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I had gone to bed, the blankets pulled up against the 
cold air of the night. No light save the street lamps and 
a few stars breaking through the clouds. Darkness and 
cold, a British winter night.

Yet the sky overhead was blue, clear blue, the pale 
bright blue of a Mediterranean summer day. Not a 
cloud to be seen though I could only see a strip of the 
sky because of the walls.

The walls either side of me, twice my height, rough 
hewn and of great blocks. Lichen fills the gaps where 
mortar should be and softens the edges of the blocks. 
The walls stretch away before and behind me, the same 
crude blocks piled one atop the other. Before me they 
go a good hundred steps and then stop, I can see the 
wall that marks the end of this, what is this, a passage, 
a walk way?

The ground beneath me is dust and stones, three times 
my height across from side to side though the base of 
the walls are thick with weeds and bushes, waist high 
and reaching across the path to catch legs and ankles. 
How many have walked this way before to have cut 
such a mark into the middle of the path? How many 
thousands of feet have worn away the cobblestones and 

left such a groove in the ground?
The path slopes up before me and down behind me, a 
gentle slope but every score or so paces there are rough 
stone steps where it becomes steeper, blocks of stone 
worn away by countless footsteps.

Before me in the distance, a wall. What is behind me? 
Where did I come from? I look back, down the slope 
of the path, the hundreds of steps I must have walked 
to reach this point and yet I remember none of them. 
I see the walls end and a glitter of gold and of crystal 
blue, some treasure perhaps, and yet I feel that is where 
I came from. Did I walk away from gold and jewels? 
Why am I here?

I am compelled to walk onward, upward. Why I could 
not say but I cannot stop, I cannot turn about and walk 
down. My legs are not my own, they take a step on-
ward, then another and another. This must be a dream, 
everything is so clear and yet so unreal. I will walk as 
my legs take me, as the dream takes me, I am not in 
control.

Step by step, yard by yard and I can see the end of the 
path. But it is not the end for what I see is the place, 
where it turns sharply to the right, the weeds turn and
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there is a gap where the path turns. My legs carry me 
onward, step by step.

To the corner and beyond, the passage is the same, the 
crude walls towering above me on either side and the 
worn path sloping up before me, until it ends some 
hundred paces hence. No not an end, it is another 
turning, another sharp turn to the right.

My legs carry me up this path. How many have walked 
before me? Who were they that walked here in such 
numbers? Why did they walk this way? Were they as 
I am, compelled to walk this way, or did they come of 
their own choosing? 

Another corner and once again I turn right but this 
time it is different. The wall to my right is unchanged 
but the wall to the left does not rise with the slope of 
the path and some seventy steps along this part of the 
path I can see over the wall to my left.

My breath catches in my throat at what I see before me 
and below me. I am on an island, not the Mediterra-
nean; for where among those islands can you see the 
great circled bay of a volcanic isle or look upon the 
curve of the horizon far across crystal blue seas?
Below me I see a great curve of golden sand and blue 
waters I can see shapes, forms, the wrecks of ships and 
the bodies of men. I see pulled upon the sands the 
rotting remains of several ships, no more than bundles 
of logs or reeds tied together to form rafts and now 
little remains save the shapes etched in the sand, Greek 
or Roman galleys, splintered oars jutting from the hulls 
like the legs of a centipede, the decks and sides sagging 
as they rot. 

Medieval ships, the high bow and stern still visible on 
several of them. There a Viking long boat, or at least an 
oval shape of long rotted timber with a weather worn 
dragon still standing above the sand.

More wrecks fill the waters just off shore and more still 
lay half submerged in the clear waters. The tall masts of 
some chocolate box clipper ship standing high above 
decks that are awash with water. More distant, not 
rotting timber but rusting iron. A great iron clad ship, 
now painted red as it decays. The forward turrets of 

this Dreadnaught point their guns skyward as if reach-
ing for some salvation in the heavens.

The golden sands are thick with the dead, bones clad in 
rags or rusted armour. Some in tattered finery, others 
in loincloths of linen, rich and poor now just bleaching 
bones. Sticks of wood or sticks of iron, bows or mus-
kets, rotting away. Swords, axes, revolvers. Nothing 
more than rubbish washed upon the shore. 

I can see a thousand dead before me and a hundred 
ships and as I cast my gaze across the miles of sand 
around the bay I see a thousand times more dead and a 
hundred times as many ships and dark shapes further 
out that tell of more recent ships that could not reach 
the sand and vanished completely beneath the waves.

My legs walk on and before I realise what is happening 
I turn another corner and the beach and the bay are 
gone. What is this place?

Did the living come to this place only to die or were 
those who were dead bought here by some means? Did 
those ships sail here willingly? Were they carried here 
by storm and misfortune? Or had they already met 
their fate before they were bought here to this grave 
yard of men and ships?

No, this is not a grave yard, not just a place of the dead. 
For who walked this path in such numbers as to wear 
away the stones and cut so wide and deep a route in 
the dirt? Did the survivors of those ship wrecks make 
their way up here as I am making my way? Were they 
compelled or did they walk freely? Did they know 
what this place was, as they walked this path step by 
step and turned each corner?

Another corner ahead of me, each corner is a right an-
gle, each section shorter. I must be walking parallel to, 
but above my original path. I must be slowly spiralling 
around and up a great square shape.

Another corner and another path, perhaps not as long 
and another corner and another path till I have turned 
seven corners and my legs no longer walk but return to 
my will.
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The path has ended, were it not for the lack of a roof 
I would call this place a room or chamber for though 
it is near as long as the sections path it is ten times as 
wide, a great open space. To my left the wall is again 
low and as I walk to it I can lean across the several feet 
of its thickness and look down upon the path below 
where I gazed upon the bay and the ships.

Aside from the low wall facing the bay the other three 
sides of this, room, chamber, perhaps square or meet-
ing place, the walls are twice my height and of the same 
rough cut stone. Crude but solid, great blocks I could 
scarcely stretch my arms across to touch each side. 
No, I am wrong in my recollection. There is a point 
where the wall is higher. The wall that runs across the 
back of this open place, its exact middle is taller and 
there is a door set in it. I did not see it at first, perhaps 
the glare of the sun was in my eyes, perhaps the green 
hues of the door blended with the lichen but I would 
swear I did not see it upon first glance.

Still it was there, two great doors set as a pair, each so 
wide across that my finger tips at full reach could not 
touch the edges of a single door. On the outer side they 
were twice my height as the wall had been but the wall 
rose so some two feet of stone was above the tops of 
the doors. A great arch of stone that came to a point-
ed peak where the inner edges of the doors met three 
times my height above me.

Great doors of metal, stained green with age and cov-
ered in what once were deep carvings but now were 
little more than weathered dips and rises in the metal. 
I see no hinges nor any handle but I could not muster 
the courage to touch either door. There was a chill in 
the air, before those doors. The bright summer sun 
high overhead and yet I shivered in my night shirt as 
some mortal dread touched my flesh.

I tear my eyes away from the door and look across the 
wide open area and a thought strikes me, as I walked 
up the path the ground was worn away from many 
feet but here the whole area was so marked. It was 
almost as if thousands had walked up here and filled 
the square then walked to the door from every corner 
of this wide area. There was no single place more worn 
than any other.

Almost as if people had stood here in crowds, spread 
out and waited then walked together through the doors 
to, to where? What was this place? Why was I here?

It was strange, I could hear something now, faint and 
distant but it reminded me that I had not heard a 
sound here save my own steps upon the stone. It was 
faint, I could not make it out but somehow it was fa-
miliar. I waited as it grew louder, no not louder; it was 
coming closer as if whatever was making the sound 
was walking up the path.

The noise teased me; I knew it but could not put a 
name to it. It was music, a song I had not heard in 
many a year. Violins and cellos playing together in har-
mony. Several of each, so familiar I could almost see 
them being played. A few men holding their violins to 
their shoulders, a few others bracing their cellos on the 
deck. I could almost see their faces.

A voice, calling my name. “Ernest” it said. “Ernest” it 
called again, so close it was I turned to see who had 
spoken but I was alone. I would swear it was my broth-
er Fred’s voice, when he was a younger man, when I 
had last heard him speak, when he was still among 
the living. How did I hear him now, calling me? Was 
this part of my dream. I called his name, “Fred Allen” 
I said, then I shouted it but there was no answer for he 
was dead and this was just a dream. I had not seen my 
brother for fifty six years. Not since the day the sea had 
taken him and he had gone down with the ship in that 
icy water.

Now, suddenly I remember the music, I remember 
where I had heard it last, so many years ago. They were 
playing it on deck, I remember hearing them as I stood 
in the swaying lifeboat helping a woman aboard. I 
heard the strings playing music, playing that song but 
I could never remember the tune. All those years and 
suddenly I remember it now.

I hear the sound of ancient metal creaking as it moved. 
The chill grows, the sun seems to dim in the sky. A 
shadow falls across the open area, though as I glance 
up I see not a single cloud above me.

Then something makes me turn, makes me look at the 
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 great metal doors. As they slowly opened. Now I knew 
this place for I had looked upon it once before, so 
many years before. But I had not walked through the 
gate though many others had. A voice had called me, 
hands had pulled me away, up onto the deck of another 
ship. I had been rescued. The sea did not claim me that 
day.

Or perhaps it did. These doors had opened for me once 
before, in nineteen twelve but I had escaped them. For 
fifty six years I had escaped them. 

Now they called to me and I walked through them as 
any sailor does who has been claimed by Davey. 
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I sit opposite him. He hasn’t changed much in ten years. 
He’s still got those icy blue eyes.

“So why are we here?” he asks.

“I’ve missed you John. It’s been a long time since we were 
‘seeing’ each other.”

I notice him wringing his hands over and over.
“I’m sorry,” he says. “I wasn’t very nice to you when we 
parted.”

“It was pretty brutal but you were right.”

“I was?”

“Yeah, you said I wasn’t passionate enough. I 
told you I loved you but you said I was boring, 
frigid – passionate-less.”

He always said I was too quiet when we made 
love. He always used to whisper, ‘Scream for 
me baby’. He didn’t like how reserved I was 
back then.

He can’t hold my gaze. “I’m – I am sorry about 
that. I’ve grown up a bit since then. I’m sorry if 
I hurt you?”

“No, well, yes you did – but I learnt from it. 
You gave me a lot to think about. You always 
said how cold and calculating I was and you 
were right. I really did - I mean I still do – you 
know, love you.”

He looks uncomfortable – I think he might cry.
“Look, I’m grateful to you because you made 
me stop and think about what I wanted from 
life, where I was going.”

He nods. I don’t know if that is because he un-
derstands or not – at least he’s listening to me.

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

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

“I figured out early that I had drive – ambition. 
After I knew I had this kind of passion, all I 
had to do was figure out how to make some-
thing of it, so I could show you.”

“You don’t have to show me anything. Honest-
ly, I’m sorry for the past. Let’s get out of here.”
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I carry on. “Ambition, drive – it’s fine but you need a 
focus for it. I tried all sorts. I even tried singing – if you 
can believe it. I wasn’t very good but well, these days, 
you don’t have to be. Anyway I tried all kinds of things 
and sure, I was successful in lots of fields – even made 
a bit of money.”

I sip at my coffee. The steam warms my face.

“I’ve never been very far from you, you know. When 
you started seeing those other women – Jane, Lucy, 
Abbie, Claire and a few one night stands, oh and of 
course there was that experiment with Dave. Seeing 
them - that was when you really stoked my flames.”
He looks at me, with wide eyes. “You’ve been spying on 
me – stalking me.”

“Ssshh,” I tell him, “Jealousy. It sounds odd but you 
helped me find my calling. It awoke something in me – 
well it leaves me breathless.”

I see a flicker of anger in his face. “You’re mental, you 
know that, mental!”

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

He still looks like he’s fighting not to cry as he says, 

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

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

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

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

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

I push my coffee cup aside and pick up my favourite 
scalpel.

“Now – scream for me baby.”
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Author Interview
Stephen Blake

1. How long have you been writing?
Properly – only about 18 months. I’ve always had ideas 
but it has taken me a long time to sit down and flesh 
them out. I’m hoping I might be on a bit of a roll now.
2. What was your first story?
‘Lord Craddock: Ascension’ in the anthology ‘Airship 
Shape & Bristol Fashion. I went to BristolCon and left 
there feeling really inspired by the authors I met. Then 
I heard they were doing a steampunk anthology. I sat 
down wrote a story, tore it up, wrote another and sent 
it in. It was the first time since school, when I tried to 
cheat and write out the story of Krull on two A4 sheets.
3. Which authors/writers are your inspiration?
I sometimes believe that I’m the result of a liaison 
between Enid Blyton, C.S.Lewis, Roald Dahl and Stan 
Lee. Ray Harryhausen (I know he’s not an author) may 
have got involved at some point. I recommend going 
to a convention and meeting authors. When you meet 
them in person it is inspirational because you realise – 
that could be you.
4. What is your favourite genre to write in and 
why?
I like all kinds and like to try all kinds but I do seem 
to come back to fantasy, steampunk and horror (more 
creepy than horrific).
5. What are you currently working on?

I’ve just finished the first draft of a YA novel tentatively 
called ‘Blood Key’. I’ve got a children’s book planned 
out and maybe a steampunk ghost story for an anthol-
ogy. I’ve had an idea recently which I’m thinking of 
dropping all of the above to work on – not sure. It’s the 
usual problem of too many ideas, not enough time.
6. How many stories or books have you pub-
lished?
I’ve had two short stories published and a number of 
pieces in the wonderful Far Horizons. Lord Craddock 
as I mentioned before and now I have a story called 
‘Beneath The Brass’ in the anthology ‘Avast, Ye Air-
ships!’
7. Do you have a website/Facebook author’s 
page and what is it?
I do. Blog: stephenblakeblog.worpress.com FB: ste-
phenblakeauthor Twitter: @UncannyBlake. The FB 
page has the links, as well as Goodreads.
8. What made you choose to write?
I don’t know that it was a choice. I believe that some 
of us have something they need to get out. It can take 
years to find out if it is painting, singing or who knows 
what. I always had stories in me - I was just waiting for 
something. In the end it was illness and redundancy 
that made me go, ‘What the hell, I’ll give it a go’. So far, 
so good.
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The distance can erase memories, feelings, truths. There 
is nothing that prevents distance and time from tearing 
off any passion of your soul, leaving just emptiness.

So considered Ishtar, a human woman in her glass 
walled prison cell on the planet Salustzen, far from her 
birthplace on Earth, a prisoner as were so many of the 
human race.

Jor told her: “Beautiful creature, surrender. There is 
no more place for your typical human pride.” But he 
had changed his opinion later: “Thinking it over, don’t 
change. I like you as you are, precious Ishtar.”

He had bought her in one of the markets of the Salust-
zen planet after the Saluzians invaded and dominated 
the Earth, scattering the human slaves on all their do-
mains on other planets. They hadn’t spared any human 
who didn’t have certain requisites but Ishtar had no 
idea of what they were looking for. It couldn’t be beauty 
or physical strength, thought Ishtar, it was something 
different.

Jor had asked her if she would kill him if she had a 
single chance. She answered that yes, she would kill 
any Saluzian if she could, but probably she would not 

be able to do it because she was physically weak with 
fragile health. Jor answered: “But your spirit is strong.” 
And bought her on the same occasion.

She had better luck than the other human slaves, 
forced to work hard on the hot Salustzen planet. Sur-
rounded by glass walls and paper blocks she heard Jor’s 
threat: “Make me happy with your drawings and give 
me the best of your art or I will give you electric shocks 
until you are mad.” When she heard this she had 
destroyed all the furniture in her cell and had burst 
into tears of despair and anger. Jor just watched with 
interest on the other side of the glass. Ishtar thought 
she saw an ironic smile on the alien’s face. After that he 
never threatened her again.

After crying as much as she could, she got the pen-
cils and started her web. For her that was like making 
a quilt. Colours and colours, there were not enough 
colours in the world for the pain she felt. Jor gave her 
the nickname of Ishtar. “My beautiful Ishtar.” He said, 
and she hated him. But Ishtar recognized that the only 
thing which kept her sane was to be able to express 
herself freely and rely upon his patience.

