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APARTMENTS FOR RENT
By Bob Lee

A syrupy smell smacked Mr Klein in the face 
when he walked into the apartment’s kitchen. His wife 
and two pre-teen children were already there, eating 
pancakes. With a grunt, he sat down at the breakfast 
table.

“Do you want me to make a couple for you 
before work?” his mother-in-law asked as she turned 
from the stove. 

Mr Klein’s mouth watered at the thought, 
but he shook his head reluctantly. “No thanks, Nana. 
I need to watch my weight; my clothes are getting 
tight. I’ll just have some cereal.” The portly fellow 
reached for the box of generic oat flakes in front of 
him. Flipping the top flap up, he poured the cereal into 
a bowl. Myriad small black dots cascaded out with the 
flakes. “Ugh, mouse droppings!” he snorted in disgust. 
“Ever since they tore down the vacant building next 
door, all the vermin have been swarming into this 
place. It’s no wonder that everyone seems to be 
leaving this apartment building. Do you know I saw 
another ‘for rent’ sign on the entrance downstairs?”

“This is all we can afford at the moment, dear,” 
his wife replied. “At least it’s within walking distance 
of our curio shop.”

“Yeah, there is that. Let’s hope today has 
better sales. It was like a ghost town yesterday. Since 
Saturday is usually our best day and Halloween is 
tomorrow, we should get more traffic.”

Ding Dong. 

“God dammit, who the hell’s ringing the 
doorbell at this time of the morning?” Mr Klein spat 
as he leapt from the table. He hurled the cereal box 
with disgust into the waste basket and stomped to 
the door that was just a few feet away. He threw the 

deadbolt and yanked the door open, ready to give a 
tongue lashing to whoever was there. To his surprise, 
the hallway was empty. He leaned out and looked left 
and right. At last glancing down, Mr Klein spotted a 
plain cardboard box sitting at the threshold. The four 
top flaps of the box were interlaced shut. “Humph, I 
wonder what this could be?” he mused as he picked 
it up and closed the door. “There’s no address or 
anything.” He held the box to his ear and carefully 
shook it. It emitted a slight rattle.

“Daddy, open it!” little Laura cried, running 
over to see what it was. She bounced up and down in 
anticipation, her yellow pony tail bobbing frenetically. 
“Maybe it’s a kitten!” she shouted, clapping her hands 
and straining on her tiptoes to peek inside the box.

“Well, a cat might keep the mice away,” Mr 
Klein said with a frown, “but I don’t think that’s 
what’s in here.” He placed the box on the table, 
grabbed the flaps and pulled them. “Hey, look at this,” 
he said in surprise as he tilted the carton to show 
everyone. “It’s a Ouija Board game. I haven’t seen 
one of these since I was a kid. I didn’t know they still 
made them.” 

“What’s it do, Dad?” Laura’s older brother 
Brian asked, finally taking an interest as he lifted his 
head up from his plate. 

“Everyone who’s playing puts their hands on 
this little triangle thing; I forget what it’s called.”

“It’s called a ‘Planchette’ or ‘Message 
Indicator,’” Mrs Klein said through gritted teeth.

“Oh yeah, 
that’s right. After 
putting their fingers 
on the indicator, 
one person asks 
it a question. The 
triangle moves 
to point at the 
letters on the board 
and spells out an 
answer.”
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“Huh, that’s weird,” Brian replied. “Can Laura 
and I try it after you go to work?”

“No!” Mrs Klein said, her blue eyes flashing. 
“John, get rid of it,” she directed at her husband. 
“You know I don’t like those things around. They’re 
dangerous, especially if you don’t call on beneficial 
spirits to guide you. And if you don’t move the 
indicator to ‘Good Bye’ when you’re done, you 
leave the psychic connection open for a spirit to pass 
through!”

“Oh come on, Susan, stop with the mumbo 
jumbo. It’s just harmless fun. Tell you what, kids; 
we’ll try it after Mom and I get back from work. We’ll 
make it a family fun night!” Suddenly realizing the 
time, Mr Klein added, “Susan, we need to get going or 
we’ll be late opening the store.” He quickly grabbed 
his coat and opened the door, preparing to leave.

“Okay, but I don’t want that thing where the 
kids can get at it,” Mrs Klein stated forcefully as she 
accompanied him. She turned to glare back at her 
children. “You kids don’t touch this until we return,” 
she commanded. “Mom, make sure you keep this 
away from them!”

“Of course, dear. Now get going. They’re in 
good hands.”

Mrs Klein closed the door and hurried to catch 
up with her husband. As she descended the stairs, she 
heard him directly below accosting the Super.

“Mr Christos, what are you going to do 
about the mice and roaches in this place? It’s an 
abomination! And, what’s that? You changed the 
vacancy sign to TWO apartments for rent?”

“I do not understand,” Mr Christos said. 
“Never have I had such a problem. Your neighbors 
in 2B ran down the stairs this morning and threw the 
keys at me and said they were never coming back. 
And we just fumigated the place!”

“Well, you better do something, or we’ll be 

next! Now, if you don’t mind, my wife and I need to 
get to work.” Waving for his wife to follow, Mr Klein 
shoved the exit door open and stormed away.

#
That afternoon, Brian lay on the floor watching 

TV at the far end of the apartment. Laura stamped her 
feet as she came into the room and sank to the floor 
with a huge scowl across her face. “I tried to sneak the 
Ouija game as Nana was sweeping, but she caught me. 
What are we going to do now?” she whined. “There’s 
nothing good on TV.”

Brian pointed at the large window at the end 
of the room. “Why don’t we go on the fire escape and 
see if anyone is playing outside,” he suggested. He 
walked to the window, unlatched the lock, and tried to 
lift the front glass pane. The window resisted him, but 
then released with a horrendous shriek. Brian stepped 
out onto the metal landing and beckoned to his sister. 
Once she stepped out to join him, he turned and peered 
over the railing. To his amazement, there was not a 
soul below; there were only cars parked nose to tail in 
both directions. “That’s weird,” he mumbled. “Where 
is everyone?”

“Brian, the window next door is open,” Laura 
said in a whisper. “Let’s go take a peak.” She held her 
finger to her lips and tiptoed over to the neighbors’ 
window. The fluttering curtains briefly swirled 
around her head as if to envelope her. In annoyance 
she swatted away the cloth and after a few moments 
turned back and whispered, “It’s empty.”

Brian came over and cautiously peered inside. 
The apartment’s lights were out, leaving dark shadows 
stretching away 
from him and 
across the floor. 
Before he could say 
anything, his sister 
slipped into the 
apartment. “What 
are you doing?” he 
whispered loudly. 
“You’ll get caught!”
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“Don’t be a scaredy cat,” Laura replied. She 
scanned the apartment and suddenly uttered a squeak. 
“Look, they have a Ouija board too!”

Brian hesitantly climbed into the dark 
apartment after his sister. The room was eerily quiet. 
On the floor was the board with the indicator sitting 
upon it. They both emitted a ghastly green glow. 

“Let’s play,” Laura said. 

“Mom said we shouldn’t without her and 
Dad,” Brian replied hesitantly.

“I don’t want to wait. Besides, it’ll be more 
fun without them. We can ask it anything! Here, put 
your hands on the triangle thingy with me.” 

“Oh, okay, but since I’m older, I get to go 
first,” Brian said, deciding that he shouldn’t show 
fear to his sister. He sat across from her and placed 
his fingers on the indicator. After a moment he said, 
“Spirit, spirit on the board; who’s the fairest of the 
horde?” He let out a small, nervous laugh as he 
finished.

Nothing happened. “That was dumb, Brian!” 
Laura said, frowning. “I know what I want to ask. 
What am I getting for Christmas?” She watched the 
board in anticipation, but again the indicator refused 
to move. “Is anyone there?” she queried quietly. The 
heart-shaped object suddenly slid beneath her fingers 
to the right; then it shot diagonally to the left and 
stopped on the word printed there: YES. With a cry, 
Laura jumped up and backed away from the board. 
“You pushed it there!” she accused her brother.

“No, I didn’t,” Brian said in amazement. “It 
really works! Come back. Let’s find out more.”

Tentatively, Laura returned. She sat and put her 
small fingers on the heart-shaped Planchette. “Who’s 
there?” she whispered nervously. After a moment of 
hesitation, the Ouija board spelled out: Zog.

“Stupid name,” Brian said with a snort. “What 
do you want?”

The indicator quickly jerked from letter to 
letter. Obey me, it spelled out

“Why should we?” 

Obey me or die.

At that moment, a cloud covered the sun and 
cast the dim room into total darkness. Laura screamed 
and scooted backwards on her butt. She slammed into 
the wall behind her. With her eyes wide open in fear, 
she could barely make out the green glowing board 
and the dark silhouette of her brother. “Brian, let’s 
go,” she cried with a shudder. 

“Yeah, maybe we better,” Brian replied. He 
took his fingers off the indicator and stood. However, 
the psychic portal remained open since he did not 
move the Planchette over the words “Good Bye” at the 
bottom of the board. As Brian reached for his sister’s 
hand to help her up, a mist interposed itself between 
the children and the outside fire escape. A horrid smell 
akin to rotten eggs accosted their noses.

The mist coalesced into a huge horned demon. 
“I am ZOG,” its deep voice grated. “You have 
summoned me. You must obey me.”

Brian pressed his back against the wall next to 
his sister, his knees trembling. “What…what do you 
want from us?” he stuttered.

“You will take the board and leave it for the 
residents of another apartment. You must then return. 
If you fail to comply, I will kill you and all your loved 
ones.” When the 
children stood 
unmoving, the 
demon howled, 
“NOW!”

Brian 
scooped up the 
game and ran for 
the door with Laura 
on his heels. When 
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they were in the hallway, Laura grabbed her brother’s 
arm desperately. “I’m scared. What should we do?”

“We better do exactly as it said,” Brian gasped. 
He hustled up to the third landing, tossed the game 
on the floor in front of 3A, and rang the bell. As fast 
as his legs could move he ran back down the stairs, 
taking them two at a time. “Okay, that’s done,” he said 
breathlessly. “Let’s tell it that we did what it wanted 
so we can go home.” He opened the door and strode 
through appearing braver than he felt.

The demon still floated in the dim light. 
“Excellent,” it grated.

“We did what you wanted; can we go now? 
You promised,” Brian said loudly.

“Foolish children,” Zog barked. “The one who 
delivered the board may leave, but the other will be 
consumed to expand my reach over this world!” The 
demon drifted forward as it blocked the children’s 
escape. Slowly the creature reached out with its misty 
talons. Green goop oozed from them. “This little 
one will do nicely,” the creature droned horribly as it 
reached for Laura. “I will take her now.”

At that instant, a whisk broom passed through 
Zog’s head, scattering it into a foggy swirl. “Run!” 
Nana yelled as she flailed again at the creature. Her 
broom passed harmlessly through it each time; it was 
like swatting at smoke. As the children stood frozen in 
place, the demon mist started twirling around the old 
woman faster and faster. 

The brother and sister could take no more. 
They ran screaming to the window and dashed out 
onto the fire escape. Brian dared a glance back and 
saw his Nana fall to the ground, enveloped by the 
demonic vapor. Slowly, his grandmother flattened 
and transformed into a rectangular object. In another 
moment, the demon stood, leaving behind another 
glowing Ouija board. Zog turned and looked at the 
window. An evil grin spread across its face, showing a 
row of long emerald teeth. Brian yelped and ran along 
the fire escape, following his sister as they both hurled 
themselves through their apartment window. The 

afterimage of the monster’s evil grin remained seared 
in his brain.

#
“Nana, kids, we’re home!” Mrs Klein called 

as she entered the abode. “We brought pizza!” When 
she got no response, she glanced quizzically at her 
husband. “Do you think Nana took them to the store to 
buy Halloween candy?” 

“She knows better than that. They need to be 
home promptly for dinner, and candy gets them all 
riled up. Perhaps she got tired of baby sitting and went 
for a walk,” Mr Klein replied. “Kids, where are you?” 
he boomed. When he also received no response, he 
turned left and went into the kids’ bedroom. He stood 
there puzzled at finding it empty. A moment later, Mr 
Klein heard a small whimper coming from under one 
of the two beds. Donning a devilish grin, he crept 
silently towards the sound and leaned down. Slowly 
he reached for the bottom of the bed skirt. “Boo!” he 
shouted as he yanked up the cloth.

“Aieeee!” blood curdling shrieks blasted him 
in the face. His two children scrambled out the other 
end of the bed and ran through the apartment howling 
in fear.

“Well, I didn’t think I was that frightening,” 
Mr Klein said with a small shake of his head. “Just 
wait until they see what I make the Ouija board say to 
them!” With another chuckle, he yelled towards the 
retreating backs of his children, “C’mon kids! It’s time 
for some spooky Halloween fun.” As he turned away, 
he did not realize that some of the screams echoing 
in the apartment issued not from his children, but 
from apartment 3A 
directly above.
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Just War
By David Gullen

Part One
Day 100

Mitchell and Kosygyn are arguing again, and, 
as before, it is essentially over nothing. This endless, 
mind—numbing train journey has turned us into a 
dysfunctional family rather than the disciplined unit 
our superiors intended.

 “Enough.” I say. “Kit inspection is at 15:00 
hours, weapons at 15:20. You’d better get moving.” 
The two break off, giving me resentful looks, united 
now in their dislike of my order. Medium build and 
height, spiky dark hair and brown eyes, Mitchell and 
Kosygyn could easily pass for brothers.

“Very well, corporal.” Mitchell says, turning 
to Kosygyn. “Go and find Laumberg and Montana.”

“Sir, yes sir!” Kosygyn snaps to attention, 
presenting Mitchell an arm-quivering salute before 
slouching to the front of our open carriage.

I’m sitting at the tiny desk and chair in the 
corner of the carriage, what we jokingly call the 
office. I’ve pulled the chair well back before I sit 
down, not wanting to squeeze my knees under the 
low desk, which I am sure has been designed to 
make me look ridiculous rather than enhance what 
little dignity the rank of corporal brings.

Meanwhile Mitchell has gone to the back 
of the carriage, where Rolf is resting on his bunk. 
“Come on,” I hear him say. “Pedersen wants another 
drill.”

Just at that moment both connecting doors 
bang open, warm, damp wind swirls at the papers 
on my desk. From the engine end a junior subaltern 

breezes through, stamps to attention in front of my 
desk and hands me a manila envelope with one hand 
while saluting with the other. He can’t be more than 
fifteen. 

From the other end Elsa Montana and Suzi 
Laumberg appear, swinging across the gap between 
the carriages. Kosygyn trails behind, eyeing their 
backsides.

“I’ve located your privates, sir!” Kosygyn 
barks.

“We were on our way back,” Elsa said. “We 
hadn’t forgotten.”

“Get your eyes off her arse, Kosygyn,” Suzi 
says.

The two women in my unit are very 
different, physically and intellectually. Elsa is tall, 
broad-shouldered and dark-haired. Like Kosygyn, 
she was sullen to begin with, both of them sensitive 
about their peasant background in the re-united 
south. Suzi, slender and hazel-eyed, is the confident 
intellectual from the city Elysée.

Kosygyn deliberately blocks the exit for 
the subaltern and they dodge from side to side with 
Kosygyn effusively apologising before he lets the 
red-faced young man through.

Later, as I look at my soldiers standing 
beside their bed rolls, their kit and spare clothing 
meticulously laid out on the freshly swept floor, I 
wonder exactly how our strangely casual discipline, 
which we have all struggled to preserve on this 
seemingly endless journey, will hold for another 
month until we reach the front line.

I hold up the brown envelope. “Today I have 
an all-units dispatch from General Chimerofsky. 
It says: ‘Field Marshal Yu-Ang announces that 
Army groups 11, 4, 15 and 8 continue to advance 
into disputed territory against light resistance with 
negligible casualties’.”

Everyone visibly relaxes. Assigned as a 
support unit to Hagendorf’s 772 in Army Group 8, 
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we are anxious for any news, even the self-censored 
quasi-propaganda from HQ. 

There is only one phrase in the report we 
care about: negligible casualties. 

Mitchell and Kosygyn break out the heavy, 
long-barrelled Banlite recoilless rifle, while the 
others, led by Suzi, set up, load and deploy the 
MG240. 

Standing there with my stopwatch, I look out 
the window at the endless landscape of plains and 
farm land, rolling hills, woodlands and snow-capped 
mountains we have been travelling through for 
nearly three months; all territory captured following 
the spectacularly successful amphibious assaults just 
over two years ago. 

