and failed. They were proof that she was 
sticking around no matter what they did. It was easy 
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around Jake and Patrick, they both have been pret-
ty much in the same boat. They cared about her, but 
they didn’t feel sorry for her. But Lucas, he’d had a 
normal life, was a normal person. He was her without 
the baggage, without Malik. He would care too much, 
he would look at her with eyes filled with sadness 
and pity. And she couldn’t take that. She didn’t want 
him to blame himself for something he had no control 
over. It would make her run, and she couldn’t run. 
She had to stay because they were after him too. He 
couldn’t defend himself against them. She and Jake 
barely escaped.

“I’m gonna go take a shower, start without 
me.” She walked out of the room, not waiting for his 
reply. When she came back, the scars were gone.

***
“Who wants popcorn?” Patrick asked and 

three hands instantly went up. “All right, four big bags 
of popcorn please. Two with layered butter.”

Jake was standing between Margo and Lucas, 
both metaphorically and literally. He eagerly awaited 
the time when he could stop being a buffer and enjoy 
two hours of silence. He didn’t have enough energy in 
him for their problems. The most difficult thing was 
that neither of them was at fault here. Lucas wanted 
to connect with the sister who seemingly didn’t want 
to connect with him, and Margo was far too scared 
she would not be able to handle Lucas’s reaction. He 
had been up at three am talking, he had staged inter-
ventions, he even locked them in the gym once for an 
entire evening, and nothing worked. He couldn’t solve 
this himself. He considered talking to them separately, 
explaining what the problem was, for about an hour 
before Patrick convinced him that it was them who 
needed to figure things out. Neither could be forced 
into anything.

Patrick came back with the popcorn, soda, and 
candy and all four entered the theatre. Patrick grabbed 
Jake’s hand right before they entered, ensuring that 
Margo and Lucas would have to sit together.

“Thanks.” Jake whispered to Patrick as they 
took a seat. Jake wound up the farthest from the exit, 

Margo sat next to Patrick, and Lucas took the end seat. 
Patrick winked at Jake in a ‘you’re welcome’ gesture 
and settled in.

There were a surprisingly small number of 
people present. It unnerved Margo, who kept thinking 
something was wrong. She started counting the people 
around her. One, two, three, four, five heads. She even 
turned around to count the people in the very back: 
Six, seven, eight, and nine. Wait, nine is two people.

Her fidgeting made Jake roll his eyes. She was 
jumpy after the mall attack.

Lucas was slowly getting angry. He hated the 
way she acted. He would feel better if she hated him. 
But she acted friendly while clearly not trusting him 
no matter what he did. Finally he couldn’t take it any-
more and headed outside.

“What’s wrong now?” Jake groaned.

“I’ll go.” Margo went after Lucas. Jake had 
enough on his plate figuring out why they got jumped, 
figuring out how someone managed to hurt Malik, 
figuring out how the lair worked, and training, without 
her and Lucas fighting.

“What’s wrong?” she caught up with him.

“You!” Lucas shouted, to the annoyance of the 
girl who worked the concession stand. He wanted to 
say everything that was bothering him, but he couldn’t 
get the words out, muttering “You keep fidgeting.” 
instead.

His pause made Margo soften her expression 
as much as her disposition would allow. “Wanna 
switch seats? That way I won’t bother you as much.” 
Lucas nodded, and went back in without a word.

“Great, they’re not talking now.” Jake spoke 
through gritted teeth.

“I keep telling you, you can’t fix everything.” 
Patrick sighed. The plan had failed.
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Margo got back to counting the heads around 
her. One, two, three, four, five, six heads. She did a 
double take then counted more carefully again One, 
two, three, four? Her eyes widened, but before she 
could say anything, tendrils wrapped around Lucas’s 
torso and pulled him down.

***
“Where is it!” A livid demonic Margo had 

grabbed the ticket salesman by the neck.

“I don’t know what -- khkh -- you are talking 
about.”

“Drop the act. Tendrils, lives in dark spaces, 
likes a cool climate. Spill before I break your spine 
through your throat.”

Jake was standing in front of Patrick, making 
sure he stayed as far away as possible.

“He’s not a demon I checked.” Patrick said 
lightly.

“He’s not who I’m wary of.” Jake was cau-
tiously observing Margo. He had never seen her so 
pissed off. Her reaction to his perceived death was a 
friendly hello compared to this.

“You don’t really think she will hurt me?”

“I’ve learned that when Margo is pissed you 
need a blast radius.”

“All right! Tunnels underneath the screen!” the 
clerk shouted.

“Where’s its lair?” Mar-
go growled.