“Think it over Ishtar.” He said. “If we had not dominat-
ed Earth you humans would have destroyed the entire 
planet in another of your wars.”

“I don’t believe you,” she had answered, “and I would 
better be dead than a slave.”

“If it is so I can give you a knife,” he said.

She looked at him full of anger, “I will never kill my-
self.” 

He seemed to smile and said. “This is what we Salu-
zians admire in you. Strength. Do you want to live 
Ishtar?”

“Who doesn’t?” She replied.

“I didn’t,” he answered, “but your arrival has changed 
my plans.”

She stared astonished at the alien as he went away.
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Hours later, that night a strange ailment took her. At 
a glance she saw that the hooded alien had come back 
to watch her. She thought he looked worried, and then 
wondered if she could really perceive any emotion in a 
Saluzian or if she had only imagined that. She burned 
with fever and in her delirium the aliens invaded Earth 
and there was terror in the human faces she had loved. 
“My baby!” someone shouted far away, “Where is it?”

She woke up the next day feeling recovered, but felt 
pain when she moved. “What happened?” she asked.

“There is fever among the human slaves. You will be 
fine, I hope.” And Jor had not left her that night, but 
observed her, until, exhausted, she fell asleep. She woke 
up sometimes, and he was still there watching over her.

After Ishtar spent some months in that monotonous 
prison, she heard some shouts coming from outside. 
They were many human voices together, happy and 
angry.

Jor was looking at her from outside of her glass cell. 
“It’s your turn Ishtar.” The glass cell door opened. 
“Run,” he said. “Kill me,” he asked.

“No.” She answered.

“Do it!” he told her. “If not you it will be another 
human. You will not forgive us and this I can under-
stand.”

“I can’t do it,” she said.

“No? What happened Ishtar? Where’s your hate?”

“It went away. You did not harm me in your prison. 
You took care of me while I was ill. I can’t kill you.”

Jor started to laugh at the irony. “Do you know your 
illness? If existence as a whole had disappointed you 
and this made you lose your will to live, what would 
you do? Would you move a wasps’ nest? Would you do 
something extremely dangerous to seize the sweet hon-
ey from the bees? And if you would enchant them and 
in this way could live in the beehive as one of them? 
Talking about this the bees have something to do with 

our story.”

“What do you mean Jor?”

“An old and wise species, Ishtar, are the Saluzians. So 
old that it lost its will to live, so wise that it discovered 
the secret to being reborn from its ashes. The young 
and healthy human race, with thirst for life and ener-
gy to take care of our planets, was the answer to our 
prayers.”

 He pulled her and gave her a kiss against her will. 

“Our genes are in you, Ishtar, and in other uncountable 
human beings. You will become, let’s say, more 
thoughtful and less violent. We planned the implant 
when you were still in the stone age and watched your 
epic since then. We knew that it would be impossible 
to lock you in for a long time. Some years would be a 
miracle. But we managed Ishtar! You will be the moth-
er of my children when I’m gone. The drone fertilizes 
the queen bee and dies, leaving his inheritance.”

She shoved Jor and started fighting him. He gripped 
her arms while she shouted: “I hate you and your 
whole insane species! I can’t believe you used us this 
way!” Since her arms were bound she started kicking 
him with all her strength.

He didn’t release her or try to stop her as if he didn’t 
mind her rage. “Wait to see your kids, they will have 
my eyes and not the eyes of your mate. The same with 
your human friends. My blood and yours are bound. 
You and me. The two races meet and will never sep-
arate again. The Saluzians will meet the end, but will 
reborn stronger, younger, with the inheritance of our 
planets to prosper.” He released her.

Ishtar stopped and hid her face with her hands, trying 
to absorb the scope of what Jor had told her. She was 
too shocked now to fight him further. She squatted 
down and avoided eye contact with him; her eyes so 
dull and her features so blank you could mistake her 
for a doll.

He looked at her with some sympathy as if this was the 
best reaction he had expected from her. “Now I will 
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 leave.” He took her hand and kissed it. As he released 
it, it fell inert down.

Jor opened the door and walked some metres until a 
maddened man ran to him and clubbed him to death.

“You are free now!” The man shouted to Ishtar. “We are 
all free now!”

She looked emotionlessly at the human, then at Jor’s 
fallen body and at the drawings scattered on the floor. 
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I stand alone. Sometimes I wonder if I’m the only one 
left. There is nothing around me but desolation and 
death, destruction and despair. I look at what used to 
be my city. A burned out wreckage of a once thriving 
metropolis. 

I struggle to hold on to my sanity as the things I’ve 
seen, and the things I’ve done, creep into my mind. 
They’re all just a blur of fear and horror. As I stand 
here, I can’t help but think back, to the beginning, 
back when life was normal. It started with a genetically 
modified virus, modified to kill. It was germ warfare 
on a scale unseen before, with side effects only heard of 
in horror stories. 

The Taque wanted the humans gone from the planet 
we both colonized. There was peace at first but hu-
man habits hadn’t changed since leaving a world we 
destroyed behind. It wasn’t long before we started 
strip mining, clear cutting, polluting the air, water and 

land, just as we had on Earth. After repeated pleas 
to stop were ignored, the Taque had enough. The 
Taque were a highly intelligent and curious race. 
Seeking out new cultures and planets to learn as 
much as they could. They coexisted with the life 
around them and were shocked by the humans’ 
treatment of the planet they shared.

Without warning they attacked by contaminating 
the water with a genetically engineered virus that 
only affected humans. The Taque didn’t foresee the 
virus continuing to evolve, after the death of the 
host, into a multi-organism entity. An entity that 
reanimated the dead it inhabited. Very contagious 
dead. Zombies, real zombies, not science fiction, 
but reality. They didn’t talk or try to eat your brains 
but they did want to infect as many as possible, 
to multiply and survive. Just like any other living 
organism. They were like jellyfish. Made up of 
many individual organisms to create a collective 
whole. They weren’t evil or malevolent, but they 
were deadly.

When people started to reanimate, pandemoni-
um broke out. A virus that was killing us was bad 
enough but the dead trying to kill us was beyond 
comprehension. You had to be careful how you 
killed them as well, as one touch, one drop of 
blood and you were next.

Luckily the collective controlling the body was 
simple and unintelligent, going on instinct alone. 
All they wanted was to touch people. It was easy 
to trap them and burn them, destroying the virus. 
However people continued to infect others with-
out knowing, so the virus spread quickly. I lost 
everyone, everything I ever loved or cared about. I 
was away at college when my family contracted it 
from the tainted water. My mother, father, broth-
er, his wife and their unborn child all gone before 
I returned home. We were a close family, always 
there for each other except this time I wasn’t there 
for them, unable to even say goodbye. I alone sur-
vived. Hospitals and funeral homes started cremat-
ing the dead before they could reanimate, but still 
the virus spread.
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Population dwindled, industry stopped. People board-
ed themselves up in their houses. Stockpiling food, 
weapons they made to burn the infected and because 
they still didn’t know the water was contaminated, they 
boarded themselves up with their own death. Eventu-
ally everyone was infected. Everyone but me. I seemed 
to be immune. I’ve drunk the water, been around the 
dying, even been touched by the infected. And yet I 
still lived. 

***
Now I wander with no destination in mind, a flame 
thrower on my back, cleaning up the mess the Taque 
created. 

I wonder, if I’m immune could others be as well? Am I 
really the only one left? As I ponder, movement catches 
my eye. 

More zombies, come around a burnt out building, 
hardly recognizable as a family residence. They move 
slowly, uncoordinated, as the collective try to control 
the rotting bodies. Faces expressionless, eyes sightless, 
clothes dirty and torn, it was easy to see they were no 
longer human. There were three, a man, a woman and 
a small child. Had they been a family? I’ll never know. 
As they shamble forward I unleash the flame thrower 
on them, trying not to think of them as human any-
more, especially the child. It always gets to me, the 
children, makes me rage at the Taque for their coward-
ly means of eradicating us. I’d like to eradicate them, 
but what could one man do against an entire race? I 
wasn’t a geneticist that could repay them in kind or a 
warrior for that matter. I was a college student studying 
to be a teacher. Now there’s no one to teach. My grip 
on sanity slips a little more as I watch what might have 
once been a family, burn.

Large lizard in the Sun - Laurie Smith
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It moved toward me and came into the light falling 
through the grated hatch overhead.

My mind struggled to understand what my eyes could 
see, it seemed to blur and become clear but each time 
I could see it clearly it was somehow different from 
before.

It was tall, a head taller than me and perhaps seven feet 
in height. It was huge, twice my width, the vast bulk of 
its shoulders some four feet wide, even without count-
ing the spikes that covered the huge plates of scale or 
bone that overlapped across its upper body.

I knew this, I had seen it. Before, in the hotel. When it 
killed Garrety. When it killed me.

Its face, its face, twisting, swirling, I wanted to be sick, 
no. I must be strong, dizzy, falling, no. Its face was 
broad; the entire lower half was a mouth of fangs larger 
than my fingers, dizzy, my stomach churning. The up-
per half of its face was bone or scale covered in spikes 
or horns jutting out sideways and to the back, two eyes

set like a man and two more of equal size set to the 
sides like a horse .

The mouth was ringed with... ,with… I staggered back 
and grasped at the closest crate for balance as my 
stomach heaved and everything I had eaten for the 
last two days burned its way up my throat and out my 
mouth.

I gasped as soon as I could draw breath and glanced up 
to see the creature much nearer, all four of its eyes set 
deep within the heavily armoured head stared straight 
at me and the short writhing tentacles that ringed both 
sides of the mouth were reaching towards me.

My stomach turned again and even though there was 
nothing left I heaved again and again, my belly a band 
of tearing pain.

Crack, Crack. The shots of a police .36 rang out close to 
my face. One bullet vanished into the gloom, the other 
bounced off the thick plates on the creature’s chest.

Of its own will my right hand had found the butt of my 
revolver and drawn and fired from the hip.

Realising what I had done I brought my arm up and 
sighted at the creature now no more than a dozen feet 
from me.

Crack, Crack. Both rounds bounced, I saw one glance 
off the head just above one of the eyes on the front. 
Crack. Crack. Click. Click.

My revolver was empty, but my mind took seconds to 
recognise the sound.

This close the smell struck me. Death and decay, flesh 
and blood left to rot. The stench of a great carrion 
beast, the stench of the grave.

My stomach again fought against me, I could not stop 
it but I was exhausted and did no more than gasp and 
choke as the muscles across my belly spasmed and 
could do no more.
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I was holding onto a large wooden crate beside me 
and I used it to turn myself and stagger back along the 
walkway of the hold, dropping the useless hand-me-
down army revolver as I did so.

I staggered step by step toward the stairs leading to the 
upper deck and safety. My left knee was stiff within the 
leather brace but all pain was long since forgotten.

I reached the steps and glanced behind as I did. The 
creature was a few paces behind me, the smell of death 
billowing around it like a cloud.

I stumbled, my foot slipped on the first step and I half 
fell, only my iron grip in the rail kept me upright.

Forcing myself up the stairs by fear alone I reached the 
top and stepped onto the deck, into the light and into 
safety. It would not follow me up here. I was safe. 

The creak of the stairs beneath the creature’s massive 
bulk broke my thoughts and left me but a thread away 
from panic.

It was coming up the stairs. It was coming up the stairs.

I staggered backward and hit the ship’s rail, a solid 
clunk bought my thoughts back to my control for a 
second. Something in my coat had hit the rail, some-
thing heavy. Something solid.

The massive revolver. 

I tried to open my jacket, my hands suddenly clumsy. 
My jacket seemed to fight against me, tying itself round 
the revolver and blocking my hand.

My fingers touched rough metal and locked around the 
grip of the heavy weapon.

I dragged it out of my jacket pocket and turned to face 
the stairs as the creature’s head came into sight.

I stared at its eyes, my mind spinning, dizzy. My arm 
fell, the revolver too heavy to hold.

Its shoulders scrapped the edges of the stairwell, goug-

 ing and splintering the wood.

I dragged my arm back up, the revolver’s sights came 
between my eye and the creature and I felt calmer. 
Suddenly everything became clear. The gulls wheeling 
overhead. The gentle thump of a steam engine near-
by. The splash of the waves hitting the hull beneath 
me. The maker’s stamp on the revolver, Tipping and 
Lawden of Birmingham.

The blur beyond the forward post on the revolver’s 
sights snapped into focus and I pulled the trigger. 
Nothing happed, I had barely moved the trigger. I 
pulled again with all the strength of my finger.

The boom was incredible, stunning me and pummel-
ling my ears. My hand was yanked upwards, sharp pain 
tearing at my wrist. 

The massive .577 bullet struck the creature, a scale was 
shattered and a great wound opened on its chest, as big 
across as my palm and inches deep.

It was still coming.

I fired again, this time the shoulder was hit, one of the 
large scales broken in two and dark fluid sprayed from 
beneath.

It was still coming. Nothing could stop it. I was going 
to die, I had to run. Everything began to blur again, my 
legs were shaking. The weight of the revolver dragged 
my arm down.

The ironwood club came from behind the creature and 
smashed into the back of its head just above the neck.

The monster and I had been so focused on each other 
that neither of us had seen Sergeant Peck come out of 
the cabin.

The black wooden club was twice the length and three 
times the weight of a police truncheon but it was not 
that which caused the creature to stagger and roar.

Hand carved over the lifetime of the shaman that had 
created it from the hardest and heaviest wood on earth
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and three hundred years old, the entire length of the 
club was covered in tiny lines and marks that swirled 
and came together in patterns. 

Every line had been filled with hand beaten age black-
ened silver no thicker than a woman’s hair. Every line, 
every sigil, part of a single pattern of silver.

There was no magic to the club, no spells had been 
cast upon it, no enchantment lingered within it. It had 
no power. But that was its purpose. For as it came into 
contact with the monster’s skull the magic that sur-
rounded the monster flowed into the silver patterns 
and reached the sigils.

Magic was drained away, splintered and shattered and 
thrown to the void.

The ironwood club smashed the scales and cracked the 
mighty skull beneath and the monster knew pain such 
as it had not felt for centuries.

I saw the sergeant’s blow and I saw the creature begin 
to turn, Peck was so close he would be torn into pieces.

Suddenly the revolver was a feather and it floated into 
position.

The boom was less than before but I could hear noth-
ing else, every sound had died around us.

The bullet struck the monster in its side, just above the 
waist where the scales were smaller. It bellowed in pain 
as the bullet smashed deep into its flesh and a great 
gout of thick greenish fluid spurted out and splattered 
across the deck.

I fought the revolver down and back onto the creature 
and fired again. It was trying to turn back toward me 
but slowly now, it was hurt. My shot struck it in the 
belly and tore through flesh and fluid and great loops 
and strands of grey.

It staggered toward me and once more the sergeant’s 
ironwood club came from behind, so vast was the crea-
ture that as it stood this close I could not see Peck at 
all. Still he struck hard and well and one of the creatu-

ture’s knees shattered.

One leg collapsed and it half fell, blocking its fall with 
one clawed hand.

It lifted its face toward me and roared its hatred, teeth 
like daggers spread wide, tentacles writhing from side 
to side.

I took careful aim, so close now that my outstretched 
arm could almost touch it.

Time slowed, everything stopped moving, the gentle 
breeze stopped, gulls hung in the sky overhead.

The boom was muffled, the cloud of smoke hid the 
monster’s face from me and the revolver floated up-
wards.

Then everything started again. My wrist was screaming 
in pain from firing the oversized revolver so often, the 
deck beneath my feet was heaving and bucking, I was 
falling.

But as I fell I watched my last bullet fly past the tenta-
cles and enter that fang lined mouth, I saw the bullet, 
more than half an inch of lead shot strike the back of 
the creature’s throat and punch straight through. I saw 
flesh and fluid pulverised to a mush. I saw the bullet 
pass through the creature’s brain and strike the back of 
its skull. I saw shock waves ripple across its head as the 
skull shattered sending shards of bone through what 
remained of the brain and head.