Four hours ahead of us another supply train 
rolls on to the Uganyika railhead, four hours behind 
us comes another. It is the same all the way towards 
Uganyika, and back to the vast series of depots and 
marshalling yards beside the annexed coastal ports 
of Malzibar.

“Ready.” Suzi and her unit come to attention.

“Ready.” Mitchell and Kosygyn are 
moments behind.

I click the stopwatch. Eighteen seconds, 
two seconds under the official perfect time. My 
unit stand with quiet smiles on their faces, and I 
feel a certain pride. As I congratulate them, a train 
clangs and rumbles past on the other track, loaded 
with veterans and plunder returning to Malzibar, 
the first staging post for their return trip to our great 
motherland.

Day 133

We arrive at Lake Uganyika three days late, 
the wheels of the train piping and fluting across the 
complex points. Three days during which we fretted 
and sweltered in the motionless train a few miles 
from the railhead and I near as dammit put Rolf on 

charge for fighting. Rolf! So calm, so controlled, 
Rolf the aesthete, the university cynic that life’s 
petty inconveniences cannot touch. 

Each of us has devised ways to cope with 
the tedious journey. Kosygyn has his pointless 
arguments, Elsa and Suzi their friendship, and I at 
least have had the distraction and responsibility of 
my duties. But Rolf and Mitchell are individuals. 
For Mitchell, callisthenics and free weights seem 
enough, he works on them for hours each day, 
alternating workouts with shaving his head. All Rolf 
does is withdraw, read his few books, make notes 
and sleep.

“What was it like?” I asked him once. “In 
university.”

Rolf looked up from his writing and sighed. 
“Quiet.”

“That’s “Quiet, Sir!”“ Mitchell says, leaping 
to attention. One of his dumbbells rolls across the 
floor, bumping against Rolf’s foot. “Sorry.” Mitchell 
says, but Rolf has already rolled back onto his bunk.

Then, this morning, before dawn, with a 
bang and a lurch we were off, never to discover the 
reason for delay. But we do not care, for by mid-
morning we have arrived at the huge Uganyika 
railhead, detraining en-masse onto the dusty, weed-
strewn ground between rusting tracks under a 
blazing, tropical sun.

And immediately, new orders, new 
equipment. Mosquito nets and quinine, along with 
instructions that any platoon with a malarial soldier 
will be put on charge. Collective punishment is alive 
and well, Rolf grumbles as we trudge through the 
marshalling yards. Lugging the Banlite and MG240, 
we pass silent ranks of tracked armour and mobile 
artillery, all roasting in the heat.

Mitchell spits onto the armour of a Mk XI 
Kodiak, his saliva hissing on the burning metal. 
“Pity the poor sods who have to fight inside those.”
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Around us move masses of local men, tall 
and black, singing as they work. There are troops 
of silent eastern coolies, and swaggering stevedores 
from our own coats, already half drunk on the dark 
porter they insist they cannot not work without. 

We had all been looking forward to a few 
days exploration, but it is not to be. The frontline 
has leaped forward, now days away, across the 
lake and far beyond the sweltering bamboo and 
teak forests of the opposite shore. We are not even 
to spend a single night in this churning maelstrom 
of military activity. Instead we join a column of 
infantry marching along the edge of the road to the 
lakeside port, ordered to embark on the paddle-
steamer Tireless by twilight. 

Supply trucks roll past non-stop, coating us 
in gritty ochre dust. Despatch bikes weave back and 
forth between them, horns beeping, engines revving. 
Occasionally we come across a broken-down 
vehicle, pushed off the road. All these wrecks are 
empty, looted or unloaded; packing cases splintered 
and smashed open.

And once, in the road, a dead soldier, 
desiccated, mummified, folded down into the ruts by 
ten thousand wheels rolling across the corpse.

Then the lake itself, and the stink of diesel 
and coal dust. More chaos, milling masses of 
infantry, sappers, engineers, all in olive drab. Foul-
mouthed longshoremen in dirty brown dungarees 
shove along the floating pontoons, creaking derricks 
swing bale nets overhead, while high above them, 
the vast solar airships of the Merchant Air Arm 
drone across the lake, hauling bulk cargo towards 
the far, invisible shore.

Night falls like a dark curtain and finally, 
starving and filthy beneath the light of a low, sallow 
moon, we found our berths. Food, water and rest. 
And most welcome of all, letters. Letters from 
home!

We open them eagerly, reading quickly, then 
again more slowly. My father has been called out of 

retirement, back to work in the warehouse; mother 
is well; the austerity measures are harsh; the new 
couple at number eleven have a boy, and so on. Suzi 
is outraged at her news: compulsory education has 
been reduced to age fourteen, her young brother has 
been sent to work in munitions factories with the 
rest of his class.

“Then they’ll get paid,” Mitchell says. 
His young sister is pregnant by some cavalryman. 
Scandalous! He joins our laughter, but he’s upset, 
returning to his weights and press-ups until lights 
out.

Day 135

Two days across Lake Uganyika and we 
have docked at a sprawling, ramshackle mass of 
floating pontoons and walkways along a flat reedy 
shore. We are crowding along the rail as the steamer 
manoeuvres into dock when one of the sailors 
wonders at our enthusiasm to land. I explain that it’s 
our desire to catch the mail packet so we can post 
our own letters back home.

The sailor, a short, muscular man with 
pale eyes, cropped hair, dressed in uniform black 
bellbottoms and a pale blue sweater, stares at me. 
“Where are you from?”

It turns out not only are we from the same 
city, but the same canton too. Amazing. The rest of 
my squad crowd round and introductions are made. 
I can tell the sailor, Bron, is taken with Suzi. 

“Give me your letters,” Bron says, “We’re 
heading straight back.”

Bron’s eyes widen at the size of the parcel 
Rolf hands him, “How many letters are here? This is 
like a book.”

“It is a book.” Rolf says, self-consciously. “I 
have written it.”

During the lake crossing we soldiers had 
orders not to fraternise with crew; in the past there 
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had been fights. Now, so close to shore, it feels like 
the order no longer applies. We hand over our letters, 
then open our packs and indulge in every soldier’s 
favourite habit: barter. We swap our cigarettes for 
Bron’s rum, his fresh potatoes for our dried rations, 
something he seems particularly pleased about.

Shouldering our kit, we make our way down 
the steel gangplank, assaulted by heat, humidity, the 
stink of dead fish, spilt kerosene, wood smoke, the 
roar of trucks and armoured cars, and the whistles of 
the military police.

A row of trestles has been deployed on the 
dry mud along the shore. Above them are a series of 
banners displaying group names. I report to one of 
the sergeants under the signs for Army Group 8.

“Corporal Pedersen reporting with machine 
gun unit eleven-seventy six assigned to Hagendorf’s 
seven-seven-two.” I say.

He glares at me, looks down at his clipboard, 
flips a sheet, then another, and scowls. “You’re late.”

“Sorry sir. The train was stopped outside the 
railhead for three days.”

The sergeant grunted, then says, “I’m not 
a sir, I’m a bloody sergeant. I work for my living, 
same as you.”

“Yes, Sergeant.”

“And don’t give me bloody excuses.” The 
sergeant scribbles on a pad of pink, blue, white and 
yellow multi-part forms. Tearing free the pink and 
blue slips he flourishes them at me. “Hagendorf’s 
gone, you’re redeployed. Gardiner’s pulling out in 
an hour. If you run, you’ll catch him.”

 
Day 136

Brigade-leader Osman Gardiner is tall, slim, 
dapper and energetic. The crispness of his uniform 
makes me feel shabby in my combat fatigues. The 
rest of my unit stand to attention, uncomfortable 

under the gaze of his grey eyes.

Gardiner benignly waves a hand, “At ease.”

Feeling the need to make an impression, 
I bark, “Squ-ad. At. Ease,” and give him my best 
parade-ground salute.

“Walk with me, Pedersen,” Gardiner says, 
flipping open his cigarette case. “Smoke?”

“Thank you sir.”

“You’ve done well to keep discipline, 
Corporal.”

“Thank you sir.”

Gardiner laughs at my formality, and all at 
once I understand the loyalty towards him we have 
encountered since joining his brigade.

“I like to meet every new unit, see how they 
will fit in. Anyone can soldier, but to campaign you 
need a certain style.” He stops walking, “Seen much 
action?”

“No, sir. None at all.”

“You’ll be fine, don’t worry. And so will 
your boys and girls.”

“They’re a good team, sir.”

“I can see that, Corporal.” Pausing to light 
our smokes, Gardiner flicks his lighter open and 
shut, snick-snap, and slips it into his breast pocket 
with practiced precision. “This place,” he says as he 
exhales cigarette smoke, “this ridiculous continent, 
the outrageous scale of it! It takes nearly six months 
for a bullet to travel from the factories to my 
soldiers’ guns. A journey that crosses two continents 
and an ocean! Tell me, Corporal, what are we doing 
here?”

His intimate tone makes me feel I am a 
member of his inner circle, but I am unused to 
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being asked my opinion by officers and fall back on 
propaganda. “Bringing civilisation, sir.”

Gardiner’s grey eyes twinkle. “That’s what 
they say, but how can we achieve that at the point of 
a gun?”

I say nothing.

“Of course it’s lies and propaganda, and all 
propaganda is lies, but this time those anonymous 
little grey bureaucrats in their bleak little offices 
have fibbed their way to the truth.” Seeing my 
expression, Gardiner grins and claps his arm round 
my shoulder. “Don’t worry, Pedersen, there are eight 
hundred men in my brigade, and sixteen-hundred 
opinions, two for each of us: one drunk and one 
sober.”

Grey dusk is falling, early stars gleam above. 
Smoke from cooking fires drifts up into the savannah 
air.

“What a waste this place is, Pedersen.” 
Gardiner’s gesture takes in dusty grassland, distant 
jungle, the mountain peaks jutting beyond the 
horizon. “Minerals, water, game, all untapped 
resources. It’s not the people we need to tame, it’s 
the land. We can win any war with our superiority. 
Superior guns, training, equipment, discipline. 
Yes, and superior men and women too. But after 
the wars are won, that’s the real battle, taming the 
land.” Taking a final pull on his cigarette, Gardiner 
grinds the stub under the toe of his immaculate 
boot. “That’s the fight we have to win, Pedersen, 
otherwise we’ll sink into this infinite landscape and 
disappear.”

Day 151

We are moving slowly through dense, humid 
jungle. The bamboo forests proved no obstacle to 
the brigade’s heavy armour and self-propelled guns, 
but these jungles, with their enormous teak, swamp 
cypress and ironwoods, hanging lianas and strangle-
vines, are a real problem. The trail is churned to 
axle-deep mud, we are reduced to less than five 
miles a day. We are part of the unit sent back to cut 

bamboo and saplings to lay on the trail, what the 
sappers call a corduroy road.

Yesterday we lost two trucks to breakdown, 
a third irretrievably in metre-deep mud. Today we 
were forced to cannibalise another to repair one 
of the armoured cars. Orders now are that supply 
trucks carry supplies only, to save weight and fuel. 
Soldiers walk.

Desertions have dropped to zero. The first 
few nights after leaving Uganyika one or two men 
or women disappeared, despite perimeter patrols. 
Then a platoon absconded with a supply truck. 
Gardiner immediately ordered a 72-hour non-stop 
run, pausing only to refuel. Then, after a four-hour 
break we set off again, for another three days. 

Now, deep in the steaming, emerald gloom 
of the jungle, assailed by heat, sweat bees, and the 
cries of howler monkeys by day, frogs and cicadas 
all night, everyone is reluctant to stray from the 
armoured column. There is nowhere else to go.

Day 162

Free of the jungle at last, we break out onto 
high savannah and wait while the scouts locate the 
supply drop from the cargo airships. We spend the 
time cleaning our guns. You can roll the MG240 
in sand and it will fire, but the Banlite, though a 
decisive weapon, is more delicate. 

All supplies are low, food, fuel, spares. After 
nearly three weeks in the jungle our uniforms have 
begun to rot, but nobody is ill from anything worse 
than what Mitchell calls Montezuma’s Revenge. 
Gardiner’s order, that anyone with malaria will 
simply be left behind, has ensured we all take our 
quinine.

Day 182

Today we passed across a great boneyard, 
the human wreckage of an infantry action fought 
many months ago. Lodged among the broken 
skeletons in the long grass are bullet-riddled skin 
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shields, leaf-bladed assegais, and knobkerries with 
human teeth impacted into the ironwood heads.

Rolf and Suzi show me the buttons from 
some scraps of uniform they have found. The 
insignia is not from a unit we recognize, the badly 
rusted rifles unfamiliar models.

That night some hyenas slink into the 
column, eyes flaring in the firelight. We scare the 
ugly beasts off with a few shots over their heads. 

Their weird, gibbering laughter haunts us through 
the night.

“Are you awake?” I hear Rolf whisper.

“It’s those animals.”

“I’ve been calculating. That battle we saw 
today, it was fought before our front passed here.”

To Be Continued
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The furthest depths of space never felt further 
than during the holidays. Out here there were no 
lights or trees to cut down, no fires to warm your soul 
or carol singers going door to door. The closest you 
could come to music would be the rhythmic hum of 
the engines that chorused throughout the ship. 

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

As another Christmas approached, we had all 
settled in for another dull holiday season. While the 
many different faiths aboard our ship had their own 
customs and holidays to celebrate, our guardians and 
benefactors had long ago agreed on a standardised 
holiday calendar. To this end, everyone in GAM 
celebrated Christmas, regardless of their own beliefs. 
Given that no one was celebrating anything this year, 
it mattered very little. 

We were part of a large convoy launched from 
Earth in the year 2301. Several long range vessels, 
each the pinnacle of current generation technology, 
were travelling along in single file towards the 
promise of a new land, though none of us would likely 
live to see it. It would be our children that would first 
lay eyes upon the new world we were to inhabit, most 
likely showing their own children the gift that they 
would leave to them. At the beginning of the voyage 
we were filled with hope, but the many years in 
space had taken its toll, and we had grown sullen and 

morose. 

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

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

We were all quite surprised on December 
24th, when every passenger and crewman received 
a summons from the captain. We all gathered in the 
dimly lit wide room much as we had done in festive 
anticipation when we had first left the orbital station 
on our hopeful excursion. The great shutters were 
closed as we had left them over the massive viewports, 
keeping out the vastness and emptiness of space. 
Most of us were uneasy, not enjoying the break in our 
routine of seasonal sulking. 

Finally the captain took to a podium that 
stood at the far end of the great hall. A light turned 
on him, illuminating just enough for us to see who 
was speaking. Our disquiet murmur faded gently as 

Lights in the Dark
By Cody Lee Powell 
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he raised his hand. For a time, no one spoke, and the 
captain seemed either to be anxious or sad. Finally, he 
cleared his throat and began. 

“We have been on this journey for four years 
now. As is custom, though not regulation, we have 
spent these four years in expectation of a destination 
that we would not ourselves realise. Though our 
hearts are strong, we have allowed despair to consume 
us. The enormity of our journey weighs upon us. 
We do our best to smile and to find purpose to our 
lives beyond racing to our fated end. We have not 
succeeded. For months I have been searching for a 
means to brighten the souls that inhabit this lonely 
vessel, but it was the children who actually found a 
way.” 

At this remark, the beam of light centred on 
the captain expanded, bringing into view rows of 
children behind him. The broad—shouldered man 
paused as this happened, allowing all of us to see, for 
the first time, the future. This was the inevitable crew 
of our home and our hope, the seeds of tomorrow 
standing before us today. We could see not the youth 
that they were, but the people they would become, 
tall and proud, and carrying none of the listless 
melodrama that had wormed its way inside us. We 
could feel a swell of pride and shame mixing within 
us, and we found ourselves moved. 

“They came to me with two things. A memory 
for how things were, and a hope for how things could 
be. We had spent so long missing the people that we 
had left behind that we had forgotten the ones that we 
brought along. For four years we have passed each 
Christmas with silent neglect, ducking our heads and 
retreating into our depressing metal rooms, shutting 
out what little of the world we had left. This year, our 
little ones have decided that they have had enough. 
My own son presented me with a formal letter, 
introducing his intention and declaring that it would 
be with or without my aid. I could not turn down my 
only boy, and so for the past few months we have 
been preparing and slaving away. All of your sons and 
daughters and nephews and nieces.... they have slaved 
night and day to give you this.” 