“A storage unit, edge 
of town. Key is on that hook!” 
the guy was shaking, his voice 
squeaky.

Margo dropped him on 
the floor and motioned the keys 
to her.

“Who the hell are you?” 
The ticket salesman was hiding 
under the table. He was obvi-
ously scared out of his mind.

Margo stopped for a moment, then replied 
“The Huntress.” She left, heading for the car.

“Ok, how do we do this?” Patrick asked, as he 
and Jake followed her. “I have never been up against 
--”

“You two don’t. I do.” Margo’s voice was dark.

“You are crazy.” Jake retorted. “You can’t pos-
sibly go up against that alone!”

Margo stopped and turned around. Her face 
was rigid, filled with anger. “I put him there! I’m the 
one with the past, I’m the one with all the bottled up 
feelings and damaged psyche. I was supposed to be its 
lunch. I’m not gonna let you to risk yourselves for my 
mistake.” Margo got in the car. “I can get him out.”

“You can but get him out but you can’t get 
both of you out!” Jake put his hand on the door. Margo 
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glared at him and Jake found himself in a heap on the 
ground as she sped off.

***
Lucas could barely breathe as he was sliding 

down a narrow tunnel filled with sap for what felt like 
forever. He preferred that to what he went through 
afterwards. The tendrils were actually the roots of a 
large plant. It opened its bright yellow petals to reveal 
a tiny mouth, a red tendril coming from it. It wrapped 
around his body, overwhelming Lucas with singeing 
pain. It slowly lowered his body onto its petals, and 
cocooned him protectively with its leaves. Lucas’s 
body started changing from human to demonic and 
back like a light switch.

“Food.” a throaty voice sounded in his head as 
his mind sank.

***
Margo hit the gas. The unit was right in front 

of her. She closed her eyes as the car rammed through 
the door. As she expected, the tendrils lunged at it. By 
that time Margo was out of the car, running towards 
Lucas and hurling fireballs left and right. A tendril 
grabbed her by the leg. Another one by the arm. Third 
by the neck. Then they slammed her against the wall. 
Margo got up and ran again. I can dodge you. The 
tendrils tried to grab her again, but missed her by a 
fraction. As she was closing in on Lucas, preparing 
a fireball, another red tendril shot out of the plant’s 
mouth, grabbing her by the head. Margo braced 
herself for the pain. She only needed to be conscious 
enough to tell Lucas she is fine and get him to get out. 
But the pain didn’t come.

“Too little.” The same throaty voice rang in 
her head. Too little what? What emotion was this thing 
feeding from? That was all she had the time to think 
before the tendril slammed her head first in the floor.

Margo got up. She was wobbly and bleeding 
from her right arm and a cut right above the brow. 
Why didn’t it take me? If this thing fed on conflict, on 
pain, she was supposed to be an all you can eat buffet. 
The tendrils grabbed her again and smashed her into 
the wall, again and again.

“No, no, no.” Lucas’s faint voice echoed 
through the link. Margo knew that meant it was almost 
over. She closed her eyes. “I’m not enough. I’m never 
enough.”

“Margo!” Lucas cried out in pain. It was the 
last straw. Margo felt the gears in her head click, and 
a current ran from her spine through her limbs. The 
amulet on her neck started to shake and glow, hum-
ming slightly. The black lines on her hands turned 
dark green, and her grip on the tendrils tightened. 
Apple green light shot out of her, causing the plant to 
shudder. The tendrils dried up, releasing Margo, who 
fell on the floor. She used all the strength she had left 
to crawl over to Lucas.

Lucas was drowning in his own memories. The 
pain coursing through his body was only there to keep 
him still. It was nothing compared to the overwhelm-
ing mountain of emotion that was crushing his mind. 
Doubt. In his abilities to keep his demonic side under 
control. In whether he would find friends that under-
stood him. In Margo’s opinion of him. In his ability to 
live a life that he liked.

Green light blinded him, breaking his sur-
roundings. A sudden lightness of mind came over him.

Lucas slowly opened his eyes, and felt hands 
on his shoulders. He reached towards them as he 
regained consciousness. When he could see again he 
realised he was leaning on Margo. She was bloody, 
and the only reason she was still conscious was be-
cause she was in her Vuur from.

“Are you ok?” her voice was weak, but calm 
and steady.

“I’m fine.” he was staring at her, she probably 
had several broken bones, blood was pouring out of 
her, and yet she could speak.

“Ok, then, I can stop now.” Margo closed her 
eyes, letting her demonic side fade away and collapsed 
in his lap.
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Th e  S t o r y 
o f  E g b e r t  P. 