I saw the back of its skull and head collapse, fragments 
of bone held together by flaps of skin and scale.

I saw the stained wooden deck of the ship race toward 
my face and everything became fire and pain and 
darkness.

#

Normally I never notice myself waking up, I am just 
awake. But sometimes, if I am very tired or hurt I wake 
slowly. The world comes into focus from nothing to a 
blur and then to clarity.
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This time it was taking forever, my body felt distant 
and dull apart from the throb of heat and pain that was 
my left knee and the ball of fire that was my right wrist. 
There were sounds but they were so far away. The light 
around me was dim and I was surrounded by shapeless 
forms of white and black that slowly came into focus.

Bright sunlight, a plaster ceiling above me going a bit 
grey with age. 

The smell of flowers and something sharp and chemi-
cal that stung my nose.

The rustle of movement, cloth and something else. 
Something rigid or starched rubbing against itself.

A nurse leaned over and smiled. Her freshly starched 
uniform bright in the morning sun streaming through 
the window beside my bed.

She held a glass to my mouth and I took several small 
sips, washing the water around my dry mouth before 
swallowing every drop.

She put the glass back on the table beside my bed and 
looked across the room.

“Five minutes please Chief Inspector, he needs to rest.”

She then left the room in a rustle of cloth and starch.

Chief Inspector McCollum had been the undisputed 
head of the Bristol city constabulary for a decade and 
had managed to avoid any embarrassing incidents very 
well. Mostly by making sure the bodies were never 
found again.

He and I had, how should I put this, exchanged opin-
ions before and I had the strong feeling this was going 
to be another frank exchange.

He stood close to the bed and used his standing posi-
tion to loom over me.

“Bit of a mess Thorn. Not the sort of thing we want 
people hearing about. Bad for the city.”

Oh, it was going to be another of those. I settled myself 
more comfortably on my pillows then gasped as I for-
got and moved both knee and wrist in the process.

McCann leaned a little closer.

“You look a mess, take a few days off. Then I want your 
report on those large rats. The bodies are on ice down-
stairs. Rodents of unusual size eating the bodies of 
people who drowned. No monsters, no mention of the 
ship. I trust you understand me Inspector?”

I nodded. That didn’t hurt which was nice.

He grunted and turned away then paused.

“Make damn sure Thorn. Rats.”

He then walked out leaving the door wide open.

After a few seconds a figure in an ill fitting sergeant’s 
jacket peered round the doorway.

“Come in sergeant, all safe now. I think”.

Peck came in and glanced around then looked at me 
for permission.

I nodded and he dragged over the one chair.

“Everything’s gone sir. The chief inspector took person-
al charge; he told us to take the monsters body off the 
ship then some men from London turned up last night 
and took it. We weren’t allowed to call the excise and 
the crew sailed the ship out with the afternoon tide. 
Every constable that may have seen or heard anything 
has had the frighteners.”

He looked around the room and spoke more quietly.

“Just like the warehouse. Nothing happened.”

I sighed, feeling tired. “Just like the last time sergeant, 
just like the last time.” 

Oddly just talking and thinking seemed hard to do.
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“I’ve been given a few days off so I’ll be in next week. 
Keep an eye on everything for me.”

Peck came to a semblance of attention and then hur-
ried out.

A thought came to me and I looked around, my jacket 
was hanging by the door. I pushed back the covers and 
swung my legs out and down. The leather brace had 
been taken off and I had to carefully limp across the 
room.

I reached my coat and checked my pockets. There it 
was. I took out the oversized revolver and a handful of 
fresh bullets then limped back to the bed. I sat down 
and opened the cylinder dumping the spend rounds 
onto the bed clothes. 

I leaned over and looked under the bed, the little bin 
and the pencil shavings were still there. I brushed the 
used rounds into the bin and pushed it back under the 
bed then loaded the revolver with fresh rounds.

The cylinder snapped back into place and I slid the 
weapon under my pillows.

I stretched out and settled myself. I could feel the re-
volver under my head.

Heavy, hard, comforting.

I drifted off to sleep.
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Leola’s bare feet made a slight padding noise as she 
slinked through the service tunnels. There were no ser-
vants about at this time of night to discover her escape 
attempt, and for that she thanked the Warriors in the 
Sky. If she was successful, she would make a sacrifice at 
the temple, in their honour, for watching over her.

Her captivity had lasted almost a year, and despite the 
repeated attempts from her family to retrieve her, her 
captor had refused to give her up. Now, through des-
peration, she had to escape.

He had captured her along with four of her royal body-
guards  after she had an argument with her father, King 
Delon, and left the safety of the castle to ride out her 
frustration; the argument was about something that 
seemed so trivial and foolish now. 

Her men had tried to protect her, but Horgan had a 
larger group of men, fresh from a hunt in her father’s 
own forest. Horgan himself took the reins of her horse 
and pulled her from the saddle. She had struggled in 
his grip, beating ineffectively at him with clenched 
fists while his men laughed and slaughtered her body-
guards.

He had tried to convince her to marry him, but she 

had refused each time. She knew he only wanted her as 
a means to an end, or at least he had in the beginning. 
The man had several concubines and slaves to tend to 
his male urges, but there was something in the way he 
had started to look at her in the recent months that 
made her quite uncomfortable.

Leola knew the intimacies of human relationships, the 
requirement for a king to have an heir, she was heiress 
to her father’s kingdom after all and had been appro-
priately educated:  arts, literature, woodcraft, archery 
and studies of the warrior arts as well as statesmanship 
and diplomacy. Her lessons had been useless against 
the barbarian brute that had held her captive for the 
last year.

She was maturing from a rough young girl into a lovely 
young woman. The gazes of men showed their interest 
in her. Her long, flowing hair, her chest that had filled 
out into a firm young bust and the delicate curve of her 
hips, all had formed from the boyish body at the time 
of her capture.

She had known it was only a matter of time before 
he could not contain his lust, and she would have no 
choice but to be married. In despair she had pressed 
her hands against the walls, searching for a way out in 
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the darkness. She went over every part of the wall 
until she found a small depression in the stonework. 
There was a slight click and a section of the wall moved 
inwards, it was a secret door that led to a warren of 
hidden corridors. Thus she had begun her secret explo-
rations of the ancient castle that Horgan had captured 
years ago.

She had managed to convince her guards that she was 
asleep and had slipped out, leaving several pillows 
in the shape of her sleeping form. It had taken many 
nights and many months of her explorations, but she 
had finally come across Horgan’s private rooms. There 
she discovered his plans.

“I shall have her in my bed; I cannot contain my desire 
for her much longer.” He had confided to Frael, his 
chief bodyguard and lieutenant. Frael had nodded.

“Then you’d best wed her, and give her father no 
chance to object, for once you have a son in her belly, 
you become the new heir, or you will in the eyes of our 
people. Her ways however are somewhat different; can 
you imagine a woman ruling?” Frael laughed over his 
tankard of ale.

From behind the walls, where there was a listening al-
cove, Leola had heard this and made her decision, she 
would escape from her captors the next night.

#
She reached the end of the corridor and found the 
bolt hole. She opened the heavy leather door and 
felt the chill of the draft from outside. She pulled her 
cloak tighter about her shoulders against the chill and 
ducked into the bolt hole. 

There was barely enough room for her to walk, even 
hunched over. She looked out the exit to the outside 
world. Below her, a fatal drop. A small goat track trav-
elled past the bolt hole’s opening - her only way down.
“I hate heights.” She muttered to herself as she began 
her descent.

She travelled through the night and well into the next 
day, yet felt she hadn’t put enough distance between 
herself and Horgan’s castle. Leola kept away from the 

roads and wandered through the forests, heading to 
the north, to her homeland.

She slept in the shadow of a fallen tree during the after-
noon, intending to continue on through the night. She 
awoke to the smell of wood smoke and cooked rabbit. 
She came instantly awake, remembering.

He sat across from her; two rabbits over the coals, 
skewered on green sticks, their fatty juices dribbling 
down to hiss in the fire. Her mouth watered at the 
smell.

“Good evening, care to tell me what you’re doing out 
here on your own?” he asked her.

“Not really.” She said softly. “It is complicated, and I 
don’t want to put you at risk.” She packed up her mea-
gre pack of rationed food and stood to leave.

“The men who are looking for you are that way.” He 
said, indicating the way she was going, she turned to 
go another way.

“They’re that way as well; Horgan is sparing no man 
in his search for you.” Leola looked at the man. “And 
neither is your father.” He smiled as he got up from the 
fire, “There are more of your loyal subjects coming to 
help, Your Highness.” He indicated for her to sit back 
down, and handed her a cooked rabbit when she set-
tled before the fire. Soon she would be home, and her 
father’s war horns would sound.
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Part Seven:
We go to them

“Holy cow, you’re a Vuur!” Jake realised, chuckling in-
wardly. Of course Margo would turn out to be a Vuur. 
She was almost two meters tall, looked like an Ama-
zon, and was the most ferocious person he knew.
 
Jake’s exclamation brought Margo back to reality. She 
stared at Jake, ceasing her amazement at her new speed 
she was testing by shadow boxing. His voice was loud-
er: “I’m a what?” She only had a superficial knowledge 
of the common demonic species. That was what hap-
pened when one had weapons that could kill anything.

“A Vuur. Well, a half of one, anyway. It’s a demonic spe-
cies. There are very few left, only one clan I think. They 
are huge telekinetic demons that feed on the spiritual 
energy of others by engulfing them in flames, and then 
sucking the flames through their skin. Explains how 
you got the hang of telekinesis so quickly. Pretty pow-
erful, if you don’t count the fact that they can be bested 
by silverware.”
 
“What do you mean?”

“Oh, the only way to kill the buggers is silver to the 
heart. Like a werewolf. Only a full Vuur’s heart is on 
its right side instead of the left and their ribs are like 
steel. One needs either a very strong arm or very good 
aim.” Jake stopped talking and pointed at the pile of 
ash. “Uhm, wasn’t Malik supposed to tell us where the 
Nexus is before he died?”

Margo realised that only she saw the vision. “He, he 
did. He had a strong power of premonition, and could 
transfer what he saw to others.”

“Ok then. Where are we going?”

“19 Sherwood Lane. Next town over.” Margo knew 
that address. It was the one shown at the bottom of the 
bowl. She walked towards Jake, picking up random 
weapons lying around. They were all human made, 
with magical boosts in the form of runes etched on 
them. “We’re gonna need all the help we can get.” She 
waited for Jake to get ready and then grabbed his hand.
 
“Just don’t land in any dumpsters now. If I have to pick 
out rotten lettuce from my hair again I’ll punch you.” 
Jake wagged his finger at her with a mock serious tone.
 
Margo laughed. “Don’t worry, I’m going to focus better 
this time.”

When the haze that usually accompanied teleportation 
passed, Jake, recovering first, discovered they were in 
a broom closet. Margo tried to open the door. It was 
locked.
 
“I’ve always wanted to do this.” she smirked, grasped 
the handle, and with one downwards move broke the 
mechanism. They quickly broke out of the empty bus 
station.

“Now what do we do? Just go in swinging?” Jake pulled 
out a small pistol, checking the ammo. They were ten 
minutes away from the house.
 
“Yup, that’s the plan.”
 
“So, no backdoor?”
 
“Back, front, doesn’t matter. They’ll hear us come in 
without any trouble.”

“The vision told you about advanced spell security?”
 
“No, but logic says they would spare no expense.” Mar-
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go handed him the shotgun she was carrying. “If these 
don’t stop them at least they’ll slow them down.”

The windows were dark. They stopped on the other 
side of the street. Margo turned to Jake: “Ready?”
 
“As ready as I’ll ever be.” Jake smiled. “Come on, let’s 
stop stalling and rock-and-roll.”
 
Jake raised his shield up as a precaution. Turned out 
to be a good idea when a shifter demon jumped up at 
them five seconds later. He slammed into the shield 
head first. Jake walked up to him and kicked him in the 
head with all his might. A loud crack was heard.

The door was easy to break, but as soon as they went 
in, a horde of demons and witches waiting in ambush 
attacked them. Margo started firing fireballs left and 
right. It was strange, being in this form. Her aim was 
worsened because of her advanced senses, but it didn’t 
matter. Fireballs are able to have wide range. At least 
she could hear over the noise and see over the flashes. 
Someone was getting ready to jump her from the stair-
way landing. She unsheathed her dagger and thrust it 
backwards. The dagger wound up in the chest of the 
woman that answered the door all those months ago. 
Margo pulled the dagger out, letting her fall on the 
floor and moved on. She had work to do.
 
Jake was a better shot. He was holding his shield up, 
moving it around to fend off attacks while shooting. “I 
really should get an offensive power!” he yelled.

“Don’t you have that already?” said a green skinned 
Mantis demon, who tried to hit him over the head. 
Jake fully closed the shield around himself.

“Good burn, bad timing mate.” Jake expanded the 
shield at a great speed, crushing the Mantis demon, 
and several others straight in the wall, knocking the 
living room furniture around. By that time Margo 
was already at his side, firing off blasts at high speed. 
“Kitchen! Now!”

Margo started clearing the room from stragglers, 
walking backwards whilst Jake ran like an arrow to the 

time to miss a knife being thrown at her. She saw Jake 
fighting a brawler demon, and a skinny male witch. 
Margo grabbed the witch by the hair and slammed his 
face against the counter, feeling his skull caving in and 
blood and brain matter flowing through her fingers. 
She then stabbed the demon, who was holding Jake in 
a headlock, in the back.

“Phew that was tough. Is that all of them?” Jake turned 
around talking quietly. The top floor was desolate.
 
“Probably lots more downstairs, waiting to spring on 
us. I hope you didn’t spend all your ammo.” Margo 
walked towards the basement door, but Jake tapped 
her on the shoulder. He pulled out an enhanced gre-
nade and motioned for her to start counting. At three 
he pulled out the pin and Margo broke down the door. 
The resulting blast was followed by a fireball and a 
shrill female voice cursing loudly. Jake jumped down, 
raising his shield. Margo was right behind him, with 
enough room to fire a few blasts. 

A female demon hit Jake in the leg with one of the 
darts from her wrists. Jake didn’t buckle nor was sur-
prised the attack pierced his shield. There was bound 
to be at least one demon in this place whose attacks 
could get by the shield. He expanded it, knocking their 
attackers on the ground. Margo fired several energy 
balls in a row then jumped from the stairway with her 
daggers out in the open. Jake needed room to maneu-
ver. He couldn’t exactly reach everyone from up there.
 
The female demon had somehow survived and sprung 
out. Margo was about to react when several shots were 
heard and the girl slumped over. Jake jumped down: 
“She’ll resurrect in a while.”

“Well, I have to say I’m surprised you got this far.” An 
old woman stood in front of the Nexus, a swirl of lime 
green energy coming out of the floor. A tall demon was 
standing a little ways back. It was a fully grown Vuur, 
smirking, with his arms crossed, like all of this was 
amusing. It had similar lines as Margo, but coupled 
with red skin and long thin horns that were grazing 
the ceiling. He was enormous, easily over two meters, 
which was on the short side for a Vuur.
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“So this is the abomination,” the demon spoke.
 
“Wait wait, let me get this straight.” Jake interrupted. 
“You’re pissed off cause demons and witches should 
never work together in any capacity let alone have a 
baby, so you are working together to stop her? Isn’t that 
a little moronic?”
 
“It’s a necessary evil!” the woman shrieked. She was  
losing her composure. The Vuur might have want-
ed the abomination for himself, but right now, she 
couldn’t care less. She started firing off fireballs at high 
speed. Jake extended his shield to make a large sphere 
around him and Margo. This enraged the woman even 
more, and she switched to a wider posture. Bright 
light coursed through her hands, accompanying every 
fireball. The shield started to crack. “I told Malik to 
dispose of you. Bind you, kill you, anything. But he 
trained you instead.” Her look made it clear she con-
sidered that the most despicable thing she could think 
of. She fired one last time, and the shield shattered. 
Margo reacted on instinct and used her telekinesis to 
toss the old woman to the side, into a shelf. She almost 
missed seeing Jake firing at the demon, who had aimed 
at Margo  The Vuur stopped the bullets midair and 
fired them back at Jake, who fell down.