The bearded man’s arms swept out wide, and 
finally the lights were brought up to reveal what lay 
in store for us. Rows upon rows of tables stood before 
us, covered with plates filled with ham and turkey and 
potatoes. Candied yams sat in steaming bowls next to 
palates full of long ears of corn. In front of each chair 
was a small folded card with our names on them, some 
with a bow or with terribly proportioned glitter. There 
were mistakes here and there, with streams coming 
from the ceiling in uneven numbers and colours, and 
with table cloths bunched up or hanging over the 
sides. It was perfect. 

We all looked at the feast before us prepared 
by our beloved family, and we all wept. Years of 
pent up frustration, isolation and depression melted 
away as we hugged our beautiful, smart children. We 
had no way to thank them, and while the ship itself 
had no new presents to yield, our young had taken 
to wrapping up old odds and ends from our packed 
boxes. They had taken our own possessions and made 
them new again, and we all together delighted in 
memories and possibilities. The Captain stepped up to 
the podium once more, his own eyes wet with tears, 
and his voice, though shaking, was strong.

“For the final act of this night, before we all 
sit down for our meal, prepared so very dutifully by 
hands as young as three and as old as fifteen, we have 
one more present. While we have many trees in our 
arboretum, we can afford the loss of none. Yet you 
cannot have the holidays without brightness and joy. 
While I cannot give you a tree, I can give you lights.” 

He pressed a button on the console, and for 
the first time in many years, the shutters over the 
observation windows rolled downwards. All around 
us we could see, not the usual depressing blackness 
of space, but twinkling lights of red, blues, greens 
and yellows. Stars and nebulae danced before us, 
bathing the room in a multi-coloured spectacle of 
cosmic festivity. We all gathered around the windows, 
glancing at the universe’s display of dazzling 
brilliance, and we sang an old, old song about a quiet 
night. 
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Quest for Knowledge (Volume 1 of the FirstWorld 
Saga) Second Delve

Somewhere in the past Simon is about to become a 
father. In the present, Manfred is in Tamarlan with a 
second Hero and a recalcitrant Bard and he needs to 

get back to Elannort.

Second Delve

Everlasting Heroes must be like Melbourne 
trams or London buses. Manfred was still trying 
to come to terms with Ubadah’s story. I have been 
searching half my life for a Hero and then two turn 
up at the same time. Not only that, one of them was 
practically under my nose the whole time. I really 
must be going senile. They had been in Tamarlan for 
two days now and he had had the time to recuperate 
a little from the rigours of the journey, enjoy some 
reasonable food for a change, and savour a few 
pints of foaming ale. Beer was Manfred’s last 
remaining vice and he was determined never to miss 
an opportunity to indulge. He had taken the time, 
though, to talk in detail with Ubadah and had tried to 
understand both Ubadah’s and Dammar’s motivations. 
So far, he had drawn a blank. At least Gamyon seemed 
to have come to terms with Ubadah’s arrival and 
seemed relieved now that he knew that his regency 
was safe. That hadn’t stopped him taking Manfred 
aside for a quiet word, ‘just to make sure you take him 
away from here with you when you leave.’ Manfred 
had to smile. Always the pragmatist, he thought. He 
had taken breakfast with Gamying and Aglaral. They 
were both eager to find out what Manfred’s plans were 
and to meet Ubadah. They also reminded Manfred of 
a thorny little problem he had been putting off: Kris. 
Now, as he sat puffing on his old briar pipe—ok so 
he still had other vices too—he was pondering on the 
problem. Kris seemed to be an enigma. Something 
inside him told Manfred that he needed to solve the 
puzzle. I hate it when my gut tells me something that 
my head can’t understand.

Oh well, it can wait no longer. Manfred 
emptied his pipe into an ashtray, carefully returned 
it to one of his many pockets, and rose to seek out 
Master Kris, erstwhile Bard of Karo. He found him 

sitting quietly in his room, a guard on the door. The 
guard let him in without question. Kris smiled at 
seeing him. That’s unnerving; he must be getting pretty 
bored and lonely here by himself.

“Kris, we need to talk,” Manfred began.

“It’s OK, Manfred; I have been doing a lot 
of thinking these past couple of days. I don’t want 
to go through your mind probe. I would like to tell 
you everything. I hope that at the end of it, you’ll 
understand and let me continue with you on your 
journey.”

“Well, that will depend on what you have to 
tell me. It won’t be just my decision either. Just take 
your time and start at the beginning.” Manfred sat 
down on the edge of the bed and watched Kris as he 
told his story. Manfred had always thought that he was 
a good judge of character and he was certain that Kris 
told him the truth.

“I’m not really a bard, although I seem to have 
some natural talent for the profession. I am from Karo 
and I have made the journeys that I told you about, but 
I was a ship’s cook. We were sailing on the Middle 
Sea, heading into Dar-el-Beida to find a cargo to bring 
back to Karo when we were attacked by pirates. Most 
of the crew were killed. Some of us, the least likely to 
cause trouble, were kept to be slaves. I continued to 
work as a cook, but instead of being paid, I would get 
a beating if the crew didn’t like the food I prepared. I 
tried to find a way of escaping, but we were watched 
too closely. We sailed west, further than I had ever 
been before. I don’t know how far we travelled, but 
eventually the Middle Sea ended in a narrow strait. 
We sailed through into a large sea or ocean and turned 
south. We hugged the coast and sailed for several 
days before we put into a port town, which I learned 
was the pirates’ home base. The town was called 
Cap Ghir and it was linked to an inland city located 
in a mountain valley, called Taruwdant. Cap Ghir is 
the hub of a pirate organisation; masterminded from 
Taruwdant by a man they call the Wolf. He is said 
to command an army of undead and often takes the 
form of a wolf and kills prisoners by ripping out their 
throats. I saw him only once, from a distance, and 
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he reduced me to a quivering jelly of terror. I don’t 
suppose you find that surprising, since I’m such a 
coward. I was taken to Taruwdant and put to work in 
the kitchens. I kept my head down and worked hard. I 
knew that there was no chance of escape and resigned 
myself to a lifetime of slavery. I don’t know why, 
perhaps it was my work ethic or the desire to stay out 
of trouble, but I was selected for special attention. I 
was interviewed by a series of people, culminating in 
a meeting with one of the Wolf’s lieutenants. I now 
know that he was a wizard. He looked very much like 
you do, except that his hair was very curly. He said 
that I had been selected for a special mission, which 
would earn me my freedom, if I did well. If I failed, I 
would be tracked down and used as wolf meat. By the 
time my throat was torn out, I would be begging for 
death, he told me. He forced his way into my mind. 
He raped me mentally. I could not keep him out. It 
was terrible; he knew all of my secrets and fears. He 
placed images in my mind of what would happen 
to me if I disobeyed. He gave me a new history, as 
a bard. He told me I had to travel to Elannort for an 
important meeting of the Wise. I was to ingratiate 
myself with you and try to join any expedition that 
was mounted. I was to learn as much as I could about 
a powerful sword and the hero who would wield it. 
I was to pay particular attention to a red-haired boy. 
I feared for my life, for my very soul. I’m sorry, 
Manfred. I was too weak to resist his evil.”

Manfred sighed and looked at the pathetic, 
cowering man in front of him. “I’m sorry, too, Kris. I 
should not have threatened you with a mind probe. I 
can help you to heal and to forget. If you will let me 
into your mind, willingly, I will try to soothe the hurt.”

Kris hesitated and looked concerned but he 
finally agreed. Manfred laid his hands on the bard’s 
head and concentrated. He looked into the frightened 
man’s soul. He had been telling the truth. Frisa the 
Curly-Haired had planted many evil neural links. It 
was a wonder that Kris had been able to function at 
all. His fear of wargs was planted deep. It was little 
wonder he had reacted as he had on the Ice Stair. 
Manfred did what he could to remove the planted 
suggestions and remove the fear. Manfred removed 
his hands. Kris seemed a little more relaxed and 

less fearful. “Tell me, Kris, how were you to be 
contacted?”

“He said that his servants would seek me out 
and collect any information I had. I thought that the 
wargs were doing that. I’m sorry for what I did. Is 
there any way I can make it up to you?”

“I will talk to the others. I will tell them only 
what they need to know. I think that you should 
continue your new profession as a bard. There will be 
many stories yet to be told before this war is over. I 
would be pleased to have you along to record them. 
You were correct when you called this a quest for 
knowledge. Every snippet that I learn fills in more of 
the gaps. It would appear that Weylyn is behind much 
of our troubles. How he became corrupted, I do not 
know. I wish I knew where Dammar fits into all of 
this, if indeed he still lives. What am I supposed to 
do about Ubadah? There are so many questions still 
to answer and problems to solve. I see that there is 
goodness in you, Kris. I also feel, without any real 
justification, that you were sent to us for a purpose 
and that you will have an important role to play before 
all of this is done. I have done my best to remove the 
evil that Frisa planted. There will be echoes of it for 
the rest of your life. You have the power now to resist 
them. The choice of your future is yours. Will you join 
us?”

Kris was very emotional. There were tears 
in his eyes and his voice wobbled. “Thank you, 
Manfred. I will be forever in your debt. I would like 
to continue with you and become the official Bard of 
Elannort, should I prove worthy. Consider me a sort of 
apprentice in the meantime. I have been working on a 
short piece concerning the journey so far. Would you 
care to hear a little of it?”

Manfred agreed and settled back in 
anticipation. I hope he’s not too bad; otherwise, it 
will be difficult to convince the others. Kris spoke in 
a loud, confident voice, which modulated well and 
expressed the emotion he was trying to convey. 

The wargs attacked in waves,
Snarling and gnashing their jaws.
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The firelight flickered in the hut
Burning the last of the splintered doors.

Two warriors stood tall,
Blades flashing in the firelight’s glow.

Two wargs fell dead at the door
Yet their vicious attack was not slowed.

Again and again, the wargs attacked,
Two heroes fought as one.

As on the floor the wizard slept,
Spent from the work he’d done.

Harder and harder, the beasts pressed forward,
Still the two blades powered.

While deep in the dark at the back of the hut
The bard in craven fear cowered.

No mercy would the wargs provide,
Injured now, the two men wearied.
Death stared them all in the face,
Each their own god they queried.

When all seemed lost, the wizard woke,
From the depths in which he’d slumbered.

From in his cloak, withdrew his staff
And to the doorway lumbered.

In voice so strong, he bade them leave,
Or feel his wrath be vented.

The wargs just laughed to hear such words,
And for the kill presented.

But wargs it was who died that day,
From wizard’s fire intended,

Blue fury from his staff did flow,
And pelts of wargs incended.

For Manfred he did save the day,
And wargs were killed or banished.

For when they saw the wizard’s wrath,
Into the mountains vanished.

A great victory was won that day,
In a mountain hut so cold.

Two men, a coward, and a wizard true
The craven and the bold.

Manfred was pleased and relieved; it still 
needed a lot of work, but it wasn’t complete rubbish. 
I’m not sure incended is actually a word.

Two days later, a group of travellers left 
Tamarlan. There were still four of them, but Ubadah 
had replaced Gamying. The Heir-Regent was 
remaining at home to help his father prepare for the 
likely upcoming attacks. Gamying had again tried to 
convince Aglaral to stay and take up service in the 
Tamarlan army. Manfred was pleased that he chose 
to stay with them. Aglaral had readily agreed that 
Kris remain with them when he heard the wizard’s 
explanation. Gamying had not been so forgiving. 
Ubadah didn’t seem to care much either way. That one 
seems to look down on anyone who is not as noble or 
powerful as he is.

They left on horseback, heading due east, 
skirting the foothills of the Mountains of Death. 
Manfred’s plan was to find New Hope Pass and 
cross the mountains by that route, meeting up with 
the Doom River. They carried small one-man boats 
in their luggage and Manfred planned to ride the 
spring thaw down the River Doom as far as Two 
Rivers. It would then be a short, easy trek to Elannort. 
This route also had the benefit, or risk depending 
on your point of view, of maybe finding the elusive 
New Delve. Manfred had a feeling that there was 
important information to be found there, perhaps even 
knowledge of what had happened to David son of 
Dwahir son of Davit and his followers.

The journey east took three days, but was 
uneventful. First the Devil Mountains and then 
the Mountains of Death rose on their right, like 
impenetrable black walls. The mountain peaks, high in 
the distance, were white with snow and Manfred did 
not look forward to the chill of the high places again. 
There were no paths leading into the mountains and no 
sign of any passes by which to cross the dense barrier. 
A few times, they noticed dark shapes away in the 
distance, seeming to track their progress. The wargs 
will follow us, but I doubt they’ll want to risk another 
encounter. Close to Tamarlan, the countryside was 
pleasant farmland, bathed in warm spring sunshine 
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and bursting with new growth. As they moved further 
east the land began to change, becoming less green 
and productive until it became a barren landscape of 
broken rocks, dotted with patches of snow and ice. 
Eventually they were riding on solid ice and had to 
slow their progress to protect the horses.

At night they pitched a tent, made from tanned 
animal hides, and slept two at a time, huddled together 
for warmth. They made no fire, because there was 
nothing to burn. Manfred found the close contact 
interesting. He was able to read much in the minds 
of his companions. Kris was much happier now. He 
didn’t even show much fear for the wargs tracking 
them. He was enthusiastic about his new role as 
writer and bard. Manfred was amused by the clumsy 
attempts at rhyming that were constantly in his head. 
Aglaral continued to worry about his family and 
debate whether he should have taken up Gamying’s 
offer to stay in Tamarlan. Manfred was pleased to note 
that the debate always ended with his desire to serve 
the Balance and his loyalty to the old wizard winning 
through. Ubadah was something else. His mind was 
full of constant grumbles that sometimes would 
surface enough for him to gripe about. It was too 
cold; the food was not adequate; he didn’t like sharing 
accommodation, especially with lower class persons 
such as soldiers and bards; he shouldn’t have to carry 
his own luggage; he wasn’t shown enough respect and 
deference; people should ask his permission to speak 
or do things; and so it went on. Manfred felt depressed 
by it all. Ubadah is going to be trouble, I feel it in my 
old bones.

They saw no living things during their journey, 
other than the ever-present wargs. On the afternoon 
of the third day, their horses tired and hungry, they 
came upon a track leading up into the hills. It was no 
more than a goat track. Manfred had hoped it would 
be good enough to ride the horses further, but that was 
not going to be the case. They hobbled the horses and 
prepared for another cold night. Manfred and Aglaral 
took the first watch, while Ubadah complained about 
having to share a tent with a commoner. The sky 
was clear and a half-moon gave just enough light to 
make it impossible for someone to creep up on them 
unnoticed. The wizard and the warrior sat in silence, 

each seemingly lost in their own thoughts. Manfred 
was thinking about his last hot meal and pint of ale. 
Much more of this dry tack and I’ll begin to fancy 
roast warg. He was roused from his thoughts as 
Aglaral jumped up and drew his sword. No more than 
five yards away, Manfred could see a pair of red eyes, 
shining out of the darkness like brake lights in the 
fog. The horses whinnied and struggled against their 
restraints. A single warg approached and stopped three 
feet from them. Manfred held a hand on Aglaral’s leg 
to signal no action. In his head, he heard a single word 
over and over. Parley.   

The warg observed them. Manfred smelled the 
unmistakeable stench and, despite himself, a shiver ran 
up his spine. He resisted the temptation to reveal his 
staff. The warg spoke. “Master comes soon. Destroy 
you he will. We let you pass. Hungry. Horses for safe 
passage.”

Manfred had been worrying about the horses 
throughout the journey. He hadn’t brought a groom 
from Tamarlan to take them home because he knew 
that the wargs would attack and without his magic, 
they would have no chance. He had become resigned 
to losing them. He stood up and the warg took an 
involuntary step backwards. That’s good, nice to see a 
bit of respect for singed fur.

“Tell your master that Manfred the Magician 
will be waiting for him at Elannort, with a few 
tricks that he’s not expecting.” I hope I can think of 
something. “Tell him that he is a traitor to the Balance 
and that he will pay for his crimes. Tell him that the 
time for atonement will soon be upon him. Tell your 
friends, that if I see any of you again on our journey 
you shall feel the wrath of my staff.” He withdrew 
his staff from inside his cloak and showed it to the 
warg, which took another step back. “We accept your 
offer, not out of fear but out of practicality. Have the 
decency to wait until we are out of sight and earshot. 
Be gone!” The warg growled, turned on its heels, 
and disappeared into the night. A message was left 
in Manfred’s mind. Next time your throat. Manfred 
shivered and it wasn’t from the cold.