C h u g w a t e r
B y  To n y  D e w s

My name is Egbert P Chugwater. The ‘P’ 
stands for Platt. It was supposed to be a joke on my 
daddy’s part since I was born in North Platte Nebraska 
but it ended up on the birth certificate, so Platt it was. 
My high school buddies called me South or River. I 
still live there. I dated a girl many years ago, but I got 
to realizing that I preferred my own company, so I’ve 
been single all my life. Anytime I felt my oats rising, 
I’d just visit the local hookers so I didn’t miss out on 
any of that. It was cheaper that way too. 

 I reckon being a bit of a loner is what led me 
to trucking. Just me, the rig, and the Interstate suited 
me fine. I’ve been a trucker since I was twenty-three, 
and now I’m near on seventy so it’s been a while and 
more miles than a man can count have passed under 
my ass in those years. These days I run along I-80 
and I-25 from Chi-town to Denver and down to El 
Paso, but I’ve been all across this land from Seattle to 
Houston and Boston to LA. There ain’t a lot a trucker 
doesn’t see, and I’ve seen a lot between truck stops 
and rest areas, but nothing will beat what I saw on that 
fall night just before Halloween back in ‘07.

 I was hauling steel down to Cheyenne so I 
wasn’t dead-heading from Omaha. I was picking up 
a load there so the steel was to pay for gas. Empty 
trucks don’t make a profit in this game. The night had 
fallen hard and sudden like it does out on the plains, 
and it was dropping into the thirties pretty damn 
quick. The night had that cold clarity you see more in 

pictures than real life, and the stars were as bright as 
you could imagine.

 It was just after midnight that night, and the 
road was as empty as I could remember seeing it. 
About one car a mile passed me going the other way, 
and it had been nigh on thirty minutes since one 
had high-balled past me. He’d been going near on a 
hundred I reckon, winding that sucker out big time. 
I gave him a blast on the airhorns and he was gone 
in the distance. I kind of admired that guy. Anyhow, 
I was running early, and I’d rolled past Ogallala. Up 
ahead there was a stop I often used near Big Springs. 
It was a scenic lookout and I wouldn’t see much this 
time of night, but it would be a good place to hold up 
for a spell without hearing the other truckers bitch and 
moan about their jobs.

 So I hauled the rig over in the car park, pulled 
out my thermos and poured myself a coffee while I sat 
there with the engine rumbling away and the heater 
going. Like I said, it was a clear night, but it wasn’t 
the view I was interested in, it was the quiet. I got out 
of the cab and walked over to the sign that told me 
what I couldn’t see to stretch my legs. I looked up at 
the stars, and they stretched from horizon to horizon. 
The moon was just over half full and as big as a dinner 
plate. Maybe I would see a meteor. I like looking for 
them with the way they flash in and out of existence in 
an eye blink. I remember seeing one that lasted about 
ten seconds, and I’ve seen every meteor shower they 
say is out there.

 Anyway there I was, looking up at the sky, 
drinking my coffee and musing on the way of things 
when I saw it, a bright line of light crossing in an arc 
from north-west to south-east. Then I saw a second 
and a third and it looked like a regular little meteor 
shower of its own. Except it didn’t look like a normal 
meteor shower. They moved too slow and in a regular 
direction. Ever seen a meteor shower? It’s all over the 
place, flashes going this way and that until a man gets 
dizzy watching it.

 These lights moved like they were following 
each other. They moved slow, like the headlights on 
a car that might not make it to the repair shop. They 
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came overhead of where I was standing, and I looked 
up and down the Interstate to see if anyone else was 
on the road. It was just me, a crowd of one like I was 
the only guy at the homecoming game. And the lights 
kept coming. I stopped counting at twenty-five, but 
there was plenty more than that.

 As the first ones neared the ground, it looked 
like they were going to hit a few hundred yards away. 
When they did they went out without a bang or a 
fizzle. Normal meteors hit with a bang like a bomb, 
and you found them in a hole, smoking from the heat. 
Some would trail sparks as they broke up in the air. I 
ain’t seen that, but I’ve seen pictures of them doing 
it. Anyhow they kept landing in what looked like 
the same place. And that was pretty spooky being 
Halloween and all. Not much freaks me out, but those 
lights went pretty close.

 Then the last ones came over and fell in that 
same part of the field as I watched them. I have to say 
I wondered just what the hell they were. They weren’t 
meteors; I knew that much. And much as I wanted to 
look and see, there was a little voice in my ear that 
said maybe I shouldn’t. There are things we don’t 
need to know about, that’s what it told me, things we 
should just walk away from and get back on the road. 
And the other voice was a little bit louder, and it won. 
Come on, take a look Egbert it said, what harm will 
it do? Curiosity is what drives people on. It took us 
to the moon so a few hundred yards into a field on 
Halloween night can’t be all that dangerous, can it?

