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 FROM THE CAPTAIN’S CHAIR: 
Hello Readers!  Well, well,  well.  Six months since 
our fi rst issue,  can you believe it?  I sure can’t!  
Maybe the aliens have made it all go so fast. .. or its 
it a wizard who has done this? Well it doesn’t really 
matter!  Far Horizons is going strong! We welcome 
our new Layouts and production manager,
Brendan Smith to our team (hasn’t he done an epic 
job?) Making us look all professional like! We have 
a fantastic issue for you all this month with our regu-
lar features including fast fi ction, feature stories and 
the continuation of our serials!  We also released our 
fi rst anthology of feature stories from the fi rst three 
months! Check it out on  AMAZON.COM! 
HTTP://WWW.AMAZON.COM/DP/B00N9JGLOI
Well time to get on that dragon and fl y! Have 
fun and remember don’t be afraid to go beyond the

When the worlds of men and monsters collide in Twilight Dungeon, 
the lines between man and monster blur. Wings of Twilight is the 
exhilarating first book in The Foundation of Drak-Anor duology.



The 
sun was high 

and burning down with a heat that 
contradicted the killingfrost of a few nights 

ago.. A riot of coloured foliage, extending as far as 
the eye could see, was the result of that frost. I was 

heading for the Meyerberg’s back door in order to col-
lect my wages. In this light, the autumn haze was so ach-

ingly beautiful. I could almost see them moving within it when 
I cleared my thoughts and concentrated hard enough. I had made up my 

mind. I wouldn’t settle on “almost” for very much longer. It was time to take 
the final step. Daddy Boots had been urging me on extra hard these past 

few months. When focusing my thoughts, I could hear him saying there 
would never be another day like this; with both planes so close together.

 The Meyersberg house stood at the northernmost edge of town, 
where what passed for civilization ended and corn fields lead-

ing to the hills beyond Portsmouth began, After a long 
trudge across the property, I reached the house proper. 

W a l k - ing up the path to the back steps. I had realized, if I was to 
trust his voice, that this was a portentous day. A thrill ran through me. It 

might just be that this was the day when I’d achieve what I’d been working towards. 
Approaching the house I admired the two leaning pines fronting the house, one on each side of 

the porch landing. The rickety storm door, that they framed, didn’t seem up to the job of keeping 
this coming winter’s harshness out of the old house’s innards. Mounting the first step, I looked over 

my shoulder to admire, one last time, the sunlit haze that hung over the lawn like a curtain of incense. 
My gaze settled upon a thicker patch which, as if aware of my scrutiny, started to swirl and taken on cu-
rious shapes. Underfoot, the step creaked, breaking my concentration. Pulling my thoughts together, I 
climbed two more steps when a breeze brought the scent of  burning leaves to my nose. It was good to 
know that someone out there was correctly honouring the season. The scent brought back memories 
of Halloweens past. They were so powerful that they hit me harder than the backhand Dad gave me 

when he used to catch me ‘daydreaming’. He never understood that I wasn’t ‘daydreaming’, but 
concentrating on opening a pathway, just as Daddy Boots had been teaching me. Daddy Boots 
had always said that Indian summer was a special time. I was sure hoping that he was right. I’d 
tried explaining this all to Mrs Meyersberg over the years. And as always, she wouldn’t have 
anything to do with it. All she had wanted this day was to have her leaves raked and bagged 
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in record time. She had even gone as far as to ex-
plain why she had hired me. It was Christian duty 
to hire a poor crazy orphan to do her yard work. 
Th is reminded me of someone who felt pity for 
an old mongrel and tossed it a bone for no other 
reason than to ease their conscience`. 
She didn’t look none too pleased when she open 
the door. All I had wanted was my pay and then 
to get back to the Home before the street lights 
came on. I was sorry that she had tried cheating 
me though. You know what Daddy Boots said 
about cheating a working man out of his honest 
wages. Mrs. Meyersberg had promised me fi ve 
Dollars to do her entire yard and when I was fi n-
ished she decided that it was only worth a dollar 
on account of me being so slow and sloppy in get-
ting the job done. I tried to tell her that I was dis-
tracted, what with it being Indian summer and 
only a week before Halloween. Even told her that 
one had to try and widen one’s senses. And how 
Daddy Boots had told me all those years ago be-
fore he crossed over, that if Indian summer came 
right before Halloween you could see the Spirits 
moving in the haze, but only if you concentrated 
and watched the haze closely enough. I told old 
Mrs. Meyersberg that since it was such a wonder-
fully hazy day today, here at the edge of town, that 
I probably did do more watching and concentrat-
ing than raking and that I was sorry about it. I 
promised her that I’d come back early tomorrow 
to fi nish up and that I wouldn’t charge her extra 
for it or if she wanted, I would even stay now and 
work until it got dark. Told her I couldn’t stay out 
aft er dark though, since I had to be back at the 
Home before the streetlights came on. “You’re 
just as stupid and as crazy as that old man used 
to take care of you.” she said. “It’s a blessing to 
this community that he ran off  when he did. He 
was sneaky and evil to the core”. I have to admit 
that I see red when folks talk about Daddy Boots 

like that. But I just looked at her and didn’t say a 
word. 
You have to believe me, I honestly tried to explain 
things and to get her to change her mind about 
me, but she wouldn’t hear of me coming back and 
told me to come in and get my dollar. 
“I’ll get me one of the other boys in the neigh-
bourhood to fi nish up your mess” she said. 
“One who knows how to work and not stand 
around dreaming all day.”
 Th at was just too much to take. I decided on the 
spot that I’d show her. I pulled myself up straight, 
looked her in the eyes, and said that I had agreed 
to do the job and that I was going to fi nish it even 
if she didn’t want to pay me for it, but that if I 
that I was going to fi nish it, then I’d fi nish it my 
way. She blew up on me when I told her this and 
tried to throw me out the back door. She made 
an even bigger fuss when she saw that I was dead 
serious about not leaving until I had fi nished the 
job, regardless of what she wanted or how I was 
supposed to do it. She even threatened to call 
my case worker and the police if I didn’t leave 
her property. I had to get mean and make her sit 
down before I was able to get her to shut up so 
that I could go back to work. Th e old woman just 
looked at me all stupid like as I dragged what I 
needed, to do the job right, out of the house. 
Th is was my last chance to do it Daddy Boots’ way 
since it was clear to me that my odd job days were 
over once word of this got around. I know that 
Mrs Meyersberg wanted those leaves bagged, but 
since she was cheating me I fi gured to make a spe-
cial job out of it. Th e County was getting ready to 
pass new laws that would forbid folks from burn-
ing their leaves. Claimed it would keep our air 
cleaner. Th at’s just crazy. Burning your leaves is 
just as much a part of Halloween time as Indian 
summer is. When I helped Daddy Boots burn our 
leaves, he always referred to it as “making an of-



fering of death to Death.” I piled up all the leaves 
and some hedge trimmings and had me a nice big 
fi re going there in her back yard. Daddy Boots 
would have been proud. Th e smoke was mingling 
with the haze, making it even thicker. Too bad 
Daddy Boots wasn’t there to see it. Even though 
my eyes were watering up bad and I was starting 
to cough something awful, I stood as close to that 
burning pile of leaves as I could. You see, I fi g-
ured that if I stared into the smoke and concen-
trated hard enough, I might just see the Taints as 
clearly as  Daddy Boots could. 
Halloween is a special time you know.
I don’t know how long I stood there staring and 
concentrating when something wonderful hap-
pened! Th at there pile of burning leaves started 
to move slowly at fi rst. It looked like someone 
was stirring them from the inside of the fi re and 
heaving them up as the fl ames went higher. It was 
as though the entire pile was getting ready to take 
wing and launch itself up into the sky. Watching 
this, I was scared, fascinated, and excited all at 
the same time. When suddenly the entire pile 
burst up and fl ew out in every direction. And 

standing right in the middle of all the swirling 
sparks and smoke was a fi gure made of fi re. It was 
beautiful. Daddy Boots hadn’t lied to me aft er all. 
It suddenly made me think of the story about the 
Phoenix rising from the ashes of its nest. Th e fi g-
ure stood there all afl ame. Waving its arms all the 
while with its head back; its mouth open in a si-
lent scream. Suddenly it seemed to sense that I 
was near. It turned to me, and with what appeared 
to be great eff ort, held out its smouldering arms 
towards me, clasping and unclasping its charred 
fi ngers. It was clear that it wanted me to join it. 
All that I could think of though, upon seeing it 
standing there before me, amidst the fl ames and 
smoke, was a fi ery scarecrow wrapped up in a 
massive swarm of miniscule fi refl ies.
Th e realization that my Off ering had been accept-
ed made my head spin so bad with excitement 
that I almost vomited. I was scared as hell too. 
I remembered what Daddy Boots always said to 
me when I was scared of doing something, 
“Man up to it boy. Th at fi rst step is always a bitch”.
 I decided then and there to ‘Man up’ and take 
that fi rst step. I swallowed my gorge and stepped 

through the fl ames 
into the fi gure’s wait-
ing arms. I wasn’t hor-
ribly scared as I was 
drawn into its arms. 
Th at is, I wasn’t too 
scared until the pain 
hit me. It was at that 
moment that I no-
ticed, just a second 
before the world col-
lapsed into pure ag-
ony, that under the 
fl ames, smoke, and 
sparks its skin was 
black and split open, 

PAGE 07



with the juices bubbling out. It looked just like 
a piece of chicken that had been left  on the grill 
too long. It was too late to do anything about 
it, but as it held me to its breast and dragged us 
both down into the hot bed of ash and coals I re-
alized that I should have made sure that she was 
dead fi rst........

I still exist. I am part of the haze now. Or is it part 
of me? Not that it makes one bit of diff erence in 
the long run. It turns out that being sloppy and 
lazy was the right thing aft er all. When Mrs Mey-
ersberg threatened to call the police and my case 

worker, I got real scared. I was already mad as all hell about the things she had said about Daddy 
Boots and also what she had done to him in the past when they was still sweet hearts. So without 
even thinking I grabbed an old crock pitcher that was sitting in the windowsill with dried fl owers 
in it. 
It was heavy and large. She fell backwards into one of the kitchen chairs and starting screaming 
some nonsense about “bad blood begetting bad blood” As I raised it above my head. It made a 
beautiful wet crunching noise when I slammed it down onto the top of her wicked cheating head. 
I honestly enjoyed the stupid look of surprise that was stuck on her face as I dragged her outside. 
I was pulling her by her feet and her head made the silliest hollow thunk, thunk, thunk noise as 
it banged on the steps. It made me smile, it did. It sounded just like someone rapping on water 
melons to see if they’s ripe enough.
    Anyways, I’m in the haze now. I’m not alone though. Th ere are lots of others in here with me. It 
don’t hurt none. Don’t feel good either though. I was feeling pretty alone at fi rst, but then Daddy 
Boots showed up. He’s over here too He told me that for such an ignorant boy I did things just 
right. It seems that the original peoples over here and in the old world never made dead off erings 
during Indian summer. Nope. Th ose off erings had to be burnt alive in order to please the spirits 
that they worshipped. Off erings burnt up alive so the spirits could feast on their souls as they fl ed 
the burning bodies. Daddy Boots says it’s akin to rats fl eeing a burning barn with a whole slew of 
hungry cats waiting for them outside.
So burning up old Mrs Meyersberg when she wasn’t quite dead was the best thing that I could 
have done, even though crossing over hurt something awful. And now, Daddy Boots says, all we 
have to do is wai.. Wait for what you might ask? 
For the Danse Macabre of course! Th e Great Hunt! Or you can just call it All Hallows Eve! Daddy 
Boots says that’s when the real fun starts!
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C H A P T E R  5 :
woke quickly, opening my eyes to the bright 

midday sun. Th at could not be right; it was lat-
er than that when I returned to the hospital 
aft er fi ghting the huge rats. My stomach rum-

bled and I was suddenly overwhelmed by a pow-
erful hunger. A nurse chose that moment to walk 
past in the corridor and I called for her to come in.
I asked her what time it was and when 
could I be provided with something to eat.
“It’s past lunch time sir; you slept a full twen-
ty hours. We will be serving tea at four thirty.”
My stomach rumbled again, loudly.
“I’ll send word to the kitchen sir, they can make you a 
nice bowl of something, they have porridge on all day.”
My face must have fallen because she clear-
ly saw how happy I was to hear that.
“As it’s you inspector I’ll ask them to make some soup, we 
can’t have a hero of the city going hungry now can we.”
She left  quickly and I settled back to take stock. 
Apart from my hunger my knee ached, my calf 
ached, my stitches itched and I had a powerful need 
to locate a chamber pot. Oh and I was very thirsty.
A few minutes later I had solved two of those prob-
lems and was waiting eagerly for the solution to third. 
Half an hour later an orderly came into the room 
holding one of those trays with legs that you 
can use while in bed, it had a soup bowl cov-
ered with a plate on top and a single spoon.
He put the tray over my legs and lift ed the plate to reveal
Luke warm beef broth.
As hungry as I was, the sight of the watery mess did 
nothing to inspire me. I had not eaten in two days but 
the bowl of broth in front of me was not something 
I could face. I gestured to the orderly to take it away 
then called for him to wait as an idea came to me.
Aft er explaining what I wanted he left , a shil-
ling the richer and with the promise of the 
same when the message had been delivered.

My family were at the country house but they kept a 
small staff  at the city house all year and that included 
the mistress of the kitchens, Mrs Winpole. Th e house 
was a good few minutes away but I had no doubt she 
could make me a basket of sandwiches and the like.
Th e porter came back to report that the message had been 
delivered and the woman was sorting something out for me.
With nothing else to do I added what I could to 
my notes, about the events of yesterday, and spec-
ulated on the mysterious barrels and whatever 
had left  the claw marks so high on the sewer wall.
I was broken out of my thoughts an hour later by the 
sound of Mrs Winpole’s voice in the corridor. She bus-
tled in followed by the assistant gardener who was 
wheeling a wicker basket on wire wheels. It looked for 
all the world like a pram only without the frilly bits.
She immediately set to work, lift ing out warming trays 
with small oil lamps under them and the most wonder-
ful smells fi lled the room. She chased the lad out with 
orders to return in an hour then came face to face with 
the matron who was trying to come into the room.
Th e two women gathered their skirts, heaved their gen-
erous bosoms and leaned toward each other so that 
their faces were no more than a hands width apart. I 
could not hear what they said but at one point they 
both stopped and with perfect timing turned to look 
at me for several seconds then returned to talking.
Finally the matron nodded and left .
I have no idea what they were talking about but I have 
found that, when strong willed and matronly women 
decide to take charge of parts of my life, it is far easi-
er to stand back and let them go about their business.
Mrs Winpole turned to look at me and clucked. “You’ve 
not been eating proper young sir. You need some 
meat on your bones. Your mother will be unhappy 
to fi nd you starving yourself. Th at house of yours, no 
servants, you need to hire a woman to cook for you.”
“I’ll think about it Mrs Winpole but I’m hardly there.”
“Too busy by half sir, you need to look aft er your-

I
by Jim King
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self. Th e state of you now, your mother will not be 
happy to see you half-starved and in hospital again.”
“My mother is in the country and will not be back for 
months, I will be fi ne by the time she gets back.” I hoped.
“Oh no sir, she sent word, back next week, bring-
ing a young lady with her. Said to prepare her room”
My mother was interrupting her time at the 
country estate to return to Bristol. Out of sea-
son. Without father. With a young lady.
Dear lord no. Not again. A fi ne young lady, un-
married. In need of someone to show her the city, 
someone to escort her to a few shows. To keep 
her company. To take her to the best restaurants.
Aft er that it would be ‘you’re not getting any younger. 
A man your age should be married. Not healthy living 
alone. Th at house of yours needs a woman’s touch. I miss 
having young children in the house. Your sisters little 
girls are wonderful but a grandson would be such a joy.’
I sighed loudly then looked down as a plate was put in 
front of me. Roast beef, rare and sliced very thin. Mrs 
Winpole’s secret gravy. Potatoes boiled in salt and sage 
then sprinkled with chopped mint. A good dash of the 
strong horseradish that I so enjoy. A platter heaped 
with perfectly cooked greens and a bottle of wine.
I ate everything.
My hunger was not just satisfi ed, it was stretched 
out in a comfortable chair under the Mediterra-
nean sun with crystal clear water lapping at the 
golden beach, chilled Champagne, an excellent 
book in hand and utterly at peace with the world.
I sat back with a contented sigh. “Mrs Win-
pole that was magnifi cent. Th ank you”
She beamed. “Don’t want you starving on hospital food 
sir; I’ll have a word with the matron for tomorrow.”
She cleaned up the empty plates and 
left  with my thanks following her.
I dozed for an hour or so aft er the magnifi -
cent meal then woke suddenly, startled and look-
ing around me for whatever had woken me. Th ere 
was nothing. But I was sure, something had wo-
ken me. Unless there was a rat under the bed.
Th e huge rats. Th ey would be down in the morgue with 
Professor Carlyle. I wondered what he had found. I was 
rested and well fed, time to get back to work. I slid out 
of the bed and tried to stand then fell back as my knee 

failed me and my calf twitched and spasmed with pain.
I must have groaned aloud as a nurse ap-
peared immediately to see what was wrong.
“What are you doing Inspector, get back in bed 
at once or I’ll be forced to call Doctor Harper.”
Th e orderly pushing the wheelchair got me 
down to the lowest level quickly and quietly. It 
had been so much easier to persuade the doc-
tor to provide me with a wheelchair this time.
He opened the double door to the morgue and pushed me in.
I was immediately struck by the cold. Th ere were at least 
six ice chests in here now and I was glad I had bought my 
thick woollen coat again as my breath frosted in the air.
Professor Carlyle was leaning over one of the exam-
ination tables talking to a man bundled in a heavy 
woollen coat who was standing next to him. Th ere 
was a camera beside them on a tall tripod, the box 
angled down toward whatever was on the table.
Th e man looked a little green around the gills 
but was paying close attention to the professor.
“Th ere, that’s it; now take a picture of that. As 
close as you can. Good man. Oh hello Arthur”
Th e man adjusted something on the tripod and tilted 
the box camera then raised a fl ash and took a picture.
“Arthur, come over here and look. Fas-
cinating, absolutely fascinating.”
I carefully stood up and limped closer, my knee was 
making it hard to walk and I regretted not stopping to 
take some of the strange powder before coming down 
here. In fact I resolved to take a little when I returned 
to my room. Just half a spoonful to take the edge of 
the pain. Or perhaps a bit more, I would see how I felt.
I stopped next to the examination table and looked 
down at the corpse of one of the rats, neatly dissected. 
Its skin cut away and spread to either side, its organs 
being neatly removed one by one and photographed.
“Fascinating. Th ese rats. An Enigma. Th ey should 
not be this size, very strange. So many questions.”
He picked up a metal probe and pointed at 
something greyish still within the rats body.
“Do you see that, very odd. Far too small. All 
of these rats should not be alive. Very odd.”
“Th ey seemed very alive when they were trying to kill 
me professor.”
He waved his free hand at me. “Yes, yes. But they should 
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not have been.”
He gestured me to the bench that ran along the wall, 
there were more than twenty photographs spread along 
the top, separated in three groups.
He pointed to the fi rst group. “See here, the heart, too 
large, the lungs crushed and small. Th is one was having 
trouble breathing. I doubt very much it would have sur-
vived growing up with a condition like this.”
He pointed to the second group of photographs. “Now 
this one, the biggest. Heart, lungs, all about the size you 
would expect for a creature this size but the intestines 
were far too small. It was literally starving to death. It 
would eat till it was full but that was not enough to sus-
tain it. It would have starved in a month, maybe less. 
Th e creature could not have grown up this way.”
He pointed to the third one. “Th is one was even worse, 
oversized lungs, small heart and other organs. Back legs 
smaller than they should have been, front legs too big.”

He paused to draw breath.
“Th ese creatures, all of them. Th ey did not grow nat-
urally to this size. It’s almost as if they were adult rats 
and them something forced a signifi cant growth spurt 
on them. But it was random, some organs or body parts 
grew faster or slower than the others.”
He turned to look at the dissected rat on the table.
“Something very strange happened here. Th ere are cas-
es of gigantism in animals of course, but in so many at 
once? No this must have had an external trigger. Some 
environmental condition. A chemical in the sewer. My 
paper on this is going to have those Cambridge fools 
cursing into their warm beers.”  
I took the opportunity to glance around the room and 
noticed the fi ve unusual kegs stacked at the far end of 
the room.
Professor Carlyle noticed the direction of my gaze.
“Aluminium.”
I had heard of it, the new light, but I thought it was very 
expensive. I must have spoken aloud because the pro-
fessor answered my question.
“Well yes it was but it’s coming into more common use. 
Still those fi ve kegs represent a considerable value. Giv-
en that they seem to be pure metal and the size. I would 
guess about twenty fi ve guineas.”
My family was comfortable when it came to wealth but 

even so, twenty fi ve guineas for what looked like small 
beer kegs seemed rather expensive.
“Indeed, very excessive. You could cast them from iron 
or even steel for a tiny fraction of the price and the 
weight would not be so much more if they were full. 
Speaking of which, I managed to get some samples from 
inside them.”
He rummaged in the paperwork that was scattered on 
the bench and picked up a letter.
“I sent it to a friend who is a better chemist than I am, 
he was stumped. A complex compound including sev-
eral identifi able chemicals that should not mix together 
along with at least one that does not seem to appear to 
have been identifi ed before. Of course I did ask him to 
rush; he should get some results that make sense in a 
few days.”
“Any idea where they would have come from, are there 
many places making aluminium?”
“No idea, it’s still not that common and I have never 
come across anything as big as these kegs. Th e writing 
may help but I had trouble trying to read it. I took an 
etching but my eyesight isn’t what it used to be. Every 
time I try to read it my sight blurs and I get a headache. 
If it’s important I have some old friends at Oxford who 
are very good with Oriental languages, they should be 
able to read it.”
“Th at would certainly help professor. Oh can I send Ser-
geant Peck down to have a good look. I want him to ask 
around and he will need to describe them.”
Th e professor chuckled.
“Arthur my boy, we live in modern times. No descrip-
tions or sketch artists, I’ll let him have a photograph of 
one”
Aft er we discussed a few of the more gruesome details 
of the autopsy I called the orderly to wheel me back to 
my room. My knee was agony and my calf was a tight 
knot of pain.
I had him send a message to the station for Sergeant 
Peck to check in with me when he arrived for duty then 
sent him away.
I had just enough left  in my hip fl ask to mix in a full 
spoonful of the powder and I was soon feeling happy 
and without pain.
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The rocky prison and storm clouds of Draga-
vari 9 put the crew into an un-easy mood as 
they huddled into their stone cells;the large 
Dragavari wardens, the dragon-esque aliens, 
towered over them like a series of mountain 
rangers as the stone doors separated them 
from their captain.. Eric hadn’t been this 
scared in his life as he was escorted to a small-

er stone cell by a Dragavari of the Serpentio tribe. His eyes were almost like damns holding back 
a tidal wave of fear that radiated from like a nuclear meltdown. The Dragavari could feel his fear 
as they closed the door to his  cell and he sat down in the centre of the fl oor. Eric closed his 
eyes and tried to use magic to break down the doors …. but was rebuffed by the power of the 
Dragvarian sorcery. Their power was always stronger than humans when it came to the arcane 
mysteries. However Eric stopped his small chant when the cell opened and the head of his jailor 
slithered like a horrifying snake into view.“Eric of the clan Snowden … your trial is here.” Said 
the Serpentio as his head withdrew from the cell to let Eric out.
 
Eric had walked out of his cell before looking at the Serpentio in defi ance. “I will not be pun-
ished for my father’s crimes against your species. I am not that sadistic fuck-up of a man.” He 
said as The Serpentio with one large hand, moved him along to the long bridge that would lead 
to Eric’s trial. His walk had been deliberately slow as he got to the circular platform. It was a hard 
earthen fl oor that fl oated in the centre of the sky, and as he ascended he saw his crew on one 
side of the arena. The other side of the arena sat the different breeds of Dragavari. In the centre 
stood a small pedestal for Eric to stand on and face the Dragavari ‘throne of stone’, which would 
seat the king. Eric felt his nerves begin to bristle as he stared at the large throne while his feet 
now stood on the pedestal. It had felt as though just a second ago he was entering the arena … 
but now he would be soon be faced with the judge for crimes he hadn’t committed in his years 
as an Alliance captain. His father’s crimes by their laws transferred to him as his father was too 
far away. The greed that possessed their race … whether for riches or vengeance would be at 
the forefront this very night.
 
  Thirty minutes passed before a loud swooping of wings was heard. The beating was a beau-
tiful horror that needed to be heard, the wings of the Dragavari king Ghigolorial. The King was 
a rare breed of the species as he had eight heads that spoke simultaneously as though of 
one mind. The monstrous king landed atop his throne and scowled at Eric, who still retained 
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his look of defi ance. Two eyes 
stared into sixteen for but 
a moment before the king 
spoke. “We are here today for 
our own vengeance against 
the human Snowden! The 
Mother has blessed us with 
the deliverance of his child! 
Eric Snowden shall stand tri-
al for his father’s actions! Our 
vengeance will be appeased!” 
Ghigolorial echoed the roar of 
his kind expressing their fa-
vor. It was only the rage over 
an incident that happened 
twenty years before Eric was 
even conceived, an accident 
made by a naïve StarShip cap-
tain on the orders of his advi-
sor that caused their near ex-
tinction. Eric however decided 
this would be the time to show 
change. He was tired of being 
looked at like his father. The 
man was a coward who acted 
like a stalwart hero in public, 
but a monster at home.
 
Eric looked up into the six-

teen eyes of the king and yelled 
a challenge. “The laws of your 
people state that I can receive 
a trial by combat to determine 
my freedom! I challenge your 
champion! Let me show you 
the fi ghting prowess my fa-
ther does not possess!” Eric 
roared to the laughter of the 
other Dragavari and the cheers 
of his own crew. The only one 
however who did not laugh 
was Ghigolorial. His eyes were 
on fi re with fury as his quar-
ry challenged his champion. 
“Prepare our champion.” The 
king ordered before Eric was 
thrown an old combat staff. He 
stood at attention as his train-
ing in this combat had taught 
him. However Eric was caught 
off guard by the champion of 
the Dragavari. The man walked 
out looking pale and rather thin 
as the Dragavari prisons would 
age any man into a withered old 
husk. It was his eyes that sur-
prised Eric the most, the eyes 
that were always so full of life 

in the holo-pictures were now 
as dead as Eric’s career with 
the alliance. Eric knew the 
man before him was his fa-
ther’s advisor but his father 
had left out the crucial details 
of his advisor being one of the 
Star Seers. These people be-
trayed the alliance of planets 
to their ancient deities.   The 
reasons for his father’s cold-
ness towards him hit Eric like 
an old freighter. It was only 
because of how every night 
he would see this man’s face 
every time he closed his eyes. 
It was here Eric remembered 
a conversation with his father 
he had when he was only the 
age of ten.