“I wish there were another way, Aglaral, but 



22

we have no way of protecting the horses and we 
cannot take them with us. I will at least cut them loose 
to give them a slim chance and make the wargs work 
for their meal.”

The rest of the night passed peaceably and next 
morning, after more cold tack they prepared for their 
climb. Ubadah was in full complaint mode. “I am a 
king. I do not carry my own luggage. It is unheard of.”

“It will be heard of,” Manfred said, “because 
the story will be faithfully told by our bard, including 
your whingeing and whining about it. It’s quite simple 
really; we each have a small boat, which we’ll need to 
descend the other side. If you don’t carry one, you’ll 
not have one when you need it. Equally, if you don’t 
carry food and water, you’ll not eat and drink. Is that 
clear?” Manfred had finally had enough.

“How dare you talk to me like that?” Ubadah 
demanded. “I will have you flogged!”

Manfred sighed and cast his eyes upwards in 
disbelief. “I should have taken you over my knee and 
given you a good spanking when you were a child. 
You are still not too big for it.” Aglaral and Kris tried 
to stop themselves but they both burst out laughing. 
Ubadah went bright red with a mixture of anger and 
embarrassment but said nothing further. With a huff 
and a grunt, he picked up his pack. Manfred cut loose 
the horses and gave each of them a smack on the 
rump. He knew there was little chance that they would 
not become warg meat very soon, but he could hope. 
Ubadah led the way up the track and set a firm, steady 
pace. Manfred let him have his head. He really is a 
king after all, not to mention a hero as well. I’ll just 
have to put up with being tired before this day’s out.

Although the path was narrow, the climb 
through New Hope Pass was relatively easy. The 
day was clear and a pleasant temperature. The snow 
and ice had melted and although there were a few 
loose rocks that were a bit treacherous, the climb 
was far easier than anything they had attempted on 
the journey to Tamarlan. Ubadah set a brisk pace and 
Manfred was forced to call for regular breaks to catch 
his breath and to take a drink of water. Kris seemed 
to be finding the pace as difficult as Manfred, but 

Aglaral was unperturbed. The path wound around a 
single high mountain that had a unique shape at its 
peak. Viewed from below, it was difficult to discern, 
but Manfred knew that from a distance it looked 
like a huge domed bell. They were climbing towards 
the summit of Mount Doom. Manfred had seen its 
imposing visage often, viewed from the south, but he 
had never climbed it or seen it from the north before. 
He knew all of the old stories. It was said that if you 
heard the bell toll you knew that Death was on his way 
to collect you. Do not wonder for whom the mountain 
tolls. Manfred kept his stories and thoughts to himself.

By mid-afternoon, they reached the snow 
line and climbing became more difficult. Aglaral said 
something to Ubadah and took a turn to lead. He 
set a slower pace, more suited to Manfred and Kris. 
By late afternoon, they reached a high plateau. The 
domed top of Mount Doom rose several thousand feet 
above them. A snowfield stretched in front of them. 
Manfred was pleased. He knew that they had finished 
their climb. A short way west and they should find 
the Doom Glacier. All being well, tomorrow they 
would begin their descent, but tonight he wanted to 
find the entrance to New Delve before it got dark. 
There had been no sighting of wargs all day; it seemed 
they had kept their part of the bargain, more out of 
fear than ethics, Manfred thought. Here, though, on 
the snowfield the evidence of their recent presence 
was abundant. The snow was pocked with the criss-
crossing paw prints of many wargs. At one point, a 
large red stain darkened the snow. All over, their spoor 
fouled the pristine environment.

With the sun setting in crimson splendour 
behind the saw toothed peaks of the Mountains of 
Death, Manfred scanned the dark rock face of Mount 
Doom for a cave or a doorway. Just when he was 
about to give the order to pitch the tent for a cold night 
on the ice, he noticed something odd. There was an 
area of snow that was clean, unmarked and unfouled. 
He followed it to the sheer wall of the rock face. 
There was no evidence of an opening or a door. He 
concentrated and sniffed the air.

“There is a scent of magic here. The door to 
New Delve is in front of us, but it is hidden from us. 



23

Search for any clues, hidden runes, or strange marks.” 
The others did as he bid, while Manfred reached out 
with his mind in an attempt to read the magic. “There 
is old magic here. It is similar to the feeling I had at 
the exit door from First Delve at the Warning Falls. 
That is a very good sign. I wonder if it is as simple as 
knowing how to open that door?” Well, here goes, give 
it a try. It’s about time I had a bit of luck.

Manfred crossed his fingers. “Bahl Shamim.” 
He spoke the words in a clear, loud voice. Just as he 
said them, the sun dropped behind the mountains and 
darkness fell. It seemed to be an eerie coincidence. 
Rather good timing, if I say so myself. The last rays 
of the sun illuminated a shimmering change coming 
over the blank rock face. Where there had previously 
been a solid rock wall, there appeared a roughly 
hewn archway and tunnel leading into the mountain. 
As darkness fell, Manfred wondered whether it was 
real or whether he had simply imagined it by wishful 
thinking. He took out his staff and muttered a few 
magic words. The staff began to glow with a yellow 
light that allowed them all to see clearly. There were 
dwarf runes carved above the archway. ‘Second 
Delve. New hope for the dwarf peoples. Enter friends 
without fear.’ Manfred translated the runes. “It seems 
that David son of Dwahir son of Davit was successful 
in establishing a new delve, after all. I wonder what 
became of them all. Shall we take them up on their 
hospitality and go in?”

The question was largely rhetorical, as 
the alternative was a night on the snow. The four 
travellers entered the archway and began a gradual 
descent along a rock tunnel into the heart of Mount 
Doom. Manfred’s staff illuminated the walls of the 
tunnel, which were decorated with dwarf runes. 
Manfred moved slowly, studying the runes as much 
as checking where his feet were falling. He stopped at 
a place where there were more runes than anywhere 
else.

“The runes are a kind of diary of the delve’s 
history. They tell the story of the expedition, the 
establishment of the delve, their hopes and plans for 
the future, and they recall the disaster which befell 
them. I wish that I had the time to study them more; 

Dia son of Din son of Dane will want to know all of 
the details if by good chance our paths cross again. 
Come, we must find a place to rest tonight. I will tell 
you their story after we have eaten and before we 
sleep.”

They moved on again and the runes quickly 
petered out. Before long, the tunnel opened into a 
large chamber, hewn out of the heart of the mountain. 
It would not compare with the Jewelled Caverns of 
Devil’s Mouth but in the yellow light of Manfred’s 
staff, it was an impressive sight nonetheless. The 
Hall of the Mountain King; they achieved much 
before they met their fate. The walls of the chamber 
were decorated with precious stones that reflected 
and seemed to amplify the light from the staff. The 
chamber seemed to be a central meeting place. On a 
high dais in the centre was a large, decorated stone 
seat, the throne of the Mountain King. Tunnels ran 
off the main chamber in all directions, like spokes of 
a wheel from the hub. It would take weeks to explore 
this place thoroughly.

Manfred scanned the runes above each tunnel 
and selected one to explore. As they crossed the floor 
of the chamber, their feet crunched on something 
brittle underfoot. Manfred glanced down and realised, 
in horror, that they were walking on the bones of the 
dead. They picked their way more carefully, trying not 
to disturb the remains. There had clearly been a battle 
here, but from the look of it, the only casualties were 
dwarves. Manfred looked back at the others. Aglaral 
and Ubadah seemed to be all right, but Kris was in 
obvious distress. His breathing was rapid and shallow 
and there were tears streaming down his face. He has 
the emotional feeling to become a good bard. The 
warriors have seen it all before.

The air in the chamber was fresh and cold, 
evidence of a good ventilation system. Their boots 
were throwing up dust, though, that began to make 
breathing more difficult. Manfred didn’t want to think 
about where the dust originated. They entered the 
tunnel he had selected and it became less dusty. Small 
rooms had been carved out of the rock on both sides of 
the tunnel. They contained sleeping and cooking areas 
and more skeletons, including those of children. It 
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looks like the women and children waited here, while 
the men fought. They found an empty room, empty 
of skeletons that is, with a fireplace and a stack of 
ancient wood. Manfred decided that they should spend 
the night there. They offloaded their packs and set 
up a makeshift camp around the fireplace. Kris built 
a fire and Manfred soon had it burning. The natural 
ventilation took the smoke away, high above them. 
Manfred stowed his staff and they sat in the flicker of 
orange flames and took an unappetising meal of dry 
tack and tea. Manfred used the time to mind-search 
the delve for signs of life or evil. He found nothing.

“We are safe here. There is no need to post 
guards tonight. We can all sleep and be well rested for 
the journey tomorrow. We must get back to Elannort 
and prepare for the battles which are surely ahead. 
Before we sleep, I will tell you what I learned from 
the runes. I’m afraid that the story is very much a 
repeat of the early days of First Delve. After a long 
journey, many hardships, and much searching, the 
dwarves identified Mount Doom as the place to 
establish their new home. They called it Mount Hope 
in those days. The early days were difficult, because 
they had few provisions and they had to build the 
delve from a very basic cave structure that existed 
when they found the place. Everything went well, 
though, for the first hundred years or so. The mining 
proved to be very profitable and they established 
trading links with a group of humans who lived in a 
forested area south of the mountains. I believe that this 
is now the Forest of Doom. They began to prosper and 
the women started bearing children. Unfortunately, 
their digging disturbed something evil. The original 
evil that had been liberated from First Delve became 
Gadiel the Dark God. When he was diminished by 
Gilgamesh, he fled north looking for a refuge to 
regenerate himself. Seeking the comfort of the womb, 
he sought out a place deep under the Mountains of 
Death, where he thought he would be undisturbed. It 
was a sad trick of fate that the dwarves should again 
disturb him. It is written that when he was awoken 
from his troubled dreams the mountain rang like a bell 
tolling. Mount Hope was renamed Mount Doom on 
that day. The last entry corresponds to the year 50300, 
two hundred and ninety-seven years after the dwarves 
left First Delve. Gadiel summoned a small army of 

the undead. The battle of Second Delve was short 
and one-sided. Gadiel sat on the throne and watched 
as the dwarves were slaughtered. After the battle, he 
dispatched the undead to take over the Forest of Doom 
and hold it as a staging post for future battles. He was 
still rather weak and left for the Northland in search 
of something; the runes are not specific. We know this 
because one dwarf survived the slaughter and hid in 
the caves until he could complete the story. He realised 
it might be important that people in the future learned 
what happened here. When he had completed his self-
appointed task, he left the delve, in the hope of finding 
his way back to First Delve to warn the dwarves 
there. Since he never arrived, we must assume he met 
his end in the Mountains of Death or on the Frozen 
Wastes. He wrote one last thing and I don’t know from 
where he learned it. When Mount Doom tolls again, 
Gadiel will return to claim all of FirstWorld.”

Despite the warmth of the fire, Manfred’s 
audience shivered. They slept fitfully that night, 
plagued by dreams of Gadiel’s awakening and 
visions of the future. Manfred woke them before 
first light and they left the delve just as the sun was 
rising between the teeth of the Mountains of Death. 
It was another fine day. At least the weather is on 
our side. We must make haste. I must have news of 
Simon. Ubadah was complaining again, but this time 
Manfred managed to ignore him. They set off away 
from the rising sun, needing to shade their eyes from 
the snow-glare. The snowfield was crisp and firm, so 
walking was relatively easy. Manfred stopped after a 
few minutes and pointed south through a gap in the 
mountains. “The river winding down the valley is the 
River Doom. The large forest is the Forest of Doom. 
Cast your eyes directly over the middle of the forest, 
as far as you can see. If your eyes are good you can 
just make out the High Tower at Elannort. Home 
is in sight. We will need to climb down the Doom 
Glacier and follow the river until the worst of the 
rapids are past. Then we will use our little boats and 
float past the Forest of Doom, right under the noses of 
its inhabitants, and on to Two Rivers. We will camp 
tonight below the snow line. Tomorrow night we’ll be 
in Two Rivers and the night after you’ll be tucked up 
in your warm beds at Wizards’ Keep.”
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Manfred was as good as his word. The day 
was an exhausting one, filled with Ubadah’s moans, 
but uneventful. The Doom Glacier’s surface was 
pitted with rocks, ranging from the size of house 
bricks to huge boulders. The journey down the glacier 
was difficult and had to be taken slowly. In places, 
they roped themselves together for safety. As usual, 
Aglaral and Ubadah found the going much easier 
than Kris and Manfred. The end of the glacier was 
an impressive sight. Chunks of ice, rocks, and water 
plunged at least five hundred feet into the head of 
the river. The noise was incredible. Manfred thought 
it was as if the glacier were giving birth, in agony, 
to the river. Such thoughts made him think again 
about Simon. Over thirty thousand years ago for 
him and possibly only hours ago for Simon, a birth 
occurred that changed everything. In that moment the 
multiverse had been created. Manfred felt sure of it 
and still castigated himself for his sulky mood that had 
prevented him from seeing it at the time. Will Simon 
be back in Elannort when we get home?

They ate a sparse meal of dry tack and cold 
water at the top of Doom Falls before attempting the 
descent. It took them the best part of the afternoon to 
make the difficult climb. They were impeded by the 
boats on their backs and several times each of them 
came close to a serious mishap. Nevertheless, they 
finally made it safely to the bottom. Ubadah was in a 
foul mood and every second word coming out of his 
mouth was a curse. Manfred even learned a few new 
words, which was very unusual for him. They pitched 
their tent at the base of the falls and spent another 
uncomfortable night sleeping in pairs. Manfred took 
Ubadah, out of pity for Aglaral and Kris.

The next morning, the value of having lugged 
the boats became evident. By mid-morning, they had 
travelled far enough that the river had straightened 
out into a navigable stream. Every few hundred yards, 
new flows of water entered. The River Doom was 
quickly growing into an impressive waterway. They 
were below the tree line now and they each selected 
appropriate branches to use as punting poles. The 
boats they had carried were tiny; little more than large 
breadbaskets, but they would serve their purpose. 
They discarded their backpacks and most of their 

remaining supplies, burying them under rocks. They 
launched their crafts, sitting in them with knees around 
their ears, and boughs at the ready to give a push in 
the right direction when needed.

The first attempts were hilarious. Everyone 
except Manfred received at least one soaking. 
Eventually, they all mastered the delicate art of 
balance and they pushed off. This would make a 
great fairground attraction at the theme parks I have 
seen in some dimensions. They roped themselves 
together and moved out into the middle of the 
stream, where the strong current picked them up and 
carried them effortlessly downstream. They made 
rapid progress, far faster than they could have made 
even on horseback. They were wet and cold, but it 
was exhilarating that they would soon be safe. The 
countryside around them changed. To their left, the 
land was flat grassland as far as the eye could see. 
To their right, a dense forest canopy blotted out 
everything. A sense of evil seemed to permeate from 
the forest. Manfred hoped they would sneak by, 
unnoticed. Just as he was congratulating himself on 
a job well done, the sky above them darkened as if a 
cloud had passed over the sun. Manfred looked up. 
The sky was full of birds, black crows from the Forest 
of Doom. The flock circled above them, calling out 
in raucous shouts, before whirling and heading back 
to the forest. Fortunately, the trees began to thin and 
they soon sailed past the southern border of the forest. 
We have slipped by, but we were definitely noticed. Oh 
well, the wargs already knew anyway.

An hour later, they approached the town of 
Two Rivers and the junction with the River Hope. It 
got tricky for a few minutes as they tried to manoeuvre 
to the right bank and not be carried away by the 
combined force of the two rivers. Manfred was forced 
to use a little magic to help them. I don’t fancy being 
cast adrift on the Great Inland Sea. They scrambled 
from the river, looking and feeling like drowned 
rats, onto the coarse wooden decking of a wharf. A 
couple of rough-looking types noticed them and came 
to investigate and probably to relieve them of their 
valuables, if not their lives. They got two surprises. 
Firstly, two of the drowned rats turned out to be well-
armed warriors. Second, another of them turned out to 
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be Manfred the Magician.