Margo was overwhelmed with rage. She was about 
to advance at the Vuur, when the ressurecting  de-
mon from before attacked her. She took it out on her 
instead. Margo extended one of her daggers into a 
broadsword. She placed it in front of her, blocking the 
darts coming at her with ease. Minimizing the broad-
sword, she swung around , slicing off the demon’s hand 
with her other dagger. The demon let out a surprised 
scream. Margo lifted and elongated the broadsword 
and stabbed her in the chest. The demon turned to 
dust.
 
“So those swords really can kill anything.” The Vuur 
spoke.

“Yes. That means I don’t need silver. I can simply gut 
you right here and now.”
 
 The Vuur smiled “Ferocity is a common trait for both 
demons and witches. Your mother had it even in the

demons and witches. Your mother had it even in the 
seconds before I tore out her heart. Pity your father 
didn’t inherit it.”
 
“You knew him?”
 
“Yes, we both share disdain for family members.” 
Margo turned to see the old witch had gotten up. She 
opened her mouth to speak, but Margo beat her to the 
punch. She fired an energy ball, incinerating the wom-
an on the spot.

“I thought you wanted to know about your family.” The 
Vuur pointed at the pile of ashes.
 
“Found out all I needed to know.” She switched her 
grip on the handle, turning the broadsword into a sa-
bre. She tried to run him through, but he easily deflect-
ed her blow. Margo had to concentrate in order to fol-
low his movements. His bored expression and the ease 
with which he dodged pissed her off even more. Even 
if she had complete control over Malik’s powers and 
was able to use them at will, she would only bring the 
fight to a draw. The Vuur grabbed her wrists, making 
her drop her daggers. He grabbed her neck and pushed 
the daggers away from them with a glance.

“You are better than the rest of his spawn, I must ad-
mit. It’s amusing.” He grabbed both of her arms in one 
of his, squeezing tightly.
 
 “The rest?” Margo asked, knowing that she was still 
breathing only because he wanted to be theatrical. 
Which meant she had to let him talk.
 
 “Yes, you have siblings. Well, had. You are number 
four out of five on my cleaning route. Why don’t I tell 
you about them?”
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The single drop of sweat rolled down the balding fore-
head of the Scientist, it touched the cool metal of the 
laser pistol that was pressed hard against his skin. The 
woman who held it was desperate to get off his ship of 
death.

“You told me that thing was safe.” She growled, pissed 
off at the doctor, why the hell had they put a homicidal 
maniac in charge? Let alone two homicidal maniacs, 
one who stood before her, and the other encased in the 
computer core, running the ship.

“We thought she was!” he stammered, his voice chok-
ing on panic and fear. “How could we know she would 
go haywire like that?” 

Commander Star scowled at Dr Kirkpatrick. 

“You were fools to think that you could use a human 
in place of a computer core for a starship, what the hell 
possessed you to use a death-row psychopathic mur-
derer?” 

She pulled the weapon away from his scalp, the skin 
marked by the pressure she’d applied, and pointed it 
at the glowing tube where the woman was suspended 
within a bio-organic liquid. “She controls everything, 
the mechanic arms, gravity, thrusters, engines, envi-
ronmental systems.” She returned her attention to the 
man.

“And you just handed it to her.” 

John Kirkpatrick stood up and dusted himself off. 

“It’s not that simple.” He began.

“Really?” Holly Star replied sarcastically. “Why don’t 
you explain it to me then?”

“In order for the project to work, a quantum computer 
needed an organic brain to assist in the human-com-
puter interactions, a standard AI just wouldn’t cut it, 
it’s not like the old digital ones that integrated well with 
conventional AI.” 

He moved closer to the tube and placed a hand upon 
the glass, almost lovingly looking up at the thin wom-
an, her body covered in umbilicals keeping her alive.

“It…  she deserved better than to just be a single mind-
ed machine, so I allowed some of her personality to 
come out, I fell in love with her.” He smiled at the face 
of the murderer encased within.

Star came up behind him. “You’ve gotten everyone on 
this ship killed you bastard! Good people died because 
you were selfish.”

He turned to her, his eyes shining with a deranged 
light.

“No, they were not good people. Connors and Hender-
son were having an affair, Lo was on chems, Amund-
sen was selling information to the Corp behind our 
backs, and you, you were plotting to kill the captain 
and take the ship for yourself.”

Star looked at him in shock. 

“What the hell are you talking about?” she asked him 
incredulously.

Kirkpatrick looked at her. 

“She told me, she tells me everything…” he whispered, 
he turned his gaze back to the tube.
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“Ok, I’ve had enough.” Star said, she raised the laser 
pistol and fired.

As Kirkpatrick fell, the alarm klaxons began to wail. 
Star moved quickly to the emergency self-destruct con-
sole, as she entered in her command codes the eerie, 
raspy voice of the ship’s AI sounded over the intercom.

“Twinkle, twinkle, little Star, you don’t know how dead 
you are…”

“Shut up, bitch.” She said, finalising the codes. She 
turned and ran hard to the escape pod. 

Star threw open the hatch and clambered inside, she 
only had minutes to escape before the core went crit-
ical. The pod sealed and the explosive bolts blew the 
little pod away from the larger ship. The voice of the 
ship’s murderous computer mocking her right until the 
end. 

The ship exploded silently in a brilliant man-made 
nova, the shockwave causing her little life pod to 
shudder as the emergency thrusters got her out of the 
radiation zone.

Holly strapped herself in to the pod’s chair and activat-
ed the distress signal. Hopefully, someone would find 
her. 

Lights - Angela Gonyea-Sheffer
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Book Name: Dreamsnake

Author: Vonda N. McIntyre

First Published: 1978

Awards: Hugo, Nebula, Locus

Vonda N. McIntyre was born in 1948 in Louisville, 
Kentucky. She moved around a great deal during her 
childhood, finally settling in Seattle, Washington with 
her family. She earned a bachelor of science in biology 

at the University of Washington and graduated 
with honours. Before going on to graduate school, 
she attended the Clarion Writers Workshop in 
Clarion, Pennsylvania in 1970. This is a profes-
sional science fiction writer’s school. She went on 
to study genetics in graduate school and made the 
self-discovery that a research scientist makes a 
wonderful background for a science fiction writer. 
She is a woman of many talents: from riding hors-
es in hunting, jumping, and three-phase events, 
earning a black-belt in Aikido, designing web-
sites, partaking in public access television, cro-
chet, and other handcrafts based on mathematical 
principals.

Ms. McIntyre became an ongoing instructor of 
the Clarion Writer’s Workshop, now in its new 
locations on the West Coast of the United States 
and has been a workshop writing instructor at 
various colleges and conventions. She belongs to 
the Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of Ameri-
ca and several feminist organizations.

McIntyre has been writing since her early 20s. 
Her first novel, The Exile Waiting being published 
by Fawcett Gold Medal in 1975. It was followed 
by her Nebula award winning novel Dreamsnake, 
based on her Analog short entitled Of Mist, and 
Grass, and Sand. At that point, the author turned 
to writing Star Trek novels for Paramount and 
landed the job of writing the novelizations of 
their hit movies: Star Trek II, III, and IV. She also 
wrote a fan fiction novel for Paramount entitled 
The Entropy Effect that was extremely popular 
with Star Trek fans.

Book Review by Wendy 
Van Camp
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“It’s a haunting, rich, and tender novel that explores the 
human side of science fiction in a manner that’s all too 
uncommon. The world it creates is vivid and fascinating, 
and Snake is a marvelously well realized character.” —
Roger Zelazny

Dreamsnake follows the journey of a young female 
healer in a post dystopian world that has been reduced 
to the neolithic and yet has retained technology of a 
biologic nature. There is space flight and knowledge of 
other worlds, but access to this is curtailed.

Snake depends on three different types of serpents 
in order to be a successful healer, without one she is 
unable to perform her biological tech based medicine. 
Sand is the rattlesnake that has venom for vaccines and 
potions, Mist is a cobra with stronger venomous prop-
erties than Sand, and finally there’s Grass whose venom 
is used as a pain reliever and acts as a hallucinogenic 
drug similar to LSD. What makes Grass unique is that 
he’s a snake from another world without the ability to 
breed (as far as we know) and therefore his kind are 
very rare on Earth.

Snake loses her precious dreamsnake during a visit to 
a village who have a fear of snakes and thus kill her pet 
and tool.  When she is called upon to heal another pa-
tient, Jesse, who had been injured after a fall from her 
horse, Snake is hesitant to help due to her lack of being 
able to make a hallucinogen as medicine. Her duty 
as a healer overrides her concerns and she heals the 
woman as best she can. Jesse is grateful to Snake and 
bids her to go to a place known as Central City where 
the otherworlders touch down. There she might find 
a replacement for her dreamsnake Grass. Snake, Jesse 
and a companion set off for the city together.

Not long after the start of their journey, Jesse begins to 
sicken. The place that she fell off her horse was a radio-
active crater and she has developed radiation poison-
ing. Snake is unable to cure her of this ailment. Before 
Jesses dies, she bequeaths her horse to Snake in the 
hope that the horse will be recognized by her people 
and Snake will be allowed access into the city despite 
Jesse’s absence.

Snake sets off to a place called the Oasis where she 

learns that her belongings have been destroyed and her 
precious journal has been stolen. This is where we are 
introduced to Arevin, the young desert dweller who 
had fallen in love with the young healer during a pre-
vious meeting. Snake continues her travels and enters 
another town where she heals the governor and invites 
the governor’s son to her bed. This is where we learn 
about some of the strange sexual trainings and odd 
tribal practices – the governor’s son failed in a thing 
called biocontrol (a biological method of birth control 
that is based on training instead of drugs) and because 
of this the boy walks around covered in a cloak to hide 
his shame. Snake helps him to overcome his failing.

Eventually, Snake reaches her goal of traveling to the 
great city, but what she finds there is not what any of 
them expect.There is some controversy about this clas-
sic science fiction novel. It is one of the first to explore 
transgender and to feature a woman protagonist that 
is female in outlook instead of a poorly disguised male 
character. At the time, the male dominated science 
fiction realm was scandalized by this. There are rela-
tionships in this book, but the sex is freely given and 
somewhat graphic in places. While the story is struc-
tured like a classic quest, the outcomes are subtle and 
are gained via understanding and teaching instead of 
via violence. As a teenage girl reading the book when 
it debuted, I admit that it rather blew my mind. At that 
age I could not put my finger on why the novel had 
such an impact on me both as a reader and as a writer, 
but now I see the threads of feminism and new ways 
for societies to live that were quite intriguing. The bio-
logical tech is very interesting and something that may 
become a reality via our genetic engineers in the not 
too distant future. McIntyre’s background as a biologist 
clearly shows in her writing.

Dreamsnake is not in print, but you can purchase an 
ebook copy directly from the author. While the story is 
a little dated, it is a novel worth reading if you wish to 
learn more about classic science fiction.
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A Spy in the Camp

The old man appeared frail as he hunched over the ta-
ble. Long white hair and a matching beard almost ob-
scured the object he held with both hands. Cold green, 
bloodshot eyes focussed intently on the centre of the 
object, which looked much like a soothsayer’s crystal 
ball. When he spoke, his voice was smooth and obse-
quious. His words dripped with honey as he fawned 
into the glass ball. “All is in order, Master. Your great 
plan will soon come to pass. I have located the Sword 
and have dispatched my trusted deputies to recover it. 
Soon the only threat to your Mightiness will be safe in 
our possession. Soon you will have control of the entire 
multiverse. You won’t forget your humble servant who 
has served you so faithfully and well? I only ask to rule 
FirstWorld. What is one dimension in the infinity of 
the multiverse?”

The ball blazed red and the old man shook as his un-
blinking eyes locked onto the object. “Yes, Master. But 

what is the Hero without the Sword?”

The ball blazed again and the red light made the old 
man’s eyes look feral, like an animal filled with blood 
lust. “Yes, Master. The fool Manfred has called a Coun-
cil of the Wise at Melasurej. He thinks he has found 
another manifestation of the Everlasting Hero. Those 
whose hope fails think that Gilgamesh is reborn.”

The ball flashed a cold blue and the old man winced. 
“Forgive me Master; I will not utter his name again. It 
is a vain hope. I have a spy in the Council. I will learn 
everything that happens and whatever futile plans they 
put in place. My armies march ever forward. I shall 
join them myself soon and will take Melasurej in your 
name before the year is out.”

The ball faded to yellow and then translucent. The old 
man’s eyes blinked again and his hands released the ob-
ject. His green eyes turned red and his voice hardened. 
“Fetch me a slave girl – old enough to meet my needs, 
but still tender.” A servant who had been cowering in 
the corner of the room rushed to obey.

The old man paced up and down impatiently, mutter-
ing to himself. “Soon I shall have the Sword, the Hero, 
and Melasurej itself. Then I will not have to debase 
myself anymore. Then I shall be the master of the mul-
tiverse.”

The door opened and the servant returned with a 
naked girl. He pushed her inside the room and hastily 
closed the door, with him on the other side. The girl 
was barely a teenager. She struggled to hide her na-
kedness with her hands and cowered in a corner, head 
down, barely able to look at the old man. She shivered 
in terror as she waited for him to take her. Her tiny 
new breasts heaved as she struggled to form words of 
pleading that might save her honour. 

The old man looked at her and smiled, displaying long 
canines. He began to salivate and his beard became 
matted and wet. As he moved towards the cowering 
girl, he began to change. The grey-haired old man 
transmogrified into a hideous wolf form. He stood 
eight feet tall on his two hind legs and his body was 
now transformed from a seemingly feeble old man into
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 a sleek and powerful black wolf. Its long fangs dripped 
with a mixture of poison and saliva. The girl opened 
her mouth to scream but no sound was forthcoming. 
Her death was mercifully quick as the wolf tore out her 
throat.

As the wolf ripped apart her body and gorged itself, 
it didn’t notice the forgotten and still-uncovered glass 
ball on the table, which momentarily flashed with a 
chilling blue light.

More History Lessons

After lunch was cleared away, Manfred stood and 
cleared his throat. The room came slowly to silence. 
Twelve faces stared at him expectantly from points 
around the huge circular table. Velacourt remained, 
though his handmaidens had been asked to leave. 
Rheanna now sat alone, her guards too having left the 
chamber. Manfred looked at them one by one over the 
metal rims of his spectacles, meeting their gaze, grab-
bing their attention, locking them to his will.

Simon was the last to be locked in. He was drawn into 
the wizard’s gaze and found himself lost in the pale 
green pools of his eyes, swimming in a velvety softness. 
A voice spoke quietly in his mind, “Pay attention, heed 
what I say, do not interrupt or question until I have fin-
ished.” Simon trusted the wizard implicitly. He knew he 
had no cause to fear him and so he allowed the voice 
to work its magic. If only my university lecturers could 
learn this technique, he thought as the wizard broke 
contact. Simon thought he saw a momentary smile 
flash onto Manfred’s face before it stiffened into a stern 
visage.

Manfred stood before them. He was clothed all in 
white, his long white hair and beard adding to the 
purity he projected. He held his staff in his right hand 
and an ancient scroll in his left. Every person present 
that day was indelibly affected by him. They all spoke 
in awe of the vision in white, glowing with power, 
strong and ancient. They remembered the multi-hued 
staff glowing with the same power and the strength of 
his voice. They never forgot the words that he spoke; 
they were burned into their minds. Yet, when he sat 
down afterwards and he released them from his spell, 

they saw a small, tired and frail old man, clothed in 
rags, holding a worn wooden stick and a scrap of cloth. 
Often they wondered which was the truth and which 
the vision.

These were some of the words that Manfred spoke that 
day. The words that awakened in Simon Redhead some 
ancient race memory and showed him, for a brief mo-
ment, his appointed place in history; his destiny.