 So I opened the door to the rig and pulled out 
my jacket, gloves, and cap, wrapped my scarf around 
my neck, pulled on my University of Nebraska cap—
Go Cornhuskers!—and, dropping my thermos into a 
pocket, went out into the field to have a look.

 It was a lot colder than I thought it might 
be, and the damp grass soon got my boots as wet as 
damnation. Even through my gloves I could feel the 
cold, and I didn’t want to sneeze in case the snot froze 
to my face. My old man used to say that in Nebraska, 
it got as cold as witch’s tit, and I found no cause to 
disagree with him on that night.

 I kept on walking, and the grass wrapped 
around my legs and made it hard work walking. The 
ground was slippery as shit too. Several times, I damn 
near on fell on my ass. I walked about five minutes, 
but I had no idea how close or far I was from where 
the lights had fallen. I figured they were closer than 
they were, but night is a bad time to work out distance. 
I drank some coffee to warm me up and wished I’d 
slipped a little whiskey into it.

 I stopped for a moment and looked back to 
the lookout where my rig was waiting. It sure would 
be warm in that cab, and I’d be a few miles on down 
the road if I’d had any sense. But no, I was trodging 
through a field to look at some weird ass lights. Mom 
used to say I didn’t have a lick of sense when I was 
a kid. I thought to myself that nothing much had 
changed over the years since then.

 The truck seemed to be telling me to get my 
ass back inside and get on down to Cheyenne too, 
but—fool that I was—I wasn’t about to listen. Those 
lights had me hooked like a fisherman catching a bass, 
so I shrugged my shoulders, set my bearings as best 
I could, and kept on walking, bearing a little to the 
right to get on track. I didn’t want to miss those lights, 
whatever they were.

 A howl came up from the distance, I couldn’t 
tell how far since sound travels a fair piece in cold 
weather. I reckoned it was a few miles off, five or so, 
a coyote most likely. I was glad it wasn’t a wolf. They 
reckon there ain’t any wolves around here, but you 
hear stories that they might be coming back. Anyway, 
there was no answer so it wasn’t one of them. Coyotes 
can be pretty mean, and when the weather gets 
cold and food is hard to find, they can get meaner. I 
tightened my grip on my thermos just in case and kept 
going.

 I pulled my cap down as far as I could and 
pulled my jacket collar up as I went. I reckoned the air 
had got even colder by a few degrees since I left the 
lookout, and I breathed clouds into the air that swirled 
and vanished. The coyote howled again. It sounded 
closer, but it probably wasn’t, and I was ready anyway. 
The night was bright enough to see pretty easy, so I 
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wasn’t too worried about it sneaking up on me.

 A few minutes later, I could hear something 
ahead of me and just to the left. It was like a faint 
buzzing sound that you hear under power-lines. I 
looked back, and the truck was still there, shining 
under the lights. A couple of cars zipped past, and I 
could hear a semi rumbling in the distance, getting 
closer. It looked like I was getting closer to where the 
lights came down, but the buzzing was freaky. I didn’t 
know what wouldn’t sound freaky, but buzzing wasn’t 
one of the options.

 I turned my head left and right to get a bead on 
where it was coming from and walked that way, being 
slow and careful. If anything was there, I didn’t want 
to disturb it. It was only then I seriously wondered 
what the hell it might be. I cursed myself for leaving 
my phone in the truck; I truly don’t know why I didn’t 
think of it before. It’s one of them new ones with a 
camera, video, and a heap of other crap I’ve never 
thought to use. I thought for a moment about going 
to get it, but if there was anything out there, it might 
have gone by the time I got back. And besides, it was 
way too cold to make two trips.

 It sounded close, maybe a hundred feet at 
most, and it was the oddest thing, it felt like I was 
leaving what I know for what lay hidden most of the 
time. It made my skin crawl, and I felt goose bumps 
all over my body. I blew a long, slow breath and went 
on. A wind had sprung up, coming from the north and 
blowing on my back. It was a cold one, and it told me 
it was a long winter ahead. I shivered and sipped some 
more coffee. The buzzing grew louder and clearer.