Two Rivers was a small town and everyone 
there knew Manfred. The two ruffians fell over 
themselves to lead the travellers to the only inn in 
town. The Fisherman’s Arms was as rough as the 
rest of the shabby town and its inhabitants, but to 
Manfred it was a veritable palace. The innkeeper, by 
name of Trout, was a stout ruddy fellow, with a bald 
head and a dirty apron. Manfred thought that he must 
suffer from high blood pressure. Trout fussed over 
them. He gave them his best rooms, organised hot 
baths, and provided clean clothes while he had their 
travelling clothes washed. All except for Manfred, 
whose clothes seemed to have miraculously cleaned 
and dried themselves. That evening they relaxed in the 
bar. The ale was weak and the food very average, but 
to Manfred it seemed like a feast. Ubadah complained 
that his bread lacked salt and that the beef in his stew 
was too tough. His bed was also too lumpy and his 
room was too small. Manfred contemplated sealing 
his lips together. The locals crowded round, seeking 
news. Manfred had cautioned them all to say nothing 
of their travels. Kris was called into service to recount 
the story of Gilgamesh. The story went down well and 
they drank and swapped tales until late in the evening.

They slept well and late, drugged by the ale 
into dreamless oblivion. Their clothes were ready for 
them when they awoke. After a hot breakfast of bacon 
and eggs, washed down with lashings of tea, Trout’s 
young apprentice appeared with four horses for them. 
Not bad for a one-horse town. Manfred’s credit 
was good and Trout knew that the horses would be 
returned with ample reward.  By evening, they were 
safely home in Elannort. Manfred immediately looked 
for Simon. He found Taran and Dawit in the Keep and 
Jhamed keeping vigil in the High Tower. There was no 
sign of Simon.

For further information on the FirstWorld 
multiverse including free downloads please visit www.
FirstWorld.info
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Reset
By Eddie D. Moore

 
“Good morning Mr Moss. Please don’t 

get out of bed yet. The procedure was a complete 
success and you will be transferred to the training and 
readjustment centre this afternoon.”

 
“What happened? Who are you?”
 
“I’m sorry. I am Dr Talbot. You are at the 

Whiteville Correctional facility in Salem, Oregon. I 
don’t usually introduce people to their new life, but 
we are a bit short handed with the recent budget cuts.”

 
“Why am I at a correctional facility? I cannot 

remember anything.”
 
“Mr Moss, I cannot tell you any details about 

your past. Your reintegration into society will have a 
greater chance of success if you don’t know why you 
were treated.”

 
“Treated? I don’t understand.”
 
“A large part of whom and what we are is 

determined by our past experiences. For most people, 
the elimination of a few memories will correct most 
of their social maladjustments. You, on the other hand, 
are a special case and were given a complete reset.”

 
“What did I do?”
 
“Please. Don’t fixate on the past. You have 

been given a blank slate, a new life, a fresh start 
without the hindrances of the past. Here, look 
over this pamphlet. There are some great career 
opportunities you can choose from.”

 
“But I want to know who I am! What did I do 

to deserve this?”
 
“Mr Moss, please take a deep breath. This will 

help you relax. The person you were no longer exists. 
I need you to focus on the future.”

 
“I am focusing on the future! You just can’t 

reset people like a computer!”
 
“This procedure has been preformed hundreds 

of thousands of times over the last few years and our 
success rate is remarkably high. Honestly, it is more 
like restoring a computer to factory settings. Please lay 
back down! Nurse, help me restrain Mr Moss.”

 
“I will not be treated this way! Do you hear 

me? Let me go!”
 
 “Mr Moss, you are only making this worse by 

fighting it.”
 
“Get that needle away from me! I will not 

consent to any treatments!”
 
“Your treatment was court ordered, Mr Moss. 

You cannot refuse it. There. That is better. Just relax.”
 
“Nurse, keep Mr Moss sedated. I will send an 

orderly after him shortly. I will just have to erase the 
last few minutes and try again.”

 
“Yes Doctor, but I could have told you that the 

truth never works.”
 
“Yes. Yes, you could have.”

#

“Good morning Mr Moss. I am Dr Talbot. How 
are you feeling today? 

 
“My head hurts. Where am I?”
 
“You are in the hospital. You took a hard hit on 

the head. What was the last thing you remember?”
 
“Nothing, I remember nothing.”
 
“You have a unique case of amnestic 

syndrome, otherwise known as amnesia. You can 
see here on the scan the area of your brain that was 
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damaged. I am sorry to inform you that there is only 
a small chance of your memory returning. The good 
news is that people with this condition do go on to live 
full and productive lives.”

“What do you know of my life?”
 
“I’m sorry Mr Moss, I’m just a doctor. Look 

over this pamphlet. This facility specializes in cases 

like yours and the people there will be much more 
qualified to answer your questions. I will see that you 
are transferred this afternoon.”

 
“Thank you doctor, I appreciate everything you 

have done for me. You have been very helpful.”
 
“It was my pleasure, Mr Moss. Have a great 

day.”



“Lastday, Capricon twenty-nines. Year of the 
City: 2274. Carousel begins.” City Computer System

The film begins at Carousel. There, crowds of 
city-dwellers cheer while they watch those who are on 
‘Lastday’ - their thirtieth birthday - attempt to ‘renew.’ 
As they float upwards towards a crystal on the ceiling 
of the arena, they explode. They believe that through 
this process, they might be reincarnated. We later learn 
that this is a lie told by the computer system that runs 
the city to get people to willingly go to their deaths. 
Among the viewers is Logan 5 (Michael York). He 

Is there too great a price to be paid for a stable, 
comfortable society? That’s the central question 
posed by Logan’s Run. Based on William F. Nolan 
and George Clayton Johnson’s novel of the same 
name, Logan’s Run takes the viewer to the twenty-
third century, in which a closed society (literally, the 
first two-thirds of the story take place in a domed 
city) exists in a state of perpetual leisure. The price of 
this comfort is high. In order to maintain population 
equilibrium, citizens are put to death (‘Renewed’ in 
the parlance of the film) on their thirtieth birthday. 
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Cinema Obscura - The Overlooked 

Gems of Cinema

Logan’s run (1976)
ByJeff Durkin
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‘Circuit’, an odd combination of the transporter from 
Star Trek and Tinder. Recreational drugs are legal and 
everyone seems healthy and happy. But it is a sterile 
environment. The sets and location shots (mostly at 
malls and office buildings in the Dallas/Fort Worth 
area) reflect a brutal, concrete-and-chrome future. The 
people are equally cold. Sex and drugs are plentiful, 
but there are no emotional connections between 
people. The most rebellious act that Logan and Jessica 
undertake is not escaping the city or even returning to 
destroy the system; it is rediscovering the primacy of 
emotional bonds between people. And it is for this that 
they are a threat to the system.

Michael York, Jenny Agutter, Peter Ustinov 
and Richard Jordan (as Francis 7, a fellow Sandman 
who hunts Logan) are all good in their roles, providing 
enough on-screen charisma to cut through the 
spectacle and help keep the viewer engaged even when 
the story falters. York gives a strong performance as 
a man whose entire worldview is destroyed in the 
space of a few weeks. His journey from devoted killer 
for the state to revolutionary is believable because of 
York’s performance. And Ustinov is a delight as the 
slightly dotty Old Man living with multitudes of cats 
in the ruins of the US Capitol Building. 

“Well, I never much cared for my name, even 
when I could remember it.” Old Man

Technically, the film is more uneven. The score 
by Jerry Goldsmith is superb, a mix of electronic 
pieces inside the city and a traditional orchestra for the 
exterior scenes, contrasting the computer control city 
and the natural world outside. The work by director 
Michael Anderson and cinematographer Ernest Laszlo 
is adequate. The behind the camera team does a 
competent job of capturing the action, although there 
is little artistry in how the film is shot. The extensive 
special effects—which won an Academy Award—
don’t hold up very well. The miniatures of the city, 
in particular, look like the models they are. There are 
also a number of superimposed effects shots where the 
object in the foreground is transparent. Coming after 
such stunning effects films as 2001: A Space Odyssey 
and Planet of the Apes (both released in 1968), this 
kind of work looks sloppy. 

is a Sandman, a police force with one mission: hunt 
down Runners, citizens who wish to live beyond their 
thirtieth birthday. After ‘terminating’ a Runner, he is 
sent on a mission by the City Computer. He is to find 
Sanctuary, the mythical destination of Runners, and 
destroy it. The catch—his life-clock (a crystal in the 
palm of his hand that monitors his age) is accelerated, 
making it appear that he is on Lastday. He makes 
contact with a Runner underground through Jessica 
6 (Jenny Agutter). After a series of adventures, the 
couple escape from the city. Logan and Jessica find 
that the rest of the world (or, at least the East Coast 
of North America) is a wilderness. Washington DC is 
in ruins, overgrown and populated by one person, the 
Old Man (Peter Ustinov). Now that they know life 
doesn’t have to end at thirty, Logan and Jessica return 
to the city in an attempt to liberate their fellow humans 
from the control of the City Computer and its system 
of hedonism and death.

“No! Don’t go in there! You don’t have to die! 
No one has to die at thirty! You can live! Live and 
grow old! I’ve seen it!” Logan 5

At the time of its release, Logan’s Run was 
an event film, with a high budget and significant 
fanfare. For the year of release, the only genre film 
with a higher budget was the remake of King Kong. 
It was also another in a string of thoughtful science 
fiction films that characterised the genre at the time. 
The use of science fiction conventions in films to 
examine real social issue would soon be dealt a blow 
by the bombastic, space-opera sensibilities of Star 
Wars, released the following year. While Logan’s Run 
doesn’t completely succeed, particularly due to some 
significant plot holes and a weak conclusion, it is 
consistently interesting and engaging.

Like a number of other contemporary films 
(No Blade of Grass, Soylent Green, THX 1138, 
Wild in the Streets) Logan’s Run looks at issues 
of population control, resource shortages, trading 
freedom for comfort and society’s obsession with 
youth and materialism. The world of Logan’s 
Run is superficially appealing. Everyone is young 
and attractive and most people wear diaphanous 
minidresses and tunics. The city has sex shops and the 
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explodes. This is not a satisfactory end to an otherwise 
thoughtful story.

“You try like hell for renewal. You have the 
same chance as anyone else…Carousel.” Logan 5

On balance, the film is worth watching. The 
main cast give good performances. Some of the 
visuals are memorable. The Carousel sequence is a 
disturbing mix of gladiatorial games and a religious 
revival meeting. The ruins of Washington, including 
an ivy-covered Lincoln Memorial, are well-executed 
and visually reflect the theme of a society so focussed 
on youth, that the riches of the past are forgotten. 
The cold concrete sets with their utopian veneer 
capture the feel of a stagnant world. Finally, the film’s 
themes are resonant today. Issues of over-reliance on 
computers, the negative effects for society that a focus 
on youth to the exclusion of all else can have and even 
how to restructure human civilisation to better fit our 
world’s natural limits can all find reflections in the 
world of Logan.

Recommended.

The plot has significant holes in it. Some come 
from material that was cut to avoid an R rating. This 
is apparent in a sequence involving Box (voiced by 
Roscoe Lee Browne), the deranged cyborg running the 
city’s food processing centre. It plays out in a choppy, 
disjointed fashion due to scenes involving nudity that 
were cut. The film is also hurt by including scenes 
from the book that seem out-of-place or involve 
concepts not fully (or even cursorily) developed. A 
sequence in Cathedral, an abandoned area of the city, 
is a prime example of this. In the book, the sequence 
is well-developed and gives the narrative a nice jolt 
of action. In the film, the sequence plays out just long 
enough to slow down the story and raise questions for 
the viewer (e.g., why would any part of an enclosed 
city be abandoned), while not providing any useful 
information or a worthwhile action scene.

Finally, the ending borders on being 
nonsensical. Logan is able to destroy the computer 
because he gives it an answer that it doesn’t like. 
He tells it that there is no Sanctuary, that all of the 
unaccounted for Runners were killed by Box and that 
everything outside of the city domes is a wilderness. 
The computer basically says, “Does not compute” and 
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Science Fiction Haiku
By Denny E Marshall 

 
huge Trojan horse fleet 

disguised as Santa and sleigh 
attack Christmas day 

 
edge of universe 

ends gradually fold around 
back to beginning 

 
seashell from sky lands 

hold to ear and hear rings of 
distant galaxy 

 
television screen 

delivery transporter 
in alien house 

 
spaceship lands on Mars 

aliens disappointed 
leave and head back home 

 
aliens orbit 

then leave unnoticed quickly 
great fear of water 

 
genetic advances 

new t-rex hunting season 
expands to a month 

 
huge buffalo herds 

triggers aliens to flee 
cowboys take credit 

 
burglars offer choice 

death or open walk-in safe 
unlock monster cage 

 
land on new planet 

learn too late orb is hollow 
surface paper-thin 

 
almost got away 

with crime, forgot to delete 
hologram witness 

 
heard roar of rockets 

you should not have hid under 
the engine exhaust 

 
donated can goods 

to the local food bank drive 
aliens left them 

 
not an asteroid 

on fast direct pathway here 
earth-like size planet 

 
love large explosions 
provided far, far away 

making worlds and stars 
 

aliens’ bold plan 
of fixing all elections 
is working smoothly
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Once in the realm of science fiction, 3D printing 
has taken on new meaning in the medical industry.  
One day in the near future, creating new organs to 

heal people might be a digital recipe away.

Exoskeleton
mechanical actuators network

printed cradle supports my form
dawn on hypergravity world

Printed Bones
ceramic bonds to chemicals

implant dissolves as bone grows
scaffold heals astronaut

Heart Valve
dual-syringe prints hope

alginate, muscle, interstitial cells
valve motivates morning blood

Synthetic Skin
planetary war burns

soldier wounded in darkness
printer replaces layers

 Scifaiku
 poems

 by Wendy Van Camp
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The boat starts to roll a little as we approach 
the green-stained pillars of the quay. I watch the dark 
figures who, in turn, watch our approach. There is a 
gentle bump, and the Ferryman throws a line to one of 
his colleagues who makes us fast. 

 
I am a little unsteady on my feet, my stomach 

roils, and I gulp down a metallic taste. No-one seeks 
to aid my exit from the boat, and I struggle out as 
best I can, limbs stiff from the cold journey. A wall of 
white and black blocks my sight of the quayside. A 
tiding of magpies; my mind leaps to the old song. Ten 
for the Devil’s Own Self. 

 
They part at some hidden signal, and I feel an 

iron grip on my elbow. I glance to the Ferryman. His 
hand, enveloped in an ink-black glove, gives nothing 
away. He nods, and we march forward. I realise that 
I’m not hearing the usual market sounds and stumble 
when I see the silent, staring ranks of the populace.

 
A boy, little older than I was when the man 

in red took me as apprentice, breaks away from his 
mother and throws an over-ripe piece of fruit. As if 
this was a flag, snapping in the wind to signal the start 
of a race, the rest of the crowd follow suit. I am pelted 
with offal and garbage. My pride is hurt, even if the 
stinging slaps will leave no bruises. There is a wall 
of noise. I try to hear it all as an incoherent shout, but 
can’t help but hear the calls of ‘Monster’ that many 
raise.

 
I hang my head. I am not ashamed of what I 

wrote. I stand by every word. Every word. That the 
people, many of whom would agree with me I feel, 
have been turned against me is not their fault. Those 
that live in fear, are motivated by fear, are manipulated 
with fear. They cannot help themselves. I catch a 
glimpse of red. A bright colour, on a dour day, and 
turn to look.

A small girl, dressed in a pretty red hooded 
cloak, no more than a toddler, gazes with wonder at 
me. I know not what stories her mother has told her, 
that The Beast has spread, but her eyes widen when 
she sees me look at her, and buries her face in her 
mother’s skirts. I am surprised when a tear runs down 
my face. Who am I crying for? It is not for me. I am 
resigned to my fate now, or so I tell myself.

 
The Ferryman urges me onwards with pressure 

on my elbow. I sigh and walk on. I am surprised by a 
tug on my other hand. The little girl. I pull against the 
Ferryman for a second, but my strength is no match 
for his. She silently hands me a doll, little more than 
a wooden peg with a scrap of cloth, meant to be a 
dress, in the same red. As I take it she pops a thumb 
in her mouth and is snatched up by her mother whose 
beetroot face throws curses lost in the hubbub.

 
I grip the doll hard and grimly follow the 

Ferryman onto the long sandy path that leads from the 
quayside to the castle. It is a dead straight avenue of 
yews. I remember the first time I walked down this 
path. The trees are the same, but I have changed. 

 
“I said I would continue my story,” I say to 

the Ferryman who has slowed down now that we are 
through the crowd, and they are falling behind us, 
prevented from following by the other figures in black.