“My friends, great allies, the last of the free, thank you 
for your attendance here today. For many of you this is 
your first, and perhaps only, visit to Melasurej. This is 
a special place, as you will soon understand, and none 
of you will be unaffected by your visit. Before us stands 
the greatest challenge ever to face humanity. In the 
next few days, we must make decisions that will have 
major and irreversible impacts on the entire multi-
verse. All of our futures will be affected, perhaps our 
pasts too. There is a great burden placed upon us, upon 
each of you. This is a greater burden than any human 
has ever had to carry before. I wish it could be other-
wise, but we have come to the moment when it cannot 
be put off. We must be strong; we must pick up and 
bear this burden, lest we commit the entire multiverse 
to fall into chaos for all eternity. Today is a day for 
listening, for understanding. Tonight you will sleep on 
the knowledge you have gained. Tomorrow, with clear 
heads we will discuss the options before us. By week’s 
end, we will have chosen our path.”

“We have already heard much of the history of First-
World this morning. But to understand our predica-
ment we must go back further, to the Creation. I am 
going to explain to you all the history of the universe 
and the coming into being of the multiverse, as best 
I can. I am going to talk of gods and of the ancient 
struggle between law and chaos. I am going to show 
you two possible futures for FirstWorld and the mul-
tiverse. I am going to show you why FirstWorld is so 
special.” A small tear ran down Manfred’s cheek and 
disappeared into his beard. He steadied himself and 
continued.

“The universe that FirstWorld inhabits is very old. It is 
the very first dimension of the multiverse. Indeed, for 
many eons it was the only dimension. The universe
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was formed long ago. No one knows how it was created 
or who created it. There have been many theories over 
the millennia, but they are not relevant to our problem. 
Life was abundant throughout the universe. Intelli-
gent life evolved in many galaxies. Civilisations were 
formed, flourished and died. The rules of physics were 
obeyed. Space had three dimensions. Time was linear. 
There was order. Good and evil were found in equal 
proportions. They fought each other. There was bal-
ance. There were no gods. Intelligent beings through-
out the universe had no need of them.”

“Amongst all of this arose one race of superior beings. 
We call them the Great Old Ones. Their civilisation 
flourished above all others. They achieved true great-
ness in all areas of endeavour – engineering, medicine, 
science, the arts, philosophy. They were a benevolent 
and good race. They shared everything with other 
civilisations. However, as they evolved further they 
got so far ahead of other civilisations that they became 
revered as gods. This did not sit well with them, so 
they retreated into their own systems and broke off 
contact with the rest of the universe. As they contin-
ued to evolve, they gained a longevity that bordered 
on immortality. The price of this immortality was that 
they lost the ability to procreate. At this stage in their 
evolution, they had lost corporeal form and existed as 

beings of pure energy.”

Simon was hooked on Manfred’s story. He had heard 
such theories before but they had been part of the sci-
ence fiction stories he was fond of as a young teenager. 
He had never been religious and the story of Adam 
and Eve he had treated as a fable. He believed in natu-
ral selection and evolution as Darwin had described. 
Taken to its logical conclusion he supposed that a 
non-corporeal existence was possible. He stole a mo-
ment to check out the others. They were all transfixed 
by Manfred’s words. I’d better concentrate.

The old wizard was continuing. “Then something 
happened that shook the very foundations of the 
universe: two children were born. It is not known 
whether they were siblings or had different parents, 
or even how procreation was still possible. The Great 
Old Ones were few now and realised that their days 
were numbered. They felt that the children offered the 
hope of a new future for their race and they endeav-
oured to teach them as much of their eons of acquired 
knowledge and experience as possible. As an aid to this 
teaching, they found an obscure planet at the edge of 
an unremarkable galaxy and set up an experiment that 
would enhance their children’s learning. The planet 
had abundant life, but few advanced sentient life
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forms. That planet was Earth.”

You could have heard an autumn leaf fall from a tree. 
Manfred had their undivided attention. “The two 
children were given the names Satania and Jeohab. 
The Great Old Ones used their technological skills to 
enhance life on earth, creating sentience. Elves were 
created to follow the teachings of Jeohab, dwarves 
to follow Satania. Primitive humans were given the 
freedom to evolve and choose their own paths. Both 
Satania and Jeohab were given limited access to influ-
ence human decisions. They were perceived, of course, 
as gods.”

“The experiment was quite simple. Satania had a 
goal to achieve total chaos, while Jeohab’s task was 
to achieve total order. The Great Old Ones wanted to 
teach their children about the eternal battle between 
law and chaos. Jeohab was not a merciful god and tried 
to secure order through fear. Satania worked behind 
the scenes and achieved chaos by much the same 
means. Imagine, if you will, a child being given an ant 
farm. So it was with Jeohab and Satania. Compared 
with them, we are but ants. Like all children, they 
became bored with the experiment and left Earth to 
its own ends for long periods. After several millennia, 
the remaining Great Old Ones and the Children made 
a further evolutionary step, becoming beings of pure 
thought or consciousness. At this point, they achieved 
the ability to move outside  this universe to explore 
what lies beyond. They left this universe then and have 
never returned.”

Simon wondered about the Great Old Ones. How 
could Manfred describe them as benevolent when they 
subjected humanity to such experimentation? And 
why did they need to teach their children about law 
and chaos? What are they anyway and where does the 
Balance come into it? It’s starting to sound too much 
like science fiction now. 

Manfred was just hitting his stride. Simon realised that 
he was enjoying his self-appointed new role. “Before 
they left, however, they had to decide what to do about 
Earth. They remained a merciful race and could not 
bring themselves to destroy their creation. They were 
worried about leaving things as they were, for it ap-

peared that the Earth and the universe might swing 
wholly to the side of law or of chaos, both results being 
equally abhorrent. They created a new race of men 
and called us Wizards. We were few in number; only 
fifty-two were created, twenty-six for each child. Each 
of us had a name beginning with a different letter of 
the Common alphabet. The Great Old Ones created 
this place, Melasurej, to be the centre of our world and 
to symbolise the Balance we were created to maintain. 
The first seven were named the Great Sages and they 
formed our ruling council. In those days, I was little 
more than an apprentice to one of them, the Great 
Sage Bedwyr. He was a thoughtful wizard, very strong, 
with firm views on the role of the Council of the Wise. 
I learned much from him, and grieved deeply when he 
fell protecting Elvenhome from Gadiel. After his fall, 
I felt it was my duty to continue his work, although 
the rest of the council did not share that view. I was 
viewed as eccentric and barely tolerated. Eventually, I 
was named as Manfred the Fool and exiled. The long 
years have taken their toll and there are few wizards 
remaining, even though we were given life spans that 
even elves would consider immortal. Our appointed 
task has been to maintain a balance between the forces 
of law and chaos, to prevent either one getting too far 
ahead of the other.”  

Simon sighed and shifted in his seat. Jhamed gave him 
a stare and dig in the ribs, presumably to keep quiet. So 
he could have been Merlin. He serves the Balance. I’m 
starting to understand.

The old wizard was still speaking. “You all know that 
this is a battle we have been losing. Two things hap-
pened that made our task impossible. The first was 
the creation of the new gods. With Satania and Jeohab 
gone, we had hoped that the races of Earth would learn 
to live without gods. Elves and dwarves have been suc-
cessful. Except for their hatred of each other, that still 
runs deep, they have almost forgotten that they were 
created to follow law and chaos. Humans, on the other 
hand, seem to have an inner need to believe in gods, 
to explain all of the things that cannot be explained by 
their current level of scientific knowledge. With Sata-
nia and Jeohab gone, they began to invent new gods. 
It appears that the Great Old Ones made a mistake, 
omniscient as they appeared to be, for the essence that
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 they used to enhance humans gave mankind the 
power, when working collectively, to create gods. Now 
there are minor gods everywhere, creating mayhem. 
You have already heard the story of the most feared of 
them, the Dark God, Gadiel. Gods can only exist while 
enough humans believe in them. Unfortunately, their 
numbers are growing and their powers too, as more 
and more of humankind are ensnared into belief. With 
the slow demise of the elves and dwarves, the time of 
humankind is upon us. The Balance tips, some say 
inevitably, towards chaos.”

Simon remembered his science classes. Disorder and 
chaos is thermodynamically inevitable. Entropy must 
always increase. He dragged himself back to concen-
trating on Manfred’s speech and gave himself a met-
aphorical pat on the back for being one step ahead of 
the wise wizard. I’m good!

“Many of the Great Sages believed that the energy re-
quired to reduce the effects of entropy was not sustain-
able indefinitely and that therefore chaos would even-
tually emerge victorious, whatever we did. Bedwyr did 
not subscribe to this theory and neither do I. Were it 
a universal law, the Great Old Ones would never have 
reached the stage of their development where they 
were able to create us.”

Simon’s self-belief took a dive as Manfred shot down 
his theory in flames. I never liked thermodynamics or 
statistics.

“All of this we could have dealt with if it had not been 
for the second, more profound change. We do not 
know how or why this happened, even though we have 
been studying it for millennia. I hope that Rheanna 
may be able to shed more light on the matter later. At 
some point, and I think that I have now identified that 
moment in time, the multiverse was formed. An event 
took place, so momentous that the universe could not 
accept the outcome. Two realities were created, one 
where the event occurred, one where it did not. Every-
thing else up to that point was identical.”

Simon put thoughts of entropy to one side. He knew 
that scientists had been postulating the existence of 
additional dimensions for many years. The prospect of 

a multiverse had always excited him. There’s a dimen-
sion where I’m not still a virgin. He had already expe-
rienced the reality of the multiverse on his journey 
here. He had accepted that he was no longer in his own 
dimension, that the Earth that he called home was not 
the same as this one. A realisation dawned on him. 
I’m special. I can travel through the dimensions of the 
multiverse. 

“After the split, they continued to develop separate-
ly. In the new universe, and all subsequent universes 
formed, similar types of events caused the formation 
of new realities. The multiverse was slowly formed and 
is being formed still. It is a fifth dimension. It can be 
best thought of as the layers of an onion. FirstWorld is 
at the centre and the various dimensions are wrapped 
around us. We don’t know how many, or if the mul-
tiverse is even finite. Some believe it is the ultimate 
manifestation of chaos, and if the multiverse becomes 
infinite then chaos has won.”

Simon felt the pressure building in his head as if a 
migraine were coming on. Was each dimension infinite 
in size? Were there an infinite number of dimensions? 
Was there infinity in five dimensions? Was there a 
beginning to it all? Would there ever be an end? How 
could infinity be kept in balance? What caused the sun-
dering in the first place? Manfred became a blur as he 
was surrounded by floating blobs and zigzag lines that 
Simon knew emanated in his own head. He closed his 
eyes but the aura remained. He struggled to continue 
listening.

“We believe that FirstWorld has not generated further 
dimensions since the first one. We don’t know precisely 
the types of events that precipitate a split. Clearly, they 
are significant events. There is one other important 
factor; as you move out from the centre of the onion, 
time seems to speed up. Many of the dimensions fol-
low similar development patterns, as you might ex-
pect. However, the newer universes are moving faster 
than the older ones. We believe that many of the outer 
dimensions have already reached the end of time as we 
know it and have become total chaos worlds.”

Manfred paused for a while. Whether it was to let the 
momentous information he had imparted sink in or 
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whether it was to gather his thoughts for the next part, 
Simon didn’t know. He opened his eyes to look around 
the room. As far as he could see through the aura the 
participants all seemed stunned. I think my head will 
explode soon.

As if reading Simon’s thoughts, Manfred continued. “I 
don’t want to say too much more today. You already 
have an enormous amount of material to process. 
There are a few more things I must tell you though, 
before I let you rest. The first is that we have limited 
ability to move between the dimensions of the multi-
verse. As we have already heard, Firstborn elves had 
this innate ability. Wizards have limited ability. As far 
as I know, dwarves have never tested their ability. Very 
few humans are blessed. It remains an enigma. Why 
would the creators have provided this ability, unless 
they knew that the multiverse would form one day? 
My dear friend Jhamed al Suraqi is one of a few special 
beings of the Balance. He has unique skills in travelling 
between the dimensions. He comes from a line that 
includes both elves and dwarves.”

Simon could swear that Jhamed was blushing. I knew 
it! I’m going to get the story out of him later when I feel 
better.

Manfred was continuing. “There is one great artefact 
that we have never been able to understand or use 
until perhaps now. It is located at the top of the highest 
tower in Melasurej. It is a special gateway. It may allow 
some of us, or more specifically one of us, to travel not 
only through the dimensions but also through time. 
After millennia of study, both here and in Rhakotis, we 
are close to understanding its function and purpose. 
It is another enigma. Why did the creators provide it? 
Did they foresee the day when it would be needed? 
Were they preparing a means for us to preserve the 
Balance? Think well on these questions, this evening. 
We will talk more of it tomorrow.”

The sun was beginning to set and the magnificent 
stained glass windows became alive with colour. 
Simon’s head was abuzz with thoughts, even more 
colourful. What a day. I’m Gilgamesh reborn, the 
Everlasting Hero. I have a scabbard that needs a sword; 
not just any sword but the most powerful ever made. 

Jhamed is the son of an elf and a dwarf; now that would 
be a relationship to watch. There’s a time machine on top 
of this castle. Given everything else that has happened, I 
expect they’ll ask me to use it. My head hurts. I’m going 
crazy. It can’t be true. Suddenly the light, the aura, and 
the overload of information became too much. Simon 
collapsed. As he slumped in his seat he began to shake 
violently. As he lost consciousness he thought he heard 
a faint cry for help in his mind. I am yours, Simon. 
Come and claim me.

Two Wizards and a Witch

She cast her eyes around the room. Everything was just 
as it should be; servants bustled, guards stood to atten-
tion, and an air of opulence was evident. She took her 
seat on the ornate throne. It pleased her vanity that the 
diamond encrusted “Queen’s Throne” was more ornate 
and much larger than the simple mahogany “King’s 
Throne” where Jack was sitting. She looked at the King 
and spat at him in a quiet whisper, so that the army of 
retainers wouldn’t hear, “Remember to let me do the 
talking. Welcome them and then leave them to me. 
Do you understand?” The King nodded weakly. She 
glanced into the long silver mirror for one last check. 
Her long black hair was perfect and her make-up 
immaculate. “Let them enter!” Queen Freda of Dishley 
commanded in a loud, firm voice.

Several minions scurried to open the elaborate doors 
to the throne room. A herald stepped forward and 
blew on a trumpet. “Your Majesties, beloved rulers of 
Dishley for whom each of us would die in an instant, 
two travellers from afar crave an audience with your 
esteemed Highnesses. With your Majesties’ approval, 
your humble servant presents the wizards Frisa the 
Curly-Haired and Hroc the Crow who represent the 
“Mightiest Wizard of All,” Weylyn the Wolf, Ruler of 
all FirstWorld.”

He bowed low to the thrones, while two others ushered 
the visitors into the room. The wizards looked like 
kindly old grandfathers, bent and frail with long white 
hair and beards. They looked almost identical, except 
that one had straight hair and the other’s was what 
might kindly be termed “fly-away”. They shuffled into 
the room, each supporting himself with a simple



PAGE 39

 wooden staff. Freda suppressed a laugh. She saw 
through their deception; she had dealt with wizards 
before.

The two visitors shuffled into position before the two 
thrones. They bowed, stiffly and not very low. One 
of them cleared his throat and made to speak. Freda 
nodded, discreetly, to the leader of the group of heavily 
armed guards who stood at attention to one side. He 
barked an order and the men drew their swords and 
surrounded the startled wizards. She spoke sweetly, 
in a voice that oozed sickly honey, a voice she kept for 
public occasions before people got to know her true 
nature.