 It was the buzz you get from outside a full 
football stadium, the indistinct sound of many voices. 
Except of there wasn’t a stadium out here. Every now 
and then the buzz would swell and die away. As I got 
closer, I heard instruments and a faint thud-thud-thud 
like a drum. I knew I was close so I got on my knees, 
praying to God they wouldn’t crack like rifle shots. 
They didn’t. I crawled along for a while, my gloves 
and knees of my pants getting wet and sending pain 
into my joints. I kept going and eventually I could 
hear music plain as day but not loud, like it was 

playing behind a closed door.

 Then I heard voices like a choir. It sounded 
like it was just ahead of me. I cussed at myself again 
for leaving my phone behind. Then I remembered 
all the pictures people took of weird stuff and how 
they never turned out right, so maybe that was a good 
thing. I went extra quiet and pushed some grass aside, 
and I saw it. Well I saw ‘them’ but they made an ‘it’ if 
you know what I mean.

 It was a circle maybe twenty yards wide 
where the grass had been flattened and all around it 
were these people, scarce a few inches tall, dancing 
and carousing along like there wasn’t a care in the 
world. They were swirling around in circles, picking 
each other up and what all else. Off to one side there 
was a little orchestra, no bigger than you’d see in a 
toy store, playing a waltz. Well that was the tune, but 
they weren’t dancing a waltz. It looked like they were 
making it up as they went along.

 At first I couldn’t see them too well; they were 
bright but not dazzling, more like headlights on low 
beam. I had to turn my head to one side to see them 
properly. They were white, and wore gaudy clothes as 
far as I could tell. Their hair was long and brown and 
it was hard to tell which of them was male and which 
was female. I couldn’t tell from their clothes; what 
they wore didn’t seem to bother them.

 When my eyes got used to the light, it was like 
looking through a microscope at a world you don’t 
get to see. They were pretty free in what they did, I 
have to say. While I knelt there watching I saw some 
of them run into the grass and come out grinning and 
giggling, hair all mussed up, clothes half off, and then 
run back in with someone else like it was an orgy. I 
can’t say I was impressed; morals are morals no matter 
what.

 They looked human too, way smaller but 
definitely human. And they acted like people too, like 
kids let off the leash for the first time. I lay down for 
a spell, not taking my eyes off them but looking from 
place to place in that circle. Once I even saw two of 
these creatures lie down on the ground and just go 
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for it right there in front of the rest of them. And the 
others didn’t even care. It was like watching two 
animals mating for all the concern that was shown.

 Then I saw on the right of me a tent, where it 
came from I don’t know but most of those dancing 
went inside and came out with little steins full of beer. 
They sure made a sight drinking them down. The 
band hauled their asses over there too and the music 
stopped just like that. I guess that they must have had 
quite some thirst built up, because the drinking went 
for a while. I felt a mite uncomfortable just watching 
them, and a while later I started to edge my way back 
and leave them to their own business. That’s what I 
meant to do but I snagged my arm on a rock, and I 
cursed out loud, and everything stopped.

 I stopped too, afraid of what I’d done. I’d 
given myself away, and I didn’t know what they 
would do if they saw me. I just froze like a rabbit that 
saw a coyote walking nearby hoping it hadn’t been 
seen. A few of them creatures came close to where 
I was, and I heard a high jibber-jabber. I guess they 
knew someone had been watching them, because the 
tent disappeared along with the place where the band 
had been playing. They just disappeared like smoke, 
and then the creatures turned into the bright lights I’d 

seen land, and then I knew what the lights were.

 The lights flashed up into the night and 
vanished away to the north where they’d come from. 
Maybe they were going home. I picked myself up, 
drank the last of the coffee and headed back to the 
truck. I swear I’d been looking at them little people 
for only an hour or two but the sky was beginning to 
lighten in the east as I got back to the truck and fired 
her up for the rest of the haul to Cheyenne. I was 
going to be a long ways late, but I knew I could come 
up with a story to cover my ass. Truckers are inventive 
when it comes to not getting our asses in a sling.

 It’s funny when I think about it. We can make 
people believe the worst kind of BS a man can come 
up with, but there’s no way I could make anyone 
believe me about what I saw that night. I never even 
tried to tell anyone either, some things are just better 
left unsaid. I never saw those lights or anything like 
them again, but sometimes when it’s a cold fall night 
and I’m passing that lookout I pull over and wait for a 
while and I just watch the sky. . . 
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Trouble at the Docks
Chapter Fifteen

By Jim King
“Abdul, Abdul! Stop wasting time talking with 

your friends. Take the donkey over to the Westerners’ 
camp; they will be waiting for this food.”