***
 The boy ran ahead. The soft pale yellow of the 
path stark against the deep reddish brown of the yews’ 
trunks. He looked back and saw his father and the man 

in red in deep conversation, not paying attention to 
him. He decided to hide and jump out at them and left 
the path to dive into the underbrush. He was therefore 

shocked when he came face to face with a woman, 
crouched at the side of the path, who put a finger on 

her lips. She was dressed in hardwearing leathers and 
had a number of daggers and a sword. The boy’s eyes 
widened, and he opened his mouth wide to shout. The 
woman’s mouth twitched, and she stood and swept out 

onto the path. He felt compelled to follow.
 
“Is this yours?” she said to the two 

approaching men. It was impossible to see the 

Tales for the Ferryman
Pete Sutton

Part Eleven
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expression on his father’s face of course, but he 
thought it must be surprised. There was a rapid 
expression of shock on the man in red’s face before 
he flew the few feet between him and the woman and 
swept her into a hug. The boy caught a swift grimace 
on her face.

 
“Andarta! I looked for you at the quayside.” 

He put her down and shuffled his feet.
 
The boy couldn’t believe it. Andarta? From 

the Tales?
 
“Kelly thought it better if we kept a low 

profile. We’ve been waiting for three days Padraig. 
These?” Her hand gesture took in the boy and his 
father.

 
“We can trust them. I think.” The man in red 

rubbed his jaw. “We can, can’t we?” he asked the 
Ferryman. After a short pause, the Ferryman nodded. 
The boy nodded too.

 
“The others?” Padraig, the man in red was 

Padraig? asked.
 
“Donnal and Cerridwen are in the village inn. 

Aiman went to the castle a couple of days ago, and 
we’ve seen nothing of him since.” She glanced at the 
Ferryman when she said this, “Montaigne is still in 
his own country, we think. 
Certainly no-one has heard 
from him since we split up. 
The others? Not so sure. I 
told you that splitting up-“

 
“Let’s not rehash that 

argument Andarta!” Padraig 
barked.

 
The boy looked 

between them; there was 
some power struggle he 
couldn’t understand. The 
warrior woman looked away 
first.

 

“We can’t wait for them. We must approach the 
ruler of this country and ask him what we have asked 
all the others. Pass on my father’s message. His last 
wish to us.”

 
She sighed and nodded, and her hand fell upon 

the pommel of her sword. “Lead on then. Tell me 
about your new companions on the road.”

 
“Later. For now we need to understand what 

we approach. Boy, tell Andarta the story of The 
Beast.”

***
You know it of course. As does the Ferryman. 

But perhaps if I repeat it, it will give me some 
courage, some insight even, for the evening to come. I 
square my shoulders as we march down the soft path, 
the path that many never return from. I summon up 
the pictures my boy’s mind’s eye had painted all that 
time ago. I am surprised that, even though I have not 
thought about it for a lifetime, the images I worked so 
hard on are like a polished diamond.

 
I take a deep breath, and start the story…

To Be Continued.
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The Huntress
Part Seventeen: Dimensions

by Ana Marija Meshkova
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On the outside, Margo’s body was being led 
to an enormous building made from what looked like 
large metal beams stacked together in a vaguely cubic 
shape. Margo’s body was staring five steps ahead of 
herself with a blank expression, not even trying to 
break out of her shackles. Not like it would do any 
good, she was surrounded by five large demons that 
were double her size. The demons seemed to be wary 
of her, they weren’t used to their prey obeying them 
this much. As soon as they lifted her up and pushed 
her towards the path, she walked straight until one 
of the demons turned her. The demons’ faces looked 
like an amalgamations of skins from different species 
and races, all stitched together with fishing threads. 
They were wearing clothes made for protection from 
extreme heat rather than decency or style. The hot 
sand was crunching under their feet.

They walked Margo’s body to a small cell and 
tossed her in. The cell consisted of a bunch of straw in 
a pile, a small plate and a corner hole filled with what 
seemed to be sawdust. Margo’s body sat down on the 
straw cross-legged and stared at the floor.

***
Lucas’s eyes were now dry. He was still 

sitting on the same spot, eyes fixed on the amulet in 
his hands. It still hadn’t completely sunk in, he half 
believed the amulet would vanish from his hand and 
Margo would walk in, jokingly slap him on the head 
and grab something from the fridge. But he knew that 
wouldn’t happen, ever again. He finally managed to 
break through the wall, finally managed to reach her, 
and then he lost her. The realisation he would never 
see her again, or worse, he would only see her lifeless 
body float out of whatever hell Zetal had placed her 
in, kept him from helping with whatever Jake and 
Patrick went to do.

Jake and Patrick were in the lair. Patrick 
was sitting in front of the now cleared desk, reading 
an ancient tome, while Jake was sifting through 
Malik’s stuff. Malik’s filing system was slowly being 
overhauled, so one third of the lair was neat and tidy, 
while the rest of it was stacked like an old closet 
filled with stuff you never use. Jake was currently 
buried under a pile of scrolls, murmuring every curse 

word he knew, which was a lot, and involved several 
demonic dialects. After several hours, he fought his 
way out with a pile of files bigger than him.

“Ok, there are like fifty different dimension 
magic rituals that can open portals and there is so little 
data on all of them that I’m pretty sure even the one 
that did this would confuse them.” Jake sat down on 
the floor and gave a frustrated sigh. “This is the second 
time Margo has died on my watch. Well, at least I 
didn’t kill her this time.”

“Well.” Patrick knelt down next to Jake. “At 
least her dying once before kinda takes the pressure 
off. I mean you know she can get better.”

Jake smiled. Then his eyes grew wide and he 
looked at Patrick excitedly. “Wait, why else would 
that jackass open a portal unless he thought she could 
recuperate?” Jake got up from the ground. “I mean 
think about it. He knew where we were when we 
didn’t know where we were going until we got there. 
He made sure to clear the room before he attacked. 
He went through the trouble of carving runes in his 
body to keep us out. Painful ones! The portal was a 
big part of the plan. It had to be there. That was not 
just a fancy way to dispose of a body. Why go through 
all that trouble unless he thought killing her was not 
going to stick?”

“Maybe it was just overkill?” Patrick got up 
and sat on the chair again. “I mean the amulet and 
daggers did revert to Lucas.”

“Maybe they don’t work outside of this 
dimension. I refuse to believe we got jumped by 
a person that would resort to that kind of overkill 
without a good reason.”

“Alright, that means he knew something about 
Margo we don’t,” Patrick took out the Nexus book. 
Margo opened it for him the day Lucas moved in. 
“Maybe it has something to do with how she survived 
the plant? We still don’t know what kind of effect the 
Nexus had on her, and we did every test we could 
think of.”
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“Maybe.” Jake sat down on the table. “Is it 
wrong to hope that she’s alive?”

“It’s not wrong to hope for the best, as long 
as you prepare for the worst. You taught me that, 
remember?” Patrick wrapped his arms around Jake in 
comfort.

The doorbell snapped all of them out of it. Jake 
and Patrick climbed up the stairs to find Lucas staring 
at a small screen next to the door. “It’s the singer from 
the bar, at one of the front doors.”

“Lindsey?” Jake walked over to Lucas and 
pressed a small red button. “Lindsey? What are you 
doing here?”

Lindsey heard Jake’s voice as if he was 
standing right behind the door. “Let me in, I can help 
get her back.”

“What?!” Jake pressed the small crystal on the 
door several times, until he got to the door Lindsey 
was in front of, grabbed her hand and pulled her 
inside.

“I can help.” Lindsey took off her coat, sat 
down on the couch, and rifled through her bag. “I have 
something that will, at least.” She pulled out the small 
grey stone. “This can mimic the dimension magic that 
opened the portal if you can cast a strong enough spell 
through it.” She handed the stone to Patrick, who had 
sat down opposite her. He hovered his hand over it 
and concentrated. The stone glowed with blue light.

“This is... I have no words, but I can tell 
it’s legit. This stone would only mimic a specific 
dimension magic caster, the one with whose blood 
it has been infused with. Malik spoke of such stones 
in one of his journals, they take around a decade to 
make. Where did you get it?”

“I can’t tell you. I would be betraying a trust.” 
Lindsey turned to Lucas and Jake, who were standing 
behind her.

“But if this stone is so powerful, it couldn’t be 

made without the caster’s knowledge.” Lucas wanted 
to be mad. This girl knew who helped Zetal kill 
Margo. But her next sentence made him reconsider.

“I can say that I would not be here if that 
person wanted Margo dead. I’m not saying they are 
the paragon of all that is good and holy here, just 
that they are not the spawn of all evil either. They’re 
certain Patrick would figure out a way to channel the 
stone’s power,” Lindsey turned to Jake. “And this way 
they repay me for a favour, and I repay you for helping 
me put my life back together.”

Patrick was already moving through the house, 
gathering things. In three hours, he was casting a spell 
involving several runes, a potion that required cooking 
around twelve ingredients, and a spoken verse. The 
runes around the stone glowed again. A large sign 
materialised out of thin air—a rigid spiral forming a 
teardrop shape.

“That’s the mark of Baburas!” Jake piped up. 
He was sitting next to Lucas on the couch. “It’s a 
gladiator dimension,” He laughed in relief.

“How is that good?” Lucas asked.

“That means she is alive! Everyone who 
enters Baburas gets their wounds healed and can’t 
die permanently while there! It also explains why the 
daggers and amulet went to you, it’s protected from 
them.” He proceeded to elaborate on the dimension 
itself. “ It’s a constant battle, and you move up the 
ranks by killing opponents. Margo will fit right in.” 
Jake’s face then darkened, and he sat down. “But 
there isn’t a spell to open a portal to there, aside from 
challenging a collector, which apparently is what those 
runes on the jackass’s skin were for. And the only way 
to exit is to win, which no one has ever done as far as 
I know.”

“I might be able to open a portal with this,” 
Patrick picked up the stone. “Or turn a one way portal 
into a two way one at least.”

“So, that means we would need to challenge 
Zetal,” Lucas got up. “Alright. Patrick, how soon can 
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you figure out how to do that?”

“Wait, you?” Jake sprang up again. He should 
have known this would happen. Lucas and Margo 
were a lot alike. They would both sacrifice themselves 
without question and wonder why people thought that 
was a noble thing. “Look, there is no way you’ll be 
able to last enough to get her out, let alone win.”

“Well, you can’t either,” Lucas retorted.

“That doesn’t mean I’m gonna let you do it.”

“What if he had more power?” Patrick’s 
question made Jake and Lucas stare at him in 
confusion. “I mean you have the amulet. It can copy 
powers. Why don’t we make you strong enough to 
handle Zetal?”

Lindsey had been sitting quietly up till now, 
but Patrick’s question gave her an idea. “How does it 
copy powers?”

“As far as Margo told me, someone uses their 
power on you while you wear it, and you concentrate,” 
Lucas was wondering what she was up to.

“So, there are no adverse effects for you, or the 
one you copy from?”

“Nope.”

“Great then, I can get you powers.” Lindsey 
pulled out her cellphone.

“Ok, this might be a bit mean, but I’m  
suspicious. How do we know you don’t work for 
whoever did this?” Lucas asked, a bit uncomfortable 
he even thought of this.

“It’s not mean, you don’t know me. And it’s 
your sister we’re talking about,” Lindsey smiled.

“Well, she passed my credibility test. I’ve 
known her for almost ten years, and she didn’t set 
off any of the alarm spells that shifting door has. So, 
I’m vouching.” Jake couldn’t help but be proud of the 

fact Lucas remembered to ask this. He patted him on 
the back proudly. “Look at our little guy, getting all 
suspicious.”

Lindsey laughed. “Look, I’ll be here helping 
out anyway, so if I turn out to be a traitor you can just 
kill me. It’s not like vamps are hard to kill.”

“That’s awfully relaxed of you.” Lucas didn’t 
know if it was okay to feel relieved at the statement.

“Hey, I know I won’t give you a reason to do 
it,” She winked, then continued to talk like nothing 
had happened. “So, Jeffrey, the guy that ran the bar, 
is a good friend of mine, and also happens to know a 
bunch of demons and witches that frequented his bar. 
He can probably convince them to help us.”

“Ok then,” Lucas clapped his hands together. 
“Now that we know she is alive, we can get to work.”

“You sure about this?” Jake asked, a bit 
apprehensive.

“Yes. I think it’s time I saved her for a 
change.”

***
In her head, Margo was walking in circles. 

She found her heart—well, her metaphorical heart—
racing. It was confusing, she felt like she had a body. 
She could see she had a body, and could feel it. But 
this was in her head. Her real body was doing god 
knows what, maybe lying in a gutter somewhere. But 
Margo would not be Margo if she let her emotions 
interfere. The first thing she needed to do was get 
information. So she focussed on that, and shoved the 
rising anger and frustration down until it was of use. 

“You’re the voice that has been at the back of 
my head?”

Otalian was sitting on the ground. Their 
appearance, despite being strange, didn’t prevent them 
from resembling a little excited child. “I was hoping 
that I would contact you before this happened.”
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“Wait, you knew this was coming?”

“Well, not the details, but the general idea, 
yup. Your premonition power seems to like me.” 
Otalian got up, springing lightly on their feet.

“And what is going on now?”

“Well, the amulet didn’t come with us, and 
that was the only thing keeping us separate. Well, as 
separate as two people in the same body can be.”

“And what does that mean?” Margo was 
frozen in one spot.

Otalian moved closer. “You, should be able 
to see it if you concentrate, I think. Your knack for 
disillusioning yourself will come in handy.”

Margo listened with a raised eyebrow, but 
complied. Otalian reached for Margo’s hands and both 
closed their eyes. The surrounding burned out forest 
faded away. When Margo opened her eyes, grey coils 
were merging with apple-green ones, intertwining 
between each other all around them. But Margo 
could see that in some places the green and grey were 
merging completely.

“I think you can figure out what this is.” 
Otalian’s happy laugh jingled all around them.

“We’re merg -- umm, becoming one?” Margo 
had never seen an essence before. She quickly figured 
out that the apple-green one was Otalian’s, it wasn’t 
a big leap in judgement. A thought passed through 
her head that she was surprised her essence was not 
black or brown coloured. It’s surprisingly... pretty and 
unscary. Weird.

“We’re not gonna vanish, don’t worry. The 
amulet can separate us again. The Huntress is not a 
permanent state.”

“Huh?” Margo thought back to the Nexus 
book. “Wait, I thought that The Huntress was 
supposed to be a paragon or something.”

Otalian thought about the definition of paragon 
for a minute, their thin long finger with a long claw 
scratching their chin. “Umm, I guess I could be 
considered a paragon of neutrality if we really needed 
to use the word...”

Margo still thought it was weird the Nexus was 
neutral, witches hardly were. By all accounts, it was 
good. As long as you considered witches good and 
demons bad that is.

“Yes? I’m a balance deity?“ Otalian imitated 
scales with their hands. “I balance demonic and witch 
magic? Completely neutral?”

“Well, you better tell the Nexus coven that. 
They and every person that is not an Immortal demon, 
or knows me, consider you the deity of good magic.” 
Margo put her hands on her hips.

Otalian thought a bit. “They consider 
themselves good so I get it. But I was only helping 
them to keep the balance, they were fewer.”

“And now?”

“I got bored and frustrated. They just kill 
each other,” Otalian pouted, and sat down on the now 
invisible floor. “It keeps the balance, but it’s not the 
balance I wanted. So when I found a suitable host, I 
jumped at the chance.”

“And that’s another thing,” Margo pointed to 
the grey essence. ”Why me? There has to be more than 
me being ‘more neutral’ than others at work.”

“Well, you are able to hold me, being half-
demon half-witch. And your friend asked me nicely. I 
like nice people,” Otalian smiled, and Margo realised 
why she could hear Jake praying. The Nexus—
Otalian, showed it to her. The deity wanted her to see 
how much her friend cared.

“Yup,” Otalian nodded, smiling. Margo was 
reminded of Patrick’s ‘You are nervous, let me help’ 
sunny smile.
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Otalian realized that Margo thought her mind 
was being read. “Oh I can hear your thoughts. It’s a 
side effect, this being your body and all.”

“What will become of us? The separate us, I 
mean.”

“We should be able to hear each other’s 
thoughts, know each other’s experiences like we know 
ourselves,” Otalian’s lips weren’t moving anymore. 
“On the outside, an amalgamation of the two of us 
will take over. That is what The Huntress is.” Their 
body was blurring before Margo’s eyes.

Margo stopped for a moment to imagine what 
an amalgamation like that would look like, but she 
didn’t have time to. Memories of a world flooded her 
mind. The flashes from her revival, now coherent, 
flowed in her. A world with demons and primitive 
humans. Battles that threatened to tear the dimension 
apart. Otalian being the reason for the everlasting 
battle between witches and demons. Different witches 
sacrificing themselves for both good and bad reasons. 
Margo’s instinct was to fight the overwhelming force 
that was pulling her downwards until her very being 
was mixed with the deity, like someone poured them 
into a drink mixer and shook.