*Fifteen years ago*

Eric stood before his father 
who was viewing an old Ho-
lo-Picture of his academy 
graduation. His mother had 
given Eric a small sprite fi g-
ure named H.A.L.E.K.I.O.S. 
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who acted as a constant com-
panion to Eric. Robert Law-
son looked down at his son 
and for the fi rst time in Eric’s 
memories smiled at him and 
pulled his son into his lap. 
“This is my old academy grad-
uation photo.” He told his son 
before pointing to a picture of 
himself. Robert was holding 
his fi st next to another man’s 
fi st in salute towards their 
commanding offi cers who 
weren’t shown in the photo. 
Eric smiled and pointed to the 
man next to his father in curi-
osity. “Who is that dad?” He 
asked very politely before his 
father’s expression turned to 
a hint of anger. “That is Ronal-
do-Torxas, he was my lead ad-
visor on the Dragavari hunts 
when I was much younger, 
and betrayed me to them to-
wards the end.” He told his 
son before shutting down the 
picture and putting it on his 
desk. “I want you to promise 
me something son. The man 
in that picture … if you ever 
see him or anyone like him 
as a Starship Captain you will 
kill them.”. Eric only nodded 
in response before his father 
told him to go play with his lit-
tle sprite.

*Now*

Eric never forgot that day, or 
the promise he made to his 
father. It would be the only 
promise he would have kept 
besides being a Starship Cap-
tain. Eric had only learned 
two years later about the Star 
Seers … old advisors to the 

alliance who betrayed their 
own friends and families to 
their dark deities during the In-
ter-Wars. It was during this time 
the Star Seers, who had opened 
a portal through stolen technol-
ogy to bring their gods here, 
were hunted and killed. Howev-
er for Eric it would be here in 
the present when he would ful-
fi l his promise to his father. Eric 
leaped off the pedestal he had 
been standing on, and rushed 
the other man as the fi ght was 
ordered to begin. The younger 
man was much quicker than the 
older one as the combat staff’s 
blade impaled the older man 
through the chest. It was too 
quick to even be called a fair 
fi ght as Eric in a small part of 
his heart had savoured the kill 
in honour of the memory of his 
father’s only kind moment. Ron-
aldo looked down at Eric and 
touched his face once causing 
a bright pain to go through Er-
ic’s mind.
 
  The two awoke in a room 
with a table in the middle. It was 
strange for Eric, but Ronaldo 
had done this particular thing 
before. “I thought … before I go 
onto the afterlife we could have 
a civil discussion like your fa-
ther and I used to have.” The 
now much cleaner older man 
said asEric  stood up. Eric re-
alized that this room and the 
table were a psychic vision. “If 
it gets you out of my head trai-
tor, we shall.” Eric determined 
this would be his only response 
as he sat down across from 
the man who betrayed his fa-
ther. Ronaldo looked very … 

peaceful in this moment as 
he sat across from him. His 
eyes merely traced through 
the younger man’s features 
as he seen the resemblance 
to his father. “You look a lot 
like Robert did when he was 
your age.” He said as a com-
pliment to Eric who mere-
ly took it as scorn. Ronaldo 
saw the younger man’s eyes 
and frowned at the sight. “I 
am sorry … I know it doesn’t 
mean much now but I wish to 
apologize to you for your up-
bringing the only way I know 
how.” Eric leaned back in his 
chair with the look of scorn 
still painted like a war mask 
across his face. He was curi-
ous to see what trick this man 
had lain out or ploy for his 
masters that he could pos-
sibly conjure to throw him 
off his game. The older man 
merely nodded in response. 
“You were on a space sta-
tion recently orbiting a desert 
world. If I were able to be there 
or send a message to you I 
would have, but I couldn’t. 
However I can remedy that as 
of now.” He told Eric before  
bringing out a still frame of 
the entity they encountered 
on board the station. Eric’s 
eyes widened as Ronaldo 
leaned back and looked upon 
the entity. “This entity is … 
or rather was a Narklock. It 
has been going by the name 
Nar-Tol and is an agent of The 
Elder Ones. In my trials as a 
neophyte of the order he was 
the one who swayed me into 
betraying your father.” Ronal-
do looked at a now intrigued 
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Eric who returned the look in 
a questioning manner. “Why 
is this important now?” He 
asked as the events of the sta-
tion had been three weeks be-
fore. Ronaldo looked back to 
him and went onto explain the 
rest it.
 
 “Nar-Tol had told me of my 
death at your hands … I wel-
comed it and wouldn’t put up 
a fi ght.” The younger man 
looked at him in shock as Ron-
aldo continued. “In any fi ght I 
could have taken you easily, 
but I didn’t as this discussion 
was in need of happening. It 
has been many years that I 
carried the guilt of my betray-
al, and I always looked for a 
way to do penance. This is 
my penance. Nar-Tol is going 
to attempt to bring back ‘The 
Gate of Creation’ and reopen 
it for The Elder Ones to cross 
back through. I beg you Eric 
… not for me but for the uni-
verse itself. Please destroy 
him once and for all.” Ron-
aldo fi nished as Eric con-
sidered what he’d heard. He 
owed nothing to this man … 
the man had been a traitor to 
him and all living beings in the 
universe. Eric was however a 
logical man. He knew Ronaldo 
wasn’t lying about this as he 
himself had seen the powers 
of this Nar-Tol before. “I will 
kill it … though not for you.” 
Eric answered as Ronaldo 
smiled. “You do it for love … 
like an ancient hero … good; 
you’re going to need it. Good-
bye Eric Snowden … and 
good luck.” The vision ended 

with Eric standing and staring 
down at the dead form of The 
Star Seer crumpled beneath 
him. The Dragavsari were si-
lent until the king ordered Eric, 
his crew and The Harbinger to 
be freed and escorted from the 
galaxy. “You may have prov-
en your innocence here today 
Snowden … but I will always 
be watching!” King Ghigolorial 
said as the crew was escorted 
out with Eric. Camille slipped 
up to Eric and held him in her 
arms as they walked towards, 
and entered the ship. “I thought 
I lost you Eric.” she whispered 
as the crew prepped the ship 
and lifted off from the rocky 
planet.

Eric and Camille spent a few 
hours of fi nally giving into pas-
sion and love. Camille lay un-
der the sheet smiling as she 
watched him. “Eric sweetie 
… what you told me about the 
Star Seer. You don’t even know 
if he is speaking the truth.” 
Eric lay next to her and kissed 
her lips. “I love you, you know 
that,” he said as his foot acci-
dentally hit a History Holo. It 
kicked on slowly as it started 
a static-sounding history au-
dio. “In 2015 a small town was 
rocked to the core as The local 
Ac-It belched out before shut-

ting off. The ship was shaken 
by turbulence. The Ship A.I. 
kicked on to transmit the mes-
sage from the bridge as First 
Offi cer Maryanchanka’ Toran-
ka looked at the tape. “Eric we 
need … Oh by the goddess 
can you two pick a better time 
to give into your love for each 
other and help out up here.” 
The young Nekosian yelled 
as her cat-like tail swished 
from side to side angrily as 
Camille gently handled the 
hologram screen. “What is 
wrong up there Mary?” She 
asked before the sight on 
the view-screen kicked on 
to reveal a circular gateway 
sucking them in. It was easily 
larger than the ship and Ca-
mille recognized it instantly. 
“It’s a Phonesian time fi ssure 
… go on through it Mary, it is 
safe to enter.” Camille said as 
she jumped to her feet and 
got dressed quickly to go to 
the engineer bay while Eric 
dressed for the bridge. 

The Harbinger and its crew 
are going to a not so famil-
iar place…and time. Will they 
survive this new land is yet to 
be seen. However they will be 
receiving help from some of 
the unlikeliest of people.
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Her body was afl ame with searing 
pain from her many wounds and 
she felt so tired and a little dizzy 
from the loss of her precious blood. 
But she fl ew on through the dark-
ness, a shadowy fi gure against the 
twinkling lights of the sky’s many 
stars. Her tired and tattered wings 
bore her away from the brothers and 
sisters of the sky and the nest, away 
from their rejection and hatred.
Her exile stung more than the many 
bite marks and open gashes that 
were scattered across her scaly hide.
‘Just a little further …’ she thought 
to herself, ‘then I can rest and my 
clutch will be safe …’
Her left wing began to tire fi rst, it 
was the most damaged, with just 
over half of the fi ne membranes 
between the fi nger-line wing bones 
torn or shredded from Doh’Rath-
gath’s attack.
Her own mate had done most of 
this to her, but he couldn’t kill her, 
he wouldn’t let the others kill her. 
Had he known she was clutching, 
and almost ready to nest, he prob-

ably would have kept her a prisoner 
instead of exiling her from the Eyrie. 
There were others like her, she knew, 
those who had the gift of foresight 
and known that war with mankind 
would end in the utter obliteration 
of the Dragons, and if Dal’Thrrassa 
could seek them out, if they had sur-
vived the attacks from their brothers 
and sisters of the sky and nest, then 
maybe, just maybe they might be able 
to help the Men of the world to repel 
the great coming war.
She noticed she was fl ying lower and 
lower towards the ground. Below in 
the darkness she could see the dim 
glow of a town, if she had landed 
there, she knew her life would be for-
feit. She searched around, her night 
vision picking out a structure in the 
distance, it looked like it was big 
enough to accommodate her.
With a tired and pain-fi lled groan, 
Dal’thrrassa banked towards the 
structure. As she drew closer she re-
alised that it was a large barn on a 
farmstead.
“Hmm … Food …” her more primal 

needs for her healing kicked in and 
she found a fi nal surge of strength 
to make it before she fell from the 
sky.
Claws dug roughly into the earth 
as she landed heavily with a grunt 
and a small puff of fl ame from her 
mouth, it would have been bigger if 
not for her enemies, and it was also 
a sign that she was in a very bad 
way, if she was unable to control 
her fi re-refl ex, then this could be a 
bad thing for her new resting place. 
She noticed that the large doors to 
the barn were open and she could 
hear the movement of livestock 
inside, her stomach rumbled a lit-
tle and she began to drool with the 
thought of a nice plump sheep, or 
even better a goat, as sheep’s wool 
often got caught in her teeth and it 
stank horrendously when she had to 
burn it out to get rid of it.
She limped heavily as her wounds 
reopened and rivulets of blood and 
pus trickled down across her dull-
ing scales, scales that were once vi-
brant and changed colour in the sun 

Theres a Dragon in the Barn

BY Stacey Welsh



PAGE 17

as she flew across the green fields to 
hunt with her mate. 
She entered the darkness of the barn 
as the moon began to rise, bringing 
with it a small silver light to chase 
away the darkness of the night. An-
imals began to shift uncomfortably 
as the big predator entered.
A goat chained up to a post bleated 
in fear. 
Dal’thrrassa’s maw opened, show-
ing rows of shining sharp teeth that 
gleamed white against the darkness. 
With a quick snap of her jaws, the 
goat bleated no more and a wet 
crunching sound made the other 
animals in the barn kick their stalls 
and shift about fearfully. Dal’thr-
rassa snorted, the goat almost fill-
ing her belly, all that was left was a 
chain and a smudge of blood where 
the beastie had been.
She looked over at the large pile of 
hay. She shifted herself in under its 
warmth and let out a content rum-
ble. The goat would go towards 
helping her heal, as would the rest, 
restoring her energy for the morn-
ing.
She closed her eyes and rested, 
knowing her clutch of eggs was safe 
in her belly, and would be ready to 
be laid soon and she would have 

more allies to help her in the com-
ing battles. Soon her breath rumbled 
deep in her chest in a heavy, healing 
slumber.

Merith snuck down the stairs try-
ing not to wake her brother who 
had slipped in to their family home 
drunk at some ungodly hour of the 
night. Their father would be less than 
pleased, there was much work to be 
done on the farm today, harvest time 
was not far off and the crops would 
need to be weeded before they were 
harvested to give the plants their last 
best chance at a good harvest.
She slipped on her leather boots and 
crept to the door, her brother was 
snoring away in his small room. She 
peeked in through the open door as 
she passed. One boot lay on its side 
while the other adorned his foot. The 
stench of liquor lay heavy on his 
clothes and permeated the warmth of 
his room. Merith shook her head in 
disappointment, she used to look up 
to Coreth, but now, he had changed 
so much since Sorla chose to marry 
Kibeth over him. Her brother was 
now a broken man, chasing the de-
mons of drink and whores.
She moved out into the early sunlight, 
closing the door to the cottage qui-
etly walking along the dirt path and 
thinking on her life. After the death 
of her mother, of the winter fevers, 
two years ago, she had been the one 
to keep her father and brother fed, the 
house clean and the clothes mended, 
she also helped to work in the fields 
during planting and harvest alongside 
her family.
She looked up to the barn where the 
goat waited to be milked and the oth-
er livestock waited to be let out to the 
paddock for the day to graze on the 
sweet green grass.

The barn door stood open before 
her. Merith shook her head and 
grumbled a curse on her brother’s 
head as she walked towards the 
yawning gap. She stepped over the 
threshold and into the enveloping 
darkness. The animals in the stalls 
seemed restless. 
“Morning my lovelies!” she sang 
out to them as she took the halter 
from the rack for the old draft horse. 
“Ready for your breakfast?” she put 
the halter over the skittish horse’s 
head and led the animal out into the 
sunshine. He pulled hard and with 
a shrill whinny broke free of her, 
he galloped out into the yard and 
pulled up short of the gate, where 
he tossed his head and pawed at the 
ground.
“Well, fine then!” Merith snorted. 
“Be impatient for your breakfast!”
She took out the five sheep, herd-
ing them out to the pasture where 
they scurried in haste from the barn 
out into the field where they bleat-
ed in fear at her. Merith looked on 
in wonderment at the behaviour of 
the animals. She turned back to the 
barn and returned to the cool dark-
ness.
She picked up the bucket and head-
ed to the post where Dot their nan-
ny goat was tied. All she found was 
the chain and a spot of blood. 
“Oh damnit, a bloody wolf has tak-
en Dot!” she muttered, wondering 
why her brother had been so irre-
sponsible as to leave the barn door 
open again, last time they had lost 
five chickens, and they were still 
trying to get their small flock back 
up in numbers.
She turned to the empty stalls and 
replaced the bucket. Now they 
would have to scrape up the money 
to buy a new goat as well. She took 
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up a pitchfork and began to muck 
out the stables, putting the soiled 
hay into the hand cart and mov-
ing it out to the heap at the back of 
the barn for use as fertiliser for the 
crops.
With the hand cart replaced in the 
empty stall where they stored it 
and the horse’s saddle and tack she 
turned her attention back to the pile 
of hay. She sighed and wiped her 
brow of sweat with the sleeve of her 
dress and hefted the pitchfork.
With as much strength gained from 
her being upset over the loss of Dot 
and her concern over the animals, 
she shoved the pitchfork into the 
large pile of hay, striking something 
hard.
The hay pile erupted with a roar and 
a short burst of smoke as a great red 
dragon reared up on pain. Merith 
dropped the pitchfork and scram-
bled back, having fallen backwards 
when the great dragon had arisen 
from the hay.
A huge clawed hand descended onto 
her, pinning her to the dirt floor of 
the barn. The dragon moved her 
head down, her nose sniffling and 
blowing, her mouth opened and the 
fetid breath of rotting meat and fresh 
blood assailed Merith. She gagged 
and coughed while she started at the 
little red collar that was stuck in the 
beast’s teeth – Dot’s collar. 
“Well, that solves that mystery …” 
she thought as the initial fear was 
overcome. She reached up with her 
only free hand and pulled the collar 
from the dragon’s teeth. The little 
bell tinkled as she moved it. The 
Dragon pulled her head back and 
rumbled something at her. Within 
Merith’s mind, she heard a femi-
nine voice speak
“Ahh, the remains of my jentacu-

lar… thank you for removing it for 
me. Now WHO ARE YOU AND 
WHY DO YOU STAB ME?”  The 
words pained her when the dragon 
yelled.
“I … I’m Merith, great Dragon … 
I didn’t know you were there” She 
squeaked as the dragon pressed down 
with her hand, “Why did you eat my 
goat, and what are you doing here?”
“I am Dal’Thrrassa, Queen of the 
High Eyrie …” the voice rumbled 
within her mind.
Dal’Thrrassa realised that that was a 
lie, she was no queen any more, and 
she was an exile with a war coming 
behind her.
“I ate your goat because it is my 
right, little human, and I am here be-
cause… because… it pleased me.” 
She was having trouble trying to 
think of a good enough reason, not 
that it should really matter to this lit-
tle being that she now held under her 
clawed hand.
“You’re injured!” the human ob-
served. “I can help if you let me up!” 
she offered. Dal’thrrassa did feel the 
pain of her injuries biting against her 
hide.
She removed her hand from over the 
human. “Very well.” She rumbled.
As soon as the dragon let her go she 

scrambled up and ran for the door, 
a massive force knocked her back 
into the hay and the side of the 
dragon, the tail had been so fast, but 
it obviously pained her to move. 
“You have injured me with your 
weapon, I can kill you or let you 
live, but either way human, you 
are MINE!”  The dragon rumbled, 
“Now if you don’t wish to join 
your precious goat in my stomach, 
I would suggest that you help me, 
heal my wounds and I’ll consid-
er releasing your bondage to me!” 
within Merith’s mind, she suddenly 
felt mental chains snapping them-
selves around her as the Dragon 
cast a spell of command on her.
“As you wish, my lady!” she said, 
bowing on her knees to the Dragon. 
She wondered how she was going 
to break the news to her family, her 
mind flew to a scene at breakfast, 
she was serving the porridge to her 
brother who held onto his head with 
his hangover, and her father sitting 
opposite him, drinking a cup of 
juice. She imagined herself stirring 
the pot of porridge over the wood 
fire and saying so very casually to 
them. 
“Oh by the way… There’s a Dragon 
in the Barn …”
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by K.M. Herkes
PART I

The boy crouched low over his 
small brazier and made an intricate 
gesture across the fire within the 
bowl. Weak tongues of flame rose 
and licked the edges, melting a tiny 
pool of light from the darkness. The 
boy grasped the rising smoke with 
one sooty hand, molding the ten-
drils with a careful flick of one fin-
ger. A blue crackle of energy burst 
upwards, embroidering the ceiling 
with fire.
 A lean, gray-haired woman robed 
in silver and black stepped from 
the shadows and sharply clapped 
her hands. The flames subsided 
until only the brazier’s flickering 
remained. The woman said mildly, 
“Igniting my storeroom is not the 
intended result, Guthrie.”
The boy rubbed his eyes, smearing 
ashes down one cheek. “It always 
goes wrong,”  he wailed. “Master 
Gerrold says he’ll feed me to the 
Well-Thing if I don’t start practic-
ing, but I do practice. No matter 
what I do, the spell doesn’t set right.”
Linnea patted Guthrie’s shoulder 
and walked off through an archway, 
muttering an phrase which lit a trio 
of lanterns. Under the bright glow, 
bolts of rich cloth, chains of pol-
ished stones, carved pieces and oth-
er wares sparkled below glass and 
glimmered high against white walls. 
Guthrie scurried after her. When 
Linnea plucked a wooden ball from 
a box beneath a tray of gemstones,  
the boy groaned. “Ball execises? But 
I —”

“You will listen to me.” Linnea raised 
a long finger and balanced the wood 
ball on tip. “Both hands. Every finger. 
Every day. I promise you, you’ll mold 
perfect smokeghosts if you follow 
those instructions. I’m certain that 
your schola masters have taught you 
that magic requires three elements  … 
“ She trailed off expectantly.
“First, the talent to use one’s own 
essence to harness external forces 
at will, second and third, the words 
and gestures required to manipulate 
those forces,” Guthrie recited dully. 
Then he burst out, “But it’s a twin-
moon night, so the world-essence is 
almost as strong as it’ll ever get, but 
it still doesn’t work, and Master Gerr-
old says I slur and he’s never satisfied 
and—and—and he scares me, Linny.”
“Your inflections are perfect,” Linnea 
assured him. “Forget Gerrold. Forget 
waxing and waning essence. Trust 
me.Your off-hand needs more dexter-
ity, that’s all.” She handed over the ball 
and coached the boy through a set of 
the proper finger exercises.
Guthrie soon departed, clutching his 
hopes and the ball tight to his chest. 
Linnea watched from her front door 
until the boy had safely entered the 
gate to the nearby schola. She was 
polishing her brass door-gargoyle’s 
nose with her sleeve when the scent 
of sliced oranges drifted to her from 
within the shop. She closed the door 
with a smile. “Why do you journey-
men waste good essence on teleports 
to visit my worthless trinket shop? 
You could walk here in five minutes.”
An alto voice replied,  “And risk 
meeting an apprentice on the street 
after curfew? Gods forbid.” The voice’s 

owner stepped into a patch of 
moonlight, revealing a narrow face 
and a silvered black robe draped 
over feminine curves. “Besides, I 
have two moon’s worth of energy to 
spend.”
“Shandra!” Linnea embraced the 
young woman, then held her at 
arm’s length. “Back so soon from 
Geferell? And wearing master’s 
black already, as well. Congratula-
tions!”
“Thank you. Barely a handful of us 
passed this season, of a triple score 
of candidates.”
“Geferell has the profession’s rep-
utation to consider,” Linnea said. 
“Not everyone has the discipline 
to be trusted with master’s prerog-
atives.” She stopped herself. Praise 
was in order, not a lecture. “Your 
strength, and your discipline, are 
to be commended. What are your 
plans now?”
“For now I’ll take over some of 
Forten’s classes. The staff has been 
shorthanded ever since Varice took 
off without giving notice.”
“That’s two masters gone this sum-
mer,” Linnea said with surprise. 
None of the apprentices had men-
tioned the desertions. She knew 
that small provincial scholas lost 
talent all the time, but Haresford’s 
attrition rate was unusually high. 
“And quite a few of the journeymen 
left without notice too.”
Shandra said, “And yet the labs are 
still overcrowded. We’re such a tiny 
schola, Linny. I’m not surprised the 
journeymen flew the coop. There’s 
barely space for the new apprentices 
and their antics as it is. I think I’ll 
enjoy teaching the little rats man-
ners.”  She hesitated, then said in a 
rush,  “I took your name, by the way. 
Forten agreed that it was proper.”
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“He did?” It was custom for a new 
master to take a mentor’s name for 
their new surname, as a gesture of 
respect. Linnea said, “But I’m not 
even a teacher at the schola, or any 
schola. I’m only —”
“What, ‘only a road-weary old car-
avaneer seeking a warm place to 
rest her old bones?’ Bah. That sto-
ry doesn’t fool the youngest babes. 
You’re still young enough to travel. 
That robe is real, and so is that mag-
nificent aura. Everyone’s known for 
years that you’re a master mage.” 
“I chose a trader’s life.” Linnea said 
firmly. “Everyday magic is enough 
for me.”
“Yes, but think of the things you 
could do with a lab. Even if you 
stayed itinerant, you could enchant 
far more of your wares. You might 
have to set up the lab in a broom 
closet, but you could do so much 
more.”
 “Why should I?”   She let annoy-
ance creep into her voice, wanting 
to bring the interrogation to an end. 
“I left such drudgery behind years 
ago, and I’ve prospered ever since. 
If not for some certain unruly ap-
prentices, I never would’ve thought 
about practicing higher craft again 
in my life.”
“Well, you did think about it, and 
you’ve done well by every one of 
your unofficial students.” Shandra 
smiled, and her fond pride shone 
like the moonlight itself. “Which 
is why I took your name. You can’t 
talk me out of it, either. I’m not a cli-
ent to be bargained or bullied, mer-
chant. I’m a master mage, thanks 
to your tutoring, and I’ll have the 
world know it.”
Linnea bowed in surrender. “You 
honor my small efforts too much. 
Your work and your talent won that 

robe.”
Shandra waved off the compliment 
and changed the subject. “What was 
wrong with Guthrie?”
“Other than his weak left hand? Ger-
rold’s rolled out some monster story 
to make the apprentices work, and 
the child is terrified. What is a Well-
Thing?”
“That gruesome old tale?” Shandra 
shuddered delicately. “Some demon 
that lives in the water essence cisterns, 
they say. It comes out at night to eat 
lazy children. It’s a schola legend.”

“An effective one.”  Linnea recalled 
the schola where she had spent 
her childhood apprenticeship. The 
echoing chambers and bottomless 
wells had seemed to hide the world’s 
mysteries in their dark depths. Any 
schola’s source of water essence 
would make a good monster’s lair. 
“Still, fear is a bully’s motivator.”
“That’s Gerrold for you. Not the 
schola’s best teacher. Speaking of 
which, why have you never applied 
to Haresford to teach officially? The 
quorum would give you a post in 
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a eyeblink, especially if you didn’t 
want a lab for yourself.”
“I don’t want to teach a class. That 
would be worse than dull lab work. 
I don’t want any official postion.”
“Why not?  Think of how much 
more good you could do as—”
“Enough, Shandra. I don’t want it. 
Leave it alone. Haresford is a fine 
schola, and it’s your heart’s nest, but 
it’s not mine. You are making me 
feel old and tired. Fly home now. 
I’ve had a long day.”
“I’m not a child any more,” Shandra 
said fiercely. “Don’t brush me off. I 
deserve an answer.”
 Linnea snuffed the lamp wicks be-
tween her fingers, glad Shandra 
could not see her expression. “I like 
playing the mysterious stranger,” she 
said. “And some children respond 
best to lessons that come with a 
touch of the exotic. I’m honored by 
your gesture. Now, leave me to my 
rest, and go baptise your new robes 
in spilled wine with your friends. It’s 
far past my bedtime. Good night, 
Shandra.”
“Good night, teacher.”  With the 
sound of a popping bubble and a 
faint scent of cinnamon, she was 
gone.
Linnea shivered. Her robe weighed 

on her shoulders like a cloak of ice, 
numbing her skin through the pad-
ded shirt beneath it. She untied the 
sash. The spell-encrusted cloth slid 
to the floor, rippling as it fell to avoid 
direct contact with her feet. She herd-
ed the robe into a corner of her bed-
room in the rear of the store. Then she 
sat down and buried her face in her 
hands.
Sometimes she could forget that she 
utterly lacked the talent she nurtured 
in others. Sometimes, though, she 
was brutally reminded that she was 
a fraud. She might have a master’s 
hands and mind — and a god’s es-
sence trapped in her aura — but she 
could no more cast a spell than she 
could touch the moons in the night 
sky. 
Shandra’s questions mocked her 
through a sleepless night. She had 
never sought friendship with adult 
mages, knowing a trained eye would 
see through her simple tricks, but 
she had not shunned her students 
once they grew beyond her instruc-
tion. It had never been necessary. 
They always left Haresford and nev-
er returned. Now that sentimentality 
haunted her:  if only she had kept to 
herself, if only she had not meddled, 
if only she truly deserved the re-
spect she earned through lies. Shan-
dra would not be deterred forever by 
vague refusals. She would keep push-
ing Linnea to teach.
When bright sunlight gilded the win-
dows, she rose stiffly to face the day. 
By noon she was tending customers 
by rote habit while she concentrat-
ed on her abacus. The stones clicked 
and slid on their wires, showing her 
the path she must take to escape the 
snare of her shop. Unless she accepted  
huge losses, liquidating her holdings 
would take more time than she want-

ed to spend. 
“Counting your blessings?”  some-
one asked.
Linnea bumped the abacus frame, 
erasing the calculations She drew 
on years of negotiating deals to hide 
shock behind a smile  “My apolo-
gies, Master Maclin. I didn’t hear 
you arrive.”
 “I was quiet,” said the bearded old 
man at the door. His hands stroked 
the embroidery of his robe. 
 “What tempts your fancy today, oh 
favorite of customers?”
“Nothing.”  Maclin stood silent af-
ter that unlikely declaration. Lin-
nea waited. The master finally 
said, “This is not easy to say, but 
I’ve come to beg advice for myself. 
Please don’t protest. We both know 
what you do.”
 Linnea swallowed the polite eva-
sions she normally used. Her time 
in Haresford was short. She might 
as well do some good with it. “Then 
we should have privacy.”
 Maclin took his time examining 
the walls, floor and ceiling of the 
storeroom. Linnea both feared and 
envied his sight, which saw, as clear 
as firelight, the intricate net of en-
chantments protecting the room. 
The net was there, Linnea knew, but 
she was as blind to its beauty as she 
was unable to create it.
“Nicely done,” the old mage said at 
last. “The work must’ve been ex-
hausting.”
“Worth the effort.” Linnea said. Her 
nervousness eased. The creation 
of those wards — costly, not tiring 
— had been accomplished secretly 
by itinerent journeymen. She had 
always expected any experienced 
mage to spot the room’s patch-
work origins. Perhaps she had been 
over-cautious. “Master Maclin, I’m 
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honored by the visit, and compli-
ments, but we are both too old to 
waste time. What help can I offer 
that your own quorum cannot?”
“I don’t know. I think my essence 
has turned on me.”
Maclin sat on the stool in the cen-
ter of the room, which triggered 
the engraved wardings. They indi-
cated their ready state with a visi-
ble flash for Linnea’ benefit. Mas-
ter Maclin blinked at the unusual 
embellisment. Then his shoulders 
slumped.”I’ve lost spells in hand. 
Twice, now.”
“Every practitioner casts foul, now 
and again.”
“Not me! I’ve not miscast in ten 
years.” Maclin’s angry tone flattened 
to a despairing sigh. “Until now. If 
I confess it, the quorum will blame 
age and give my labs to another. I 
want an objective opinion before I 
submit to that humiliation. Hares-
ford is an old, proud school, for all 
its small size. I will not disgrace it by 
clinging to my position out of van-
ity, but I find that I am not ready to 
step down.”
Linnea found his attitude admira-
ble, if a little extreme. Then again, 
attaining master’s rank demanded 
a touch of fanaticism, as she well 
knew. Privately, she suspected age 
was at fault too. Old hands lost their 
dexterity. Old voices wavered She 
asked for a demonstration.
While the mage chanted, Linnea 
concentrated on voice and gesture. 
Her specialty, of necessity, had al-
ways been magical theory and the 
practices of the craft. Few working 
mages were willing to admit that 
their success was even more depen-
dent on the precise physical pat-
terns than on their innate talent for 
controlling essence. 