The young teenager turned in response to his 
mother’s call. He waved to his two friends and ran 
across to where she stood. A donkey stood next to her 
with wicker baskets hanging either side of its back. The 
smell of fresh flat bread and heavily spiced lamb drifted 
up from the clay pots that sat inside the baskets. Ab-
dul’s father was in charge of the diggers at the old city 
in the sand, his first wife, Abdul’s mother, cooked their 
evening meals and then delivered them to the dig site.

The crazy foreigners would not even stop dig-
ging to eat their evening meal; they worked until it was 
too dark to see and then returned to the village where 
they were renting several houses. The locals thought 
them all crazy but they paid very well and for such 
wealth they were happy to put up with a few mad men.

Abdul took the reins of the donkey and led it 
across the village and into the low hills that marked the 
landward side. There was a well beaten track through 
the stunted trees leading to the remains of an ancient 
city. The locals had stolen bricks from the ruins but 
had no idea how vast the ruin truly was, that had taken 
weeks of work by every available man in the village. 
Now the ruins had been cleared for several hundred 
feet in all directions and in a few places they had dug 
down more than twenty feet to reveal walls, statues and 
pillars. 

The young man’s arrival was greeted with a few 
happy shouts and several of the diggers stopped what 
they were doing and started toward the lad and his 
donkey. A shout from Abdul’s father, Mohamed sent 
them back to their work and left father and son at the 
edge of the dig site with a heavily loaded donkey.

Abdul spent the next half hour or so delivering 
pots of food and stacks of flat bread to the groups of 
workers and to the various Western archaeologists that 
were to be found across the site. The last two Western-
ers to be fed were at the bottom of the deepest dig, in 
the middle of the site where a huge stone building was 
being uncovered.

“There is no doubt, look at these inscriptions, 
only a fool would fail to see the name here.”

“Nonsense, you have clearly been in the sun too 
long you old fool, anyone can see these are 18th Dynas-
ty.”

“No no, see here, the shape of this naming 
cartouche, early 19th to be sure, the marking here 
indicates a temple and this one a dedication to Amun. 
Would you like me to get one of my books and prove it 
to you?”

“Bah what would that prove, you wrote that 
book you keep using to support your argument. Mid 
18th and it’s not temple it is place of storage and prepa-
ration for temple items.”
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At this point Abdul arrived with still hot food 
and the debate was silenced for a while.

Once everyone had eaten Abdul gathered up 
the used bowls and jars and packed them back onto 
the donkey for his return trip to the village, The crazy 
foreigners would not return to the village for at least an 
hour, when it became fully dark.

#
Some two hours later and well after dark the 

village was settling down for the night, aside from 
the area between the two houses the foreigners were 
renting. The villages had learnt to ignore the crazy men 
who would talk until midnight, all except a few of the 
youngsters who would creep close enough to hear tales 
of ancient crypts and men long dead whose names 
were chiselled onto statues or pillars.

Abdul was one of those curious young men and 
he loved to sit, just outside the light from the oil lamps, 
where he could listen to the two old men who argued 
all the time but knew so much that they even made the 
village Imam seem uneducated.

Still there would be work in the morning and 
so, reluctantly, the young men would return to their 
homes to sleep. Tonight as they separated Abdul 
noticed a figure that also stood in the shadows and 
listened. He did not look like a villager nor was he one 
of the foreigners, Abdul paused to look at the man and 
it was at this time that the old archaeologists decided it 
was time to retire. One of them lifted the lamp and the 
light spread across the street to shine upon the man. 
He was clad in the garb of a Bedouin, a desert man, a 
sword through his sash.

Abdul ran to find his father, the men of the des-
ert meant trouble, they seldom came alone and for one 
to be in the village unknown could mean a raid. Mo-
hamed ordered his son to stay in the house and protect 
his mother and the other children while he loaded his 
rifle, then the man slipped out into the dark street.

He returned some ten minutes later having 
seen nothing, but he had spoken to the men of the 
houses opposite the foreigners, one had said he had 

heard someone outside his house but had thought it 
was the young men listening again. A Bedouin in the 
village could mean nothing, he could be here to trade. 
But for one to have come into the village in secret, to 
have hidden in the darkness and spied on the foreign-
ers, that left Mohamed uneasy.

With his family safe he left the house again 
for a few minutes, he spoke with the village elders 
who woke several of the younger men and set them as 
guards. More than a few spent the night with loaded 
rifles close at hand.

Sunrise the following morning revealed no sign 
of the Bedouin though several armed men checked the 
village carefully to be sure. Then with no sign of danger 
the diggers broke their fast and walked out to the dig 
site to join the archaeologists who were already there.