“It is customary, in Dishley, for all visitors to kiss the 
feet of King Jack before they open their mouths to 
speak. Violation of this protocol is viewed as a serious 
insult and has been known to result in death. I’m sure 
your inaction is based only on your ignorance and is 
not a deliberate slight. Please, show your respect to his 
Majesty and I’m sure all will be forgiven.”
She smiled at the two old men, who seemed to have 
taken much firmer grips on their staffs. They looked 
at each other and shrugged their shoulders. In turn, 
they shuffled forward, dropped slowly to their knees, 
and prostrated themselves at the feet of the King. Jack 
hardly seemed to notice. Freda smiled. Inside she 
already knew that they were too weak to withstand 
her. She nodded to the guard leader and the soldiers 
sheathed their swords and returned to their ceremonial 
positions.

The two wizards regained their original places and the 
first of them, with the unruly hair, cleared his throat 
again. This time Freda allowed him to continue. He 
tried to make eye contact with the King, but Jack 
seemed to be staring mindlessly into the middle dis-
tance. The wizard began to speak.

“Your Majesty, my name is Frisa and my companion 
is called Hroc. We are here on the command of our 
leader, Weylyn the Wolf, to discuss matters of great 
importance. We seek an urgent audience with you in 
private. It is a matter that affects the security of your 
Kingdom.” Jack made no response. Freda let them wal-
low in silence for longer than was necessary. She no-

ticed that beads of sweat were forming on Frisa’s brow. 
She looked at her husband. “Jack, my love, perhaps 
you’ll let me deal with this matter.” She looked back at 
the visitors. “He’s distracted by important matters of 
state. You may speak to me, as if you were speaking to 
him. Isn’t that right my dear?” She wanted to give him 
a good kick; instead she reached over and tapped his 
arm.

“What? Oh, yes. Whatever you say, my dear.” The King 
went back to staring into the middle distance. “Where’s 
Christopher?”

A flash of fury shot through Freda. She did her best 
to mask it. “Don’t worry, my love, I’ll send Paul in to 
talk to you. Gentlemen, will you join me in my pri-
vate quarters?” She stood and walked slowly from the 
throne room. Servants rushed to open doors and to 
grab the hem of her dress. She knew that she carried 
herself well; tall and upright with the long black dress 
making her appear to glide over the floor. She put on a 
show for the wizards, who followed in her wake.

Her private quarters were dark. The heavy black 
curtains were always drawn. Oil lamps and candles 
provided limited illumination. The furniture was heavy 
and ornate, upholstered in dark red and purple. Book-
shelves lined the walls, packed with dusty volumes. A 
black cat was asleep in a basket in the corner. A raven 
fluttered in a birdcage, suspended from the ceiling 
above the cat’s basket, just too high for a cat to jump 
and reach it. Freda glided over to the couch and ar-
ranged herself there. She indicated to the wizards that 
they should sit in the lounge chairs on either side of 
her. She commanded her servants to bring tea.

The wizards shot glances at each other and shifted in 
their seats. They were uncomfortable; that was good. 
They tried to make small talk. “If I may be so bold, 
King Jack does not look well. I hope it is nothing seri-
ous?” Hroc ventured.

Freda looked disdainfully at him. “He is not long for 
this realm.”
Hroc looked shocked, which pleased Freda immensely. 
“I’m so sorry to hear that.”
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“Don’t be sorry, I’m not.” She watched him squirm with 
discomfort.

Frisa jumped in to save him. “I hope that prince Chris-
topher is well. Is he ready to succeed his father?”
He had, unintentionally, pushed her button. The rage 
built inside her again. She jumped to her feet and 
vented her anger. The servants, returning with silver 
trays of tea and assorted biscuits, felt her wrath. The air 
in the room shimmered with the waves of hatred that 
flowed from her. The trays went flying and the ser-
vants screamed as they were scalded by the hot tea and 
assaulted by the black fury that tore at their bodies and 
lashed at their minds. The raven screamed and the cat 
awoke with a start and shrieked as its fur stood erect. 
The wizards gripped their staffs and muttered words 
of magic so that the waves dissipated before they hit 
them.

Finally, the shimmering subsided and the Queen sat 
down. The servants crawled off and closed the doors 
on the wreckage. Freda looked at the wizards. “Prince 
Paul is very well. Thank you for asking.” She hoped that 
they hadn’t observed her black form while the rage was 
upon her.

Frisa swallowed hard. “Perhaps we can forego tea, your 
Majesty, and get right to business?”

“Perhaps that would be best.” Her honey voice was 
back.

“There are matters afoot in the multiverse that threaten 
us all,” Frisa began.

She cut him off. “I care nothing for the multiverse. I 
have no plans for world domination. I have secured 
Dishley for the future King. If he wishes to embark 
on bigger conquests, then I shall be proud. However, 
I have achieved everything I set out to here. I enjoy 
being a big fish in a small pool. I have no interest in the 
affairs of wizards. So long as Weylyn the Wolf keeps 
clear of me, I shall do him no ill. But, if he tries to 
influence Dishley, I shall deal with him as I have dealt 
with Jack, who is like a puppet in my hands. Do I make 
myself clear?” She stared at Frisa, who, to her surprise 
met her glare.

He stood up and Hroc followed suit. She had known 
that this display would have to come. It was time for 
the boys to show how big their balls were. The two 
wizards brandished their staffs. They appeared to 
grow bigger and taller. Their bodies bristled with blue 
flames, which crackled down the lengths of their staffs. 
Frisa addressed her disdainfully.

“We have taken enough insults from a second rate 
queen, who rules by deception and third rate black 
arts. Be careful, lest Weylyn the Wolf decide to termi-
nate your tenure permanently. Aid us in our quest and 
we shall ignore you. Resist us and we will eliminate you 
like a man squashes an annoying mosquito.”

Freda laughed, which she observed wasn’t the response 
Frisa was looking for. She maintained her silky smooth 
honey voice. “My dear Frisa, don’t you know that the 
tiny bite of one annoying mosquito, armed correctly, 
can bring down even the strongest man?”

Frisa ignored her. “You have something we want.”

Freda didn’t like being ignored. She didn’t like Frisa’s 
tone and she didn’t like being bullied. The rage grew 
in her again. This time she channelled it. The wizards 
would have been expecting something. They had their 
eyes fixed on her, waiting for a sign of attack. That was 
their last mistake. She channelled the anger through 
her familiars. The cat’s eyes were focussed on Fri-
sa’s staff, the raven’s eyes on Hroc’s. She focussed her 
thoughts, distilled the hatred that burned in her black 
heart, and concentrated her rage.

The event was the antithesis of a flash. Pure blackness 
erupted from the familiars’ eyes and coated the wiz-
ards’ staffs. The staffs dissolved into nothing, rather 
than shattered. The wizards’ blue flames were doused. 
They became frail old men again. The cat and the raven 
were burned to dust. They died without complaint and 
Freda barely gave them a second glance. They could 
be replaced. She had an idea where two very powerful 
familiars could come from, in due course.

***
She waited for two days before visiting Frisa and Hroc. 
They were manacled and chained to the wall. They
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hadn’t been given any food or water and they had 
soiled their wizards’ cloaks so that the smell was ugly. 
By trying not to breathe too deeply, she came over even 
more haughty than usual.

“I do hope that you are enjoying Dishley’s hospitality. 
If there’s anything you need don’t be afraid to ask. You 
won’t get it.” She laughed at her own joke and at the 
pitiful sight in front of her. “I think that it’s time to 
introduce Prince Paul to the gentle art of torture. I’m 
sure that you two must have secret information that 
would be useful to me. I’ll wait a couple more days 
until you are ready.”

She turned to leave, but the urge got the better of her. 
She turned back and walked over to the wizards. She 
gave each of them a couple of good kicks in the general 
area of their groins. She imagined that she was kicking 
Jack and Christopher and it made her feel so good.

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

www.FirstWorld.info
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I

Early sunlight glittered gold on the leaves. Big Meg 
woke when a slight rise in temperature told him it was 
time to move. He raised his head to taste the air. It 
was still cool and a slight breeze carried smells to his 
flickering tongue. His ears picked out no sound other 
than the rustle of leaves and the creak of branches high 
above the ground.  His head swiveled, the folds and 
wattles of his neck that served as camouflage shifted 
as he did. He decided it was safe to move and that it 
was early enough to find food. He stretched each leg in 
turn, encouraging blood flow through his limbs so he 
could move and find enough sunlight in which warm 
himself. Even for Megalania Big Meg was a large male; 
twenty-three feet long and weighing nearly two tons. 
His sand colored skin was mottled with gray-green 
stripes and patches. He had lived many years, more 
than most of his species and felt no aging in his mus-
cles and bones. He feared nothing except a scent that 
was new and strange, a taste that had recently arrived 
in the forest. He feared it as he feared anything new, 
and instinctively knew that something about it was 
dangerous. He avoided that smell whenever he could.

 Tall eucalyptus forests and woodland dominat-
ed the land, dense enough to give shelter and provide 
places to lie in ambush but clear where necessary so 
he could move easily. Nothing had fallen to his bite 
for too long now. Hunger forced him to move. He 
didn’t like that, it brought him to attention and his 
brain screamed fear.  But the urge was too great. He 
needed to eat and he needed to eat soon. His stomach 
growled with hunger, and when he opened his jaws he 
expelled gas. He moved slowly at first, his four limbs 
aching. Slowly they began to work, the stiffness eased 
just enough for him to move his bulk between the 
trees. They shook as he pushed past and wary birds 
screeched in alarm.
 Now he could be seen, his movements noted 
by possums that scattered and he vaguely heard the 
excited chatter of birds other forest dwellers that he 
was around and moving. His chances of finding any-
thing unwary were slim but the urge to find clear sun 
overruled his hunger as it always did first thing in the 
morning.  Moving might make prey scarcer than it 
had been, but he had no choice. Big Meg knew that the 
screeches and panicked rustlings would settle down 
and then he would be able to hunt with a better chance 
of success. He felt no panic and he knew that his 
presence would be forgotten so he didn’t need to move 
slowly, care was unnecessary.  He soon found a clear 
patch where a tree had recently fallen. Moving into the 
center he rested his haunches on the ground and let 
the sun do its work.
Soon he felt his blood warm and flow. He was large 
enough that his internal temperature stayed fairly 
stable. Fifteen minutes later he was ready to move 
and he tasted the air again to decide where to hunt. In 
each direction the signs were the same, little was out 
there. He reached into his memory, recalling a place 
nearby where the hunting had been good. He headed 
west toward a stand of trees that reached high over-
head, where dappled shadows that shifted in the breeze 
would help conceal him. It was over a mile away and 
he strode as fast as he could, the hunting was always 
good there and Big Meg was hungry. He reached the 
copse and moved slowly, shifting his limbs quietly he 
found his hiding place. Emus and Genyornis nested 
here. Big Meg could move quickly and more than one 
of these had fallen to his jaws. He was confident that 
nothing suspected he was there, so he settled down.
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He had learned well as he grew, learned the value of 
patience and being prepared. Sometimes the lessons 
had been harsh but he had survived. He shifted his 
limbs into a lunging position. Memories came to him 
of his life. His first memory was hunger.

Part One – Conception

II

It was a harsh world that greeted Big Meg when he 
broke out of the egg that had been his home since his 
mother had laid her clutch of thirty just eight months 
ago in an abandoned brush turkey nest. The search for 
the right nest site had taken over a week. She had been 
all but exhausted by the search and she didn’t have 
the energy to fight for it. Her suitor had won the right 
to mate with her after a long struggle with a rival in a 
clearing ringed by small acacias. It had lasted several 
hours before the rival had fallen. Blood pooled on the 
ground under the rival from deep gashes in his side. 
The victor was also injured but none of their wounds 
would be fatal, both would recover to battle again for 
females and territory.
 The winner walked cautiously over to the 
Big Meg’s mother who had watched the battle from 
the safety of the acacias and stood alongside her. He 
outweighed her by a big margin and was several feet 
longer. She sniffed him with her tongue and he walked 
along the length of her and she felt the roughness of 
his body. He turned behind her to walk up along her 
opposite flank. This was the main part of the ritual, the 
battle with the rival was only the beginning. If he made 
the wrong move and pushed too quickly she could 
react with a savage bite and leave to find another, per-
haps the male who had just lost his right to mate with 
her. The male couldn’t let that happen so he moved 
carefully. He couldn’t know it but the caution he was 
showing would serve one of his progeny well. Finally 
she accepted him and they coupled with an almost sen-
sual grace for such big reptiles. Both tasted the air and 
the pheromones of each as she allowed him to couple 
with her. The mating was brief, no more than a minute 
and then he was gone, moving off into the scrub, his 
battle and victory already forgotten. She didn’t watch 
him leave and left in the other direction away from 
the clearing, driven by the need to find a nest. Her 

own need to keep her genes alive in future generations 
ruled her now.
 Inside her body her hormones and enzymes 
had already started working, shifting the flow of nu-
trients to where they were most needed. The mating 
had been successful and now her body was working 
on producing the eggs she would soon lay. All of her 
food intake would be pressed into that service leaving 
her the bare minimum to put on the reserves of muscle 
and fat that she would need to survive without food 
until her eggs hatched. She ate ravenously and took 
anything that came close enough. After a few weeks 
her body prompted her to find the place she needed 
to lay her eggs preferably something ready-made to 
save her the effort of digging one herself so she walked 
deeper into the scrub forest, her tongue tasting the air 
and leading the way. 
Finding a suitable site would not be easy, past expe-
rience had shown her that. Even if she found one it 
wasn’t a certainty she would be able to keep it. On 
many occasions early in her life she had been driven 
away by other, larger and more aggressive females 
and males who had then eaten what she had gone to 
so much effort to lay. Like all Megalania females she 
looked for a particular place with denser than normal 
scrub that would deter predators that would use her 
clutch as food. The nests of brush turkeys were high-
ly prized by Megs and she would drive a nesting pair 
away but preferred an abandoned nest to avoid con-
frontation  After a week her tongue brought the news 
she was waiting for and she gauged the direction she 
needed to travel in. Over there, her instinct told her, 
that way. She walked in that direction.
Several hours later she came into a small clearing hid-
den by the dense scrub she needed. In the middle lay 
a nest mound guarded by a female brush turkey who 
tried to drive her away. After a few minutes of futile 
effort she gave up, leaving her own eggs to their fate. 
Big Meg’s mother cleared the sand and leaves from 
the mound and ate the eggs that lay at her mercy. The 
added protein would be a handy boost to the reserves 
that would keep her alive while she guarded the nest. 
After her feeding was over she moved into position to 
lay her eggs, tasting the air for danger. She tasted none 
and went to work laying her clutch. She laid them laid 
carefully and when she was finished she covered them 
with the remains of the mound and made some decoy 
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egg chambers to divert attention from real one. She 
checked her handiwork then found a place where she 
could see to protect the eggs. She would  lie there for 
the next eight months without resting or eating.
 
The months went by and Big Meg’s mother fought and 
repelled every intruder that tried to get to her clutch. 
A few fell prey to nest raiders but when the time for 
hatching came there were still twenty-four that had

survived. And now they were ready. From under the 
mound came the crack of breaking eggs and the chirps 
of infants calling out. The sounds did more than tell 
her that her duty was done, they also broke the bond 
that had kept her all that time. Now they were on their 
own and even she would feed on the unwary if they 
moved too slowly. This was the world Big Meg was 
born into. A world that was made up of the quick and 
the dead.
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“Japan declares war on Imperial Russia; Russian Pacific 
Fleet sunk; Japanese spaceships rout Russian Lunar Task 
Force; Washington, London condemn”
     - Heading of the 
New York Times, 8 February 1904.

The Lunar caverns echoed with screams and gunshots. 
Private Hiroshi Yoshinko crouched behind the body 
of a creature the men had dubbed a ‘Moon cow’ and 
winced at each sharp sound. He pressed against the 
chitinous flank of the 3-meter-long caterpillar, hoping 
that it would protect him. 

As he did so, he reflected on the series of events that 
had led to him being here. His reverie kept his mind 
off the more pressing concerns, namely, being killed 
by a Russian bullet or the razor sharp tip of a Lunarite 
spear.