On that plane, at least, the casting was 
perfect. Maclin’s words swelled firm, 
his hands wove a cradle of motion, 
and at its center, dust and air swirled. 
A delicate flower shimmered into ex-
istence. The mage looked relived. Lin-
nea, who had expected nothing less, 
discussed the results with him and 
had him try again. Maclin cast pro-
gessively more complex spells, each 
successful, until  a half-completed 
summoning dispersed in a burst of 
smoke.
 Maclin sighed. “Could you feel it?”
“What?” Linnea had felt absolutely 
nothing, as usual. Dread coiled thick-
ly around her guts.
“The difference,” Maclin said. “At the 
end, in the essence. That what hap-
pened the last two times I cast high-
er spells in my lab. The more power 
I fed in, the odder it felt. As if—” he 
paused. “Do you know, it’s as if the 
essence is being leeched away. As if 
something was pulling it out of my 
hands. It didn’t start as quickly here, 
and it built up more slowly, so I was 
able to feel it more easily.”
Linnea opened her mouth and then 
closed it. She had never heard of such 
an effect. “Perhaps you distracted 
yourself?”
“Bah. I was interrupted, not distract-
ed.” Maclin’s words were firm, but a 

shadow of doubt fell across his face.
Linnea felt a twinge of sadness as 
she spread her hands wide. “That, I 
cannot judge,” she said, “but I saw 
no flaws in your casting until the 
end, and I saw no outside cause for 
your failure. I’m sorry, Maclin. I can 
say nothing more helpful.”
Maclin’s face fell, and he looked 
years older in an instant. “Ah, well. 
Perhaps it is time to step down after 
all.”
The copper bells on the shop door 
chimed mournfully in the wake of 
his exit. Failure sat cold and heavy 
in the air. Linnea returned to her 
counter and set up her abacus again. 
She had been a fool to think she 
could help someone whose talents 
she could not even sense.
Something might be wrong, at the 
schola, but solving the problems of 
the schola was not her job. Its mys-
teries were not her business. They 
never had been. The sooner she left 
Haresford, the sooner people would 
stop looking for miracles she could 
not provide. Everythign would be 
better, once she was gone.
She told herself that, over and over, 
but regret and worry made her fin-
gers tremble on the abacus beads. 
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Arnold stared at the lottery ticket. He’d 
sat in the beat up old work truck for over 
an hour, stunned. Checking the numbers 
against the slip from the counter of the con-
venience store, he exhaled one long, slow 
breath. They matched. All the numbers 
matched! And to think his wife, Jennifer, 
hated him wasting money on them. ‘A tax 
on the stupid and greedy,’ she called them.
Things have been tough these 
last few years. He’d been a sol-

dier once. He met his wife just after Army basic training. He’d known her in high school, but had been 
the shy nerd and she, the pretty popular girl. But joining the Army had given him a new sense of self 
confidence, and in uniform, he’d asked her out in her front yard. They married less than a year later.
Things were good. He rose through the ranks and made sergeant in less than three years. In 2008, he de-
ployed to Iraq. He didn’t talk much about his time there, not to anyone, but a year after returning home, 
he declined to re-enlist. They had a second child on the way, and he’d already missed all the import-
ant milestones with their eldest child, a daughter – first steps, first tooth, first word and that first birth-
day -- it just wasn’t worth it anymore. So with walking papers in hand, he took employment on the near-
by military installation as a contract civilian instructor, teaching other soldiers how to do what he had done.
For four glorious years, he made more money than he felt he deserved. They bought a nice home in a great neighbourhood. 
Two of their three children went to a highly rated private school, while their mother stayed home to raise the youngest. 
They lived just to their means, and saved almost nothing, because another huge pay check was just around the corner.
Then disaster struck. The wars in Iraq and Afghanistan had slowed, and the government had decided they could no 
longer afford to train so many new recruits. Force reductions were ordered. Rumours of the severity of the layoffs had 
circulated for months, leaving Arnold worried about his standing. After all, he was never one of the ‘in crowd’ at work. 
No, he always challenged the status quo, and good enough wasn’t good enough for him. They’d insist-
ed the profession be taught a certain way, but not exactly the right way. He’d insisted the job be taught cor-
rectly. Not one to cross the line, Arnold often stood right on top of it. Then the entire staff was called into a 
meeting one morning, and the axe fell. They were cutting the civilian instructors by 80 percent. The compa-
ny kept the good ole boys, cool-aid drinkers, and attractive women. The rest, including Arnold, were cut loose. 
He spent months trying to find employment in his field. But with the current economy, his efforts were futile. 
They lost the house and moved into a rental trailer that un-employment insurance barely covered. Then they lost 
the new car. Thankfully, they still had the first car they’d bought after the wedding. For a while, they managed to 
make ends meet by selling off the possessions they’d collected when times were good. Arnold’s gun collection 
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and his wife’s jewellery were long gone. Th ey kept a .22 calibre rifl e for hunting and his wife’s wedding band.
Aft er nearly nine months of un-employment, Arnold found a job with a swimming pool builder in the small town situated 
near the post. He basically dug ditches by hand and glued PVC pipe together for $10 an hour. It was less than a quarter of 
his former pay rate, but he felt blessed to have a job at all. He worked like a demon, no matter how hot or hard the job was. 
He made sure to prove himself a valuable employee, and it had paid off . He had been with the company now for two years.
But he could see the writing on the wall. Th e economy continued to be in the shitter. People were strug-
gling just to pay bills. Luxury items like fancy cars, pools, and remodels or repairs just weren’t a priority any-
more. Th e work had been steadily slowing down for the last six months. Now it was to the point his hours 
were getting cut. His boss was great, though. He let him take the work truck home to use for errands and fi ll 
it up with the company gas card. Arnold knew it was just a matter of time before they had a meeting, too.
Arnold stared at the ticket, their ticket out of poverty. Th ough the jackpot wasn’t as large as the last few had 
been, it would be more than enough to support his family at a reasonable level of luxury for the rest of his life 
and halfway through the lives of his children. Th ey would buy a sen- sible house up in the hills 
south of town. Th ey would put the children back into pri- vate school, and buy a 
new SUV. Arnold would go back to school and learn a trade, some skill that 
would still be necessary, despite the poor econ- omy. Th ey were saved.
Arnold spared a brief moment on the stories about how win-
ning the lottery ruined lives. We are stronger than that, 
he thought. We aren’t stupid. We have been through hell 
and back, and it has only made our marriage stronger. 
Th ey had talked about this once years ago, back when 
they still dared to dream. Th ey would live modestly if 
they ever won. Th ey would do- nate heavily to charities and 
local churches. Th ey would help people in need, maybe 
set up a scholarship program at the small high school. So much 
good could be done with that much money, his wife had said. Arnold 
smiled. Jennifer had always been such a generous and gentle woman.
He was so wrapped up in his own imaginings that he didn’t notice the traffi  c had 
drastically increased on the high- way next to the store. He shook from excitement. 
His palms were clammy. He carefully put the ticket of their salvation into his billfold and placed 
it in his back pocket. His face was plastered with a huge grin. Th is would be the best day of their lives.
He  started the truck and began the long drive to the trailer. Th ey lived at the end of a two mile long 
dirt road in a forty-year-old single-wide mobile home. Th e roof didn’t leak, and the rent was cheap, 
he would say to his wife whenever she complained. His prepaid cell phone buzzed. He still missed 
his old smart phone. Th at phone had everything, including a two hundred dollar a month bill. 
He briefl y looked at his phone. Th e message was from Jennifer. ‘Where are you?! Get home now!’
Before he could react, he heard the roar of an engine and the squeal of tires. A huge pickup truck tore down the 
road like a bat out of hell, barely missing oncoming traffi  c. “Asshole!” Arnold screamed out the window.
Several more vehicles passed him in the same manner. What the hell is with people? He fi nally made the right turn 
onto their dirt road. He had to drive carefully; it was more of a goat trail than a road. He parked in front of their 
trailer. Th e sun had nearly set behind the mountains. He gathered his lunch box and exited his truck. Mentally, 
he rehearsed how he would tell his wife about the ticket. She was going to cry for sure. He took a deep steadying 
breath, enjoying the scent of the desert as night fell. He opened the front door and walked onto the stained, thread-
bare carpet. Jennifer was huddled on the couch with all three children in her arms. Tears streamed down her face, 
but she said nothing as she met his eyes. “What is going on?” He slid onto the couch next to them, cradling the 
youngest to his chest. His wife shook her head and pointed to the TV screen with a shaking hand. His favourite 
news anchor fi lled the screen.



“For those just joining us...” the news anchor said solemnly. “Just an hour ago, we were informed by the White 
House that an asteroid nearly 1200 kilometres in length, that is nearly seven hundred fi ft y miles wide, is headed 
on a direct collision course with Earth. Some late reporting sources within our government have revealed that 
the President and other high ranking offi  cials have known about this asteroid for months. Th e top levels of gov-
ernment were quietly evacuated to secure bunkers in undisclosed locations several hours ago,” the man took a 
moment to compose himself.

“According to Steve Bradford of the Jet Propulsion Laboratories, due to its extremely high velocity and po-
lar trajectory, this asteroid is going to shatter our planet like a sledge hammer smashing a walnut. � ere is 
less than a tenth of a percent chance that it will miss us. You have a better chance of winning the lottery.” 
“Even if it does miss this time, it’s highly likely that passing this close to the Earth will alter its trajectory, and 
it would be headed back towards us in a few months to a year. We have no data at this time where the aster-
oid will impact the Earth. Religious leaders from all faiths have taken to the streets to be among the peo-
ple. � e Pope is holding mass in the streets of Rome.” “According to JPL sources, there is less than seven min-
utes before impact. We are about to put a countdown on the screen before we cut to Rome and the Pope. Call 
your family if you can get through. Hold them close and pray for a swi�  and painless death. It’s all we can do.” 

Th e anchorman faltered. His face contorted in grief for just a moment. 

“Mar y,  I  am so sorr y  I  could not  make it  home to  you and the  k ids .  I  love  you a l l  so  ver y  much. 
My last  thoughts  wi l l  be  of  you.”  He v iolent ly  c leared his  throat ,  pa lming tears  f rom his  eyes . 
Arnold looked at  his  l i t t le  fami ly,  reached over  to  k iss  his  wife  on the  forehead,  and whispered, 

“God help us all.”
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A COMFORTING THOUGHT 
by Ken Goldman

The tears finally were subsiding, and young Ronald Ar-
lington emerged from his bedroom where his Grand-
mother sat waiting. She looked up, the flesh of her face 
seeming to crack with the forced smile she aimed at the 
boy.
 “You want some dinner?” she asked.
 Ronald shook his head. His stomach, tied in 
knots all afternoon, did not feel ready for food. The boy 
sat alongside the woman and placed his head on her 
shoulder. He would have liked his grandmother to run 
her hand through his hair like she sometimes did. But 
she didn’t do it, and when she spoke her voice sounded 
rehearsed, not at all like the woman he knew.
 “Parents die, Ronnie. It doesn’t often happen 
when they’re so young, of course, and it’s sad when 
they leave children behind. But it happens because bad 
things sometimes do happen. Can you understand what 
I’m saying?”
 Residual tears stung the boy’s eyes and he made 
his best effort to grasp what his 
grandmother was telling him. Such an effort required 
much more endurance than the ten year old could mus-
ter. He settled for a semblance of stoicism that might 
allow for a quivering lip instead of outright bawling, at 
least until he felt able to put together a complete sen-
tence.
 “Of course the way they died should raise some 
questions about a God that allows a freak automobile 
mishap that takes decent people in such a sudden and 
messy manner. I wonder about a God that might allow 
such a thing to happen, Ronnie. Don’t you?”
 Ronnie didn’t. In fact, the thought had not en-
tered his mind because so many other thoughts made 
no sense. But now that his grandmother had mentioned 
it the boy suddenly realized that he had not questioned 
God’s part in any of this.
 “Did God want my mother and father dead, 
Grandma? Mom always said that God had His reasons 
for doing things that I didn’t understand, like when my 
puppy Sandy got hit by that car. Did God have a reason 
for taking both Mom and Dad?”
 The old woman considered her grandson’s ques-
tion for several moments as if she were grappling with a 

difficult math equation like the fractions Miss Pope had 
been teaching last week. Finally she took the boy’s face 
into her hands and looked into his eyes so that he could 
not look away.
 “Sometimes God gets angry, you know. Was 
there something you did to make God angry, Ron-
nie?” The woman’s controlled voice remained soft, but 
it did nothing to lessen the impact of her words and her 
grandchild again felt the burning salt welling up in his 
eyes.
 “Last Tuesday, the day before the accident? I for-
got to take the trash out. I didn’t mean to, it’s just that I 
got caught up in the Hockey game against the Flyers. It 
was pretty close, and--”

The expression on the old woman’s face stopped just 
short of horror.
 “Pray, Ronnie. Right now, you march right up 
to your room and pray. I can’t promise, of course, but 
perhaps in time God will forgive you.”
 “Gran’ ma, I didn’t mean - ”
 “Pray. You run along now and do as I say.”
 Ronnie didn’t quite run, but that was all right. 
The old woman understood her grandchild’s turmoil. 
Death was difficult to grasp when you’re so young.
 Once the child stepped out of ear shot the wom-
an clasped her hands together in prayer. “Thank you, 
Lord, for giving me the strength to provide my grand-
son the guidance he so badly needs. What’s that - ? All 
right, then Lord. Thy will be done.”
 She rifled through the drawers, finding a wood-
en twelve inch ruler. It would do nicely against the boy’s 
knuckles. And if not, there were the garden shears. One 
had to be certain.
Proper guidance did not come easily.
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My name’s Curtis and I’m not here anymore. Well I 
am still here, but by the time you’re reading this I most 
likely won’t be. I’ll be somewhere but that’s all I can be 
sure of since my here and your here aren’t the same 
anymore, or won’t be. I don’t even know where here is 
or where it will be, no idea at all. In fact if you want-
ed to be facetious you could say I’m neither here nor 
there. Wherever here or there is. I used to think that 
the world was rational like you and everybody else but 
not anymore. What you see and what you know, and 
what I saw and what I knew aren’t the whole story you 
see. There’s more to the world than you can imagine, 
quite a lot more in fact. Some of it is good and some of 
it isn’t quite so good and some of it is dangerous, maybe 
evil. Some is dark and some is brilliant. Anyway I guess 
I’d better start at the beginning so you know where I’m 
coming from even if. like me, you have no idea where 
I’m going. Don’t worry if you find it unbelievable. If it 
wasn’t happening to me I probably wouldn’t believe it 
either. It would just be a story.

I was hunting through the antique shops and little flea 
markets in Fitzroy, looking for stuff to put in my new 
place in Clifton Hill since I’d decided to renovate and 
refurbish it bit by bit. I had certain things in mind of 
course, stuff that wouldn’t only fit but look just right; 
period pieces, the modern stuff looks way too sterile to 
me, no soul, no character. All that stuff you feel in a ter-
race area like the one I’d moved into. Wood does it for 
me, not plastic, metal and glass. The house does it for 
me too. A two-storey place just off Queen’s Parade that 
hadn’t been gutted in the chase for that modern feel. 
Though why buy an old terrace house and then turn 
it into a glass and chrome temple is beyond me. It was 
near work too.
 I was in this shop just up from Smith St, on Ger-
trude St, big place full of clothes and books as well as 
furniture, when I got to chatting to the owner. Getting 
to know the owners of places bears fruit in so many 
ways. You can not only get a better price but they get 
to know your likes and dislikes and can keep an eye out 
for something you might be interested in so you get a 
chance to buy it before anyone else sees it. I’ve picked 
some good stuff over the years this way. Besides I like 

a chat. It was an older bloke who ran this place, in his 
fifties, wearing a frayed vest, balding and showing the 
signs of a life well lived. Nice guy, and he knew his stuff 
that’s for sure.
 “Can I help you at all?”
 I was eyeing a welsh dresser when he asked me. 
“Yeah maybe you can. I’ve just got a place in Clifton Hill 
and I’m looking to refurnish and refurbish it a bit. You 
seem to have a few things that would look good in the 
place.”
 He looked at me and then at the dresser I had 
sort of casually rested my hand on in the manner that 
said I was interested but not too interested. “I see. Well 
that dresser certainly will do the job for you there. It 
dates from the late nineteenth century, made of jarrah. 
Still looks good too. Great workmanship. This piece will 
last for ages yet.” He ran his hands over it like a beau 
would run his hands over a woman. “Great buy for a 
discerning man like you.”  Charmer. He  looked like a 
man who, if he sold it, would lose his soul and happily 
count the cash at the same time.
 I looked at the price, handwritten on a tag at-
tached to handle of a drawer, $1499. Not bad if you have 
a high disposable income. “Do you deliver?”

 And that’s how I ended up with an antique dress-
er in the living room. It fitted as snug as anything, like 
it was built to fit just there. I just stood there for a while 
looking at it and enjoying the feeling you get when you 
buy something and you know it’s just right. Beautiful. 
After dinner ‒microwaved, did I say I was single? ‒ I sat 
there with a bottle of red and slowly drank it, basking 
in how the wood reflected the light. A deep brown with 
gold highlights when the light hit it just so, it looked 
terrific but somehow I got the feeling I should move it 
over to the side wall so people could see and enjoy it 
when they walked in the room. Not tonight though, it 
was Sunday tomorrow and I’d have all day.
 The next day was a typical Melbourne autumn 
day. A cold, sunny morning that made you want to sit 
outside at a café with a latté and the paper, just feeling 
glad to be alive. So I did and if I’d known what was go-
ing to happen I would’ve stayed there all day and left 
the dresser where it was. Or taken it back with some 



excuse why it wasn’t right when I’d tried to find a spot 
for it. I guess that’s the problem with second guessing 
yourself. You just end up chasing your metaphorical tail 
until you disappear up your own logical orifice. What’s 
done is done. We make our decisions and live with the 
consequences for good or ill and nothing can be done to 
change things.
 Like I said the dresser was jarrah, solid and 
heavy. Too heavy by far for a skinny bloke like me to 
move it without a bit of effort. So I took the drawers 
out and the doors off so I could get a grip on it enough 
to wiggle and shuffle it over the floorboards in a kind 
of drunkard’s walk. It took a while but I got it there in 
the end. It was when I was putting the drawers back in 
that I noticed one was different to the others, shallower. 
Not by much, just a finger width or so, so it was almost 
unnoticeable. The base was the same wood as the others 
to disguise it to anything other than a hard look or blind 
chance. Certainly a quick glance would’ve normally 
missed it so I was lucky to see it.
 It was intriguing that’s for sure. Who’d done it 
and why go to the trouble?  Curiosity may kill the cat 
but I wanted to check it out. I tapped it a few times 
with a screwdriver to find out if it was solid or hollow. 

It was hollow but some of it had a dead, flat sound like 
there was something in there. Not big. About the size 
of a notebook, no bigger, and whoever had hidden it in 
there sure wanted to make it hard to find, if not impos-
sible.
 It took a bit of fiddling to remove the false bot-
tom. I didn’t want to damage the drawer and I didn’t 
have a lot of tools to help me do it, but eventually I suc-
ceeded with a few splinters in my fingers as trophies. 
Underneath the false bottom was a book, a notebook 
and it looked to be nearly as old as the dresser. The 
cover was blue leather, faded in spots and bound by a 
thin strip of the same colour leather. The pages were 
yellowed and the ink faded but it was still readable. It 
looked like a journal, handwritten with no title and no 
name just initials; J.L.
 I put it down on the coffee table and stared at it 
for a while. I felt like an intruder with access to the most 
private thoughts of another person, thoughts that had 
been hidden. Was I fated to find the book?  No, that’s 
not the right word really, better to say now with hind-
sight that I was doomed to find it. I picked it up and 
started to read.
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May 4th, 1904.
   It was a normal day when I awoke this morning. All 
seemed the same as it was yesterday and the days before that. 
I heard the clinking of bottles as the milkman went about his 
morning rounds and the sounds of the awakening city were all 
about me as I prepared myself for my day’s work. I certainly 
was not in any ways ready for what was about to befall me 
and I surely doubt any man would have been anything other 
than similarly disposed, being that it would be beyond anyone’s 
ken. As I caught the tram which would take me to my em-
ployment in the city, I noticed out of the corner of my eye that 
the leaves on the trees were glittering silver. They reminded me 
of Christmas decorations that shift and shiver when the breeze 
catches them. I first believed this to be a mere trick of the early 
morning light, one I had not noticed before. Alas I was soon 
disabused of this notion when I saw that all the leaves on all 
the trees I saw that morning were likewise glittering silver.
May 6th, 1904.
 
  The leaves are still that shade of silver. I have started to 
become used to this strange state of affairs as well as the fact 
that everyone else appears not to have noticed this singular 
phenomenon. As to why this is the case I have no idea so I 
have resolved to mention it not and observe what I can should 
anything else occur. Needless to say that this being the case, I 
have not tried too hard to convince my work colleagues and my 
peers nor anyone else lest I be confined to a sanatorium for 
my own well-being. Nothing else seems untoward that I have 
noticed so I will manage as best I can in order to manage my 
own sanity. Perhaps it is just as well that only I can see the 
silver leaves.
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I decided to scour the internet to get any idea of who 
J.L. was. Maybe I wasn’t reading a journal but the first 
draft of a book so I hunted around to see if anything 
had been published around that time that had used 
what I had read as a plot. No luck, and believe me, 
I looked hard. No mention of an author with those 
initials who had written at that time, not even a short 
story. That wasn’t a bad thing of course, an unknown 
manuscript could be worth a bit, but without knowing 
who the author was I’d be struggling to get much for 

it. Still, it was an option for later. I could look into that 
after I’d finished reading it.
 First I thought to read a page a day or at least 
an entry a day. The only snag was that he often left gaps 
of a few days to just over a week. So I decided to read 
each entry on the day it was written. It seemed to be 
kind of respectful to the writer to do it that way. And it 
focussed me too, I only had to make myself stick to my 
plan. Given the future it was probably good for me to 
read it that way.

May 11th, 1904.

   I do not notice the colour of the leaves now, nor do I pay more 
than scant attention to the different colours of the flowers I see about 
me which is a more recent development. When I saw this a few days 
ago it scarce surprised me nor was it concerning. If indeed it is the 
case that I am losing my mind then the different colours of the flow-
ers are a most benign case of this. It is certainly better than descend-
ing into the most slavering hell of lunacy which fills all reasonable 
men with fear. But there was something different this day, something 
which gives me no small measure of foreboding. You see I saw, or 
thought I, in some sense, perceived, something out of the corner of my 
eye. It was a shape or perhaps a shadow flickering and shifting and 
yet, when I cast my gaze to the spot where I saw this form I could 
see nothing. The leaves and flowers affected naught but my vision but 
this fleeting vision of something I could not see caused the very hairs 
on the back of my neck to rise and a frisson of fear to tickle my 
heart. I do not know what it was but the mere possibility I will soon 
find out is not a prospect I savour.

I have to admit that when I put the journal down after reading that last entry it was a weird feeling that came over 
me. I’ve grown up, like most in my generation, with movies like Dawn of the Dead and Resident Evil but that last bit 
gave me the creeps, that’s for sure. It was a good read and I did look at the shadows cast through the window by the 
trees outside. Nothing there of course, it’s just a story I was reading. But all the same, stories like this have their place 
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in our time of reason and rationality and ‘it’s the economy stupid’ mantra we live by. If it had been printed I think it 
would have been a best-seller and come to think of it, it still could be. I wondered idly what it would have been like for 
someone to actually see this happen. What would they go through, how would they cope with going to work while 
this was happening to them and then coming home and writing it all down?  It wasn’t something I’d like to go through.

The book stopped for a while then. 
Several days went by until the next en-
try. I was more certain it was fiction, 
a journal would have to have some-
thing every day, that’s what they’re 
for. Or so I’m told that is, never felt 
the need to keep one myself. I’m way 
too ordinary. Still if it was real I had 
to wonder what was happening. Were 
the shadows still there? How was the 
poor bastard feeling?  But I had to wait 
until the day of the next entry to find 
out. In the meantime I went to work, 
socialised, caught up with friends. 
All was normal and all the while the 
journal sat on the table, looking at 
me and daring me to look at it again.

May 13th, 1904.