44



45

Trouble at the Docks
Chapter Nineteen

By Jim King
Acting quartermaster Simmons sat beside 

the driver of the quartermaster’s wagon, the back 
piled with ammunition crates. Two of his men were 
crouched there beside crates of open and ready bullets. 
Several boxes of maxim rounds in canvas belts stood 
just behind the driver’s bench and shells for the 
cannon, carried by both the Ironsides and Greyhound, 
poked out of the straw packing that kept them safe as 
they travelled.

The platoon, formed at the top of the path 
facing the gate, was blocking any further movement 
but this close his men were able to fill ammunition 
pouches as they were emptied, and second platoon 
was able to keep up a withering level of fire. But there 
were men inside and judging by the volume of shots 
they would be in desperate need of fresh rounds. With 
the platoon in front and this wall beside him he could 
not move to help them. Then he took a second look 
at the wall. It was a good ten feet high, far too tall to 
climb, and yet.  He was seated on the driver’s bench of 
a wagon a tall army commissariat wagon, if he stood 
on the bench, he should be tall enough.

He did just that and found himself head and 
shoulders above the wall and looking across a narrow 
gap of no more than four feet at the surprised soldier 
crouched on the roof of the closest house. He took a 
step and jumped, pulling himself up onto the wall and 
swung one leg over the bricks so that he sat straddling 
the wall.

“Haggety, quickly man, pass me up a crate 

of rifle rounds.” The surprised man looked up to see 
his quartermaster sergeant sitting on the wall above, 
one foot doubtless dangling into the fort crawling 
with walking corpses. Stunned, he paused for a few 
seconds then called to the other man on the wagon and 
they quickly shut the lid on a crate of ammunition. 
They both stood and handed the crate up to Simmons 
who in turn passed it on to the circle of soldiers who 
now gathered to receive fresh rounds from such a 
surprising source.

Another crate was passed up and across, then a 
third and a fourth.

“Lieutenant, Lieutenant Fowler sir. Fresh 
rounds.” A sergeant on the next building stood on the 
low wall that surrounded the flat roof, a crate of rifle 
rounds held in outstretched arms.

“How the blazes did yo—” Then Fowler 
stopped mid-word as he caught sight of the 
Quartermaster sitting on the fort wall passing yet 
another crate of precious bullets across to the men on 
the closest roof. 

John Radley Simmons. 39. Quartermaster 
sergeant.  Mentioned in dispatches. Conspicuous 
gallantry under unusual circumstances. Quartermaster 
Simmons did display exceptional courage above 
and beyond that expected of his duty. He did expose 
himself to enemy attack repeatedly and place himself 
in deliberate danger in order to effect the resupply 
of a platoon of Her Majesty’s Infantry who were cut 
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off from resupply and running low on ammunition. 
He was able, by his actions, to provide sufficient 
ammunition to the isolated unit so that it was able 
to maintain fire on the enemy, and this action was 
instrumental in both the survival of the platoon and 
success in the battle. It is my recommendation that 
Quartermaster sergeant Simmons be promoted to the 
rank of full Quartermaster Major in recognition of his 
outstanding service.

#

Second platoon was formed up across the 
gateway, three ranks deep and eleven men wide. They 
were performing good old volley fire by ranks and 
they were smashing down any walking corpses that 
came towards them. They were diverting a number 
of the shambling creatures away from the men of 
third platoon in the buildings and providing cover 
fire for first platoon that was moving up the ramp in 
single file, slipping past the munitions wagons and 
through the left side of the smashed gate. Here they 
had a breathing space to move down the alley between 
the wall and the first house and move round behind 
embattled third platoon.

Corporal Harding was reloading, his hands 
following the well-drilled actions without him 
needing to think about it. He was keeping an eye on 
the younger men around him, second platoon had the 
majority of the new replacements and this was their 
first action. Walking corpses and a nasty fight like 
this was hardly the best way to break in a bunch of 
rookies.

The man to his right suddenly bumped into 
him, knocking his rifle aside and disrupting his drill. 
“Watch it ya ruddy fool, stand straight and keep the 
dri—” He stopped as he noticed that the soldier had 
fallen over. Another soldier behind him also collapsed 
knocking him sideways.

The corporal staggered back upright and 
looked around. At least half a dozen men were down; 
the entire end of the platoon was taking fire from... 
there, the platform where the cannon had been.

“SARGE, RIGHT FLANK, ON THE R—” 
Then a fist smashed into his chest and suddenly his 
arms and legs turned to lead and he fell into darkness.

Sergeant Anders Watson heard someone shout 
‘sarge’ and turned to look, still calling the drill as he 
went. The second rank was kneeling to reload and 
third rank was taking aim.

“Third rank FIRE.”

Now who was shouting? He looked in the 
direction of the shout to see another soldier on the 
right end of the formation pitch over. Half the platoon 
seemed to be down, and no one had noticed a thing.

He could feel something inside his head, like 
cotton wool; he pushed it aside by strength of will, 
he had no time for sleepiness in the middle of the 
battle. Then suddenly he could see a dozen Arabs 
clad in black robes, standing on the rubble strewn 
platform, where the cannon had been. They were firing 
at the platoon as it stood exposed on the flat open 
area outside the gate. “Lieutenant sir, enemy right! 
Lieutenant?”

The sergeant turned toward the officer then 
glanced down at a red-coated lump on the ground. 
The young officer was down, his face locked in an 
expression of agony, blood running from his nose, 
eyes, mouth and ears.

“Piss on it. PLATOON FACE RIGHT, FIRE 
AT WILL.”

The soldiers who heard him turned to the 
right and fired as soon as they were able, one of the 
Bedouin threw up his arms and fell backwards, the 
others ducked behind cover and continued to fire.

Why was the artillery not firing? The six 
pounders should have had a clear line of sight but they 
were sitting idle, how could they not see what was 
happening?

Sergeant Watson tried to shout but his voice 
was drowned by the continuous firing so he waved and 
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pointed instead. Then he was hit and knocked down, a 
shambling dead body grabbed him and dragged him to 
the ground. By turning right the platoon had allowed a 
dozen or so of the walking corpses to reach them and 
now found themselves grappling with the bodies of the 
dead that moved.

The gatehouse was overrun.

#

Lieutenant Engler was watching the action at 
the gatehouse from across the market area in the town. 
He had a good view of the action from there, he could 
see the platoon firing into the town, he could even see 
that madman of a quartermaster sitting on the wall.

Things seemed to be quietening down 
somewhat anyway, the volume of firing from the 
platoon by the gatehouse was falling as if less of them 
were now firing. The sound and the clouds of smoke 
were definitely getting less and less.

Then as he watched, the platoon turned and 
began to fire at the wall to their right, the flat area now 
covered in the remains of the tower he had dropped. 
Why were they firing in that direction, there were no 
enemies to be seen that way, just drifting clouds of 
gun smoke.

Then he saw a figure waving at him and 
pointing toward the place where the men were firing, 
or at least where some of them were firing. Most of 
the platoon seemed to have moved into the smoke and 
most of the gunfire had stopped.

The figure suddenly fell and vanished from 
sight and was quickly followed by the remaining 
members of second platoon. What was going on?

#

First platoon had managed to get half their 
number into the fort under the cover of second platoon 
but, as second platoon suddenly seemed to collapse, 
they found themselves trying to advance past the 
quartermaster’s wagon with walking corpses now 

everywhere.

One of the shambling dead grabbed a horse 
and tried to bite it; the horse panicked at the sudden 
attack and the stench of death, tried to turn and run, 
but it slammed into the wall and fell. It was quickly 
covered with walking corpses while the other horse 
tried to kick and buck at the corpses attacking it. 
Trapped by the harness and the weight of the wagon 
it reared and flailed with its hooves as the dead tore 
chuck after chunk from its flesh.

Then it collapsed, a rifle round had struck it in 
the back of the head and killed it at once, by accident 
or on purpose none would ever know.

The tall quartermaster’s wagon now found 
itself under attack as the walking corpses tried to 
push down either side or to scramble up on top. The 
two men on the wagon were unarmed, one threw a 
box of rounds at the closest dead and both jumped off 
backwards.

First one then another pair of soldiers climbed 
up onto the wagon. The bed of the wagon was over 
four feet off the ground and the side walls made it a 
tiny wooden fort, they were able to fire from a high 
position. Several shambling dead started to climb 
up on top of other corpses and reach over the walls 
when General Summerby took command. He quickly 
ordered a squad up into the wagon, half to shoot, the 
others to use their rifles as clubs.

Most of the dead were still in the fort, only 
a few dozen were out here. Why were the guns not 
firing? He could clearly see Lieutenant Engler and 
both guns but they were standing there doing nothing. 
He climbed onto the back of the wagon to get a 
better view of events and a shot cracked overheard. 
Turning to curse whichever of his men had fired, he 
was suddenly struck by the realisation that the shot 
had come from ahead of him. Looking that way he 
could see the gateway and the open area in front of it 
carpeted with fallen bodies, both locals and redcoats; 
some of the corpses still moved and twitched but none 
were armed so where had the shot come from?
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Then another bullet glanced off the wall beside 
him, where was this firing coming from? Aside from 
the gatehouse the only other area was the flat platform 
where the tower had been brought down by the 
artillery and apart from the smoke drifting across it the 
whole area was empty. Or was it? Was that a hint of 
movement? Was something there? He could see... no... 
it was just the smoke.

Then another bullet flew past him and he 
ducked down.

“Sergeant, send a runner to the guns, I want 
that platform across from the gatehouse shelled, tell 
Engler to use explosive or canister.”

“Yes sir. Oi you, soldier come ere.”

#

Lieutenant Engler was still watching events 
through his binoculars. He could see the walking 
corpses attacking the horses but could not fire at the 
quartermaster’s wagon. He could see the general 
standing up and then ducking down.

He watched a soldier run down the ramp and 
then cross the market area towards him.

“Lieutenant, the general says to shoot at the 
platform across from the gatehouse, the one where the 
tower was. He says to use explosive and stuff.”

“What on earth for, there is nothing there. Oh 
very well, go back and tell him I will comply.” 

“A gun, load an explosive round, B load a 
canister. Target the platform up there.”

Both gun crews obeyed, loading the rounds, 
slamming the breaches closed and locking them then 
turning the guns to bear on the target.

“Fire A.” The six pounder belched fire and 
smoke, seconds later the round stuck slightly low, 
exploding against the wall and shattering another 
section of brick wall.

“Fire B.” The six-pounder rocked back on 
its wheels as it fired. A storm of shot spread across 
the platform and the rubble of the tower. Suddenly it 
was as if a wind had blown away the smoke. A dozen 
figures in black could be seen crouched there firing 
across to the gatehouse. Another figure clad in a long 
brown coat stood on top of the mound of rubble, he 
had been hit and was falling backwards with both arms 
outstretched and what looked like a large book falling 
from his grasp.

For just a second it seemed to Engler that the 
man was wearing some sort of metal mask on his face 
then he was gone from sight.

“RELOAD CANISTER. How the blazes did 
we not see them!”

#

The sudden lack of fire coming from the gun 
platform allowed the men on the quartermaster’s 
wagon to get back to fighting the walking corpses, 
other soldiers were able to kneel and fire under the tall 
wagon. In quick order most of the walking corpses 
were dropped and finished off.

First platoon was able to advance round the 
wagon and kill the few that were left.

On the wall above them quartermaster 
Simmons poked his head up to see if it was all 
clear then swung over from the roof of the closest 
house back onto the wall. When the corpses had 
overwhelmed second platoon and attacked the wagon 
he had climbed up onto the wall and stepped across 
onto the closest roof. Now that is was a little safer 
he went back to passing ammo across to the soldiers 
inside the fort, though it took several minutes to get 
his assistants back onto the wagon to help.

First Platoon or the half of it that was here 
moved into the remains of the gatehouse and began 
to fire up the street at the walking corpses that were 
mindlessly trying to smash their way into the houses 
held by third platoon.
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Unidentified Flying 
Reindeer

by Lyra Shanti
Johnny couldn’t sleep. It was Christmas 

Eve, and magic was in the air. He had tried to be a 
good boy so that Santa would come to his house and 
maybe even deliver a gift, but he just couldn’t close 
his eyes. The window was right next to Johnny’s 
bed, and even though frost covered each corner, the 
window beckoned his eyes to peer through the glass. 
He watched and waited, hoping for a sign of the 
legendary winter wizard and his reindeer-led sleigh.

At five years old, Johnny’s mind was fresh and 
new, like a snow-filled winter’s morning. Anything 
seemed possible, even if improbable, and tonight was 
no exception. He yawned as he watched the twinkling 
stars in the vastness of night; how beautiful and 
infinite it appeared to be. 

He had always been a curious child, more than 
most. So he was used to being looked at in a strange 
way by adults when he’d ask questions such as, 
“Mommy? Why is it the universe the way it is?”

After she asked him what he meant, he replied 
with, “Well, why is it like this and not something 
completely else? Like, we have water and air and 
humans and stuff. But how come we don’t have, 
like… celery people? How come we’re made of these 
things and not other things?”

His mother had laughed and said she didn’t 
know. Johnny never got answers from adults, even 
smart ones, and it bothered him. He was used to it 
though, so he learned to keep his questions to himself. 
The stars, however, looked to him like they might 
hold some answers, and he hoped Santa might know 
something most adults didn’t. 

Johnny didn’t know much about Santa Claus 
other than the usual myth of how he travelled in a 
sleigh full of flying reindeers and that he gave presents 

to good children. From what he knew, though, he 
reasoned that an elf-type being who could travel 
amongst the stars might know more than his mother 
did. 

Watching the stars carefully, Johnny waited 
and waited. Ten o’clock became eleven, and eleven 
soon became midnight. Johnny was beginning to lose 
faith, and his eye-lids drooped against his will. 

Just then, he saw it -  a small red dot glowed in 
the sky as it slowly crawled across the darkness of the 
star-filled sky. 

It’s Rudolph! thought Johnny. He’s lighting the 
way for Santa!

Unable to contain his excitement, he opened 
the window and felt the cool breeze from the snowy 
world outside. He then tightly wrapped his comic-hero 
blanket around him and peered upwards at the sky. 

The red light slowly moved to the right, and 
for a moment, his logical side took over. Maybe it’s 
just a plane, he wondered, pouting at the idea. The 
doubt was short-lived, however, when the red light did 
something awfully strange. 

Making a zig-zag in the sky, the red light 
looked to Johnny as if it were dancing. He giggled 
and watched intently as it crazily spun around. Am I 
dreaming? he asked himself. He wasn’t sure if what he 
was seeing was real or not, but the display made him 
happy. 

He would have been tickled enough by the 
sight he’d seen up till then, but what he saw next 
amazed him even further. The red light turned into 
two, and then they grew bigger, appearing closer to his 
house. 

Johnny gulped and gazed at the lights as they 
flew right on top of his roof. Johnny didn’t know what 
to do! He wanted to run up to his roof to get a better 
view, but he wasn’t even dressed. He didn’t want to 
catch a cold, but he had to see what was happening 
above his house. 
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Grabbing his jacket and throwing his feet into 
his fur-trimmed boots, Johnny ran out of his room, 
then down his stairs. He was about to open the door to 
his snow-filled front porch when he heard a noise that 
sounded like something had plopped on the roof. 

“Santa?” said Johnny, wide-eyed and smiling. 

Pitter-patter sounds came next as Johnny 
giggled with anticipation. He ran to the Christmas 
tree and checked the gingerbread cookies he and his 
mom had made. They were sitting on the coffee table 
on a plate near the tree, and they still looked fresh and 
yummy. 

Good, thought Johnny with a nod of his head, 
Santa will be hungry. 

Deciding not to risk the cold outside, Johnny 
sat down on the couch by the table with the cookies. 
He then waited for his special guest and resisted 
eating any of the cookies. 

Everything went quiet again, which made him 
question what was happening. He hoped Santa hadn’t 
changed his mind. 

Yawning again, Johnny was fighting sleep. As 
he closed his eyes, he forced them back open. No! he 
told himself. I can’t sleep. I’ll miss him!

His eyes seemed to have a mind of their own, 
however, and they kept periodically closing. Trying to 
focus on the shiny lights of the tree, Johnny thought 
he saw something very odd in the corner of his eye. 
He wasn’t sure what it was exactly, but for a moment, 
he thought he saw a small elf. 