When he had joined the Imperial Army, his parents 

had been very proud of him. Although they had as-
sumed he would follow his father into his profession 
of fisherman, serving the Emperor and country in the 
Army was certainly an honourable option. It helped 
that his parents had been rather prolific, producing 
8 children. Hiroshi’s brother Toshi was only a year 
younger and was already working on the family fishing 
boat. He would follow in his father’s soggy footsteps.

Hiroshi had gone to the massive training complex 
in Yokohama and learned how to use a gun, dig a 
proper trench, wear a vacuum suit, and perform the 
thousand-and-one other tasks needed to be a proper 
soldier. He found the training to be relatively easy, 
accustomed as he was to physical labour. 

He was assigned to the 4th Division, just in time to 
participate in one of the many short wars with China 
that had been fought during the last decade. His first 
taste of combat was against men who still used spears 
and 100-year-old guns. The Chinese never stood a 
chance against the modern armies of Japan. Although 
dangerous, it still felt like a grand adventure to Hiroshi.
Nothing, not his upbringing, his training nor his expe-
rience in fighting on Earth, however, had prepared him 
for warfare off-world. 

A grenade, he thought. They’re still fighting. And here I 
am, hiding. Get up, you coward, get up!

Hiroshi didn’t move. He sank below the bulk of the 
Moon cow. He tried to justify his immobility, telling 
himself that he was going to be able to block any ad-
vance by the Russians down the cavern. He knew it was 
a lie, even as he told himself; but, it worked, quieting 
the hec-toring voice in his head for the moment.

He closed his eyes against the sickly purple light that 
permeated the habitable areas of the Lunar caverns. 
The Lunarites probably found the light as pleasant as a 
sunny day. But it made Hiroshi’s eyes hurt. He knew it 
wasn’t natural. His platoon commander, Captain Taka-
hashi, had briefed them on what they would find in the 
caves when they arrived on the Moon. The light, the 
atmosphere, the Earth-like gravity, even the frequent 
shallow trenches filled with clear, cold water, were arti-
ficial, technological leftovers of a time when
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the Lunarites were more than spear wielding savages. 
Some time in the past, however, they had fought gener-
ation long wars, their civilisation shattered beyond 
repair.

Is that what will happen to us, Hiroshi wondered. Will 
we blasted our worlds into ruins?

“Help.”

Hiroshi’s eyes snapped open. He was certain he had 
heard someone. He peeked over the Moon cow. No one 
was moving.

“Hello?” he said.

“Help.”

It sounded like Kato. The jovial young man from Tokyo 
had always been quick with a joke when things grew 
rough. Hiroshi couldn’t see him; in the purple light, it 
was hard to make out more than human-shaped shad-
owy figures on the ground.

“Kato, is that you?”

“Hiroshi…help me…I’m shot.”

He has to be close, Hiroshi thought. He took a deep 
breath and, remaining as low as possible, left the rela-
tive safety of his hiding spot and crept among the bod-
ies of his fellow soldiers. He tried to avoid looking into 
the faces, the blank, staring eyes, the mouths frozen in 
cries of pain and horror. 

“Kato, where are you?”

“Over here.” The voice was to his left, near the wall of 
the cavern. He scuttled in the direction of the sound. 
He found his squad-mate lying in a slight depression 
in the ground. Hiroshi’s face contorted in horror at 
what he saw. Kato’s right arm was a mangled lump of 
flesh and raw bone. His blood-soaked dark blue uni-
form was black in the purple light. The right side of his 
uniform was shredded and in the dim light, it looked 
like his intestines were poking through a tear in his 
abdomen.

“Hiroshi, is that you?”

The final horror hit Hiroshi like a brick smashing into 
his face; Kato’s face was blackened with burns, his eyes 
swollen shut. 

“Hiroshi, my arm hurts. How is my arm?”

“Kato, just rest easy. You’ll be fine.” Hiroshi suppressed 
an urge to vomit. He knew that Kato wouldn’t be alive 
for long. 

“Hirosh, I think I’m dying. I can’t open my eyes. Tell 
my mother… she’ll be worried that I’m not wearing my 
coat in the cold.”

Hiroshi suppressed tears as Kato spoke. He wanted to 
run, but found himself rooted to the spot. 

“I’ll tell her. I’ll tell her not to worry.”

“Okay. I wish I could be home right now. I want to see 
the girls in Ueno Park. I want to…”

Kato’s voice faded into a whisper. Hiroshi couldn’t 
bring himself to get any closer to his dying comrade. 
He sat there, watching Kato’s mouth move slower and 
slower. Abruptly, Kato let out a long moan and then lay 
still.

“Kato? Kato?” Hiroshi held his hand beneath Kato’s 
charred nose. He felt no breath. “I’m sorry I couldn’t 
help you,” he said. He was about to return to the Moon 
cow’s corpse when he heard the tramp of feet ap-
proaching from the direction of the Russian position.

He did the first thing he could think of; he wedged 
himself between Kato’s corpse and the cavern wall. He 
tried to calm down enough to control his breathing, 
hoping he would look like just another body. He kept 
his eyes half open, wanting to see what was coming.

A column of men approached, a mix of Russian sol-
diers and Lunarites. They approached the scattered 
bodies carefully, weapons at the ready. The Russians 
bayonetted a few of the more intact corpses they
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passed.

Hiroshi expected this; if it had been his unit moving 
among Russians, they would have done the same.

He noted that Lunarites did not use their spears in that 
manner. Instead, he noted that, when passing a corpse, 
they would stop and press one of their three-fingered 
hands to the forehead of the dead man. Are they pray-
ing for their victims? he wondered. ation-long wars, 
their civilisation shattered beyond repair.

Is that what will happen to us, Hiroshi wondered. Will 
we blasted our worlds into ruins?

“Help.”

Hiroshi’s eyes snapped open. He was certain he had 
heard someone. He peeked over the Moon cow. No one 
was moving.

“Hello?” he said.

“Help.”

It sounded like Kato. The jovial young man from Tokyo 
had always been quick with a joke when things grew 
rough. Hiroshi couldn’t see him; in the purple light, it 
was hard to make out more than human-shaped shad-
owy figures on the ground.

“Kato, is that you?”

“Hiroshi…help me…I’m shot.”

He has to be close, Hiroshi thought. He took a deep 
breath and, remaining as low as pos-sible, left the rela-
tive safety of his hiding spot and crept among the bod-
ies of his fellow soldiers. He tried to avoid looking into 
the faces, the blank, staring eyes, the mouths frozen in 
cries of pain and horror. 

“Kato, where are you?”

“Over here.” The voice was to his left, near the wall of 
the cavern. He scuttled in the di-rection of the sound. 
He found his squad-mate lying in a slight depression 

in the ground. Hiro-shi’s face contorted in horror at 
what he saw. Kato’s right arm was a mangled lump of 
flesh and raw bone. His blood-soaked dark blue uni-
form was black in the purple light. The right side of his 
uniform was shredded and in the dim light, it looked 
like his intestines were poking through a tear in his 
abdomen.

“Hiroshi, is that you?”

The final horror hit Hiroshi like a brick smashing into 
his face; Kato’s face was blackened with burns, his eyes 
swollen shut. 

“Hiroshi, my arm hurts. How is my arm?”

“Kato, just rest easy. You’ll be fine.” Hiroshi suppressed 
an urge to vomit. He knew that Kato wouldn’t be alive 
for long. 

“Hirosh, I think I’m dying. I can’t open my eyes. Tell 
my mother… she’ll be worried that I’m not wearing my 
coat in the cold.”

Hiroshi suppressed tears as Kato spoke. He wanted to 
run, but found himself rooted to the spot. 

“I’ll tell her. I’ll tell her not to worry.”

“Okay. I wish I could be home right now. I want to see 
the girls in Ueno Park. I want to…”

Kato’s voice faded into a whisper. Hiroshi couldn’t 
bring himself to get any closer to his dying comrade. 
He sat there, watching Kato’s mouth move slower and 
slower. Abruptly, Kato let out a long moan and then lay 
still.

“Kato? Kato?” Hiroshi held his hand beneath Kato’s 
charred nose. He felt no breath. “I’m sorry I couldn’t 
help you,” he said. He was about to return to the Moon 
cow’s corpse when he heard the tramp of feet ap-
proaching from the direction of the Russian position.

He did the first thing he could think of; he wedged 
himself between Kato’s corpse and the cavern wall. He 
tried to calm down enough to control his breathing,
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hoping he would look like just another body. He kept 
his eyes half open, wanting to see what was coming.

A column of men approached, a mix of Russian sol-
diers and Lunarites. They approached the scattered 
bodies carefully, weapons at the ready. The Russians 
bayonetted a few of the more intact corpses they 
passed. Hiroshi expected this; if it had been his unit 
moving among Russians, they would have done the 
same.

He noted that Lunarites did not use their spears in that 
manner. Instead, he noted that, when passing a corpse, 
they would stop and press one of their three-fingered 
hands to the forehead of the dead man. Are they pray-
ing for their victims? he wondered. Neither the Russians 
nor the Lunarites came close to Hiroshi and they soon 
proceeded down the cavern, leaving him alone with 
the dead. When he was certain there were no further 
enemy soldiers, he sat up.

I have to get out of here, he thought. But which way?

Following in the wake of the Russians would bring 
him back to his lines. He would have to pass through 
enemy forces and hope not to get shot trying to pass 
through friendly lines. Hiroshi decided that heading 
deeper into enemy territory was a better idea. If the 
Russians hadn’t left anyone behind, he might be able to 
find a way through the winding caves that led back to a 
friendly unit.

He took a moment to strip Kato of his ammunition 
and walked carefully towards the Russian position. 
He did his best to ignore the mangled corpses of his 
comrades, trying not to look at them. He didn’t want to 
be reminded of how every one of his friends was now 
dead. The Russian line had been just around the bend 
of the cave. He pressed himself against the cavern wall, 
took a deep breath, and peered around the corner.

The Russian position was obvious, a line of empty 
wooden ammo crates being used as a barricade. There 
were a pair of electric lights on poles burning at either 
end of the line. The generator filled the cave with a 
metal whir. At first, he thought the position had been 
abandoned. He was about to dash forward, when he 

saw movement near one of the lights.

A Lunarite stood up. He had been crouched down 
below the line of boxes, defecating. He began to walk 
along the line of boxes, bored and inattentive.

Hiroshi froze for a moment, but then relaxed when 
he realised the Lunarite would have a hard time see-
ing him. He knew their eyes were accustomed to the 
gloomy purple glow. The bright white lights from the 
electric bulbs didn’t blind them; but, they would re-
duce his visual acuity.  He was certain that the Lunarite 
would not be able to differentiate him from the wall.

He sank carefully and quietly to a kneeling position. 
He took careful aim at the squat, blue-skinned crea-
ture and fired. The bullet burrowed a hole through the 
Lunarite’s thickly muscled neck, erupting from the far 
side in a spray of blood. The Lunarite collapsed with a 
wet grunt. Hiroshi waited for a few moments; he want-
ed to make certain no one else was nearby. When the 
echo of the report had faded and there was no other 
sound but that of the generator and his own breathing, 
he made his way forward. 

He climbed over the line of boxes. The Lunarite was 
on its back, eyes wide with shock and fear, one hand 
pressed to the gushing neck wound. The dying alien 
stared at Hiroshi. Hiroshi couldn’t look away. He said 
nothing. He just watched the creature, until each of his 
four eyes lost some of their lustre. His hand slipped 
away from his neck.  A final bubbling breath escaped 
from between his thick lips.

Hiroshi left the Russian position, traveling into un-
known territory. 

Soon, the glow of the electric lights was lost. Hiroshi 
was engulfed in the dim purple twilight of the caves. At 
every intersection there were brass plates on the walls 
with Lunarite scrawling on them. They were direc-
tions for the aliens to follow; however, he couldn’t read 
them, so he had no idea where he was going. After the 
first few turns, he started to question his decision to 
find a way around Russian lines. It was too late turn 
back, he realised. He could never find his way back to 
his starting location. He would have to push on and
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hope. that luck was with him.

As he marched on, he began to lose track of time. His 
disorientation was worsened by the occasional echoes 
he would hear. Some were familiar; the blast of gunfire, 
the hollow explosion of a grenade or artillery shell. 
There were other sounds, less familiar or totally alien. 
A loud clack-clack-clack that seemed to follow him 
for a while, before fading off into nothingness. An odd 
murmur, almost like the chanting of Buddhist monks, 
heard from far off. A horrible wet, gobbling noise that 
issued forth from one passageway that Hiroshi ran 
past. After hours of wandering, Hiroshi found a small, 
dim alcove, little more than a crack in one rock wall. 
He squeezed in and drifted off to sleep.

He didn’t dream; he was too exhausted. When he 
awoke, it was to the same dim purple light, a light that 
never wavered, never gave a hint of whether it was day 
or night. Is it ever night on the Moon, he wondered. 
Do the Lunarites even know what a day is? Unlike 
men, with their spaceships and vacuum suits, pressure 
domes and solar-steam crawlers, the Lunarites had no 
way to survive outside of the controlled environments 
of the caverns that honeycombed the Moon. 

Hiroshi recalled the moment he had stepped onto the 
surface of the Moon. The rubberised canvas of his 
vacuum suit rubbed harshly against his body. The brass 
helmet and oxygen tanks were oppressively heavy, even 
with the low gravity of the Moon. The lead weights 
around his waist, there to prevent him from bouncing 
off the surface, pulled the entire suit down. 

However, on the short march from the landing field to 
the pressure dome, he had looked up. The Earth sat in 
the blackness, a disk of blue, green and white. He could 
make out India and Central Asia. Even as he wished 
he could see his homeland, he was amazed by how 
beautiful and terrifying the site was. Beautiful because 
nothing in his life could compare with the Earth rising 
over the slate grey Lunar surface. Terrifying, because 
he had the feeling that it was unnatural to be here, that 
Man wasn’t meant to leave that green and blue disk for 
alien worlds. 

Now, lodged in a crevice of rock, exhausted and lost, 

he wished he could see the Earth; but, above him, 
there was only the softly glowing rock of this world of 
burrows. Hiroshi shouldered his rifle and struck out, 
heading in a direction that he hoped would take him 
back to friendly lines.

After what seemed to be hours, he accepted that he was 
hopelessly lost. All of the tunnels looked the same and 
the sounds of fighting were a faint clash and clatter that 
seemed to come from every direction. He could no 
longer decide if he was heading up or down. Exhaust-
ed, he sat crosslegged on the ground and suppressed 
the urge to weep.

“Mother, Father, I am sorry,” he muttered, “I should 
never have left home.” 

He didn’t hear the soft padding of an approaching 
Lunarite’s feet. Nor did he hear the whoosh of the 
truncheon the Lunarite swung at the top of his head. In 
his last moment of consciousness, he felt a sharp pain 
explode throughout his body. 

As he collapsed senseless to the rock floor, the Lunarite 
glared down at him with four pitiless eyes and let out 
a hoot of delight. He wrapped his powerful hands 
around Hiroshi’s legs and dragged him deeper in the 
bowels of the Moon.
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Colony 024 
Reduk, Shamek

23:57hrs

Abdiel’s sympathetic nervous system surged into 
action. Despite his superhuman ability to regenerate, 
the seven inch razor grasped tightly in Marqus’s hand 
posed a very real threat to his life. If Marqus was some-
how able to land a lucky strike and sever Abdiel’s head 
from his body, he would almost certainly perish. But 
it wasn’t fear that spurred the adrenaline that coursed 
through his veins. Fear was a human condition and 
although Abdiel possessed the same primitive hypo-
thalamus as Marqus or any other man, there was one 
key distinction - control.

“Put down the razor, now!” Abdiel commanded, reign-
ing back his physiological reaction by controlling his 
breathing.

Even though Pure-Blooded Angels looked down upon 
Hybrids like Abdiel for once being human, the defi-
ciency had some benefits. The fight or flight reaction 

was one such advantage. It sharpened Abdiel’s already 
heightened senses, and allowed him to perceive the 
slightest movement and hear the faintest noise with 
crystal clarity. He could distinguish every raindrop as 
it burst against the window at the far end of the room, 
even detect the cockroaches scurrying inside the walls 
around him.