   I call them shadows for such they seem to be. They are here still, 
perhaps more numerous than when I first noticed them, yet still dif-
ficult to see. They lurk in the dark corners and the in-between places 
where we do not normally look and so they are hard to perceive. Per-
haps they have always been there, dismissed as flights of fancy if we 
do notice them, mentally shooing them away as we do to a trouble-
some fly seeking to sup at our sweat. As I sit each night I oft times 
think that they are all around me and everyone else but that surely 
cannot be the case. I am after all a rational man and I know that 
nonesuch can be the case. I am avowed to seek a rational, scientific 
explanation for these visions else my very world may surely cease.
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Silver leaves and dark shadows lurking at the 
edges of your vision. You’d think that wouldn’t 
be scary these days but like I said it was cer-
tainly getting to me. I’d given up on finding a 
buyer for the manuscript and now I reckoned 
it would be better published and I was going to 
look around the publishers to see who would 
pick it up. It would need some work of course, 
better characterisation and a setting needed to 
be done among others, but the basics were there. 
It was hard to keep to my reading plan but I had 
to respect the book and the writer. Mind you, 
I have to admit the temptation to read ahead 
to the ending was almost too much to bear...

May 17th, 1904.

   They, the shadows, are ever more numerous, even though they still 
remain affixed to the edges of my vision, only to vanish like smoke 
in the wind when I turn to face the places they appear within. It is 
indeed a most singular sensation to see something you know others do 
not. Furthermore, despite my searchings I have found nothing in any 
literature that can ascribe any kind of reality to what I am observing 
each day and nightt for indeed they must be in the night also, I have 
no doubt of that even though I cannot see them. There may even be 
more of them between dusk and dawn as there are more places they 
can take refuge from being seen. Ah but hearken to me, discussing 
these figments of my imagination as if they are real; entities that can 
think, hide and even behave as if  alive. I am not quite delusional 
here as people speak of animals and pets in much the same way, 
ascribing to them in their naivety human motivations and feelings they 
do not possibly possess. Perhaps I am doing this in order to explain 
what I am seeing where no other method will suffice. Or perhaps I 
am not.

Exciting new 
a d v e n t u r e s 
await you every 
month. Go be-
yond the hills, or 
valleys, above 
the moutains 
and across the 
oceans to the 
Far Horizons! 



May 20th, 1904.

   Today I have seen one of the shadows for the first time in its 
totality. I believe I must be getting better at seeing and focussing my 
gaze when I notice them because on this occasion I was too fast 
for it. My gaze captured it as easily as a net captures a fish. It was 
black, so black as to appear blue in places when it moved. It was 
small, and although it was humanoid in shape it was almost amor-
phous, sinuous perhaps, seeming to stretch and shift enough for me to 
initially doubt its human shape. It neither walked nor glided, seeming 
instead to have a means of locomotion that lay in between the two.
 The shadow was about the size of a child of five years I would 
say, certainly no larger. Interestingly, even though I saw the appari-
tion about noon, moving down a lane way near my residence, it cast 
no shadow and though I first believed them to be shadows at first 
I now believe this is not the case. Unlike a shadow which is merely 
the result of some solid object blocking light, it was as if this being, if 
such a word suffices,  absorbed light, such was its ebon shade. I was 
in some odd sense glad of my chance observation as I could now 
see they appeared to have a physical presence, and in knowing this 
I could resume my searching for an explanation of their existence. I 
resumed my search without delay.

May 26th, 1904.

   Alas I must confess that my searching, as before, has been fruitless. 
Not a mention of these shades can be found anywhere that I have 
looked in the areas of natural history and psychology. I fear I might 
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Then nothing. No entry for nearly a month. What did the writer see, no not the writer, the poor bas-
tard facing what he was in the imagination of J.L. Not a hint, not a sentence, not a word. Just silence.

have to search more esoteric writings but this is surely nonsense. They 
are obviously physical in nature and do not belong in any manner of 
writing that deals with the supernatural. They are noticeably more nu-
merous now and, perhaps emboldened by my inability to do anything 
about them other than observe, they wander quite freely in my pres-
ence. I am quite unable to sense any purpose in what they are doing 
but doubtless there must be one. Ah if only that was clear to me.

June 20th, 1904.

   The leaves are all silver now and so are all the flowers; the dan-
delions, roses and native flora are all of the one gleaming silver 
shade. The very sky itself is likewise changed, for instead of different 
shades of blue with clouds passing overhead, it is now a gleaming 
silver-blue with not a cloud to break its burnished metallic glow. Nor 
have I seen nor felt any rain for a fortnight at least, and yet rain 
does occur. I see the other people carrying their umbrellas and unfurl-
ing and furling them in turn and jumping or sidestepping puddles that 
I neither see nor feel. I see them also constellating under shop aw-
nings as best they can while I walk by untouched by any precipitation. 
The God above only knows what they must think as they see me pass 
by like some apparition or wild creature wandering the streets.

June 21st, 1904.

   I have lost my employment. I have no qualms about this and I 
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will cope readily enough. Most people appear not to notice me as I 
walk the streets and I will gain sustenance easily enough though no 
doubt some would think my means abhorrent. Such time as I have re-
maining, and I fear this might not be much, I will spend as fruitful-
ly as feasible in searching for the answer I have yet to find and yet 
which must also exist. I seek not for myself of course but for whatever 
poor soul may find this document, even though I have vowed to hide 
it as securely as possible. If someone does find it I hope they gain 
some understanding of what is occurring to me. I can only hope. The 
behaviour of the shades seems to have revealed at last some purpose 
to their movements. Patterns and reason appears to be emerging. I 
must observe more before it is too late. Mayhap the fate of another 
may be averted or altered if I am able to so do.

June 24th, 1904.
 
  My observations have confirmed my last entry. The beings, for such 
they are in having their own corporeality, stop and watch as people 
walk past them unknowingly. It appears as if they are waiting, I am 
not sure for what as yet, but I have a suspicion and it is no more 
than this- that they are waiting for death. Not theirs it seems to me but 
of some unsuspecting soul, someone they wait for to take them to per-
dition itself. Perhaps this is no more than a suspicion as I said, for 
I have not seen anything that needs must would confirm it, but I fear 
it to be the truth. I hope most fervently that I never find out for the 
confrontation in my mind would surely drive me out of my wits.
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June 28th, 1904.

  I have sensed a changing in my surrounds today and I fear the 
consequences for my mental and physical well-being. The beings watch 
me now as I pass, however they do not follow me like they do others 
before accompanying them on what I am now certain is to be their 
final journey. It is as if they know a different fate awaits me, one 
they can take no part in. The world has taken to a kind of shimmer-
ing and I sense there is something about to break through to replace 
it, one that I and none other will be a part of. People around me are 
also becoming vague to my sight as if they are not fully there, like 
hallucinations or dreams. They, or perhaps it is I, are about to vanish 
as would an illusionist’s assistant behind a veil.

July 4th, 1904.

  This is perhaps to be my last entry. For some few days now I 
have been able to see through people and buildings and on occasions 
been able to pass through each  unhindered and unobserved. I confess 
I was shaken to my core when such first occurred but now I almost 
rejoice in it. The world of silver and metal gleam that lies behind 
what we take for granted as the one reality has become more and 
more real to me. Indeed I seem to walk in that world more than 
in the world of men in which I must appear as a phantom, a ghost; 
ephemeral, appearing perhaps as a fleeting shadow. I now belong to 
the world that is coming to take me but why it does so I cannot say. 
Perhaps answers will come to me there, I wait to find out the truth 



CAPITOLISYPHUS: So I was in the mall and decided to 
take the escalator down to level 1. While I slowly made my 
journey, there was a man who trod upward against the nor-
mal flow of traffic. Each step seems to be a laborious feat. He 
seemed to be stuck in the middle of the incline, making no 
headway and making less sense for his actions. I passed the 
man, having to dodge his confusing behavior. After reaching 
the foothold on level one, I turned to observe him. He simply 
moved, without making any motion in either direction. He 
was simply stuck. I decided to take the corresponding esca-
lator to the upper level. As I passed, I turned around to face 
him. “Why are you doing this?” There was no response. I re-
turned to the downward escalator and made an attempt to 
back peddle... “What’s your name?” I asked. His demeanor 
was with out motion, while his body carried on. I eventual-
ly decided that the best course of action would be to follow 
his path, walking this set of animated steps. Each step was 
a rough gain. Eventually, I came to the man. His hand was 
moving upward in a motion to place it with the travel of that 
black rubber hand rail . Once his hand came into contact, I 
laid my hand upon his. “Why are you doing this?” His hand 
slipped from underneath my grasp. He turned to face me. “I 
am Sisyphus. You have taken my burden... Thank You!” His 
body traversed up the escalator and his smile will haunt me. 

- short story by Brendan Smith

The book ended there. After I put the book down I searched the dresser to see if anything else had been placed in 
there under a false bottom or a false back but no luck. This was all there was. Pity really, it would have been nice 
to have known a bit more. Before I go I will say only one thing. If you’re reading this, stop. Burn it, bury it, do 
whatever you like but make sure you do it properly and make sure nobody else can read it. Words have power but 
I hadn’t realised just how much power they have until just now. I thought this was only a story without a writer 
waiting for someone to find it and get it published or a failed first attempt at a book that had been tossed away. 
But it isn’t, not by a long way. If you want to know why, here it is. I just looked through the window of the front 
room and the leaves, dear God the leaves were glittering silver.

of that. The pen is even now slipping through my grasp like oil, it 
takes all my effort and will to maintain a grip on it sufficient to write 
these final words. I have readied a place for this journal so that it 
may remain hidden from the sight of men and my last act will be to 
place it there. Farewell.
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by  Ana Marija Meshkova

THE HUNTRESS PART II: THE AMULET
 

The story about the amulet didn’t leave Margo alone. 
She had wondered where she was from before, but now 
she had a reason besides curiosity. Margo spent nights 
and days looking for information through every con-
nection she had. It seemed no one knew anything apart 
from what she already found out. So, after a lot of delib-
eration, she decided to head for the source. It was a dan-
gerous task but she would kick herself if she didn’t do it. 
Five whole years had passed since Margo had done a 
spell. She had helped with the odd one now and then, 
like the one made to block anyone from finding her 
apartment, which she was especially proud off. Being a 
witch in a demonic business meant she needed to work 
extra hard to compete. Luckily being raised by Malik 
had one perk:  it gave her somewhat of a pass on using 
good magic, since the powerful demon was known for 
experimenting. After all fireballs were so much more ef-
fective, and the crystals had served her well over the ten 
years in this business. But advanced spells were a skill 
that she didn’t have any confidence in. She was crushing 
the end of her pencil between her teeth as she sat on 
the small table next to the window. Her apartment was 
tiny, only one room plus the bathroom. But she learned 
to work around that. Her frustration grew with every 
failed attempt, so she defused herself by sniping at  the 
swallows that made it their mission to cover her window 
in poop. She had an unnatural dislike for birds, and set-

ting one of fire made her feel better.

After several hours her ritual final-
ly gave her the results she wanted. 
There was an address written in 
black on the bottom of the bowl 
filled with water. By now it was 
five in the morning, so she had to 
wait for a decent hour to take the 
bus to the next town over. Show-
ing up at a random person’s door-
step was a big enough shock as 
is, there was no reason to make 
it more complicated with magic. 
It was also why she made an ef-
fort to look as normal as possible.

At one o’clock in the afternoon, Margo was 
knocking on the door of an old fashioned 
house. A young woman answered with a smile:
“Hello, my car broke down and I was wondering if you 
would let me use your phone?” “Oh sure, not a problem, 
come in.” 
Margo was lead through the small hallway. The light 
brown walls and the dark brown fixtures made it feel 
comfortable and old. She liked that. As she made her 
way to the phone that was on a table near the stairs she 
made sure to keep the amulet on her neck in plain view. 
And the effort paid off when an older woman came 
down the stairs and immediately started yelling at her:
“What are you doing? You know that thing is not sup-
posed to be anywhere near here!” “Actually I didn’t.” 
Margo cut her off before the woman could go on yelling.
“Didn’t the previous guardian inform you?”
“She didn’t have the option really.” Margo wasn’t 
ashamed of what she had done. She wasn’t going to hide 
the fact that she was an assassin..
“How do you mean? Wasn’t a witch that runs a coven in 
the town over set to be the next guardian? ” “Yes.”
The woman’s eyes widened. She suddenly realised. “You 
are not her.” “Nope. I’m the one that killed her.”
“But you are not supposed to be able to wear 
that!” The woman didn’t show any signs of at-
tacking. And that meant Margo was confused.
“Pretty much the same way I use these I guess.” Mar-
go unbuttoned her long dark blue coat. The two dag-
gers, one with a black and the other with a white hilt 
were strapped to her belt. This made the woman freeze.
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“Getout.”
“Huh?” this was not the development Mar-
go expected. She didn’t think she was going to 
get a cup of tea while they told her everything, 
but it was a strange development nonetheless.

“Get out, now!” The woman made a complicated ges-
ture Margo didn’t quite catch. It proved to be powerful 
magic because Margo was suddenly outside the house. 
Her knees were shaking like she had stopped abruptly 
after traveling at a great speed. The first thing she did 
was check, she still had both the amulet and her daggers.

It seemed the only one that had any answers was Ma-
lik, but that wasn’t really a trip she wanted to make. 
She was never sure if he was telling the truth any-
way. The dead end in front of her was disappointing.

Margo took a cab, she didn’t want to wait for the bus. She 
stopped at the local park. Her place was too cramped 
for her right now. She didn’t have time to think that she 
was exposing herself, or to think about what happened 
yesterday. But when five mercenaries appeared around 
her she didn’t have to wonder why. She was caught off 
guard for the first time in her life. Three of them fired 
energy balls. Margo ducked to avoid them, facing the 
other two guys behind her, and another ball appeared 
inches away from her face. She held out her hand think-
ing how anticlimactic her death will be, being killed by 
a bunch of drones that got lucky. But, instead of the ex-

pected blast, Margo had the pleasure of seeing her hand 
absorb the energy ball. She felt a current flash through 
her, settling in the core of her being. It was an oddly 
satisfying feeling. The demons around her stared in 
shock. Margo looked at her palm. Something was beg-
ging to get out of her. She pointed her hand at a de-
mon and released. An energy ball shot out of her hand 
and incinerated him. Margo was amazed, but she didn’t 
have time to express it. She had to get rid of all of them 
first. The other four got over the shock when their lives 
were threatened. She pulled out her daggers and turned 
them into throwing knifes mid-air. The last two were 
almost out of the clearing when she incinerated them.

Margo knew that this would not be the end of it. She had 
to lay low for a while. She changed her appearance several 
times and took several different modes of transportation 
on her way home. It was the only place they couldn’t find.

The next couple of weeks she spent in constant de-
liberation and testing. The amulet seemed to give or 
unlock the ability to copy any power someone used 
on her. After the five mercenaries, there were no oth-
er volunteers eager to take her on, so the bounty was 
lifted. Then she prowled underground, testing her 
power on demons. She learned that she could absorb 
both offensive and defensive powers, and that she 
could only use them if she was wearing the amulet.

Margo was also having fun collecting powers. She killed 
anyone she collected from since she kept their powers 
even after they died. The power was draining, it required 
a lot of concentration, so she couldn’t use it often. The 
good thing was the powers didn’t affect her sanity, so 
she had no problem getting them from both demons 
and witches. She could allow herself to be picky. She 
stalked her victims for days, learned their routine so 
that she could catch them alone and unprepared, then 
tricked them, forced them, or even paid  them to use 
their power on her. The bodies, when there were any, 
were becoming easier and easier to hide. Margo intend-
ed on keeping her power a secret for as long as possible. 
She used more elaborate disguises, and when she copied 
the power from a shifter, she could go after a particular-
ly powerful demon. She shifted into one of his hench-
men and requested a meeting alone. After that, she 
spent all day trying to turn an ashtray into a guinea pig.
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by Jim King

PART II

Communicating was getting worse, 
some parts of the city still had work-
ing cell towers so mobiles worked, 
other parts had a radio repeater 
that still survived so the police radi-
os could be used. Some areas were 
completely cut off, those were of-
ten the most dangerous since the 
more damaged areas were where 
most of the supers were to be found.
Still it’s not like there were enough 
us to provide backup but we had 
enough organisation to keep go-
ing. Some local volunteers had been 
coming forward to join us, plus the 
reinforcements from the emergen-
cy services outside the city who had 
been arriving in groups. They start-
ed coming in Wednesday, they were 

pouring in yesterday. Odd but I don’t 
remember seeing any new faces this 
morning at the briefing, maybe they 
were briefed somewhere else, let’s 
face it anyone arriving new to all of 
this would need one hell of a briefing.
So anyway we had some 4X4, trucks 
and heavy equipment like JCBs along 
with people that could drive them. 
Fuel wasn’t a problem, no one was 
looting it with no vehicles and it’s 
strange but ask a dozen coppers how 
to jack a petrol station and two of 
them will know. On account of having 
investigated said crimes, obviously.
Our food and water was more of a con-
cern, what with all the extra mouths to 
feed but we had been made one of the 
contact points so what supplies made 
it in came to us to be distributed.
As I patrolled I checked any houses 
that looked occupied, just to make 

sure people were ok. A lot of hous-
es round here had people living in 
them not the owners, but the owners 
were probably living in some other 
empty house for shelter. Hell may-
be they were squatting each other’s 
houses, things were that strange.
“FREEZE. HANDS IN THE AIR!”
I froze, the shout had come from 
off to one side. I glanced that way 
and saw a pair of figures rise from 
behind a wrecked car. Squad-
dies. Hey the army has arrived, 
we’re saved. I turned towards 
them then stopped when both 
raised their rifles and took aim.
“Whoa guys, easy with the ri-
fles. I’m police. Foot patrol.”
They glanced at each oth-
er then back to me. “Prove it.”
Ruddy hell, these two were armed, 
dangerous and wet behind the ears. 
If they didn’t shoot me I was going to 
find their Sergeant and have words.
“You young gentlemen see 
the uniform, do you see 
the hat, the badges. Police”
The older of the two, by maybe a 
whole two years, lowered his rifle 
and the other followed. “Sorry, don’t 
know what is going on here, you could 
have been one of them infected.”
I laughed. “Do I look like a super, 
you see me flying or any such?”
They glanced at each other then 
back to me. “Look, we’re sor-
ry but we don’t know what an 
infec … A super looks like, we 
were told to keep our eyes open.
Even worse, what bloody idiot sent 
these puppies in here armed and 
didn’t bother telling them what 
was going on. “You two got an of-
ficer around here somewhere?”
It turned out they did and they 
led me to meet him. Two army 
trucks, an army land rover and 
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some sort of eight wheeled troop 
carrier with a light turret. Plus a 
dozen squaddies and one fresh 
lieutenant standing next to a field 
radio shouting into the headset.
“Afternoon. Nice to 
see the army at last.”
Everyone looked my way. The of-
ficer spoke first to do that whole 
take control of the situation thing 
they still teach. “Who would you be 
and what are you doing here, this 
area is under military jurisdiction.”
I stomped to attention and saluted 
just to prove I was more of a sol-
dier than he was, proper parade 
ground stomp and all. “Special 
Constable Cullen Sir. Duty patrol 
constable for this area. Wasn’t told 
the military were taking over, Sir!”
He looked me up and down, dusty 
and dirty, a uniform that had been 
slept in three times now. The sneer 
was obvious. “Aren’t you a little old 
to be a Constable, you look like one 
of those refugees in the camps.”
“Part time job to eke out the pen-
sion sir, you know how things are, 
hard to make ends meet on a six-
teen year NCO’s pension.” From 
the Para’s as it happens so I wasn’t 
going to take any crap from a 
squeaky new light infantry flower. 
Before we could exchange any more 
in the way of comments the radio 
burst into life, he had other pairs of 
squaddies posted and one lot had just 
seen five people in bizarre costumes 
break into the building society at the 
other end of this road. Were they in-
fected? The flow... erm officer want-
ed to know. Seems likely, given that 
one of them tore the security bars 
out of the wall and then smashed a 
hole in the wall with his bare hands.
The officer called to his men and set 
off at a run, everyone apart from the 

vehicle drivers followed and I decided 
to jog after them. No idea why, it just 
seemed like a good idea at the time.
On foot we made good time, just 
a few minutes to reach the pair on 
guard opposite the building soci-
ety. This was not a good spot for 
a fire fight, the hotel next to us was 
full, the staff had stayed put and 
we had sent a lot of refugees here 
and put them in the empty rooms. 
Maybe thirty families and anoth-
er twenty or so singles plus the staff.
“Lieutenant we need to move, 
this hotel is full of people.”
He didn’t get a chance to reply, a 
brightly dressed figure stepped out of 
the wreckage that was the front of the 
building society and came face to face 
with the soldiers. The man, Cauca-
sian, mid-forties, balding, bad dress 
sense, was startled then raised both his 
arms and suddenly some sort of blue 
glow flared to life around his hands.
Several of the soldiers didn’t bother 
with that whole halt and surrender 
stuff, they just opened fire and multiple 
hits threw the corpse backwards with 
bright red added to the blues, greens 
and yellows that he was wearing.
There was a sudden pause then 
something like a flamethrower fired 
from inside the building. Three of 
the squaddies went up like torches, 
ammo cooking off in the few seconds 
that they danced before they col-
lapsed into ash and shattered bones.
Jesus. No one deserves to go that 
way. The other soldiers dropped 
into cover and opened fire into the 
building. The fire man came into 
sight, a human shaped ball of fire, 
anything fired at him had no effect 
and he breathed another jet of flame 
that killed two more squaddies.
No way I could do anything here, 
breathing fire, not unless there 

was one hell of a fire extin-
guisher round here somewhere. 
Then another figure came out of the 
building and I saw bullets bounce 
off this one, he was crudely human-
oid and looked like he was made 
of stone. Hiding behind him came 
another man and a woman, well girl 
really. Both hiding behind his stone 
like bulk. The girl peered round her 
stone guard and another soldier 
died, not a mark on him, stone dead.
I ran for it, ducking behind the 
closest cars to keep out of sight.
The firing stopped and I paused 
behind the nearest car and took a 
careful look back at the scene of the 
fight. The four supers were walk-
ing across the wreckage strewn 
street, no sign of any of the soldiers.
Then lighting flashed down from 
the sky striking the stone one 
and the man behind him. The 
stone man was undamaged but 
the human was cooked alive, his 
dead body thrown a good ten 
feet to lie twitching in the rubble.
The other three all turned to face off 
against four new arrivals, two flying 
and two on the ground. They imme-
diately attacked the new group and 
the street was torn apart by strange 
energies and a stone man throw-
ing wrecked cars at the flying pair.
The girl did her thing and one of 
the flying supers just dropped dead 
and fell to earth, the other flyer 
ducked behind the closest roof. 
One of the men on the ground 
shouted something, it was a word-
less sound and every window still 
with glass in it shattered, The stone 
man stopped then shuddered as 
deep cracks appeared all over his 
body, then he seemed to fall apart.
The flaming man and death girl 
turned and ran into the clos-
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est building for cover. The hotel. 
They ran into the bloody hotel!
Both ground supers went after 
them and the flying one reap-
peared and flew into one of the 
third floor windows. A great gout 
of flame erupted out of half the 
ground floor windows and screams 
began. There was a flare of elec-
tric blue white light from some-
where inside then more screaming, 
half the ground floor was now in 
flames and the fire was licking at 
the next floor’s windows in seconds.
More shouting and crashing then 
something smashed most of the 
top floor and the roof sagged and 
collapsed. More lightning on the 
first floor, children screaming and 
a burst of fire that engulfed the 
second and third floors in fire. An 
explosion, the whole building was 
collapsing. Every window was full 
of flames, the screams were faint-
er and deep inside, trapped, help-
less, hopeless. Part of the hotel col-
lapsed into burning rubble, even 
the bricks seemed to be burning.
The flying super burst out of an 
upper floor window just as the 
rest of the building collapsed. 
I ducked, the heat crinkled my 
hair even at this distance and 
I couldn’t look at the flames.
 A few seconds, a few minutes, I 
don’t know which. I peered over 
the car again. The screaming had 
stopped, the hotel was a vast pile 
of burning rubble spread across 
half the street and the build-
ings either side were in flames.
Nothing was moving.
I stood up and slowly walked to-
ward the flames. I don’t know 
why, I just walked. I’ve been in 
fire fights, seen men die and nev-
er been like this, I was cold, 

stone cold, moving like a machine.
Movement, in the dust and rubble. 
A figure, trying to sit up. The flying 
super, still alive. As I walked clos-
er I could see that his left leg was 
broken, the knee bent at an angle it 
wasn’t supposed to reach. He was 
crying in pain and didn’t see me.
Just before I reached him I stopped 
by the squaddie that had been killed 
by death girl. He had died so fast 
he hadn’t gotten off a shot; I picked 
up his assault rifle and checked the 
magazine was full. I slowly and me-
thodically took three more full mags 
from his webbing and slid them into 
the pockets of my high viz police 
jacket. The bodies of the other sol-
diers were all burned or smashed, 
only this one had intact equipment.
Then I walked the last few 
steps to the downed super.
The sound of me pulling back the 
locking handle was loud, that loud 
and unmistakable clack easily 
heard over the sound of the flames.
The man at my feet looked up, star-
tled, his eyes wide, shockingly white 
against the black mask that cov-
ered his upper face. He tried to drag 
himself away from me but he was 
too badly hurt, one broken leg from 
that last fall and by the look of it his 
right arm was dislocated or badly 
sprained and not working. Then he 
lifted his working arm and pointed 
the fingers at me, nothing happened 
and he suddenly looked terrified.
I lifted the barrel of the assault ri-
fle, settling my point of aim in the 
middle of his face, that silly look-
ing black mask smeared with dust 
and ash. He still held his one good 
arm out, his hand palm out towards 
me as if he could stop the bullets.
“No” he said, “You can’t shoot me.”
I looked down at him, my voice as cold 

as it had been those long years ago 
in the jungle when I looked into the 
face of the boy that had just thrown a 
grenade at my best friend and blown 
both his legs off. “That building 
was full of people you sack of shit.”
“No, they were just in the way. 
We had to stop the villains; 
they would have got away if 
we hadn’t gone in after them.”
My knuckles must have been white, 
so hard was my grip on my rifle. 
“How many people did you kill?”
“Please, PLEASE. I’m a Su-
perhero, you can’t kill me.”
“I’m a copper, yes I bloody can.”
Full auto is just like a buzz, a loud 
buzz, bucking and fighting against 
my grip. A loud buzz and then a 
clack as I shot the magazine dry. 
The black mask was gone and so 
was most of the head behind it.
I looked down at the corpse. Supers, 
that’s what everyone called them 
apart from the official reports, but 
maybe the reports were right. Infect-
ed, they were infected alright. They 
were all mad, like dogs, mad dogs. 
What did you do to a rabid dog?
I swapped out the empty magazine 
for full one, two full magazines in 
my pockets and one loaded. I would 
need to be more careful, there were 
hundreds of these supers around, 
I had to make my ammo go a long 
way if I was going to get them allc.
The sound of fighting came from 
several streets away, the crash of a 
building being destroyed, shouts 
and some sort of weapons fire. With 
the rifle at the ready I started jogging 
towards the sound, eyes alert for 
movement or any sign of an ambush.
Another day bringing law and 
order to the streets of this city.