Wait, he thought, that’s not an elf. Is that… no, 
it can’t be. Is that Santa?

Slowly getting up from the couch, Johnny 
rubbed his eyes and concentrated on the image. He 
saw it better with its big grey eyes and light-pink 
belly. It didn’t look like Santa that was for certain. 
However, it didn’t look like a reindeer or an elf either. 

Johnny couldn’t figure out what it was. 

“What are you?” asked Johnny as he slowly 
approached the creature. 

The strange looking being didn’t move, save 
its head, which tilted ever so slightly to the left. It 
appeared to Johnny like it was trying to understand 
what it was seeing as well. 

Not sure what to do, Johnny slowly reached 
toward the nearby table and grabbed a cookie.

“Here,” he said, handing the treat to the 
creature by the tree. “My mom baked them, and 
they’re really good. I was saving it for Santa, but you 
must be one of his magical helpers, so you can have 
one too.”

The grey-coloured being reached out its, thin, 
elongated arm and carefully took the cookie into its 
graceful hand. It then brought the cookie to its thin-
lipped mouth and sniffed with its two slits for nostrils. 
Then, the creature looked like it smiled. 

Just then, the lights of the tree flickered and 
there was a thud on top of the roof.  

Johnny felt a rush of excitement as he looked 
up at the ceiling. 

“Is that Santa?” he asked the odd-looking 
creature. However, when he turned back to look at the 
mysterious being, it was gone. 

“Wait,” said Johnny with a forlorn expression. 
“Where did you go?”

There was no answer, but in seconds, the 
lights flickered once again, and Johnny’s sense of time 
became distorted. He felt sleepy and wobbly. 

Rubbing his eyes, he looked at the tree and saw 
something there that he hadn’t noticed before; it was a 
present wrapped in red wrapping and a green bow. He 
instantly wondered how he could have missed it. 
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Santa must have brought it while I was talking 
to his helper! thought Johnny as he yawned. Feeling 
happy and exhausted, he headed for his bedroom 
upstairs, then crawled into his warm bed.

He looked out the frosted window and tried 
to make out any sign of Santa’s sleigh, but all he saw 
was snow gently falling to the ground. 

Yawning once more, he felt blessed, for he had 
seen something rare and magical, and Johnny knew 
that for the rest of his life, he would carry that magic 
inside his heart, never forgetting that there is much 
more in the world than what we think we see in the 
sky.
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Xmas in Virtual 
Reality

By Marol
There was something unsettling about the 

professionally wrapped present under the big tree in 
the hallway. It looked harmlessly decorative. It just 
emanated a malevolent presence, which presents 
didn’t normally do. 

It made Max uneasy to look at it,  but that is 
just what he ended up doing. Like everything else 
in the house, the Christmas tree, the marbled halls, 
and enormously high ceilings were over the top. 
The classically sweeping stairway looked like it had 
jumped out of a Hollywood antebellum drama from 
the silver screen; the giant tree thrust up into the 
empty space of airy hallway.

If you looked carefully you could see the faint 
shadows of where large furniture used to stand. 

Over the days since the red packet had been 
taken out of its travelling cardboard brown, Max felt 
that it was watching him, in the same way that people 
in portraits hanging on the wall sometimes seem to 
follow you around the room.

It was troubling.

More so, because he was responsible for it 
being there. And he knew that there was something 
wrong about it. It just felt wrong, but for some reason 
he did nothing about it.

It was his fault. Just like the business going 
under was his fault. He put it in a vulnerable position, 
and that corporate raider he caught humping his wife 
Nichole turned him over. It was payback for throwing 
him down the stairs, and chasing him through the 
electric gates, and down the street the local taxi 
drivers called ‘Millionaires Row’, every CCTV 
camera on every security gate catching his naked arse 
being kicked.

It went viral on YouTube.

That was his fault. Well, sort of.

Nichole was bored because he was away 
on business all the time, trying to keep her in the 
fashion she thought she would like to be kept. She 
wasn’t born to it. Nor was he. It had been hard graft 
building up the business, and sacrifices were made 
as a result. Including their relationship and their 
marriage.

And that was his fault.

But their boy Jack. At five years old he 
didn’t know anything of the growing pains of his 
Dad’s working life, or the high-tension strains on 
his domestic relationships. Nichole was convinced 
Max was having an affair. He was never there. And 
she was lonely. She didn’t have any friends, only 
rivals in Millionaire’s Row. 

She was not to know that the man who 
charmed her with forgotten attention was Max’s 
biggest rival. All he wanted was a little bit of inside 
information, but what he got was an emotional 
outpouring that gave him exactly the weapons he 
needed to flush Max and his seventy nine loyal 
employees down, and out onto the streets.    

Back to Jack; he was great, the apple of his 
Mum and Dad’s eyes. A little weird sometimes. 
Never out of a Spiderman or Avengers costume. 
But his latest passion was this Valhalla Gang they 
show on Nickelodeon. Max couldn’t stand it. 
Even Nichole had a problem lasting the full thirty 
minutes of each episode. It was one of those goofy 
American shows, with lots of joshing about, tons of 
canned laughter, and stereotyped cardboard-cutout 
characters that brained each other with clubs and 
hammers when they couldn’t think of anything to 
say. 

This did not count if you were under 
eight years old. For them they were cult heroes of 
enormous proportions. And the Valhalla Gang of 
Norse gods putting America to right, from their 



53

clapperboard HQ called Asgard somewhere in New 
England, had managed to pull off the feat of the 
century, by releasing a virtual reality Valhalla Gang 
mask game that had stopped PlayStation in its tracks 
it was so good. For an eye-watering £499 your kid 
would be lost in the world of Valhalla for hours of 
entertainment as their favourite god or goddess.

Now Jack’s favourite was not Odin, the leader 
of the gang, nor Mr six-pack Thor with a mighty set 
of biceps. It was little red-eyed, mischievous Loki, the 
trickster always playing stupid pranks.

Since he had no office to go to anymore, Max 
had become used to Loki’s trademark tricks of tubs 
of water on the top of doors, whoopee cushions on 
his chairs, and badly aimed water balloons thrown 
from the landing bannister, following him around the 
echoing halls of the house.

Which is what had put Max in such an 
awkward position. Jack did not understand that Daddy 
could not just laugh and say: “OK my little prince,” 
and pull out the smart phone to buy whatever Jack 
wanted online. Jack was too young to understand why 
Daddy owed all the money to the bank. He cried and 
cried when the bailiffs came and started stripping the 
house of its former glitzy glamour.

That is why he’d jumped at the chance, when 
Max had been surfing the net for a Citizens Advice 
Bureau in walking distance, and a sudden pop-up 
had appeared on the screen of his laptop asking him 
exactly the questions he was pondering:

Does your kid want one of this year’s ultimate 
must-have present for Christmas - the amazing 
Valhalla Gang Gaming VR?

Do you want to WRECK your Christmas when 
he doesn’t get what he wants?

Can you afford to disappoint him, even if you 
don’t have a penny in your bank account?

Your Xmas has arrived early

A few simple details and your kid gets 
that must have toy he would die for under your 
Christmas tree

No money needed we collect later

You will only see this for 30 seconds

If you do not press the big red button 
at the bottom of the screen you will miss 
your chance to be one of the 7 people 
to recieve a no money gift of the  latest 
Valhalla Gang hit game

Only Loki available

The opportunity, the lack of money in his 
bank account, and the row before breakfast he 
had with Nichole had meant that he did what he 
shouldn’t have done.

He felt a sinking feeling in the pit of 
stomach as the screen suddenly went black.

“Bugger,” thought Max, “that’s the laptop 
stuffed as well. What was the point in hiding it from 
the bailiffs is it goes and does this!”

And then let out a quick gasp of surprised 
delight as the screen exploded with a big red 
‘CONGRATULATIONS’.

Max was a winner again. It had seemed like 
a long time. And he felt good enough to search the 
big empty rooms for Nichole, to give her a kiss, and 
a cuddle and a make-up. For Jack, if no one else.

Now it was Christmas Day, and they were 
waiting for Max’s brother Terry to arrive. Terry had 
a secret. Max knew he was bringing someone. Terry 
had told him on the phone, but Max did not have 
time to tell him of his changed circumstances, and 
could not face having to tell his little brother, who 
he had always had to protect, what had happened. 
So the traditional Christmas occasion of Terry in 
his best charity shop clothes, slugging back the 
champagne like no tomorrow, and ending up singing 
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stark naked on the front lawn, was still on. 

There would have been nothing for Christmas 
Dinner. Max’s credit card had maxed out, and they 
were living off Jack’s baked beans supply and Smiley 
Faces from the freezer when a van rolled up to the 
electric gate a couple of days before Christmas Eve 
to deliver three big boxes of everything they’d need, 
from turkey to Christmas pud, and mince pies. Even a 
case of Veuve Clicquot champagne. Max’s favourite. 
When he’d had things to celebrate.

Neither he nor Nichole could think of who 
could have wanted to give them such a generous gift. 
But after a few tries of guessing the increasingly 
unlikely names, they both couldn’t care.  

The doorbell rang.

A slight, bearded stranger in a felt hat and 
pebble dark glasses stood nonchalantly puffing at an 
e-cigarette. Max presumed it was Terry’s friend.

“Terry and Sandy have been delayed, for a 
little while,” the stranger told Max in a slightly sing-
song voice. 

Max was right.

“Come in, come in. And you are?”

“Loki ,” said Loki, pronouncing it Lookee, as 
he took Max’s outstretched hand, and gave it a good 
firm shake.

“Who’s this?” Nichole asked from the kitchen 
door. “Can Jack open his present? He’s driving me 
mad with his whining.”

“This is Lukie. Looks like Terry invited him 
along for the ride. Christmas charity and all that.”

Max watched Lukie, who was staring intently 
at the pile of presents under the tree.

“Yeah, bring him out, and he can pick which 
one he wants. Sounds like Terry will be reliably 
unpunctual. Don’t want to spoil that bird in the oven. 

Might just start with Lukie here.”

“Homegrown,” Max told Lukie, pointing at 
the tree.

“Ah, that is why it is so big. And a sacred 
pine, no less. Very special.”

“Sacred?” Max puzzled.

“Yes, but obviously not to you. No matter. 
You were about to offer me a drink of punch that 
Nichole has on the Aga I believe.”

A shiver went up Max’s spine.  Max was 
not worried about the bloody tree. The estate agent 
had told him to cut it down to give a better view of 
the river. And it seemed a shame to waste it. With 
Christmas trees being so expensive. Especially the 
size needed to make a good impression in the hall.

Nichole came out of the kitchen leading Jack 
by the hand, and a glass of punch for them all in the 
other, on a small decorative tray with tinsel stuck to 
the edge.

“What’s your choice then Jack? The big red 
one? Looks like it could be a nice surprise.”

Max hoped that was the one, and hoped it 
was the Valhalla Gang Loki VR gamer. He hadn’t 
checked, he realised now. That was dangerous, as all 
the rest of the nicely wrapped boxes had neat little 
IOU messages written in Nichole’s perfect rounded 
handwriting. Promices for later, when Max bounced 
back into the black with his bank account. As he 
always did.

The little blond boy rushed up, and, mouth 
open wide in anticipation, he picked up the red-
wrapped present. He held it to his ear, and shook 
it. No sound. He grinned with excitement, and sat 
down cross-legged on the diamond patterned marble 
floor. He ignored his mother’s admonishment to 
stand up or he would catch his death of cold.
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A low whisper of amazement whistled 
between his lips as he carefully took off the paper, 
and folded it, just like his mother, and put it to one 
side. It was exactly the right present, he had always, 
always wanted. His Dad used his thumbnail to cut the 
Sellotape securing the lid so Jack could pull out the 
mask and headphones.

“Oh thank you Daddy. Thank you Mummy. 
This is the best present. This is the best Christmas. 
Ever, ever, ever, ever... “ 

***
Jack rushed into the kitchen and settled down 

at the table to start playing with his amazing new toy. 
The stranger in black seemed to know how to make 
it work, and it was all so easy, and then he was there. 
In Asgard. With Odin, Thor, Freya and all the rest of 
the gang. And he disappeared into the other world of 
his gang. He switched games, and could choose what 
characters to play, but he only chose Loki, of course.

It was amazing. How Jack giggled when Freya 
took the turkey out of the puffing billy oven in the old 
clapperboard house, and the turkey exploded because 
Loki had put a firecracker in it. And he had to hold his 
hands to the mask to make sure that the mask did not 
fall off, as Freya took a big wooden spoon and in arch 
slapstick hit Odin again and again when he threw a 
bowl of water over her to stop the screaming.

He didn’t hear Max shout: “Stop hitting me 
you silly cow. The water was to stop the fat burning 
your face. Let me get to the medicine cabinet so I can 
put some cream on your face before the guests arrive.”

Jack didn’t hear his mother shout: “I’ll give 
you some medicine. I’ll give you some medicine, you 
fucking wanker. You’ve wrecked my life. Wrecked my 
life. All your fault. Your fault.”

Jack pressed another button on the screen in 
front of his eyes, and he let out a gleeful giggle as 
Freya picked up a fork and poked it in Odin’s eye, 
until his famous all-seeing glass eye came out on the 
end of the prongs. He didn’t see his father lift his face 
after sheltering his head from the rain of blows with 

a big wooden ladle. Max didn’t see the fork as it 
darted for his eye, and ripped the eyeball from the 
socket. He fell to the floor, hand over the blood 
gushing from the empty socket. Nichole’s face 
contorted manically, as she adjusted the grip on 
the fork, so she could stab her husband better, his 
eyeball still impaled on the prongs.

Jack laughed and laughed when Odin picked 
up a dagger and split Freya’s stomach, and then 
used her own intestine to tie her up, so she could not 
hit him anymore. It was so funny because it would 
never happen in real life. 

***
Nichole lay on the kitchen tiles, groaning 

with the kitchen knife protruding from her belly, her 
magnificent auburn hair splayed out like a fan, lips 
weakly mouthing “your fault! your fault” as Max in 
a manic rage ripped out her intestines in handfuls of 
slimy grey tubes that slopped to the floor. He stood 
up and looking at the now still body of his wife, 
he emptied the full bowls of steaming vegetables 
into the cavity he had created in her body. He threw 
the dishes down so they splintered loudly on the 
floor. And in his manic rage jumped up and down 
on her spreading intestine. That was when he heard 
Jack laughing. He stopped, and looked at the shiny 
black surface of the mask. As if to taunt him in 
his madness, a message in bright Santa-red script 
flashed ‘Merry Christmas’ where Jack’s eyes should 
have been.

With a roar worthy of the gods of old, Max 
stepped forward, trying to make a grab for Jack, but 
slipped on some intestine, and went crashing down 
onto the marble edge of the kitchen work surface, 
the sharp corner crushing a crater in his skull as 
effectively as Thor’s hammer had crashed into 
Odin’s forehead in Jack’s game.

Jack laughed, and laughed. He realised he 
was getting a bit sweaty in the mask. He tried to 
take it off but couldn’t. He pulled and tugged, and 
pulled again, but it was stuck. And he didn’t like 
it. And he cried. And then it was all dark, and he 
couldn’t cry any more.
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***
Terry and Sandy ran through the open gates, 

all the way up the drive to the front door, hand in 
hand, laughing and giggling like young lovers. Which 
they were. Apart from the young bit. And she kept 
looking at the new ring on her engagement finger, and 
mentally pinching herself with joy.

He pushed the doorbell again and again. No 
answer.

“Strange,” he said.

“Hello!” he called. “Max... Nichole... Jack... 
We’re here. Sorry we are late. Been celebrating a bit 
I’m afraid... “

It was then he caught sight of Jack who sat 
at the kitchen table. Still upright in his chair, ‘Merry 
Christmas’ flashing on his mask, and Jingle Bells 
barely audible from his headphones. And the flesh 

around the mask had melted as if acid had been 
thrown at the boy’s face. Deep lines cut through the 
flesh, exposing bone and teeth, before dripping to a 
puddle by his feet.

Sandy put her hand over mouth as she took 
a deep intake of air and muttered “Oh My God.” 
Into the silence that followed she dropped her newly 
given engagement ring, which clattered noisily until 
it came to rest. Dead still.

Marol is publishing XMAS NIGHTMARE in 
instalments as a Kindle eBook, with a new chapter 
every day until Christmas. The complete book will 
be available from 25 December as an eBook, and 

later as a paperback book. 
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