#
It was mid day when shouts and then the sound 

of gunfire drifted over the village from the direction 
of the dig site. Abdul was leading one of the family 
donkeys with baskets full of old bricks. The village 
was building several new houses for some of the extra 
workers who had been drawn to the area by the wealth 
coming from the dig.

The young man turned to see where the noise 
was coming from and as soon as he realised it was 
coming from the dig sit he dropped the donkeys lead 
and ran toward the hills, the dig and his father.

By the time he reached the edge of the dig site 
there was a lot more shouting and a number of shots, 
both the boom of muskets and the sharper crack of 
foreign pistols. He ran past several dead diggers and 
found his father with a small group of diggers fighting 
with several black clad Bedouin. Abdul shouted his 
father’s name and Mohamed turned to his son.

“Abdul, quickly, go to the village, get your 
mother and brothers down to the river and into one of 
the boats. Quickly boy, go and may Allah be with you.”

Abdul had barely started to argue when a shot 
rang out and Mohamed fell forward, crashing into his 
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son and knocking him to the ground. The young man 
was dazed and trapped under his father’s body. He was 
aware of movement around him and more shots and 
running feet and then silence.

Then a new figure came into sight, Abdul was 
trapped beneath his father and his head was under 
the man’s chest, he could only see the feet and legs of 
the new man, western trousers and western boots. His 
voice was harsh and guttural, it sounded like one of the 
archaeologists, Mr Gunter of Berlin spoke English like 
that but not so gruff.

“Get down there, open the vault and get the 
book. Faster dogs or I will have the skin flayed from 
your backs. Get me the book!”

Everything went dark and silent.

#
The sun was sinking to the horizon when Ab-

dul came back to his senses. He was still trapped under 
the body of his father and the smell of death was now 
everywhere. It took some time for him to wriggle free 
and the effort left him exhausted. He staggered across 
the dig site and everywhere he went he found death.

Every digger had been slain, many showed the 
wounds from musket or sword, some seem to have 
died in terror, their faces locked in wide eyed fear. The 
archaeologists were also dead, killed where ever they 
had been across the camp. All save two.

The two old men, the leaders of the dig, the 
men who always argued. They were at the bottom of 
the deepest part of the dig beside a door that seemed to 
have been revealed and opened recently. Abdul looked 
at the two men and turned away before falling to his 
knees, his stomach heaving again and again. Vomit 
burning his throat and mouth. They had been tortured. 
Such things had been done to them that the young 
man could not believe it had been the work of men.

When he was finally able to stand again one 
single thought filled him with dread, his mother and 
brothers, the village.

He staggered onward, the smoke from burning 
tents behind him giving way to the smoke of burn-
ing buildings before him. He reached the village and 
tripped over the body of a woman before he even real-
ised he had arrived, the sight of the woman at his feet 
bought him back to his senses and he ran as quickly as 
he could manage to his own house.

The brick built structure was in flames, fire and 
smoke poured out of the door and windows, both of 
his brothers were by the doorway, both had been shot 
and their legs and feet were in the flames. Then with a 
great crash the roof gave way, flame and heat washed 
out of the door, the two brothers clothes caught fire, 
Abdul’s face and hands were scorched and his hair 
caught fire.

He fell backwards beating at the flames on 
his head, the world spun and twisted, in his mind he 
heard the screams of his mother burning in the fire, 
his brothers dying as they tried to defend the doorway. 
Then he screamed and screamed and screamed.

#
Abdul Rashid blinked as he finished his story, 

so involved had he been in the telling that he had not 
noticed a second lamp being lit or that chairs had been 
bought in or that the doctor had joined them.

“The man who came for the book, the one 
who led the Bedouin to destroy my village and kill my 
family. I have hunted him ever since, for ten years I 
have searched for him. I have sworn to Allah that I will 
find him and avenge my family and my village. For my 
vengeance I have walked into the deepest desert, I have 
walked through cities of the dead and I have spoken to 
men who do not stand in Gods light.

I have learned his name and his purpose. His 
name is Wilhelm Henry Oami, though he often goes 
by other names. He is evil upon the land, cursed by 
God. I have been told that he was born in Germany 
more than one hundred years ago and yet he looks a 
man of middle years.”

The Arab paused and drew a deep, shuddering 
breath.
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“I have seen, may Allah protect me, I have seen 
such things. Things that cannot be, that should not 
be. Things against God’s law. Each time I am too late, 
each time he has done his evil and moved on. But this 
time God himself guided me. He took a book from 
my village, a book so old it comes from before God. 
Some call it the Book of Asheb, most call it the Book 
of Unread Pages. It is a dark and terrible thing; it holds 
power over the dead and the living and over beasts and 
men.