Foxworthy sat on the thinly padded bed that occupied his jail cell on death row. 
He held his head between his hands with elbows resting upon his knees. The 
middle aged man uttered a groan of distress. Then with a mutter he whispered,
“How my heart aches because of what I’ve done.” A moment lat-
er a tall thin man with a hooked nose appeared at the door to his 
cell. Smoothing back his sparse black hair he introduced himself.
“You are Foxworthy?” He began,  “Yes of  course 
you are;  I  am cal led Comforter;  i t  is  t ime.”
“Comforter are you?” Foxworthy responded with a grim smile . 
“Can you comfort  me for the l i t t le  girl’s  l i fe  I’ve taken?”
The Comforter replied in a level voice without emotion saying, “If 
you truly regret you’ll be set free.” His face was devoid of expression.
“Sure I will.” Foxworthy chuckled under his breath as he rose to his 
feet. “Just like that fella last week, he’s free now isn’t he and burned to 
a crisp.” With that the Comforter opened the cell door, without a word 
and the condemned man stepped out of his cell to stand beside him. 
The cold, white, sterile hallway that led to the execution chamber lay before him. 
In the distance at both ends of the hall stood armed guards their pistols at the ready.
“You know Comforter,” Foxworthy whispered in a low voice. leaning to-
ward the tall man who stood nearly a foot taller than himself, “I do regret 
what I’ve done, I truly do. When I close my eyes she’s there. Wherever my 
thoughts turn she’s standing right next to them. And all I can see is her eyes ask-
ing me why, why, why?” A few moments passed and again the Comforter spoke.
“ I  t o l d  y o u ,  i f  y o u  t r u l y  r e g r e t  y o u ’ l l  b e  s e t  f r e e . ”
“ D o  y o u  t h i n k  s o ? ”  T h e  m i d d l e  a g e d  m a n  a s k e d  h e s i t a n t l y .
“ F o r  a  c e r t a i n t y . ”  T h e  t a l l  m a n  r e p l i e d  c o m f o r t i n g l y .
As they started to walk down the long hall toward the death chamber the 
Comforter began to explain to Foxworthy that a new law had been enact-

ed that allowed the immediate relatives of the victim to participate in the ex-
ecution. In his case it meant that the murdered girl’s parents would be there.
Again a bitter remorseful feeling welled up within him and Foxworthy groaned. 
Psychiatrists had offered a dozen explanations in convoluted terms trying to 
make sense of his actions but it made no difference to the condemned man.
 “I know I’m responsible,” Foxworthy’s voice trembled as his vision clouded over, “I 
killed her, I have no excuse.” Again his mind’s eye betrayed him as it had done since the 
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moment of his crime and the child’s face danced be-
fore him, the dark hair, the equally dark eyes, the 
expression of trust, the smile of friendship. Over-
whelmed by the image Foxworthy felt an unbearable 
ache from deep within and breathed out the words, 
“I so regret what I’ve done.” Then for 
a third time the Comforter, in the same 
emotionless manner as before replied,
“If you truly regret you’ll be set free.”
“I know, Foxworthy added with a sad smile, “I know.”
With that they arrived at a large reinforced door 
where a burly sentinel stood silently. Before entering 
the Comforter added these last words, “If the par-
ents choose to forgive you they’ll have one minute in 
which to do so.” With that the large door swung wide 
and they entered into a chamber that was brightly lit.
To Foxworthy’s left against the wall stood 
the parents of the murdered child. The moth-
er held a white handkerchief with which she 
dabbed at her tear filled eyes. The father stood 
at her side, his face like stone and unmoving.
Above the couple was a large scissor like switch, 
which when thrown, would complete the circuit 
to the ominous chair that sat directly before him. 
Mounted atop the switch was a large clock which was 
set for only one minute, its increments in seconds.
Two guards, one on each side of the condemned 
man took his arms and led him to the electric 
chair. The distinct scent of seared flesh lingered 
in the room and Foxworthy began to feel a chok-
ing sensation in his throat. It would be over soon.
The prison guards seated him and quick-
ly began to draw snug the various straps 
tight, one around the abdomen, two around 
the legs, and lastly one around the neck.
A strange panic began to creep up within him as the 
electrical connections were made to his body. Did 
she feel this same way, before he took her life? What 
right did he have? Why did he do it? He asked him-
self every moment that he breathed. Suddenly the 
doomed man felt something wet upon his cheeks and 
found he was crying; tears slid freely down his cheeks.
     The Comforter stood approximately five pac-
es before him his face still as devoid of emotion as 
when he had come to Foxworthy’s cell. All was now 
in readiness as the guards stepped back in unison.
“Is there anything you would like to say?” The 

Comforter asked. Unable to move Foxworthy 
turned his eyes toward the dead girl’s parents.
“I’m sorry,” He whispered, his voice so low that 
it could barely be heard. “I’m so sorry. I tru-
ly regret what I’ve done.” The Comforter leaned 
toward him and in a clear low voice said, “If 
you truly regret, you’ll be set free.” And for the 
first time Foxworthy saw him smile. Foxwor-
thy closed his eyes to wait for the inevitable.
Turning quickly to the parents the Com-
forter said loudly, “If you choose to forgive 
this man you have one minute,  BEGIN!” 
The large clock above the couple began to move, 
counting down the last moments of Foxworthy’s life.
Forty five seconds, thirty seconds, the dead child’s 
mother wrung her hands together, tears now running 
in rivulets down her face. Twenty seconds, fifteen sec-
onds, the father stood as still as stone, the mother began 
to sob. Ten seconds, five seconds, the mother cried out,
“I forgive you!  I forgive you!” 
Three seconds, one second, 
“BUT I DON’T!” The father bellowed, and with a 
sweep of his arm he threw the switch. Instantly the 
lights dimmed, and Foxworthy let out a piercing shriek.
Ten seconds later the lights winked to fullness 
once more and the chamber fell silent as the par-
ents were whisked by the guards through a rear 
door, the latch of which closed with a solitary click.
After several moments the Comforter moved in 
close to the dead man inclining his ear, listen-
ing. Seconds passed, then several more. Sud-
denly there was a voice, a very small voice.
“I’m still alive. I’m still alive!” Foxworthy’s 
eyes fluttered open. The Comforter stood before 
him and he smiled. “I told you if you truly regret 
you’ll be set free.”
 “B-but, but what 
about that guy last week, 
the one who fried?”
For a third and final 
time the Comforter 
smiled and answered, 
“There’s no power to 
this chair . . . never has 
been.” With that he be-
gan to loosen the straps.
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The Day the Other 

Humans Came: 
Chapter One:

By Brad James

  It was one of those cold spring days 
where it’s too cold for just a t-shirt, too hot for a 
jumper. The sort of morning where rain lingers 
invisibly in every breath of air, hopping around in 
every inch of grey sky, a weird sixth sense torment-
ing pedestrians before it fell and lent even more 
stress to the bent figures of the working classes. An-
noying here and there weather, like this town, my 
life, the world ... the day the other humans came.

  I stood at the bus stop, facing the town 
hall, dwarfed by its monstrous mausoleum-like fa-
cade. A governmental tomb, housing undead bu-
reaucrats who’d be incinerated by one shred of 
sunlight and reality, dumped on nature, concrete 
breezeblock on steroids and nature had to bear that 
blemish. I adjusted the hoodie draped over the nook 
of my arm, thumbing the blue fabric, toying with 
the idea of chucking it over my shoulders, keeping 
it unzipped. Wincing slightly at an ache like spite-
ful knuckles, grinding into my back, shoulders and 
neck, remembering to smack a drum in my brain 
to jolt mind and nerves, both consequences of be-
ing struck by lightning, White Lightning Cider. The 
delayed bus was doing its best to extend my mis-

ery, so forgive me if I didn’t notice immediately.

  Rearing its head over the steady flow 
of traffic, off centre and due south, no more than 
a 100 yards away down the road, a, rip, broke the 
iron grey sky. The bottom of the black gash flapped 
aimlessly in an artificial wind, defying a course set 
by the true wind, before depositing itself without a 
care into the rest of reality next to an old ash tree, 
there oddity upped the ante! A black shape dropped 
from the gaping wound, before the rend vanished, 
doing itself up like the zip on my battered old 501’s. 
Everything grew much colder. Like waiting at a bus 
stop in Antarctica, even time froze, as though my 
body was under the strain of extreme hypothermia. 
The spit in the back of my throat became ice in a 
shorter space than I could blink. I coughed heav-
ily against it, eyes streaming, it’s like I’ve eaten a 
chilli, I thought in anguish, drawing looks from 
other people at the bus stop. Dignity misplaced like 
your phone after a drunken night out, I straight-
ened and left the bus stop to approach the shud-
dering black mass on the floor. A couple of kids on 
BMX’s had noticed the indeterminate shape now 
too, crows with wheels instead of wings, forming 
a customary throng, seconds away from snatching 
the nearest plethora of sticks and poking like pis-
tons in unison, powering an engine of curiosity.

  They dispersed like rats at my ap-
proach, ostensibly gone but still lingering in the 
eaves for the opportunity to come back once I’d 
left. Despite my heart wanting to race away at warp 
speed towards the trembling mess, involuntarily 
caution had turned my trainers to concrete! Pull-
ing one foot after another free of the pavement, 
sent pulses up my tender spine, giggling imps rac-
ing up and down, lunging knees inside my skull. 
Eventually managing to tear up stone, reaching the 
...  figure? Yeah, there was no mistaking it, a fig-
ure was laying before me, on the ground, dressed 
in what looked like a black boiler suit, a man, 
shaking like the last autumn leaf on a tree branch.

  Instinct shoved my hand out before 
decision could debate the pros and cons, which his 
sinewy, large hand clasped eagerly. As I yanked 
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him upright, I studied the clothes he wore, like a 
sophisticated onesie, perfectly tailored by some re-
ject from Saville Row. A gust of shocked wind raced 
past, hastily hoisting up the rent in reality like an 
embarrassed person who’s trousers had come loose 
in public. The blackness in my head was so vivid I’d 
already begun to forget it, watching the man’s tuft 
of brown hair, making it appear like an organism 
striving for dominance above a face of strong cheek-
bones, square jaw, long nose and large bow-shaped 
mouth. That void still lingered in the black of his 
eyes, didn’t matter about the sky blue surround-
ing his pupils, “thank you …  I believe that is what 
you say here?” He said in a voice as stony as the 
concrete, as officious as the bureaucrat tomb down 
the road, what kind of accent has he got? I couldn’t 
help but wonder, compelled to tug him away, be-
fore the words “I require some time to recuperate 
in your domiciliary, you refer to them as houses or 
flats, right?” The metallic voice inquired. So do I, I 
thought, as pavement, road, traffic light, pedestri-
an and car retreated into one slurry of confusion, 
how a Tory MP sees us no doubt… so the fuck do I!

Opening Berthier’s Door
By Pete Sutton

Yes I’m night folk, don’t be afraid. Yes my teeth are 
sharp and I am a little hairier than you but don’t 
worry, I’m not going to bite. You’ve gotten lost ha-
ven’t you? Been exploring have you? ‘Doors Open 
Day’ is it? Been invited into the vast catacombs of 
labyrinthine networks lying under the city? Don’t 
mind me, I only live here. Bet you want me to show 
you the way out don’t you? Every year it’s the same, 
always one of you day folk wanders off the path; 
gets lost down here and we have to show them the 
way out. Let me tell you about last year. She was a 
right royal pain. Yeah I’ll take you out of here, just 
listen and follow me.
I’m no good at day folk ages but I’d say she was too 
young to vote but old enough to know better than 
wander off by herself. I found her sobbing away 
whilst I was looking for track rabbits. What do you 
mean what are track rabbits? Look you can’t stop 
me every time you don’t understand something, it’ll 
put me off. I’ll have to start again. You have the in-
ternet, look it up when you get back if you’re that 
interested. I’ll start again.
So there I was, out hunting, when I heard this snif-
fling and sobbing, a right wailing and caterwauling, 
proper full on tears of despair. I approached all cau-
tious like on my tiptoes, I can be quiet even though 
I’m a big feller. You didn’t hear me coming up be-
hind you did you? Anyway so there I was all sneaky 
like and she stops crying just like turning off a tap. 
She gave a great sniff and then said “Who’s there?” 
Well I tell you I was surprised. Been out hunting in 
the parks and subways and in the deep dark places 
and I ain’t never been spotted by one of you folk 
before.
“Don’t be frightened” I said, just like when I ap-
proached you. Didn’t do no good then either. She 
jumped to her feet, her bosom heaving, eyes wide 
open but I know you day folk can’t see well down 
here.
“I ain’t going to hurt ya” I says. Well no, I didn’t 
know that’s what they always say on films. Not a 
great amount of cinemas down here is there. Any-
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way hush now, no more interrupting.
“I’m not afraid” she says, bold as brass. “Who are 
you?” 
Well now, we didn’t discuss names did we? Anyhow 
us night folk had names once but have traded them 
in for monikers. Labels if you like. The other folk 
know me as Two-Coats. Yeah, I may tell you about 
that later. 
“You can call me Two Coats” I says “And what can 
I call you?”
“I am Monica Llewellyn” She says and I guess it’s 
important to have two names, as above so below, 
they say. Who? They, They, haven’t you heard of 
Them?
“Lost are ya?” I says, already knowing the answer
“I’m not lost, I’ve just misplaced the exit,” she says
“Well let me show you the way” I says, yeah I do do 
it for charitable reasons, also because we don’t want 
the boys in blue in numbers down here do we? 

“Thank you ever so much” she said and that should 
have been my second warning, no-one says that do 
they? ‘ever so much’. That’s gone through polite 
and out the other side that has.
“This way then miss” I says and start off but oh no 
she’s not ready to go is she, she wants to make sure 
her shoes are OK and other stuff. Wants to make 
sure that she’s in control. Wants to preach to me.
Then she says “Let me tell you about how I came 
to be here” and boy was that a tale I had no inter-
est in. I was just hoping to show her the door you 
know. But it got worse. “Jesus showed me the way,” 
she said later, that shows you. Showed me too, try 
to be a good Samaritan and end up with a sermon. 
Wonder if the good Samaritan was at the sermon. 
Not sure of my Bible to be honest. 
“Do you live here” She asked me and “don’t you 
have anywhere to go in the city, where they’ll look 
after you?” (see it’s Them) and “Jesus can show 
you the way” and a whole bunch of other stuff that 
I can’t be bothered to repeat.
Anyway she was so sanctimonious, so sure that I 
needed saving that I decided that I’d take her the 
long route. It’s a maze of stairs and corridors and 
slopes and steps and twists and turns. Eventually 
we came out in the 3rd arrondissement and as she 
stepped out into the city I quickly waved her good-
bye and closed the door. Well no, I won’t do that 
to you, apart from interrupting me you’ve been 
OK. Yes the 3rd arrondissement is in Paris. Yes I 
know as the crow flies that’s quite a long way from 
Bristol but we ain’t crows, we weren’t flyin’ and 
us night folk know a bit about how to get from one 
place to another using short cuts. Yes it’s possible, 
don’t diss me. Yes I suppose it could be seen as a 
cautionary tale but you know I didn’t kill and eat 
her, although I am always powerful hungry, so 
that’s OK isn’t it? 
Anyhow this is your stop, the Clifton Rocks Rail-
way. What’s that? You came in here in Redcliffe 
caves? You never heard that the caves stretch all 
the way up Whiteladies road? Like I said, we know 
short cuts. Just be glad you don’t have to practise 
your French. Out you go and be careful, some of 
the night folk ain’t as nice as old Two Coats. Hope I 
won’t be seeing ya. 
Farewell.
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Hungry Box
by

Jeff Durkin

The sign
YARD SALE

bright red letters
printed

with thick marker ink

The house
old peeling painted wood

uncut grass
dark dirty windows
cracked brick porch

Looking for nothing in particular
but something

an itch in the back of the brain
the need to add another item

to the nest

A standing mirror
old wood pulling apart

see yourself in the dusty glass
curly black hair bright blue eyes

full red lips

No
enough mirrors

at home
enough to reflect

every facet of vanity

Keep looking for that special thing
the item

to scratch
the
itch

It sits nestled between a pile of 
clothing

tee-shirt with peeling Smurf decal on 
top

“Have a Smurfy Day!”
and a television that was new

in 1973

Look around
good no one sees you looking at it

where it sits
like a lion

waiting for a gazelle

Go closer
stare at the wood

black with age
like some thing

from a prehistoric swamp

 
Did it move

did it surge towards you
no

it is just a box
black with age

The dark wood is held together
iron bands

covered in rust
pitted with age

gripping the past tightly

Run your hand over the wood
it feels moist

smells like old dust and
dark basements

imaginary monsters in the shadow 
corners

Is that a static shock you feel
the tingle ant crawling 

up your arm
spreading 

through your body

No
it can’t be

because this is just
a box

black with age

The lid
closed
locked

lock rusted
but strong

Can I help you
creaking voice from behind

a woman
face cracked and wrinkled

black with age

What’s in this
tap the solid wood

odd that it feels damp
tears for decrepit

years past and faded

Oh, that old thing
you don’t want that

too old for a young woman like you
just not your

thing

I just want to see
inside

check the integrity
look for mould

inside
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The woman smiles
of course dear
the customer is

always
right

Key in the pocket
in the hand
in the lock

turning in the lock
slowly

Dry click dry clack
tumblers falling into place

a sigh of air escaping
from the box

black with age

The odour is old
ossuary smell of bones

flesh dust
dry warm smells

caught in the wind

Are you sure dear
the old woman
holding the key
holding the box
black with age

Nod
but are you sure

do you want to see
is it better to leave the past

in the past

The lid opens
a sound escapes

a sigh
like a contented lover

like a man’s death rattle

Inside
so dark

the years fall away
into the limitless blackness

crushed by time

The darkness is a thing
it is a weight that presses the heart

envelopes the soul
a cold breath

that freezes the lungs

A last sound escapes
from your lips

a sigh
like a contented lover

like a man’s death rattle

The old woman closes the lid
she is alone

she is no longer old
the box is a little blacker

a little more rusted

The old (now young) woman
brushes a lock of sun gold hair

from her unlined forehead
and smiles

with full red lips
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By Valery Riddle

Were she to fall down into my arms, 
I would be less surprised. The wom-
an was staring at me blindly, as only 
the sighted can. In this look there 
was the depth of time, to dive in 
and drown. She was looking - no-
where - and seeing - nothing. These 
eyes pierce, leak into a man, seeing 

everything that is dead and alive in 
him, the skeleton of every deceased 
hope, hidden in human conscious-
ness, every drop of bile that we add to 
our goblet of guilt, or someone else’s.
The piece of rock that one dared not 
call a wall, created for me the shel-
ter that any creature subconsciously 
searches for. The woman was stand-
ing in the open, oblivious to danger; 

the traces of tears on her cheeks 
disclosed the loss the war had made 
her go through. The present was 
fading away in her mind like back-
drops in the darkness of a scene - she 
was beyond fear and peril. Prophets 
stand like this before death, and the 
stone-hearted executioners sim-
ply shrug - let the hopeless joke. 
They can’t make up for lost time. 
She was no prophet. Her expres-
sion betrayed all the dreams that 
had been lost or caught like but-
terflies, and in breaking out of the 
net losing pollen off their wings, 
dashing at obstacles. She still wants 
to fly. She looks at me as if I were 
her God, not the Creator but the 
Saviour. I am her God, I will give 
her the helping hand, nobody 
can dispute this right of mine.
Where does such desire to sacrifice 
oneself come from, making humans 
forget about their own safety for the 
sake of another? Why don’t the birds 
live on the ground, stable and solid? 
Why do humans lay down their lives 
for others and still kill and torment 
all the living things around them?
The bullets tore the sleeve of my 
coat; I realized I was holding the 
skinny body, and her hands were 
convulsively grasping at my sweat-
er, her nails were bluish - the hun-
ger, shining through every vein.
She wasn’t a prophet. She cried, 
denying death, but the stones un-
der our feet were crying harder, 
in pain, in blood, sinking their 
shards into the last threads of life. 
They kept a secret, unknown to 
men, but it was being torn from 
them, forcefully, by digging un-
der the very skin of the pavement. 
We were far away. The moments 
were flying past us like the cars 
of a goods train. Go on, then. 
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There is loneliness waiting ahead.
All it cost us to get to a shelter were 
the tatters of my sleeve and the 
torn hem of the woman’s dress. She 
didn’t try to pull the fabric togeth-
er with her numb fingers. Death 
knows no shame. It knows no lust, 
either. A long time ago it had got to 
know equality, and that was enough.
The coat quickly moved from my 
shoulders onto the woman’s, and 
the silence sat with us, sometimes 
hiding in fear from the cannonade, 
coming from around the corner. It 
wasn’t scared of us - I was soundless-
ly digging through my bag, search-
ing for bread, and my unexpected 
companion was looking down with 
livelier, if not completely sane eyes.

The animals escape the city where the 
disease rules. They feel the line that 
separates them from the dead stones 
under their paws. There is no point 
in searching for what cannot be lost. 
I seek to get away from the sal-
amander, lusting for blood and 
destruction, burning everything 
down. It doesn’t live, it grows on 
the fertile soil of human corpses. 
War - all that I hate in the world has 
gathered in this scourging word, 
crawling in the shade of the crowd 

and rearing up at the sight of victims.
Me, the saviour of human lives from 
the depths of blight - I cannot stand 
the cries of those closed up eyelids, 
that beg me for salvation. Standing 
opposite the maw that swallows all 
that is tiny and helpless, I know just 
one thought pulsing in my mind - 
he who sees, wins. If the enemy’s 
weakness surfaces the ocean of their 
actions, entangle it with the net of 
one’s gaze is the only right step to the 
victory. I know the weakness, and 
I can prevail over my enemy. I will 
tear anyone out of this maw, who 
I can reach with a smile, that has 
cost me my blood and shouting. For 
while my lips can move, I shall fight.
The woman hadn’t said a word. All 
I could get from her were cries and 
quiet weeping. The sea will not dry 
out even under the flaming sun, I kept 
telling myself while we made our way 
through the streets that like to hide 
people in their cloaks from the press-
ing eye of the crowd. But the sun stub-
bornly didn’t wish to leave its clouds, 
deaf to all pleas. It wasn’t the time.

I realized that I don’t know her name. 
In the connection that had tied us to-
gether with its chords, the most im-
portant one was missing. The face was 
already familiar and still strange, bare-
ly bordering the horizon of knowing. 
The woman said nothing while we 
were making our way through the 
blackthorn of dead buildings. The 
war was searching for our weaknesses 
- cruelly and accurately - and found 
them - neatly and bitterly. In the de-
ceased city there was just the pride; 
crows wearing black mourning suits 
dug up the obstructions with grand 
concentration to arrange a splendid 
wake for the dead. There was the 
best music for it - either the light 

rustle of a cloth on the nearest post 
or the victorious roar from afar.
The sky wasn’t weeping anymore, it 
had run out of tears. Pain-stricken, it 
just looked down on us and suffered.
We had nowhere to go, we were 
alone in the world, and the sala-
mander of war couldn’t wait to feast 
on our bodies. It will die of bore-
dom - soon there will be nothing 
to nurture it. On the other side, it’s 
not that important, it will have ac-
complished its mission. The Uni-
verse cannot exist without it. This 
beast has something to be proud of. 
There will be no treasure that peo-
ple naively keep at home consider-
ing it to be real, there will nothing 
of what is thought to be eternal 
and because of that never saved. 
The temple will collapse, the one 
that has long since overgrown with 
centuries-old grass and doesn’t re-
member a single prayer under its 
dome. And the sky will finally weep 
for the lost beauty of its daughter.

The night was playing with me, first 
letting me look behind its theatre 
curtains to see the plays of unreal 
but so desirable future, then keep-
ing me in its sharp gentle claws 
between dreams and reality, teas-
ing with bright scratches through 
my mind. I am not its lover, I wel-
come mornings with more happi-
ness than the fatal and seductive 
beauty of nights. The night answers 
with the same lack of affection, feel-
ing its supremacy. When I finally 
untangled myself from its sharp 
embrace, the darkness was pre-
paring another nasty trap for me.
My companion disappeared with-
out saying a word while I was fight-
ing for my sleep. A sequence of 
terrible images rushed through my 



PAGE 52

mind until I finally made myself 
calm down and gather my thoughts. 
We were connected just by several 
days, I reminded myself. By sev-
eral days and an unknown name. 
Maybe she couldn’t remember it 
anymore, but I wanted to, I de-
sired to know it, so that the woman 
wouldn’t die for this world forever.
I survived what the sea feels during 
the storm, accepting every slap 
from the roaring wind. This is how 
an artist, searching for inspiration, 
pours the whole range of colours 
onto the canvas. Red mixes with 
blue, anxiety and fear become a sin-
gle unity, burning an unfathomable 
emptiness inside one’s chest, that is 
about to devour all the problems 
that have become insignificant. Just 
one thing is important for the rag-
ing sea. Just one. And the distances 
it covers to reach its goal are mea-
sured in centuries. There is no ob-
stacle big enough to be compared 
to the madness, possessing it on its 
way. And there is nothing more sa-
cred for it than to wash the steps of 
the temple where its bride sleeps.
The ruins of a house became this 
temple for me. Its depths kept what I 
had been searching for, but for how 
long? I had grown old and died and 
was born again to face new worries.
The woman was grasping at the 
most valuable thing ever created 
by nature, refusing to share it with 
the world for any price offered. My 
reflection in her eyes seemed some-
thing unnaturally strange and hos-
tile, reaching out to steal and tear, 
fray out to shreds this tiny, barely 
alive creature in the woman’s hands 
without leaving her a scrap. She 
didn’t seem to recognize me, pro-
tecting this - not hers, someone 
else’s - child. She was somebody to 

me in the evening but the night de-
voured all the trust that had ever been 
in these eyes. The shadow of the sala-
mander was hissing behind my back, 
reminding of itself with a deafening 
cackle, and I clenched my teeth, not 
yielding to it, but deep within me 
a flower of maddening light hap-
piness was growing, the happiness 
that rushes forward, oblivious of the 
consequences. The bliss in which 
nothing exists but me, her and the 
tiny sleeping creature in our arms.
Today’s sun had finally come up.

What can the happiness, lit in the eyes 
of a child, do to this world? The flow-
ers that grow on the graves of those 
killed by the war know the answer. 
They guard it, giving only small hints 
to those who see that those who hear. 
They embrace the stones in hope 
that those can understand them, 
but the stones have other secrets.
By saving the children we are saving 
ourselves. By saving ourselves we are 
saving the world. We give the world 
to the children. Life will never stop 
unless we want it to. The war will 
never win if the world rises against it.
The child, still a baby, wasn’t paying 
me any attention, busy with his own 
important business, giving me the op-
portunity to watch him. He embodied 
everything I had never had - hope, 
faith, purity. He seemed to warm 
me up with his inner light, making 
me forget about the horrible ene-
my and drown in the shining circle.
The woman was sleeping next to us, 
covered by my coat, now that she had 
calmed down after the fit of anger sev-
eral hours ago. I couldn’t sleep, so I let 
the thoughts wander as they please. 
Either those were the recollections, or 
the reflections that took their place - I 
simply observed without interfering.

This city became its own grave, 
but it couldn’t bury us. The heavy 
chains of days rattled by and dis-
appeared in the depths of past to 
build the mounds of history. We’ll 
forget them, so that afterwards we 
can look at the pages of chronicles 
and feel surprised who could have 
done something like this to the 
world. We will even bury the scrolls 
and create a new kingdom on the 
ruins. We believe. We shall make it.

I wanted to be with her - in every 
hair, in every movement. The sun 
was shining at her thin form, a 
tiny flower on the blindingly bright 
green background of grass. I wanted 
to be with her - in this grass - and af-
terwards - in this sky - and forever - 
in this world. I saw nothing but her, 
blinded by the shining halo, weak 
in my strength and in the desire to 
grasp, to defend and never let go. 
The new spring will come to this 
world. Every creature will wake 
from the deep sleep to see the light, 
cleared of fire. They won’t be wait-
ing for a miracle from nature, they 
will just create it themselves. They 
will erect a new temple to wor-
ship what they firmly believe in.
The child with shiny eyes knows. He 
clutches at our closely standing legs 
to keep himself standing, and looks 
at us from below, like equals. And the 
sun of the new day reflects in his eyes.
We have no home but we shall build 
it. There aren’t many of us but we 
shall prevail. We have no names 
but we shall find them for each 
other to know the truth by sight. 
And the world shall shudder, re-
membering the oath and the life.
And we will final-
ly call each other by names.
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“The Bells of the Academy”
By Michael Bene

.  The Bells were tolling in the new school year, 
each group looked at each other with malice in their 
eyes, and the war was going to begin at the final ring. 
Everyone was moving towards their respective areas 
… however ‘The Powered Faction’ were a bit lost. They 
had claimed the abandoned boy’s dorm as their terri-
tory, but did not know how to defend it. The opening 
fight was always the worst shit on the campus. It was 
always the first that was the bloodiest; usually the jocks 
won it and ran back to the gym and field area. ‘The 
Preps’ ran back to Harlow Hall. ‘The Nerds’ and ‘The 
Shop Guys’ were always together in the library, ‘The 
Outcasts’ always stick together. ‘The Powered’ how-
ever had already planned a week before their escape.
  The final bell tolled its last as the cliques turned to 
each other. ‘The Jocks’ were the first to attack with 
their usual allies ’The Preps’. However each clique was 
blindsided by a massive burst of light that vanished 
The Powered to their base. The magic-based Powered 
used their magic to hide the little ‘Fortifications’ that 
were put in place days before the battle. “Smog! You 
got left side with Brickhouse and Rain Eater Florisi-
na! You got Right side with Demontio and Haverty I 
got the front With Deader and Blood Bitch!” Said Cy-
ber-Surfer, the elected leader of their faction. Surfer 
had the abilities to lead, but had inherited his grand-
father’s technopathy. The front gate was wired and 
made by him to protect their main entrance. The sides 
of the walls were erected by The Fae-Born Flora. The 
vines she erected were built to last … even against fire.
 
The Cliques didn’t care about The Powered … it just 
meant to them that a faction was out of the way for their 
opening battle. The Powered stood on the side lines in 
their base and watched the fighting with abundant in-
terest. However the opening war turned into a massive 
free for all as the leader of The Preps was shanked to 

death by the captain of what was supposed to be the 
football team. Their truce was over and it was actually 
a pleasant sight to see him die for some of them. The 
guy was a monster, and his parents always covered his 
bullshit. However his cousin was the one who killed 
him …. and that is a true change in the game. The Cy-
ber-Surfer watched with a mischievous glee secretly in 
his heart. However he turned around with a stern ex-
pression as he addressed the other Powered. “Alright 
now, we will have to sleep in shifts for this place to be 
defended. We aren’t gonna let them in the perimeter! 
We are powered-citizens of The United States of Amer-
ica! We are not animals or fools!” The Cyber-Surfer’s 
short orders were met with cheers from all except Smog.
 
  Smog and The Cyber-Surfer hated each other. The 
Cyber-King had caused The Nemesis’s death. The an-
imosity would be soon running high as Smog knew 
the bastard well enough to know he would betray The 
Powered in a minute. Smog however had to keep his 
thoughts to himself now as he stood at the right wall. 
Brickhouse looked over at Smog with a grin on his 
rather robust face. “So Smog, When do we go out and 
fight?” He asked as Smog turned over to look at him for 
a second. “I really hope we kind of don’t have to Brick. 
It ain’t up to me man … go check with Cyber-Surf-
er.” Smog replied as Brick went back to his duties.
 
It was at least 2:30 by the time the fighting stopped. 
The paramedics had already taken the Prep Lead-
er’s body as the other cliques had vanished. “Smog, 
Flora, Jessica, and Reptilian, I need to see you four 
as soon as possible for supply runs.” The Cyber-Surf-
er had ordered them to go for what would be deemed 
a good idea; an early supply run. However the kitch-
en was normally heavily guarded by The Nerds at first, 
as the kitchen staff usually paid the fat fucks to keep 
their food safe. The Nerds had one problem though, 
The Powered were now in full force at the campus.
 
Smog, and the team were standing in the main hall of 
the academy. They were behind a wall as Smog checked 
on the kitchen in his smoke form. His eyes could see 
only a handful of Nerds standing there … but not mov-
ing. It was a strange sight until Smog moved silently 
close in the dark cafeteria. The Nerds that were there 
had spears through their stomachs that kept them in 
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place. However the worst was yet to come, as Smog’s 
eyes widened in horror at the sight noting the fact that 
those pikes were specifically made of iron. ‘It must be 
the goddamn shop kids. The only ones to have iron 
spears would be them.’ He thought as he saw one of 
their heads move. A flicker of hope appeared in Smog’s 
eyes as he ran towards the dying kid. “Hey kid! Don’t 
worry man it’s going to be alright.” He said as he re-
moved the pike from the boy’s stomach. It was sad that 
he knew this kid wasn’t going to be alright, but he still 
had to hand it to the human for surviving this long. 
“Who did this?” He asked him as he eased the kid into 
a chair gently. The Nerd was clutching his wound as he 
looked at Smog. “We didn’t see him at all, just a long 
scaly tail sliding out the door after we were stabbed.”
 
 His eyes were filled with terror as he looked at 
Smog. “Am I gonna die Powered?” He asked, fright-
ened, as he looked at Smog, pouring with sweat and hy-
perventilating. Smog quickly tried to reassure him by 
telling him to breathe slowly and to relax. Smog knew 
Jessica could heal so he yelled for her to get into the caf-
eteria. After his call Smog heard a scream. As he went 
outside to check he saw Reptilian clutching Flora and 
Jessica by their throats. He eyed Smog with a sicken-
ing grin as the two women started to choke. “Oh like 
you hadn’t expected this Smog … I mean really you’re 
the grandson of The Nemesis!” Reptilian laughed as he 
threw the two women to the ground and charged Smog. 
It was then that Smog knew what he had to do. His 
grandfather had told him of Reptilian’s father who tried 
to cross him, and Reptilian’s death would have to be 
the same. Smog turned into his smoke form as Reptili-
an bashed into him, knocking him to the ground as he 
changed. Reptilian’s eyes couldn’t see through the dark-
ness until it was too late. Smog had already begun to slip 
inside of the hulking reptile Powered, and begun to tear 
himself out. Reptilian did everything to keep this from 
happening, but it was too late. Smog tore himself out of 
Reptilian’s stomach slicked with blood and intestines as 
Reptilian fell to his knees. Smog fully formed again as he 
stared into the monster’s eyes before they clouded over, 
and he slumped to the floor deader than his father was.
 
 Smog looked down at Reptilian before the two 
wonderful silver linings came over to see if he was alright. 
Jessica and Flora were still alive and well. Smog looked 

over to Jessica and hugged them both as he walked with 
them to the cafeteria. “Hey Nerd, you alright in there?!” 
Flora yelled before the Nerd yelled back that  he was still 
breathing. Jessica walked to him and quickly was able to 
heal him enough for travel. Flora proceeded to take the 
Nerd and use her Fae gifts to bring the guy to their base 
for healing, leaving Smog and Jessica to get the food. 
“I’m sorry you saw that Jessica.” Smog said to her as they 
picked up a box full of tuna cans and spam. Jessica how-
ever acted a little standoffish towards Smog, and told him 
it was fine as they left the kitchen. They walked back to 
The Powered base to applause from the people manning 
the walls. Even though it was all they could grab the 
Powered were happy with their new food. Smog looked 
over and motioned The Cyber-Surfer to the side after 
they delivered the food. The Surfer was already pissed 
with Smog, but now it would probably be worse since 
Reptilian’s demise was at his hands and not another’s.
 
 TheCyber-Surfer was already well informed. “I 
know why you got me over here Smog. Listen I didn’t 
know Reptilian had done what he did, but your kill 
was in self-defence. He ain’t one of us if he does that 
to anyone. Go get rest, the retrieval team will go in 
the morning and get us more food. You guys earned 
it.” The Surfer and Smog shook hands to the lat-
ter’s shock. As he left Smog looked back and smiled. 
“Thought he was an asshole … guess I was wrong.” 
He thought as he joined Jessica, Flora and the other 
Powered for a small meal before they headed to bed.
 

  *The Prep House*
  
 The Preps sat with their new leader discussing 
their plans for tomorrow’s surprise attack on The Jocks 
when their TV kicked on by itself. It made them jump 
for only a hooded figure appeared on the screen. “Hello 
Preps … it would seem The Powered has won a major 
victory today, it looks like you could use some help.” The 
figure said before turning on a security camera to show 
the Jock’s leader strung up with barbed wire. There was 
a pike buried in his chest and he was writhing in agony. 
The Preps were both delighted and aghast at the sight be-
fore it changed back to the hooded figure. “Now … shall 
we begin?” The calm voice underneath the hood whis-
pered as The Prep leader nodded her head in agreement. 
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By Jon Charles

We all turned around to look when Ryan came in to 
assembly late. If just one of us had turned around  we 
would have got into trouble but when all one hundred 
and seventy two did there was not much the teach-
ers could do, apart from some general shushing and 
calls of “face the front”. Usually if someone turned up 
late for Friday assembly they avoided coming in and 
went straight to their classroom, the preferred choice 
if Father Colin was that week’s visiting ‘God talk per-
son’, or they crept in at the back so quietly that no-
one noticed. Ryan hadn’t chosen either option. In-
stead he’d pushed the double doors so hard that one 
of them had knocked over the chair where Miss 
Preston left her handbag while she played the piano.
Mrs Petherton, who was sat next to the back row 
where the naughtier year six kids were kept, leapt up 
to usher Ryan to sit down in the space next to Laura 
Hinds. Ryan was a dopey looking kid at the best of 
times, but that morning he seemed really out of it. He 
looked like he’d been sick, properly throwing up sick, 
in the night and then come in without washing any 
of it off. His hair wasn’t combed, but then he didn’t 
always bother anyway. Same thing could have been 
said about his rumpled clothes and lack of school tie.
Once we had calmed down and were all paying atten-
tion to the front, Mrs Baines, the headmistress, intro-
duced that week’s guest speakers. She explained, in that 
way grownups did when they seemed to be trying to 
convince themselves as much as the children, that we 
were especially lucky to have two visitors today. First-
ly there was Chris from the Western Buddhist Group. 
Mrs Baines winced when she introduced him by that 
name – she was always telling us how children should 
not address adults by their first names but Chris had 
said that was what he wanted us to call him, before 
she got a chance to say otherwise. It was not often 
we saw Mrs Baines caught out like that. The second 
guest was introduced as Miss Watson from the Free 
Church. Miss Watson upset Mrs Baines even more 

by announcing that she wanted us to call her Jenny.
As Mrs Baines started to say something about how the 
speakers were here today to tell us what they believed 
about life after death her words were partly obscured 
by some sort of noise from the back. Turning around 
we could see that Laura Hinds was shuffling away from 
Ryan who, in turn, seemed to be trying to bum-shuf-
fle sideways to be closer to her. Laura probably didn’t 
mean for everyone to hear her attempt at whispering 
“you smell, Ryan” but then Laura, who was fourth eldest 
in a family of seven, had never quite nailed talking at 
less than shouting volume. Mrs Baines looked daggers 
at her and she went quiet and looked down at her lap.
At the front of the room Chris had started speaking. 
He said he and Jenny had agreed that they wanted to 
give as much time as possible for us all to ask questions 
so he and Jenny were not going to talk much to start 
with. We’d heard that one before, but in fact Chris man-
aged to tell us in a couple of sentences that, as a Bud-
dhist, he believed in reincarnation which meant that 
when he died he would be reborn as something else. 
Jenny stepped forward to say that she was a Christian 
and that she believed when she died she would go to 
heaven to be with Jesus. She was interrupted by a groan 
from the back which sounded like Ryan. We all turned 
around to see Laura Hinds pushing his head away from 
her shoulder. At that point Jenny, who was perhaps 
used to talking to tricky audiences asked if anyone had 
any questions about life after death. There were doz-
ens of hands up. She picked one of the year two kids 
who asked what the picture on her top was. It looked 
like one of those fish things you see on the back of cars 
but looked a bit distorted because she was wearing a 
very tight top and had quite sticky-out boobs which 
stretched some of the lines. As she traced to the out-
line of the image while she explained what it was, the 
Buddhist man seemed to be concentrating very hard 
on what she was doing and went a bit red in the face.
Jenny picked another hand. Joey, from year five, asked 
if zombies were people who hadn’t got in to heaven or 
been reincarnated. Chris answered first. He said that he 
didn’t know much about zombies but that he believed ev-
erything reincarnates so nobody would be left out. Jen-
ny then said that she didn’t believe in zombies, at which 
point some of the boys gasped. Charlie Moggs couldn’t 
contain himself. He put his hand up and wiggled it 
around but started talking straight away. “But Jenny, I’ve 



PAGE 56

seen a programme on Channel Five about how zombies 
are real and come from a place called Hatey.” Chris asked 
him if he meant Haiti? Before he could answer there 
was more noise from the back. We all looked around to 
see Linda Hinds crying. There was blood on her school 
blouse. Most of us probably thought she was having a 
nosebleed. Nosebleeds in assembly were great; there was 
nothing guaranteed to get everyone excited like a good 
nosebleed, and this one looked like a real gusher. After a 
couple of seconds, though, it turned out to be something 
even more exciting. The blood was coming from her ear 
and she had started screaming that Ryan had bitten her.
Mrs Petherton got up from her seat, a sure sign that 
someone was going to be on litter picking duty that 
lunchtime. She marched over and pulled Ryan off Linda. 
Ryan lunged for her, which was the most energetic thing 
he done all year. We’d never seen anyone actually try and 
attack a teacher before, and certainly not Mrs Petherton. 
Ryan bit her arm which must have been pretty yucky be-
cause she has quite hairy arms. “Ryan’s a zombie” some-
one shouted. As Mrs Petherton managed to turn Ryan 
around and grab him in a bear hug we could all see his 
face more clearly. He was making a noise that was a bit 
of a mix between a moan and a snarl and looked sort of 

spacey in the face even as he was thrashing around. Carl 
Briggs, whose parents let him watch anything, and who 
had a waiting list of kids who wanted to go round to 
his ‘to play’ as a result, declared that he looked just like 
the zombies in ‘Zombie: Flesh Eaters’. Natalie Williams 
whispered that Ryan couldn’t be a real zombie because 
a real zombie would have picked someone with more 
brains than Laura Hinds to eat. It almost sounded like she 
was jealous he hadn’t chosen her to bite a chunk out of.
Once Ryan had been bustled off out of the room, and 
Laura Hinds had been taken to the first aid room, Mrs 
Baines called for attention. She apologised to Chris and 
Jenny for the disturbance and asked them to continue. 
When the next question was ‘if a zombie had its brains 
blown out would it go back to looking normal in heav-
en?’ Mrs Baines announced there would be no more 
questions and asked Chris and Jenny to make some fi-
nal comments of their own. Chris said if any of us were 
worried about what we had just seen he would be happy 
to help us try some meditation. Jenny said she would 
like to pray for us and that we should not be worried as 
God would be looking after us. Which was all a bit odd 
really, as most of us agreed, when we talked about it at 
morning break, that it had been the best assembly ever. 



The world is drying up. Day by day it becomes less able to support the life it once harboured 
so easily. The air is leaving and the clouds are going with it. Atmospheric moisture is at an 
all-time low. The oceans are drying and receding at continuous pace. In short, our world is 
dying because of man.

 It began in the late 21 century. We as a race had come to some very harsh realities. 
The earth had become a land filled with people. Death rates would never decline below that 
of birth. Leaving people with difficult decisions about whether to even contemplate having 
children of their own when others seemed to have them without care or thought. This very 
reason was the cause and effect that created N.E.E.P. The New Earth Energy Program.

 N.E.E.P. was supposed to be the world’s salvation and help to create infinite amounts 
of energy making crop growing, fuel and power capable across the world. The energy com-
panies hated it but knew that they too were in an extravagant dilemma. They were at the point 
where power was expensive beyond the life styles of the normal person. Only the super-rich 
would be able to afford energy in the not too distant future, although this did not stop peo-
ple from tapping lines and stealing energy where and when they could. Something had to 
change and N.E.E.P. seemed to be the only viable option.

 The concept was to create a micro gravity spot that was capable of infinite pull and 
could be held in place with the world’s most powerful magnet ever created. Then to run a 
circular wire made of a special mixture of cobalt, iron and nickel through the centre and 



back around in an infinite loop. The pull and push of the wire would be able to generate enough 
kinetic energy to power multiple Gigas Generators, the world’s most powerful electric generat-
ing systems. These colossal turbines in turn would push power out to hundreds of thousands 
of substations. In turn creating for the first time ever a one hundred percent clean and infinite 
source of energy.
 As in all things the plan was good but the execution had its faults. One in particular.

 It was the thirteenth trial run and systems were running smoothly. The Gravity Spot had 
been created and sustained for 29 minutes and 43 seconds previously, a new record. They were 
sure that by the fifteenth trial run they would be able to keep it sustained indefinitely. The ma-
chines that controlled magnet force and wire stabilizing systems were running perfectly. The 
collision system that would slam the particles together creating the Gravity Spot was warmed 
up and ready to begin. It was here earlier that day though that a tired technician (no one ever fig-
ured out who) had punched in the wrong calculation. Moving the decimal point over by a space 
of one. Just a singular mistake.

 >Power/ON.
 >Systems/ON.
 >Magnets/Full Power.
 >Wire feed/ON.
 >Liquid cooling/ON.
 >Power latency/Negligible.
 >Collision systems/
  Full Power.
 >Cyclical systems/ON
 >CONTINUE? 
 >Y/N

 >Y

The sound was as though a creature of gigan-
tic proportions took in a deep breathe, held it for 
a mere second, then the explosion rippled out in 
waves which after another second were pulled in 
and down to a pin point. The machinery surround-
ing the Gravity Spot was crumpled and pulled into 
the centre of what was the first ever manmade 
black hole. A micro black hole the size of an atom.
 Wire and platforms surrounding the machines 
were pulled inward. People screamed but no sound 
reached the camera crews who were coincidentally 
at the safe distance from the pull of the new born 
singularity. Everything that went close enough to 
have the pull take hold appeared to smear like jam on 
bread. The bodies, metal even soil from the ground 
all pulled in. It hung though for some reason. Sus-
pended above the perfect circle it cut out of the soil 

and rock. Camera crews could not see the very centre. A black dot the size of a pin pulled in 
light making it impossible for an image to be shown but the surrounding chaos and destruction 
was apparent to all. What they didn’t realize at the time was the invisible everyday materials 
being pulled continuously into the hole. Oxygen and water disappearing from the atmosphere. 
What could be felt though was a light breeze being pulled towards the perfect half circle in the 
ground. Within hours of the mistake that never should have happened the world began to panic.
 The leaders of the countries across the world got together with the leading scientists from 
the creation of N.E.E.P. to attempt to figure out a method of destabilizing the black hole and col-
lapsing it onto itself. As with all of man’s decisions they went for what was perceived as the ‘sure’ 
thing. With enough energy they could collapse the singularity and hopefully destabilize it forever. 
The future of N.E.E.P. would be decided after they stopped the world from suffocation and drought. 
 The leading scientist came to the conclusion that a powerful enough nuclear explosion right 
at the precipice of the holes strongest pull would be enough to collapse it down but the aftermath 
might be equally as bad. Fallout around the entire valley it was built in would be inevitable. Radiation 
from the explosion would surely travel the winds killing entire areas nearby for perhaps a few centu-
ries. All this they proclaimed and the people understood. The plan would go forward in 5 days’ time.
 In other places of the world the religions that claimed this was folly from the start and that 



now man was reaping the rewards of attempting to create that which only God was capable of cre-
ating. These religious sects took up arms to stop them from attempting to collapse the hole. Over 
the next five days fighting took place where everywhere they could gather enough ‘holy troops’.
 On the fifth day the ‘holy troops’ had come from across the globe to surround the site of 
‘man’s folly’, as it was being named. They were armed and ready to fight to the death to prevent 
the possible closure of what they saw as a form of punishment. Bloodshed ensued, fighting all 
around the valley of ‘man’s folly’ until the ‘holy troops’ were pushed right back to the edge of 
the perfectly cut half circle. Some fell into the gravity of the micro black hole and were pulled in 
faces making a scream though no sound passed their lips. Smeared across time and space to 
the centre of nothing. In the end the remaining ‘holy troops’ surrendered and were taken away. 
 The device was brought in and readied. It would have to be detonated just as it 
passed the point of no return to ensure it would be able to receive the signal. Any fur-
ther and it would not work. They attached  it to an automated cart that had a special-
ly designed trigger to detonate as it was pulled in. Rails were laid for 5,000 feet in order 
to give the scientists time to retreat to a relatively safe distance before arming the device.
 The orders were given to proceed and the device was set and released down the tracks 
moving at a slow speed at first. They fled in powerful vehicles away from the blast zone. Within the 
hour all the world would know if the manmade device would save them from the manmade disaster.
 All across the Earth people watched on televisions, computers and smart phones. 
They listened on radios and other devices as well. The cameras that had been set up 
all around the site to record the day the Gravity Spot was to go live were instead em-
ployed now to show the world the results of their last hope. The cart rolled slowly to-
wards the centre of the pin point which could not be seen directly with the human eye. 
 At the distance of a few hundred feet gatherings around the world cheered and sang 
their hopes to the heavens. They drank in anticipation of the event. At the distance of one hun-
dred feet nearly all the cheering had subsided to a near silence. At ten feet not an eye across 
the world blinked. Then it crossed over the point of no return and a bright light flashed across 
all viewing devices across the world. Voices calmly portrayed the events to those listening. 
 At the site however no one stood to watch. We as the observer of the mind see 
what takes place. The device did detonate just as planned. It flashed and blew fire sky 
high with waves of destruction rolling out in a near perfect circle. Destroying all that 
was in the blast zone. Red and orange with brightest white mixed in. The colours of 
Hell and Heaven. The sounds of a million monsters screams or a million angels songs. 
 When the screens across the world went black the satellite images from multiple per-
spectives focused in on the remains of the valley. It took a heart rending thirteen minutes (which 
some people noticed later on) to clear for the satellites to be able to focus in on the blast site.
 Gasps. Screams. Moans. All were heard when the view revealed the point in the centre of the 
blast radius was sucking in fire and smoke. Clouds of particles were being pulled into the still ex-
isting black hole. It appeared that nothing had happened. The last hope for mankind was a failure.
 Years later, when the people of the earth had fought and struggled to survive in an 
ever less habitable environment the hole which had been left alone had, for some unexplain-
able reason, imploded on itself, obliterating a good chunk of the valley. This was at a point 
where it might be too late even though the race of man struggled to exist. No person saw 
this event but it was evident that something had changed. years went by when some lone 
wanderer had come across the very valley that had been the site of the N.E.E.P. experiments. 
Finding that the apparent vacuum of time space had been destroyed or just dissipated, he 
went and spread the word that the Earth was possibly saved from its previous mistakes.
 Many years have passed and it is quite possible man might not survive but at least 
they now have a chance to try. This dry land might, with a little luck, become green again.
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Villainy was its own reward. But so 
too was dispensing justice.

Ascot, England. April 1953

He turned his head and spat before 
sneering at the lifeless corpse on the 
ground. “Th at’s one blighter they 
won’t be missing.”
Footsteps on the cobblestones be-
hind him preceded a voice that had 
a diff erent kind of a lilt to it; the oth-
er person wasn’t native to the area. “ 
‘Arold... Worravyer done?”
Harold used his foot to expose the 
dead man’s face, the face of a serial 
killer. “He jumped me, wanted me 
guts for garters, I wasn’t going to let 
him get away with it.”
Th ere were cuts and scratches all 
over both men and Harold’s beloved 
Bowie knife was buried between the 
killer’s ribs. Harold’s companion 
whistled soft ly. “I have ter ring the 
constable you know.”
Harold knew he was right, and the 
Devil take him for it. “I’ll be here.”
Th e other man clapped a hand on 
Harold’s shoulder and ducked into 
a nearby pub to use the phone. Th e 
patrons were surly but kept their 
peace. “I need to use yer phone Bil-
ly, gotta ring the constable.”
Billy was the bartender and grunt-
ed as he set the phone on the bar. 
“Keep it short, hey?”
Th e man set a 1 pound note on the 
bar and made the call. Less than two 

minutes later he hung up and left  to 
go stand with Harold. “Ee’s on ‘is way.”
Harold had his hands in his pockets, 
it was chilly out. “Th anks Mickey.” 
Harold was native to Ascot; he had a 
Berkshire accent while Mickey’s ac-
cent told people he was from the Lan-
cashire area, which included places 
like Blackpool.
Mickey nodded once then off ered his 
long-time friend a cigarette, which 
Harold took. Harold was no saint; he’d 
been jugged more times than he cared 
to admit. People had fi rst believed he 
was responsible for the rash of grisly 
killings that had started up near Lon-
don but he’d quickly been acquitted. 
Th e crunch of tyres on gravel alerted 
them to the arrival of the local bob-
by on the beat. Harold sighed quiet-
ly. “ ‘Have a care Constable, I spewed 
round there.”
Th e constable was able to avoid the 
puddle of vomit and knelt by the dead 
man’s face. It was hard to miss Har-
old’s knife sticking out of his ribs... 
But he had to follow procedure. “Aye, 
that’s the one all right. How’d he end 
up here, Harold?”
“He wanted me guts for garters and 
I said no.” Harold always did get 
straight to the point.
Mickey kept quiet as Harold talked 
to the constable, his eyes fi xed on 
the corpse. It was indeed the killer 
from London and near Oxford. But 
something wasn’t quite right. Mickey 
wasn’t a genius by any stretch of the 

imagination but it didn’t take him 
long to fi gure it out.
“Oh now wot a mess...” And he 
found a long stick to carefully open 
the killer’s mouth.
Harold saw it and cursed. “Bloody 
hell!”
Th e killer’s teeth were missing and 
his tongue was a bloody stump. Th e 
constable knelt to get a closer look. 
“ Harold?”
“ He had his teeth and tongue before 
he died, I swear he did!” Harold was 
shaking because he’d been caught 
off  guard, which made it hard to 
understand what he was saying be-
cause it seemed like he wasn’t pro-
nouncing every letter.
Th e constable stood up aft er getting 
a good look. “An’ you swear you 
never left  his body unguarded?”
Harold took a few breaths before he 
could talk without stuttering. “Yes. 
I never left  him alone. Mickey was 
the one wot rung you.”
Mickey nodded in agreement. “Yes-
sir, I went in the pub to ring yer.”
Th e constable ran a hand over his 
mouth. “You’ll have to come with 
me to the station Harold.”
Harold only nodded then turned 
to Mickey. “Ring me mum, would 
you? Like as not I’ll be needing her 
pin money again.”
Mickey nodded glumly as the body 
was loaded into the wagon for the 
ride to the morgue. Th e constable 
bundled Harold into the police lor-
ry and drove away.
“Bloody ‘Ell, wot a mess this is.” 
Th en he made the long walk back to 
the pub again so he could ring Har-
old’s mum to rescue him from the 
station again. Poor bloke was in a 
spot but it wasn’t his fault. Wouldn’t 
keep people from thinking it was 
though.