He has sought to unlock the secrets of the 
book, only one thing stood between him and its power, 
the knowledge of how to open the book itself. That is 
why he came here, that is what he sought. If he is not 
stopped then he will call the dead to come forth and 
serve him. He will claim not just Egypt for his king-
dom but the world. He must be stopped, Allah speaks 
to me in my dreams, he shows me the power that the 
book holds, he shows me the world given over to the 
dead.

He has learned how to read the book, now he 
has learned to open it. He is learning to use its power. 
He will grow stronger as he reads more of the book; his 
power will grow as he performs the rituals within. If he 
is not stopped he will call armies from the realm of the 
dead.

He opened the book and on that day he called 
one back from the realm of the dead, now he has called 
more. Tomorrow he may call dozens or hundreds. He 
is here and we must stop him.”

The officers had sat and listened to what had 
been said, Doctor Adler had been filling a small book 
with notes. But every face showed the same expression. 
Disbelief at a story that should have been utterly ridic-
ulous, magic books, summoning the dead. These were 
men of the 19th century, a century of science. Parlour 
tricks were well known to them. Every one of them a 
Christian. 

Yet they had seen; what had they seen? Men 
walking with wounds that should have killed them 
many times over. They had stood by and watched as 

a man who should have been dead crawled towards 
them, trying to bite them. A man who should have 
been dead, a man who was dead?

#
General Summerby broke the silence.

“Gentlemen. It seems that we no longer have 
the time for a siege. We must take this nest of rebels 
and we must do so today.”

Lieutenant Houseman pointed at the map. “The 
Navy will advance, General, but we will be under fire 
this whole distance. If we lose a track we will support 
from where we are but then we become a battery not a 
Frigate.”

General Summerby looked across the table at 
the artillery officer.

Lieutenant Engler picked up one of the draw-
ings he had made of the fort while he had spent the 
day at the observation post.

“The problem, General, is this gun, it’s a dev-
ilish hard target, sheltered by the tower, the wall and 
by these gabions. I can move my guns into range and 
open fire but we will be in range of him as well, we will 
have no shelter against his fire while he is well protect-
ed against us. Trading shots under those conditions 
would rather quickly leave us with no guns or crew.”

He slid the drawing across the table and point-
ed to the tower that sheltered the rebel cannon.

“This gives us our best chance I think. I can 
take my guns out at first light down the road and take 
up a position to the south. The rebel cannon will not be 
able to fire at us because the tower will be in the way. I 
will need some soldiers in case they decide to come out 
after us but I should be able to get into firing position 
without any return fire. Then 10th Battery will show 
these rebels and whatever else is in there the meaning 
of modern artillery.”

Captain Charterhouse drew his finger across 
the map from the spot the artillery man had indicated 
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toward the position of the rebel cannon.

“But you won’t be able to hit the gun, the tower 
is in the way for you as well? Your shots will hit the 
tower.”

Lieutenant Engler smiled. “That, Sir, is my tar-
get, twenty feet tall, made of local brick and the rebel 
gun is hard against its base and trapped behind those 
gabions. My intention, Sir, is to bring down that tower 
and drop the whole ruddy lot onto of the rebel gun.”

His smile grew wider. “Eight rounds General, 
my men will have the tower  down and that cannon out 
of action in eight rounds.”

General Summerby considered the map. “If you 
can take out the Rebel cannon we can advance across 
this distance and be at the town wall at the walk. With-
in fifteen minutes of the tower coming down we can be 
breaching the wall.”

Lieutenant Houseman interrupted. “Twenty 
minutes Sir, unless you want to leave the Ironsides 
behind.”

The general grunted. “Twenty minutes then, we 

will start as soon as the tower comes down. First and 
third platoons together, second behind as support. Use 
the levy to secure the camp and block these paths to 
the north. Cavalry covers the open area to the south 
and protect the guns. Quartermaster to follow us in 
with fresh rounds. Presuming of course that the tower 
comes down.”

Captain Charterhouse looked at the picture of 
the fort and tower then looked up at Lieutenant Engler. 
“Eight shots you say, care to put a wager on that?”

The artilleryman grinned. “Ten guineas it is.”

Both men shook hands while everyone else 
chuckled, then the officers got down the serious busi-
ness of planning an attack on the town. Thoughts of 
shambling corpses and attacks in the dead of night for-
gotten. They had an enemy in sight, a plan, a company 
of British infantry and one of the British Navy’s finest 
Land Frigates.

The rebels were about to find out what it meant 
to defy the Empire and perhaps also pay the price for 
whatever unholy deeds they had performed to cause 
the dead to walk.
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