EVERLASTING NIGHT
BY THEA GILCHRIST
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“Blimey, wot a night.”
Mickey trudged into the pub and 
people turned to give him hostile 
looks. One gent even went so far as 
to fling a mug at him!
“Hey! HEY! No mug throwin’ in 
here!”
The patron subsided at Billy’s roar. 
Mickey sighed as he got to the bar. 
“Need the phone again, I need to 
ring Harold’s mum.”
Billy set the phone on the bar and 
the grumbling became subdued. 
Mickey had the number for Mrs 
Lancaster memorized by now.
“ ‘Ello Missus? Aye, it’s Mickey 
Jurgens again. ‘E knifed a bloke in 
self-defence. Thass right. He asked 
me to ring yer, said he’d likely need 
yer pin money again. Yeeah missus. 
Who was it? Erm... You been fol-
lowin’ the news on the telly, right? 
Yer know that creepy killer that’s 
been about? ‘Im. Yes missus. ‘E 
jumped your boy an’ ‘Arold had no 
choice. Aye. Yes Missus. I will, Mis-
sus . Good night Missus Lancaster.”
He hung up and sighed softly. Billy 
broke the silence. “If they nick him 
for this it’ll be a bloody outrage.”
Mickey nodded a bit. Billy had a 
point there. “Won’t know forra 
while though.”
Billy set a mug on the bar and Mick-
ey lifted it. Three inches of whisky 
sat in the bottom despite the need to 
ration it. “Thanks mate.”
And he tossed it back in one gulp. 
Nobody made any snide remarks 
because they knew better. Mickey 
wasn’t one for drink, but this was 
an exception to the rule. He’d done 
quite well keeping Harold on the 
straight and narrow but sometimes 
it wasn’t enough. It wasn’t Mickey’s 
fault though; Harold was a trouble 
magnet. It just seemed to find him, 

like moths found a candle’s flame. 
Billy was about to pour him another 
shot when the door banged open and 
someone stepped in. The dim light-
ing made it hard to see who it was at 
first. But when Mickey turned around 
a cold chill rooted him to the spot. “ 
‘Arold? I thought you went up to the 
nick to talk.”
But it wasn’t Harold. It was the con-
stable. “He... He wasn’t dead like we 
thought he was.”
Mickey bolted over to catch him as 
he fell, the constable’s suit jacket slick 
with blood. “Billy! Ring the hozzie, 
we got a killer on the loose!”
Billy grabbed the phone to making 
the call to the hospital and Mickey 
promptly discovered the source of all 
the blood. “Oh dear God in Heaven.”
The constable’s arm had been torn 
off at the elbow. He yanked off his 
belt and used it as a tourniquet so 
the poor constable wouldn’t bleed to 
death before help arrived. Someone 
else propped the constable up with 
a hastily folded jacket and a third 
wadded up an old shirt as a compress 
against the wound. Billy hung up and 
shouted across the pub so they could 
hear him. “Ten minutes mate!”
Mickey ran a bloody hand through 
his hair. “I don’t think ee’s got that 
long.”
But they did what they could to keep 
him conscious and comfortable. 
“How far did you get?”
The constable licked his lips. “The bell 
tolled as we got to the fourth street 
crossing and that’s when it happened.” 
Then he outlined what happened.
“The wagon’s left rear tire went flat so 
we stopped to help the wagon drivers 
winch it up on the jack. Harold and I 
got to the back of the wagon when the 
doors burst open and our supposedly 
dead killer jumped out. And here’s the 

creepy thing. His tongue was there. 
And so were his teeth!”
Mickey didn’t really think too much 
about it right then. But he knew it 
was odd given what they’d both seen 
a few minutes before that. “Then 
wot? Soz mate, I gotta know.”
The constable waved it off with a 
tired movement of his left hand 
and continued his narrative. “The 
wagon men heard Harold yelling 
and came out around to the back to 
help... Harold went down fighting.”
Mickey gave him a few sips of water 
and the constable managed a small 
smile. “Thank you kindly... The rud-
dy bastard used his own knife on 
him, he did.”
Harold’s last words had been ‘Look 
after Mickey for me, Ben’, Ben was 
the constable, then he’d fallen to 
the ground with a jagged slash an-
gling up from the right side of his 
abdomen to the left side of his neck. 
The fatal wound had come from the 
Bowie knife Harold had loved so 
much.
“The wagon boys?” Mickey hated 
grilling the wounded man so much 
but he needed to know.
Ben just sighed. “They were gone 
before he turned Harold’s knife on 
him, the bleeding wankers!” Then 
he shook his head.
Mickey translated that to mean 
“They ran.” Mickey couldn’t blame 
them though. Seeing a supposed-
ly dead man standing outside the 
morgue wagon was enough to scare 
even the most seasoned police vet-
eran. Ben had lost the lower half 
of his right arm when he’d fired at 
the killer only to have the gun jam 
and explode. Mickey was curious 
though. “Wot could jam a copper’s 
gun?”
Ben gave a weak chuckle. “He 
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jammed a pen in the barrel.”
The gun hadn’t been properly main-
tained before it became Ben’s and 
no amount of cleaning could get all 
the soot and rust out of the barrel 
and off the hammer. Six bullets in 
the gun’s cylinder contained enough 
gunpowder to do some serious 
damage when the rusted hammer 
went off angle and mis-struck the 
firing pin on the end of the bullet 
casing. British officers didn’t usually 
carry firearms, but when the kill-
ings first began in the early autumn 
of 1952 some coppers started pan-
icking and went as far as to get their 
hands on firearms. Ben was one of 
the few coppers who’d done so to 
supplement his truncheon, he had 
kept it secret though.
Mickey’s voice was oddly gentle af-
ter Ben finished talking. “No more 
talking, they’ll be ‘ere soon.”
Ben used his remaining hand to 
grab Mickey’s arm. “Help catch the 
bastard. For Harold’s sake.”
The whining wail of the ambulance 
siren cut through the muffled mut-
tering and Ben heard Mickey sigh 
in relief. “Ere thee are then.”
The paramedics rushed in and one 
of them grunted. “Nicely done.”
Mickey had cinched the belt so 
it wouldn’t come open. “You take 
good care of ‘im, you ‘ear me?”
They knew Mickey, and they knew 
Ben. “We’ll look after him, I swear.”
Mickey nodded. “Good enough 
then.”
The patrons who’d pitched in when 
Ben fell did so again, this time help-
ing him get to the ambulance. Mick-
ey sighed loudly and turned to Billy 
behind the bar. “I’d ask for anovver 
shot but I’m late to the station to 
talk to ‘is mum.”
Billy filled a flask and handed it 

across the bar. “This one’s on me.”
“Much obliged mate.” And he put the 
flask in his pocket then set out for the 
station house. Harold’s mother rushed 
up to him asking a million questions, 
one of which asked if he knew about 
Harold. Mickey had known she’d ask 
about that. “Easy now missus, I heard 
about it from Ben. ‘Arold asked ‘im to 
look after me.”
Mrs Lancaster looked up at Harold’s 
only real friend then broke down and 
wept. Mickey held her as she cried 
and bit his lip so he wouldn’t do the 
same. Her voice shook when she 
spoke. “Ben. Is he?”
“E’s on his way to the hospital. ‘Is gun 
jammed and blew off ‘alf ‘is arm.”
She sighed and wiped her eyes. “I told 
him time and time again he should 
find a newer gun.”
Mickey shook his head and chuckled. 
“Oh now missus, you know ‘ow Ben 
is... ‘E’s a right stubborn git!”
She laughed softly. That was very true. 
Ben and Harold had always gotten 
along in spite of Harold’s unintention-
al brushes with the law. “He’s going to 
need you when he’s out of there.”
Mickey nodded gently. “I swear I’ll 
always be there for ‘im. And for you.”
Mrs Lancaster smiled and hugged 
him. He hugged back and couldn’t 
help the sadness in his voice. “Won’t 
be the same wivout ‘im.”
She nodded solemnly with tears shin-
ing in her eyes again. “He was one of 
the best sons a mum could have.”
Harold Benjamin Lancaster was laid 
to rest a few days later with a full as-
sembly to say their goodbyes. Con-
stable Ben Harkness was not in atten-
dance. The doctors had kept him due 
to the severity of his injury and for 
once Ben had agreed without a fight.
Mickey went to see him after the fu-
neral. “I said goodbye for you.”

Ben smiled wanly. “Thank you. You 
think they’ll ever catch the bastard 
that killed him?” He was considered 
off the clock due to being injured on 
the job. Therefore he wasn’t part of 
the investigation.
Mickey shook his head. “I don’t 
know Ben. But I ‘ope they do. And 
may ‘is soul rot in everlasting Ell!”
 He sat down and remembered Bil-
ly’s flask. “Billy gave me this, said it 
was on ‘im.”
It was obvious he hadn’t slept since 
Harold died. Truth was, none of 
them had slept very well if they’d 
slept at all. Ben smiled a little then 
closed his eyes against a wave of 
tears. “Should’ve been me Mickey, 
not him.”
“Ah don’t be blamin’ yerself mate, ‘e 
woulda said it shoulda been ‘im in 
the first place.”
Ben sniffled a little. “That don’t make 
it a lick easier but you’re right. Here, 
hand me the flask, would you?”
Mickey took the top off and gave 
Ben the flask. Ben took two long 
swallows, pondered a third, then 
gave it back. “He gave you whisky.”
“Well that was right nice of ‘im.” 
Mickey took two long swallows 
then put the cap back on. “How ya 
feelin’ then?”
“Truth be told I feel like I got 
chucked under a tram.”
Mickey winced then they laughed 
a little. The doctor came in and 
checked the bandages on what was 
left of Ben’s right arm. “Is there any 
pain when you move your arm?”
Ben shook his head a little. “No sir, 
just the feeling my hand’s still there 
when I know it isn’t.”
The doctor nodded in sympathy. 
“That’s normal, it’ll go away soon 
enough.”
The doctor hesitated slightly before 
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saying anything more. “Just so you 
fellows know... They found some-
thing in Harold’s bloodstream. It 
looks like the killer dosed him with 
a fast-acting sedative before he gut-
ted him.”
Mickey was baffled. “Where would 
that ruddy bastard get a fast acting 
sedative?”
The doctor looked like he wasn’t go-
ing to answer Mickey’s question but 
he did. “I don’t know but if he does 
have it and if he has Harold’s Bowie 
knife...”
Ben finished for him. “Like as not 
he’ll up his body count by the doz-
ens if we don’t stop him.”
The doctor shuddered slightly. “And 
if he really is dead like you two say 
he is, then there’s nothing we can do 
to stop him.”
Mickey had been asking himself 
questions about that all day. And 
what he’d come up with made him 
very unsettled to say the very least. 
“A livin’ man can’t just lose ‘is teeth 
an’ tongue like that... Not wivout 
some other force workin’ wiv ‘im. 
Or on ‘im.”
Ben and the doctor were confused. 
“Like medicines, you mean?”
Mickey took a few calming breaths 
before he said anything else. “Mag-
ic.”
The doctor tilted his head. “You 
mean like Merlin?”
Ben suddenly rubbed the stump 
that had once been his right elbow. 
“He means black magic Doc, like 
those blood drinkers in Africa.”
Mickey nodded grimly and the 
doctor looked positively astounded. 
“Voodoo here in England? I think 
you need some sleep!”
“Is it so far-fetched for you then? 
I saw where ‘Arold put ‘is knife, 
there’s no way ‘e could‘ve survived!”

Harold had cut clean through a ma-
jor artery and the killer had bled to 
death. Mickey knew it had been a fa-
tal wound because he’d seen a friend 
die from a similar cut.
“What do you mean?” The doctor was 
beginning to feel a little nervous but 
he wasn’t quite sure why.
Mickey used his finger to highlight 
where he’d seen Harold’s knife. “’Ee 
got ’im ’ere.”
The doctor suddenly saw the truth 
behind Mickey’s argument. And it 
scared him shitless. He licked his lips 
and looked around because he was 
suddenly worried about being over-
heard. “If you’re right then how do we 
stop him?”
Mickey and Ben both had the an-
swer but Ben said it first. “Stake him 
through the heart and chop his head 
off.”
It was a common remedy for were-
wolves and vampires. At least it was 
according to all those old movies. But 
it was the only solution they had.
The doctor looked grim. “If we can 
ever catch him.”
Mickey nodded. “Aye, that’s the prob-
lem.”
“I need to finish my rounds, if you 
need anything, ring the desk nurse.”
Ben smiled weakly. “Can do, Doc.”
The doctor nodded to Ben and Mick-
ey then made his way out. Mickey sat 
down again and made himself com-
fortable. They talked and swapped 
memories of Harold to pass the time. 
Mickey got up to use the bathroom 
and when he came back it looked like 
Ben was asleep. 
“Ben? You all right there mate? I 
didn’t wear you down wiv all me gab-
bin’ did I?”
There was no response.
“Ben?”
Ben’s IVs had been pulled out and he’d 

been strangled with them. There 
was a note on his chest that Mickey 
read out loud.
“The servants of Chango thirst for 
blood! Your friend is a warning. Do 
not go any further down the path 
you have discovered. Santeria is not 
for the sceptical or faint of spirit!”
Santeria was a religion from Africa 
in the region now known as Nigeria 
that was remarkably like Christian-
ity. Chango was an orisha (saint) 
found in Santeria and the only one 
worshipped by those who practiced 
black magic. Chango symbolized 
passion, virility, power, war and 
dance and was called on to domi-
nate a person or overcome one’s en-
emies. But Mickey didn’t know that.
“Bloody ‘Ell... Doc! HEY DOC!”
And he ran to find the doctor in a 
blind panic. The note was still there 
and the doctor whistled after he 
read it. Like Mickey, he didn’t touch 
it. “I don’t like the feeling I’m get-
ting.”
“Me eva.” Mickey stayed with Ben’s 
body while the doctor rang the sta-
tion. Mickey ran a hand through his 
hair and sighed. “Should be me lyin’ 
dead Ben, not you. I’m so bleedin’ 
sorry you got caught up in this.”
Whatever ‘this’ was. Mickey had 
only been postulating earlier but 
now he wished he’d kept his mouth 
shut. The doctor came back in and 
they stood there waiting for the 
police. The note was in plain sight 
when they arrived and Mickey 
knew they’d look to him as a possi-
ble suspect. The whole situation was 
just too bizarre for them to believe 
otherwise.
“Ah Ben, yer mum will grieve ‘ard 
tonight.”
Then the sergeant turned to Mick-
ey. Mickey knew him too but not as 



PAGE 64

well as he’d known Ben. “I’ll need 
you to come with me sir.”
Mickey sighed softly. “I’ll come wiv 
ya but I didn’t kill ‘im.”
The sergeant was a tall thin man 
with prematurely grey hair. His 
name was Tony Donaldson and he 
knew Mickey had been like a broth-
er to Ben. “I know but we need to do 
this right.”
So Mickey went to the station under 
Tony’s care and told them every-
thing. Some of them were scepti-
cal when he mentioned magic. He 
couldn’t really blame them, it did 
sound quite far-fetched. “I know I 
sound soused off me knickers ‘ere 
but we were totally alone in ‘is room 
when I went to the loo. And ‘e was 
dead when I came back. H’O do you 
explain that?”
Ben had been young and healthy 
in spite of losing half his right arm. 
Tony felt the men behind him ex-
change glances. The inspector ob-
serving Mickey’s dissertation was 
very much old school and not prone 
to flights of fancy, but even he had 
to admit this wasn’t a normal series 
of events. “I’ll grant you that Mr Jur-
gens, but it does open up an avenue 
of possibility that’s perfectly normal 
and quite logical. It’s possible who-
ever did this broke Ben’s neck and 
used the tubing from his IVs to dis-
guise it.”
Mickey nodded slightly. “I’ll grant 
ya that one sir, but ‘ow did they get 
in an’ out so fast? And ‘ow do you 
explain the note?”
That got them muttering. The in-
spector inclined his head at the 
barb. “Point to you, Mr Jurgens. Ob-
viously we’re dealing with someone 
who’s quite insane.”
Mickey gave a brief nod then the 
inspector started asking questions. 

Mickey’s answers backed up his earli-
er comments. He never deviated from 
his story or contradicted himself. The 
inspector nodded when all the ques-
tions had been answered in a manner 
he deemed satisfactory. “Thank you 
Mr Jurgens, you may go home now.”
Tony’s shift had ended long ago so he 
made sure Mickey got home safely. 
The inspector spoke softly. “I do hope 
we were able to give Mr Jurgens some 
peace of mind.”
“I do too sir. And thank you for help-
ing me get him home.”
“He is our only living witness in this 
case.”
The inspector’s comment made Tony 
nod. That was his way of saying he 
was worried for Mickey’s safety.
Mickey watched them leave and 
sighed softly before emptying the 
flask Billy had given him in three long 
swallows. It was going to be a long 
night.
“Ah I wish I’d never left Blackpool and 
come back here.”
The investigation was conducted un-
der a gag order. No one was to speak 
to the media. The killings stopped as 
suddenly as they began and people 
started to worry less about if they 
would be next. Nobody ever believed 
Harold had anything to do with it 
though; one person even volunteered 
a theory: ‘Maybe ‘e only stunned the 
bugger.’
Harold’s confrontation with the killer 
before he died was common knowl-
edge by that point. People had heard 
a commotion and seen Harold defend 
himself. “Won’t bring ‘Arold back 
though, poor bloke.”
But Mickey wasn’t so naive as to think 
it was over. No, he had a feeling things 
had only just begun. “It ain’t over by a 
long shot.”
Billy had gotten a new job so he didn’t 

have to hang out at the pub any 
more. Just as well though. Mickey 
was having nightmares. And Billy 
was inclined to believe Mickey. “I 
agree with you there mate, he won’t 
stay quiet for long.”
They were right. Unfortunately for 
them, they were next on the list.
“Here we go again sir.”
Tony’s comment garnered a glum 
nod from the inspector, who sighed. 
Billy had gone down fighting; he had 
a handful of hair that clearly wasn’t 
his or Mickey’s. Mickey, however, 
had not. He’d just let himself die.
“Ring the morgue then. Let’s get this 
mess sorted.”
Tony sighed as he went to find a 
phone so he could ring the mortu-
ary wagons. Bodies began turning 
up left and right, some of them as 
far north as Nottingham.
“Will it ever end?”
The answer to the public’s exasper-
ated question was, simply, no. As 
long as evil existed, people would 
die. And besides.
They never did identify Jack the 
Ripper who terrorized London’s 
Whitechapel district back in 1888. 
News from Afar
“Who are .. , what are .. , why, how 
… ?” Simon stuttered a whole range 
of meaningless questions. He stared 
at the apparition sitting on his bed. 
He didn’t know whether to be afraid 
of him and run away or to thank 
him warmly for saving his life. I’m 
certain that I’m going crazy. Take 
me to the funny farm.

“You don’t know me, do you?” 
The strange fellow asked. “Curse 
that Manfred; he never gives me 

enough information to work with. I 
felt sure we would have met before 

in this dimension. I’m sorry if I 
startled you, Simon, but time is 
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News from Afar
“Who are .. , what are .. , why, how 
… ?” Simon stuttered a whole range 
of meaningless questions. He stared 
at the apparition sitting on his bed. 
He didn’t know whether to be afraid 
of him and run away or to thank 
him warmly for saving his life. I’m 
certain that I’m going crazy. Take 
me to the funny farm.
“You don’t know me, do you?” The 

strange fellow asked. “Curse that 
Manfred; he never gives me enough 
information to work with. I felt sure 
we would have met before in this di-
mension. I’m sorry if I startled you, Si-
mon, but time is critical.”  He jumped 
up from the bed, removed his hat and 
made a deep bow, flourishing his hat 
as he did so. “My name is Jhamed al 
Suraqi, companion to heroes, dogs-
body to wizards and general layabout. 

I am here on an errand of the utmost 
importance to you, me, wizards and 
probably the entire multiverse. Your 
presence is requested on FirstWorld 
for an urgent meeting of the Coun-
cil of the Wise. Beats me why they 
call themselves that, half of them 
couldn’t think straight if you nailed 
them to a plank – actually the plank 
would probably be able to contrib-
ute more. I’m babbling again, aren’t 
I?”
Simon was astounded. First, this 
Jhamed should be dead. Second, 
when had they met before? Third, 
why was he in Simon’s dreams? 
Fourth, what or where on earth 
was FirstWorld? Fifth, what was the 
Council of the Wise? … Nineteenth, 
why was Simon invited?
Jhamed watched Simon’s confusion 
with interest. “I suppose you have a 
few questions? You usually do.”
“Actually, I have nineteen; make 
that twenty. What do you mean I 
usually do?” Simon finally managed 
a reply. “But first tell me how you 
are alive after a dozen people saw 
you with your head squashed on 
the pavement like a melon? Oh, and 
thank you very much for saving my 
life like that. I’m really very grateful; 
it’s just that I’m so confused.” Simon 
tailed off.
Jhamed sat down and replaced his 
hat, stuffing handfuls of curls inside 
it.
“Why don’t you get a haircut?” Si-
mon asked.
“Is that one of your twenty ques-
tions?” Jhamed smiled.
Simon smiled too. The strange fel-
low had a way of making him feel 
at ease. He knew he hadn’t met him 
before but he felt like he had known 
him all of his life. “I don’t know why, 
but I feel comfortable and safe with 
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you, Jhamed. Safer than with any-
one I have ever known, except per-
haps my mother; well my adoptive 
mother.”
Jhamed held up a hand. “Stop right 
there, young man. We’ve no time 
for one of your melancholy remi-
niscences. In any case, I’ve heard it 
all a million times before.” He gave 
Simon a big wink as he said this. 
“Look, time is very critical. How 
about I give you a quick run-down? 
The potted history, so to speak. 
Then we’ll get out of here and Man-
fred will fill in all of the details when 
we get to FirstWorld?”
“I may feel safe with you. But I’m not 
going anywhere. Haven’t you heard, 
Indonesia has invaded? World War 
III is about to start. And where the 
hell is this FirstWorld anyway? The 
airports are all closed, there’s no 
way to travel.”
Jhamed sighed and then took a deep 
breath. “I can see this is going to be 
one of those difficult times. I don’t 
know why I don’t just kidnap you, 
sometimes. It would be just as ef-
fective and much less effort. OK let 
me have a go. I bet I can get at least 
fifteen of your twenty questions. It’s 
the obscure ones, like the haircut, 
that get me every time.”
Jhamed spoke for the next ten min-
utes. Simon tried to take it all in 
and refrained from asking ques-
tions. “You can close your mouth 
now, I’ve finished,” Jhamed con-
cluded. “I don’t suppose you’ve any-
thing to drink? My throat is as dry 
as a crutchet’s armpit after all this 
talking. By the way, I enjoyed the 
food you left out for me when I ar-
rived.” He indicated the now empty 
simuburger wrapper.
Simon sighed and poured Jhamed a 
glass of water. “Sorry, it’s all I’ve got. 

I’m a poor student you know. What’s 
a crutchet? Every time you open your 
mouth, you make me think of a doz-
en more questions. No, wait, don’t tell 
me. Let me try to tell you what’s going 
on. See whether I got it straight. OK?”
Jhamed nodded and downed the 
glass of water in one go. He followed 
up with a loud burp, but said nothing, 
indicating with his hand that Simon 
should continue.
Simon took a deep breath and began. 
“You saved my life this afternoon and 
were killed for your trouble. Did I 
thank you properly?”
Jhamed frowned. “Yes, get on with it, 
we don’t have all night!”
Simon continued, “There’s this thing 
called the multiverse, which means 
that the universe has other dimen-
sions with alternative realities that 
are somehow interlinked. You were 
killed, but you are from an alternate 
universe so it wasn’t you but another 
version of you that was killed. When 
you, or rather he, died, his body was 
pulled back to his own dimension. 
You’ve been travelling through the di-
mensions finding different versions of 
me because your wizard mate Man-
fred has some crazy theory that I’m 
a superhero who will save the world. 
Now you want me to leave my dimen-
sion and come back with you to some 
place called FirstWorld and meet this 
Manfred guy who’ll explain every-
thing and we’ll all live happily ever 
after. How’s that?”
Jhamed smiled. “You were paying 
attention. I like that, a succinct sum-
mary. I might write it down and use it 
myself next time. All except the hap-
pily ever after bit.”
“I was going to ask about why you 
have to keep finding me in different 
dimensions and why that guy in the 
car was trying to kill me?”

“The problem is,” Jhamed paused, 
whether for effect or because he was 
choosing his words, Simon didn’t 
know. “The problem is, that there 
are two sides out there. Two oppos-
ing forces, and the other guys are 
after you as well. The other problem 
is that when they find you they kill 
you. You are getting very hard to 
find. You might even be the last one 
of you left alive in the entire multi-
verse.”
Simon went even paler than normal, 
if that was possible. “You mean, I’m 
dead if I stay here and dead if I come 
with you? Some choice. How do we 
get to FirstWorld anyway?”
“I think that the Council of the 
Wise might live up to their name 
this time. They can’t afford to lose 
you. You have a very important task 
to perform. Don’t ask me, I don’t 
know what it is. I’m a mushroom, 
only given what I need to know. 
There are certain links between the 
dimensions, if you know where to 
look. That’s my skill; I know where 
to look. At other times, one or more 
dimensions touch for brief periods; 
that’s probably the explanation for 
most ghost sightings. Anyway, with 
the links, you have to navigate care-
fully. It might take us a thousand 
dimensions to get back to First-
World, and some of them are not 
very nice, I can tell you. Some peo-
ple, a very very few, have the ability 
to move between the dimensions at 
will. Wizards have very limited abil-
ity in this area; thank the Balance 
they have some limitations, or they 
would be completely insufferable. 
Anyway, as I was saying, some peo-
ple have the innate ability to move 
between dimensions. There are very 
few left alive in any of the dimen-
sions. You are one of the few, maybe 



PAGE 67

the last.”
Simon looked at Jhamed incredulously. “Now I know I’m either mad or asleep and having a nightmare.” I have 
never been out of Australia, let alone out of my dimension. I don’t know what you’ve been smoking, but you are 
one crazy guy!”
Jhamed seemed resigned to his task. “At least I can be consoled by the thought that this may be the last recovery of 
Simon Redhead that I’ll ever have to make. You can’t imagine how boring this providing proof routine becomes. 
Things are critical. We don’t have time for all this!”
Simon sat down on the chair and stared at Jhamed. “I don’t believe you. I’ve had a bad day. I’m in shock. I’m going 
to sleep and you’ll go away. Or I’ll wake up and you’ll go away. In any case, go away!”
Jhamed slowly rose to his feet. He made to move towards the door. Simon never saw the syringe that was hidden 
in his coat. He never saw Jhamed dart the syringe into his leg but he felt the jab and the sleepiness that came over 
him before he could complain. He never saw the Prime Minister’s broadcast because he was unconscious. It was 
probably just as well. The Prime Minister announced that Darwin, Cairns and Townsville had fallen to the enemy. 
Brisbane was being evacuated. Australia was drawing a line in the sand north of Newcastle. The United States had 
agreed on support. If the enemy crossed the line, they risked nuclear reprisals.

and ceiling were made of jagged 
grey rock, chipped and hewn as 
though by generations of human 
hands to smooth walls wherever 
they were in reach. He was sitting 
in a sort of alcove, his back to 
smoothly hewn rock with a low 
ceiling just above his head. For a 
moment, the panicked feeling of 
claustrophobia passed through 
him, but he managed to force it 
away. Stay calm. This is all a dream.
His nose though told him it was 
not a dream. The smell was abom-
inable. It was a fetid animal smell, 
a mixture of unwashed bodies and 
excrement. Simon quickly realised 
that it was all the fouler because it 
was human. His throat was dry and 
he tasted the bile that rose from his 
stomach. He could taste the foul 
odours too, overpowering his taste 
buds like the Muslim invaders tak-
ing over his country. But the worst 
thing of all was the noise. The foul 
air was filled with the pathetic wail-
ing of human beings screaming for 
help, begging for a taste of water or 
a mouthful of food, or beseeching 

Chapter 2: Dungeons and Damsels
Simon slept like a drunk. No dreams disturbed his slumber. He was un-
aware that Jhamed had dumped him unceremoniously into a large hessian 
sack, that formed part of his emergency travelling supplies for just such 
a contingency, and dragged him to the nearest dimension portal, cursing 
under his breath. Had he been able to hear he would have caught the words 
Redhead and Manfred loosely dispersed between the foulest profanities. 
Despite it all though, Jhamed loved his work.
When Simon awoke, he felt close to panic. Where the hell am I? What 
happened? Have I gone crazy? He was immediately assailed by a range of 
unpleasant sensations. His head throbbed painfully and his body ached, 
as though he had been lying in an uncomfortable position for a long time. 
A horrendous stench filled his nose and he retched as the foul tendrils 
caressed his nostrils. Above everything else, his ears were assailed by the 
screams and wails of people who seemed to be in perpetual agony.
He looked around and as his eyes adjusted to the dim light, he became 
aware that he was in some sort of cave. The floor was sandy and the walls 
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their comrades to end their tor-
ment with the peace of death.
He stirred and looked around. 
Within his limited range of vi-
sion he saw at least twenty people, 
animals really, naked or dressed in 
a few remnants of rags. They were 
barely more than skin and bones, 
dull unseeing eyes sunk in bony 
sockets, all hope long since gone 
from their minds. They were wait-
ing for the release from agony that 
only death can bring. They seemed 
to be keeping a respectable distance 
from him, considering how closely 
they were crammed together. Of 
Jhamed, there was no sign. Did 
I imagine him? What hell hole is 
this?
Simon suddenly became aware of 
someone beside him,  so close as to 
be almost touching, but until now 
so still and silent he had taken the 
form for no more than an outcrop-
ping of the wall. The shape next 
to him moved a little and seemed 
to grumble to itself. Whoever it 
was was totally hidden beneath a 
full-length grey cloak. The figure 

moved some more and with a snort 
a head appeared. It was an old man 
– a very old man. His long hair and 
flowing beard were completely white. 
What little skin was visible through 
the hair and whiskers was grey and 
wrinkled like old parchment. But 
the thing that struck Simon the most 
was his eyes – pale green pools that 
suggested he had seen infinite sad-
ness during his long life and yet deep 
inside he still held on to a faith and 
hope that things would get better. I 
never knew eyes could speak so loud.
“There are more things in heaven 
and earth, Simon, than are dreamt 
of in your philosophy.” The old man 
smiled. “It’s about time you woke 
up. Jhamed always goes over the top 
with his knock-out drops.”
This is just another nightmare. I 
have seen you before. “You were at 
the funeral. Who are you? Where’s 
Jhamed?” Simon tried to talk with-
out breathing too much of the fetid 
air and his voice came out as a croak. 
“And where on earth is this hell 
hole?” I’ve heard that saying before.
“My name is Manfred, although I 

have been known by many oth-
er names: Merlin, Mithrandir, 
Mutherion, to name a few. I imag-
ine Jhamed told you something 
about me? I’m afraid this is not a 
nightmare; the Balance wish that it 
were. And I did give that line to a 
promising writer I came across at 
one time.”
“You can read my thoughts?” Shit, I 
must be careful what I think about!
“Only when we are in such close 
physical contact, I assure you. You 
needn’t worry. In any case, there 
are few things in this world or 
in any human’s mind that could 
shock me. Anyway, to answer your 
questions, Jhamed has gone ahead 
to scout out a route home. He had 
some problems finding a safe route 
for you, particularly since he had to 
carry you, as you were rather un-
cooperative, I gather. I had to come 
looking for you both and we had 
the good fortune, or misfortune, to 
meet up here.”
“Uncooperative? You’d be uncoop-
erative if...” Simon’s protests were 
cut short by the sudden urgency in 
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Manfred’s eyes.
“We are in the dungeons of Queen Freda in the King-
dom of Dishley. It is best not to speak of things in 
other planes of existence.” Manfred spoke softly so 
that only Simon could hear the words, or maybe he 
spoke directly into his mind, Simon wasn’t sure. “In 
this realm, Chaos holds sway. Dishley is a kingdom 
in name only. King Jack rules but Freda is the power 
behind the throne and she plots for the day her bas-
tard son, Paul, will become king ahead of the rightful 
heir Prince Christopher. Anyone who crosses her or 
even speaks against her is thrown into this dungeon to 
rot. This is a one-way street. No one has ever left this 
dungeon and returned to the kingdom. Unfortunately, 
there is a link, a dimension portal, in here, which is 
why we ended up here. Jhamed is trying to find us a 
way out.”
Simon’s head throbbed, in pain and in disbelief. This 
morning had been an ordinary morning:  Woke up, 
had a wank, wow that Julia, took a shower, headed for 
the café, ordered a simubacon roll… and the world 
went crazy. Despite everything, Simon’s thoughts trig-
gered bodily responses. The thought of the unfinished 
simubacon roll made him realise how hungry he was 
and the thought of Julia triggered blood flow to a part 
of his anatomy over which he had little control. Man-
fred, still reading his thoughts, laughed aloud and the 
huge weight that he appeared to carry on his shoulders 
seemed to lift for a second. “By the Balance, I had for-
gotten the power of a young man’s hormones. It does 
an old man good to feel a passion he has not felt for 
many a long year.”
Simon realised what had happened and the blood 
now rushed to his face instead. The semi-darkness of 
the dungeon covered most of his embarrassment. The 
sudden return of Jhamed, who appeared to materialise 
out of thin air, saved him from further discussions on 
the matter.
“By the Balance, Manfred, this place is amongst the 
foulest fester holes in the multiverse. None of these 
poor souls has done anything to merit this disgusting 
treatment. You are a wizard, can’t you fix it?” Jhamed 
was so worked up, his fat belly wobbled uncontrollably 
and his black curls escaped from the containment of 
his broad-brimmed hat and cascaded down his face.
Manfred frowned. “It’s on my to-do list, Jhamed, but 
there’s just so much to do these days and so few heroes 

to help with the work. I fear that the time will soon 
come when it will be beyond my power to help any-
one.” A dark cloud passed over his eyes as he spoke. 
Had Simon been paying attention, he would have seen 
the green pools fade to grey for a moment. But he was 
distracted.
Jhamed’s arrival had caused him to look up and he was 
studying the group of pitiful humans nearby. They eyed 
him enviously and he saw greed and hatred in their 
eyes. To them, Simon and his companions were as mil-
lionaires. They had clothes and perhaps other belong-
ings, maybe even food hidden away. Simon shuddered 
as he realised what his fate might be in here without 
Manfred’s power to protect him. For he now realised 
that the prisoners held Manfred in awe and were afraid 
to approach too closely. As he watched he heard an old 
iron gate screech open, complaining on its rusty hing-
es. In the gloom, Simon could now make out the bars 
of the prison and the shapes of guards outside.
“You dared to speak ill of our beloved Queen Freda. 
Your property is forfeit to the Crown. Your life is forfeit 
to the Black Dungeon. You are cast to your fate. You 
will never walk in the air again. Be gone!”
Simon heard the door screech closed and then the ugly 
roar of the inmates as they realised they had a new-
comer in their ranks. It was a sound that made Simon’s 
blood freeze and the hairs on the back of his neck 
stand on end. It sounded like a pack of lions closing in 
on an injured antelope for the kill. All we need now is 
Satan and I’ll be convinced that this is Hell.
The guards had given the newcomer a push into the 
overcrowded dungeon and she came into Simon’s view. 
Simon gasped. She was the most beautiful girl that he 
had ever set eyes upon. She was tall and slim, with a 
tiny waist and small breasts that heaved in fear under 
a simple red gown. It looked like she had been taken 
from a soirée direct to the gaol. Her hair was long, 
straight, and jet-black. It framed an elfin face of such 
pure beauty that it made his heart lurch. Her eyes were 
the purest blue, shining like jewels against the milky 
whiteness of her skin. Her voluptuous lips were paint-
ed red. Around her neck, she wore a simple necklace 
that carried a small silver locket. Her mouth was 
frozen open. She wanted to scream but fear had robbed 
her of her voice. Her blue eyes were filled with terror 
and tears. Her expression pleaded for mercy.
The roar of the crowd grew louder as they realised 
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what a pretty trinket had fallen into their midst. They 
stumbled over each other in their eagerness to get near 
her. Fists flew, fingers gouged eyes, knees and elbows 
found soft flesh; bones crunched, and lives ended as 
the filthy heaving mass surged forward to claim its 
prize.
Simon was in a trance, bewitched by her beauty and 
dismayed by her predicament and terror. Unthinking, 
he rose and moved towards her, pushing aside the 
weakened inmates who barred his way. He fought his 
way to her side. Their eyes met in a single moment of 
understanding. He embraced her in his arms and they 
stood together facing the crowd. Time seemed to stand 
still as they waited in the calm for the storm. I have 
found my soul mate. I am ready to die for her.
“Not again!” Jhamed exclaimed. “Are we doomed to 
spend our lives fighting for Simon’s five-minute lov-
ers?”
Manfred only grunted and pulled himself to his feet. 
He extracted a simple wooden staff from within his 
cloak.
The baying of the crowd, which had reached fever 
pitch when Simon joined the girl, suddenly ceased. A 
pathway through the crowd parted as if by magic and 
a group of men pushed their way through to stand 
before Simon and the girl. The men were dressed in 
a strange assortment of clothes, obviously harvested 
from other inmates, and they made a strange sight 
amongst the near nakedness of the crowd. The men 
then stood aside, revealing the individual at the centre.
Simon recognised him immediately and shuddered. 
He was tall and gaunt with a sickly looking pallor but 
two things stood out in Simon’s mind – the eyes, black 
and evil, and the mouth curved upwards in a sickly 
grin. I may not have got you this time, but I soon will. 
Your days are numbered red boy. The words echoed in 
Simon’s mind. How can Uncle Dring be here?
“Well, well, what have we here?” The man’s voice was 
shrill and high-pitched. Like a crow or a raven, Simon 
thought. “What a pretty pair. A red boy whose days 
are numbered and a pretty little girl for Dring’s plea-
sure.” He leered at them both, displaying a mouthful 
of broken and rotting teeth. His foul breath made the 
background stench seem almost fragrant. “We shall 
have some fun tonight, my cronies. Oh yes, we shall.” 
He licked his lips and stretched out a thin spindly hand 
towards the girl’s face. Simon moved himself between 

them to shield the girl and the hand touched him in-
stead, on his cheek.
It was as though a huge shock of static electricity 
surged between the two of them. Dring shot backwards 
with a puzzled look on his face and was only prevented 
from falling in an undistinguished heap by his cronies. 
Simon felt cold, the deepest darkest feeling of cold he 
had ever felt. His face felt numbed, worse than any 
dentist visit.
“He is the one, then,” Jhamed said excitedly.
“So it would seem,” Manfred replied, drawing himself 
up to his full height and brandishing his staff.
Dring recovered his composure quickly. “Even better,” 
he shrieked, “my master will secure my release for this 
pretty red boy.” He turned to his cronies. “Kill the boy! 
Bring the girl to me, unharmed. You may have your 
fun with her later.”
“Not so fast, Dring!” The voice was loud and powerful. 
It seemed too big for the frail white-haired man from 
which it emanated. “Your master will not reward you 
tonight, but I will secure your release.”
Manfred seemed to grow in stature. He stood tall and 
proud, brandishing a multi-hued staff emblazoned 
with strange runes. A bolt of blue lightning appeared 
from the end of Manfred’s staff and lanced towards 
Dring, surrounding him in its fury, lifting him off his 
feet, and depositing him in a heap of cinders on the 
sandy floor of the dungeon.
“Be gone the rest of you, lest you also taste Manfred’s 
wrath.” The cronies disappeared into the crowd. Man-
fred sighed and appeared old and frail again. “I don’t 
like to kill, but he was already dead and his destruction 
today may have saved him from eternal damnation.”
“He was undead, then?” Jhamed asked. “It’s lucky you 
were here or we might not have left here today or ever.”
“Perhaps, although there is great power in that one.” 
He pointed to Simon. “Although he knows not how to 
use it yet. Did you see the force with which he repelled 
the undead one?”
Simon led the girl over to where Manfred and Jhamed 
were standing. The crowd parted to let them through. 
He felt strange. His face was still numb from Dring’s 
deadly cold touch and the cold seemed to be seeping 
into his brain, numbing his thoughts, slowing him 
down. My brain is being eaten. I am going to die.
Manfred seemed less concerned. He took Simon’s head 
in both hands and looked deep into his eyes. Simon 
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was mesmerised by the green pools. He seemed to be 
drawn inside Manfred’s mind, where he found him-
self on St Kilda Beach on a hot summer’s day. He was 
lying on the sand, face down so that he could observe 
the scantily clad young women without his excitement 
becoming obvious. The hot sun burned into the back 
of his head, forcing out the cold thoughts and thawing 
his frozen face. He came back to reality to hear Man-
fred’s voice telling him, “Lucky for you that I was here, 
otherwise your brain temperature would have fallen 
until all thought activity stopped. Then you would 
have been ready for reprogramming. With the right 
programming, you could have become an undead one 
like Dring.” Simon shuddered at the prospect, suddenly 
feeling very cold again.
Meanwhile Jhamed was fussing over the girl, making 
sure she was all right. When Simon had recovered 
enough to feel jealous, he forcefully introduced himself 
to the one whom he now believed was his intended 
soul mate. She is so beautiful. I love her. “Hi, I’m Si 
Si Simon.” It was all he could manage. I don’t know 
whether it’s the after effects of the freezing or because 
I’m so nervous. I’m such an idiot. Why can’t I be cool 
with girls? The blood once again rushed to Simon’s 
face.
The beautiful young woman smiled at him. Her teeth, 
like everything else about her, were perfect. “Thank 
you all for saving me. Especially you, Si Si Simon.” She 
blushed a little as their eyes met. “My name is Juliana. I 
am... I was... I used to work at the court of Queen Fre-
da. I used to prepare her clothing and help her dress.”
“What crime did you commit to warrant this cesspit?” 
Jhamed asked the question they were all thinking.
“I was bold enough to suggest that she take Prince 
Christopher with her to a royal function. She went 
crazy. She screamed at me, accusing me of favouring 
Prince Christopher over Prince Paul. She called the 
guards and sent me here.”
“Things may be worse here than I thought.” Manfred 
sighed. His bent frame seemed to sag as if a great 
weight had been placed on his shoulders. “I shall 
endeavour to give it my priority. But there is a greater 
need that we must deal with first. We must leave here 
quickly. Jhamed, did you secure a route for us?”
Simon, who had been observing the exchange of infor-
mation with incredulity, was roused from his stupor 
and jumped into the conversation before Jhamed could 

answer. “We will take Juliana with us, won’t we?”
“I’m afraid that’s not possible,” Manfred said. “She does 
not have the power to use the dimension portal. If 
everyone had such power then this dungeon would be 
empty. There are many places in the multiverse worse 
than this place, but also many that are exceedingly 
better.”
Simon shivered. “The multiverse must be a terrible 
thing if there are places worse than this.”
Manfred continued. “However, we will provide Juliana 
with some protection until we can return and make 
more permanent amends here.” He smiled at her. 
“Come here child, don’t be afraid. Jhamed, do you have 
a knife?”
Jhamed produced a vicious looking knife from inside 
his left boot and Manfred took it gingerly from him 
and with great care used it to cut off a lock of his long 
grey hair. Gently, he removed the locket from Juliana’s 
neck, opened it, and placed the hair inside. He mum-
bled something in a strange language before replacing 
the locket around her neck. “No one will trouble you 
while you wear this. Keep it around your neck at all 
times. Jhamed will leave you some supplies; keep them 
close to you, and be of good cheer for we shall return 
soon.”
Simon was about to say something about the wisdom 
of leaving a defenceless girl in such a place, especially 
one he found as beautiful as Juliana, but Manfred’s 
glare stopped the words in his throat. Instead, he 
turned his gaze to Juliana and their eyes locked for an 
instant. It seemed to Simon that time stood still. No 
words were spoken, but there was more communica-
tion in that instant than he had ever had with another 
before in his life. As Jhamed manhandled him away, 
he reluctantly broke their eye contact. She is my soul 
mate. I love her. My heart aches for her. I would die for 
her.
The thoughts stayed with him as a smell of pine nee-
dles replaced the rank odour of the dungeon and 
Simon, Manfred and Jhamed found themselves in the 
middle of a pine forest. Yet beneath those thoughts, 
there was another one. Simon realised it had been 
there all the time he had been in the dungeon but there 
had been so much going on it had eluded his con-
sciousness. Now it nagged at him. I am here. Come for 
me.
Simon was overwhelmed with a series of different 



PAGE 72

emotions – relief to be out of the dungeon, 
sadness bordering on grief, to have left Juliana 
behind, and total confusion as to what was hap-
pening to him. Am I crazy? Not for the first or 
last time today, he asked himself that question.
His sense of confusion and disorientation only 
became worse as he was bundled along between 
Manfred and Jhamed. No sooner were they in 
the clean air and dappled light of the pine forest 
than they were in the middle of a hustling city 
night with thick vehicle fumes that made him 
retch. Next, they were stumbling through a 
frozen, snow-covered land where an icy wind 
chilled him to the bone. Then that too was 
gone, replaced by a wasteland of ash and dry 
heat that made his skin crawl. Just as the heat 
was becoming unbearable, they stumbled into 
a cool clearing in another forest. This time, old 
oak trees with new green leaves provided shade 
from a weak springtime sun. Birds were singing 
and nearby the sound of flowing water seemed 
to soothe Simon’s tortured soul. He fell to the 
ground and lay there, mentally and physically 
exhausted.
“Welcome to FirstWorld,” said Jhamed, proud 
of his navigating skills.
“Welcome, indeed,” said Manfred. “Now the 
work really begins!” 
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Angweneth’s Escape 
PART 1

 
    She slammed against the stone of the cave wall. 
Her arms were tied behind her back and she was un-
able to shield herself from the impact. Anger welled 
in her chest. She was aggravated that she’d allowed 
herself to be captured by a group of bandits. Sneaks 
with tricks. There was no respect in their trade, a war-
rior fought her battles facing her foe. A few breaths 
calmed her down enough to think. Her captors were 
standing behind her, their voices barely audible.
     Cautiously she cocked her head to the left, a 
small hope to figure out at least why they had cap-
tured her.”We could get at least three hundred 
from the warrior’s family…anyone know if she has 
any?” a man with a nasally voice asked. She rec-
ognized the voice as the man who was ordering 
the other two around earlier when she just start-
ed to wake up. Maybe the leader of the group? “I 
dunno. Aren’t we suppose to give ‘er to that guy?”
     The second man responded, taking a labored 
breath. It was the rather obese man, odd size for his 
profession. A huff came from the final person, as if 
she was scolding a child. “We can make more mon-
ey for ransom, obviously. You were supposed to find 
out if she had any family, Tails!”While the bandits 
bickered, Angwenth tested the rope wrapped around 
her wrists. She shifted her hands around, loosen-
ing the rope to stop the throbbing in her fingers.
     In silence, she turned and leaned her back against 
the wall, watching the bandits as she flexed her fingers 

to get feeling back. The three bandits were facing away 
from her, standing over what looked like a map.”I was 
busy…” Tails protested before taking another deep 
breath.”Busy stuffing your face…” the young girl mut-
tered with a snicker.While they were distracted, An-
gwenth glanced around the cave to see if there was any-
thing that would help her escape. Something sparkled 
on the stone wall, catching her attention. A crystal! 
One with a sharp enough edge to cut through the ropes. 
She glanced back at her captors. Distracted. Perfect.
     Trying not to make any noise, she inched her 
way towards the sharp edge. A fist slammed on a 
hard surface, from the corner of her eye it looked 
like the leader had enough of their childishness. 
“Tails. Scout. Stop it!” Tails and Scout responded, 
their voices quiet, “Yes, sir.” The leader pointed at 
the map, “Scout, I want you to go the nearest town, 
find out if anyone is missing her. No detours. Got it?”
     The quartz got closer, but Angwenth froze as Scout 
turned to leave the cave. The young girl took a few 
steps, froze and looked at Angwenth curiously, then 
back at the spot where she was only a few moments 
prior.. Scout scratched her scalp and then walked away 
shaking her head. Letting out a soft sigh, Angwenth 
took the last few steps as Scout walked out of the cave.
     Leaning against the wall, she was able to shift 
her body until she felt the sharp edge of the crystal 
slice against her skin. It took a few tries before she 
had a rhythm, and felt the rope start to give. Her 
attention focused on the bandits, stopping any mo-
tions when they glanced away from their table. Just 
a little bit more.”What the hell are you doing? Try-
ing to sneak out when we’re not paying attention?”
     Angwenth stopped moving her arms and looked 
up at the leader innocently, “Sneaking out? I’ve been 
here the entire time.””Get back over there!” Angwenth 
smirked. Now it was time for action. “Or what?” If 
glares could kill. The leader rushed forward, ignoring 
the protesting Tails. “Sir!” The first punch landed di-
rectly into Angwenth’s stomach. The force slammed 
her against the cave wall. Bent at the waist, her face 
hidden by her hair, Angwenth started to laugh.”
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    How dare you!” the leader screamed, he aimed for 
another blow. Before impact, Angwenth twisted her 
body, the attacker’s fist sliding just under her stomach 
and meeting air. The bandit lost his balance. As he 
tumbled forward and raised his arms to brace for the 
wall, Angwenth kicked her knee up and aimed for his 
groin. It hit with a thud. The bandit let out a loud groan 
as he fell. Angwenth stepped over him and peered 

down, her hands still behind her back. “Guess what?”
 
The bandit reached up to grab at her, but she dodged 
out of the way before he could and slammed her foot 
down on his chest to keep him still. With some ef-
fort, Angwenth tensed her muscles in her arms, 
pulling. The rope snapped and fell to the floor. An-
gwenth smiled and rotated her arms in a windmill 
motion to loosen up her shoulders. She reached 

down and grabbed the hilt of the sword that lay 
at the bandit’s side. “Your rope isn’t very strong.”
    Twirling the blade in her hand, she studied the 
weight and sturdiness of the weapon. “And your 
sword isn’t very good.” She frowned and then placed 
the tip of the sword directly against the leader’s 
throat. “Who hired you to take me, you coward?”Her 
question was greeted with silence, until she pushed 

on the tip a bit more. Droplets of blood flowed 
down his neck. Tails spoke up, “A-A man did…”
     “Shut up, Tails!” the leader hissed, his eyes switch-
ing between the blade and the warrior. Grinning, 
Angwenth pushed harder. “No, keep going, or your 
leader is dead.”Tails stuttered again as he took a 
deep breath. He looked as if he was about to have 
a heart attack. “He said his name was Smalls. That 
you killed someone he knew…” “Damn it, Tails!” 



Smalls? Her breath caught in her throat and her eyes went wide. She took a step backwards. “He’s…alive?”
    In her moment of shock, a foot slammed in her back, forcing her to tumble forward. Angwenth rolled on 
her side a few times before coming to a stop in front of Tails. “Grab her, you idiot!”Tails leaned down, his 
large stomach getting in his way. Angwenth spun around on her back, her leg sweeping underneath his feet.
The fat man fell backwards, landing on the table that crushed under the added weight. She put her hands behind 
her head, palms on the floor; she pushed herself up while kicking her legs straight in the air. Her body arched and 
she landed on her feet. She swung the sword, the blade biting into Tail’s neck. Blood squirted in an arch, some of it 
landing on the front of her clothes. He made a sick, gurgling noise as he clutched his throat with chubby fingers.
 
Angwenth turned to face the leader, “Just you and me now.”He was back on his feet, a small dagger in his 
right hand. He ran in to attack and she parried with the sword. With ease he recovered and went for a lunge 
attack, keeping his chest and stomach aimed away from her to make a smaller target. Angwenth smiled, as 
she blocked each of his attacks, the blood from Tails dripped down the stolen blade, splattering across her 
and her opponent. The bandit attempted a new move, slicing at her hand instead of her stomach.
 Blood welled up along the line where the knife sliced, and Angwenth felt her blood begin to boil. She slid in 
with her opposite elbow facing the bandit, as if she was going to slam into his chest, but instead spun around 
and sliced the sword across his stomach. Blood covered his tunic, making the bandit looked down startled. 
Seizing the opportunity, Angwenth hit the knife out of his hand, and rammed him into the cave wall, her left 
forearm against his shoulder, the sword tip against his chest.
 “Where is Smalls?””Like I’d tell you.” He sputtered, blood dripping from his mouth.Her eyes narrowed. 
“Fine, I’ll just have to find your little minion and make her tell me.” With that she jabbed the sword into his 
chest, sliding between his ribs to his heart.
 He gasped and as she pulled out the sword and fell to the floor. She took a part of his sleeve and cleaned off 
her new weapon, before yanking the sheath off the bandit’s waist. Angwenth walked out of the cave, sheath-
ing her new weapon to her waist, “Now to find Smalls, and get some answers.”
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