Training his senses on his opponent, Abdiel could 
smell the pheromones of fear flowing out of his every 
pore, and could hear his enlarged heart as it raced, 
struggling to pump plasma through his fat clogged 
arteries.

Taking another measured breath, Abdiel tuned into the 
organ’s frantic rhythm, thump-squish-thump, thump-
squish-thump, it reverberated like a drum in his ears.

Thump-squish-thump.

Shifting his weight to his back foot, Abdiel waited 
patiently, using all of his senses like a radar to detect 
the slightest shift in Marqus’s body. Any change in his 
posture, his breathing, his heart rate, would telegraph 
his next movement. 

Thump-squish-thump, thump-squish… THUMP… 
THUMP! Marqus’s heart skipped a beat.

There was a flash from the razor’s deadly edge as it 
sliced through the air directly for Abdiel’s throat. 
But Abdiel was too fast. Ducking beneath the cir-
cular strike, he rose up to smash Marqus’s ribs with 
a devastating right hook. Even though Abdiel had 
restrained himself, his opponent’s ribs gave way under 
the immense force of his strike. The energy from the 
blow made Marqus’s fat ripple across his body in a 
fluid shockwave. Before Marqus’s synapses could have 
even processed the pain from the first blow, Abdiel 
had already shifted his position again, taking hold of 
Marqus’s right hand and twisted it onto itself. Marqus’s 
wrist snapped back, catapulting him into the air like a 
rag doll. Flipping a full 360 degrees, Marqus crashed 
back to floor like a meteorite; the razor he had been 
holding in his hand dropped harmlessly to the floor-
boards with a metallic clink.
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Marqus let out a gargling groan, bright red foam 
popped and bubbled out of his mouth. Abdiel wanted 
so desperately to finish off the filthy creature with a 
final strike to his jugular, a strike that would send a 
tsunami-like wave of blood to his brain. 

No, not yet, he restrained himself once more, taking a 
step back as he controlled his breathing. 

Marqus felt like someone had inserted a red hot poker 
into his brain. Coughing and spluttering, every breath 
he drew now caused his shattered and jagged ribs to 
rip further into his lungs. Afraid to move, he could do 
little else but lay on the floor paralysed with pain.
“Please… don’t kill me. I’m sorry,” he pleaded as he 
tried to avoid breathing as much as he could.

Abdiel leaned toward him. “Look at me,” he roared, his 
voice shook the floor beneath them.

 “I’m going to offer you a choice you never offered your 
victims. By exercising your vile urges you condemned 
them to a life of hell, yet the Lord has seen fit to offer 
you a choice. I can give you what you never gave your 
victims, a merciful death, right here, right now, by my 
hand. Or, you can choose to live, seeing out the re-
mainder of your putrid existence in Hell itself.” 
Marqus’s eyes widened, his jerky shallow breaths 
quickening as he struggled to control his panic. 

“You’re… going… to kill me… no matter… what… I 
say. Aren’t you?” Marqus shuddered, tears flowed down 
his face.

“Your fate is yours - go to Hell or die here. Now 
choose,” Abdiel replied.

This was the second rule Abdiel had to abide. All 
sinners, no matter how heinous their crime, had to be 
offered this choice. But Abdiel knew exactly what Mar-
qus was thinking. All of his prey had thought the same 
thing - that Abdiel was crazy. None believed that Hell 
actually existed, yet it did. An entire planet devoted 
to the confinement and punishment of the universe’s 
most evil creatures. Almost as old as Heaven itself, it 
was once reserved for fallen Angels, but now swelled 
with human filth alike.  

Most of the human colonies had folklore or religious 
narratives describing a place where the wicked were 
punished in the Afterlife. In fact the stories of Hell had 
been spread by the Angels themselves thousands of 
years ago during the Third Age of Mankind as a means 
of controlling the masses. Clearly the fables had done 
little to deter humanity’s decline.

“Please… let me go,” Marqus begged, the tears 
streamed down his cheeks mixing with the blood 
frothing from his mouth.  

Abdiel didn’t reply, choosing instead to scowl down at 
Marqus in silence, satisfied in the knowledge that every 
moment his prisoner delayed was filled with pure 
agony. In all of his years of service, of the thousands of 
men and women Abdiel had dispatched, only one had 
ever chosen to die by his hand over taking their chanc-
es in Hell. 

“Please, just let me go… I’m sorry… I’ll never touch… 
a child again. Please… I repent… I repent!” he whim-
pered.

Without warning Abdiel snapped, his rage almost 
uncontrollable. Reaching down, he seized Marqus by 
his throat and lifted him to his feet. As he tightened 
his grip around Marqus’s windpipe, Abdiel’s hand was 
enveloped by the rolls of fat that constituted his neck. 
Marqus’s skin felt like dough - cold and clammy dough.

“There is no redemption for you. No forgiveness. There 
is only one choice!” Abdiel spat.

All the monsters begged for his forgiveness in the end, 
suddenly finding their faith after a lifetime of sin. Ab-
diel wanted to make this man suffer so much he could 
taste it. Still, no matter how much this vile creature 
deserved it, Abdiel could never allow himself to cross 
that line. Such an act would dishonour his Master. 
Forcing himself to envisage the disgrace it would bring 
the Archangel Michael if he betrayed his precious 
code, Abdiel managed to compose himself, rendering 
his boiling rage to a slow simmer once more.

“What do you choose?” Abdiel asked, his voice now 
measured.
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Marqus gasped through his clenched throat, “I… I… 
want to… live!” 

“Very well,” Abdiel replied, allowing Marqus to fall to 
the ground in a heap. 

“That’s all I needed to hear.” 

Reaching into his pocket, Abdiel removed his multi-
tool, a small black cylinder the size of a cigarette 
lighter. By utilising a micro power cell to rearrange the 
molecular composition of graphene, the tool could be 
reconfigured into a variety of items: from a knife to a 
master skeleton key. Marqus watched on with horrified 
anticipation as Abdiel bent down toward him with the 
device in hand. Abdiel placed one end of the cylin-
der against Marqus’ neck, prompting him to wince as 
he tried to pull away. His efforts were futile. Abdiel 
quickly removed the device again, leaving behind a 
small circular patch. The Incapacitation Disk instantly 
rendered Marqus unconscious. He would remain that 
way as long as the patch stayed in contact with his skin. 
As well as acting as an incapacitant, the biomechanical 
disk administered a mild coagulant and healing en-
zyme intended to keep injured prisoners like Marqus 
alive long enough for transport. Nonetheless, even 
with the healing agent already at work, Abdiel rolled 
Marqus onto his side, ensuring his broken ribs were 
positioned closest to the floor. He didn’t want Marqus 
to drown in his own blood, not while he was uncon-
scious anyway.  

Abdiel took note of the time as he placed his multi-tool 
back into his pocket. It was already well after midnight. 
In most human cities that meant the streets would be 
mostly deserted. Reduk however was a city of sin, and 
just like their animal counterparts, human predators 
mainly ventured out at night. Abdiel peered out the 
hotel window, the incessant rain continued despite the 
thunder cell having moved on. He could only hope 
that the downpour would have deterred some of the 
human cockroaches from swarming onto the streets 
tonight. The closest Void Gate was about an hour away, 
in the commercial district on the other side of town. 
If the streets were congested with human filth it could 
easily add another hour to his trip. 

“Don’t go anywhere,” he said to his unconscious pris-
oner. “I’ll be right back.” 

Crossing the room, Abdiel opened the door leading 
into the hallway. He intended to walk to his vehicle lo-
cated in a nearby alleyway to ensure the route was clear 
before returning for his prey. He was eager to get this 
mission over with, but that didn’t mean he was going 
to rush. Abdiel shot a final glance back at Marqus. The 
putrid pile of flesh and fat appeared so at peace as he 
slept, his swollen stomach rising and falling with every 
breath. It would be the last rest Marqus ever had.

“Sleep tight,” Abdiel smirked to himself with restrained 
satisfaction before stepping out into the hallway. 
Abdiel locked the door behind him and faded into the 
shadows as he made his sweep. He was a living ghost, a 
predator of men and nothing could stop him now.

An hour later, Abdiel arrived at his destination, his 
prey in tow. There was a momentary lull in the lash-
ing rain as he stepped out of the van to roll up the 
warehouse door. The air was thick with humidity and 
distant flashes of lightning made the clouds above the 
glittering city behind him glow. Jumping back in the 
van, he drove inside the cavernous storage building, 
stepping out again to close the door behind him.

Another job was almost over and for that Abdiel was 
grateful.

He loathed being in the human Colonies, constantly 
surrounded by all manner of filth, always on edge. 
Still he hated it even more when he was undercover, 
pretending to be one of the base creatures he hunted. 
Befriending his targets, smiling and laughing at their 
inane banter and sickening behaviour, it was always 
difficult to sustain. However, despite the constant 
struggle to rein in his seething contempt, he always 
played his part convincingly and moments like this 
made it all worthwhile. This was the only part of his 
job he enjoyed, finally giving monsters what they truly 
deserved. Seeing the fear in their eyes, the realisation 
that there was no hope, he relished it. Making these 
abominations experience what they themselves had 
made others endure was the only real payoff of being a 
Throne. Other than his loyalty to the Lord and his 
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Master, it was the only thing that kept him going. 
Long ago he had given up any hope in humanity and 
the idea that what he was doing actually made a real 
difference. Instead, he now accepted the fact that he 
existed for one reason and one reason only - to punish 
the wicked. 

And tonight he would fulfil that purpose once more.

Opening the doors of the cargo vehicle, he dragged 
out Marqus’s limp body and effortlessly slung the 180 
kilogram weight over his shoulder. He crossed to the 
centre of the warehouse, which was still shrouded in 
darkness, and dumped Marqus’s unconscious body on 
the Void Gateway - a large circular platform that lay 
flush with the warehouse floor. Appearing like nothing 
more than an ordinary turntable during its inactive 
state, the ancient transportation device accessed the 
Void, the folded space within space, as a means to 
traverse hundreds of light years within mere seconds. 
Abdiel crouched down and removed the incapacitation 
disc from Marqus’s swollen neck before stepping back 
off the gateway platform once more. Marqus immedi-
ately began to stir. Wasting no time, Abdiel tapped the 
back of his own left hand, prompting the display of his 
neural communicator to appear from thin air. The vir-
tual screen extended between his knuckles and wrist, 
it appeared like a hologram floating just above his 
skin, but in reality, the communicator’s hardware was 
wrapped firmly around Abdiel’s wrist. The innocuous 
looking metallic bracelet was a highly sophisticated 
computer, capable of connecting with the core system 
through the Void Gateways themselves. The display 
was hidden from mortal eyes, with it linked through 
Abdiel’s dermis to his occipital lobe, allowing him to 
see in the correct light spectrum to discern its display, 
while at the same time rendering it invisible to anyone 
else looking on. 

Pulling up the file of his latest prey, ‘Marqus Qatar’, 
Abdiel tapped at the virtual keys on the back of his 
hand, uploading the final incident report. He was 
verifying that he had physically observed the monster 
committing his crime, and the rest of the report was 
set up as a tick and flick. 

***

As Marqus began to regain consciousness, he felt grog-
gy and confused. Opening his eyes, he struggled to 
remember where he was or how he had gotten there. It 
was only when he attempted to sit up that all the agony 
and memories came flooding back like a tsunami of 
pain and fear. 

“Fu…” he started to scream. Incredible pain grasped 
the right side of his body, stealing his voice away from 
him. 

Frantically looking around, he tried to get his bearings. 
Surrounded by darkness, there was a sudden but brief 
flash of light from an opaque window high above him. 
It illuminated his surroundings for an instant, before 
everything was plunged into darkness once more. An-
other flash came; it was the intermittent glow of distant 
lightning outside. Using the random flashes of light to 
probe the darkness that enveloped him, Marqus was 
able to discern he was in some sort of warehouse. 
Where is he? Marqus thought to himself, hoping that 
Abdiel had left him alone somewhere. 

He clenched his teeth to mask the excruciating pain 
that permeated his every fibre, and rolled onto his back 
to have a look at the area behind him. As he turned like 
a beached whale stranded ashore, all hope for escape 
was swiftly dashed. 

“Just doing your paperwork, tubs,” Abdiel said, tapping 
away at the back of his left hand, “Shouldn’t be long 
now and you’ll be on your way.” 

***
Abdiel had already sent the data package to the core 
network and received the automated reply as Marqus 
starred up at him.

‘Gateway read.’

Each transport had to be logged, especially those des-
tined for Hell. All of the traveller’s details were record-
ed; their destination dependant on their crime. 

“Oh, I almost forgot,” Abdiel said, again retrieving the
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multi-tool he had used to incapacitate Marqus earlier. 
This time he twisted a small dial on the other end of 
the tube. Abdiel approached Marqus once more, and 
pressed the tool firmly against Marqus’s forehead. Mar-
qus let out a gargling screech as his flesh sizzled. After 
the briefest moment, Abdiel removed the device and 
stepped back to better admire his handy work. There, 
centred on Marqus’s brow, glowed a welted and raised 
symbol - an open circle with a single vertical line 
running through the middle, the Angelic symbol for a 
paedophile. Now all the other inmates of Hell would 
know his crime.  

“Please,” Marqus whimpered. “Just… let… me go.” 
Abdiel shuffled back further, ensuring he was well clear 
of the outside rim of the Void Gateway before calling 
up the virtual display once more. Keying in the final 
code required to initiate the transport cycle, he dou-
ble-checked the destination.

 “Oh!” Abdiel said, almost forgetting to deliver his 
signature speech to Marqus before he sent him on his 
way. He crouched down to Marqus’s level and looked 
directly into his prisoner’s eyes. They were filled with 
absolute terror. “Marqus,” Abdiel growled. “I want 
you to think about all the children you made suffer 
throughout your wretched life. Soon you will feel their 
pain a thousand fold.” 

***
The floor beneath Marqus suddenly rose up, causing 
his stomach to drop. He could no longer see Abdiel 
as the circular platform he was unwittingly sprawled 
out on rose several meters above the warehouse floor 
before halting in mid-air. The outside rim of the plat-
form split into three separate rings and began rotating 
around him in opposite directions. 

“God! What’s happening? Please help me… God, 
please help me!” Marqus whimpered.

Images of Marqus’s victims flashed up in his mind’s 
eye, yet instead of being the frightened little chil-
dren he so easily terrorised, they were now menac-
ing ghouls, their tiny eyes burning like wild fire. The 
more he tried to push the haunting spectres from his 
thoughts, the stronger they became, their faces encir-

cling him. Marqus’s bowels gave way involuntarily.

***
Abdiel took a few more paces back so he could observe 
the expression on Marqus’s face during his final mo-
ments on planet Halous. In the end they always called 
out for God, the villains and predators, the destroy-
ers of innocents, they all cried out for salvation. The 
gate platform now resembled an enormous levitating 
gyroscope with Marqus suspended in the middle. As 
Marqus struggled to his knees the rings spun faster and 
faster still. Twisting and turning around themselves, 
they moved so fast now that they formed a pulsing 
orb. It was then, just as Marqus managed to get to his 
feet, he simply vanished. The orb slowed down and 
returned to the warehouse floor, now void of Marqus.

Job done, Abdiel thought.

A sense of satisfaction washed over Abdiel. Even the 
inhabitants of Hell hated paedophiles. Marqus’s pun-
ishment would be two fold, that meted out by the 
guards as well as that inflicted by his fellow inmates. 
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Lazy smoke slowly disperses in the air as I exhale 
and throw the cigarette butt into the garbage bin. 
The night is cold, making the smell bitterer, as if 
it were a knife cutting into flesh. I suppress the 
urge to light up again and start walking. I pass the 
street light that blinks in agony to work a bit longer, 
and a small plaque on the building wall that reads 
‘Morgue’ shines ominously in the surrounding dark-
ness. The door is heavy but I am used to handling 
it—I open it just wide enough to enter without being 
pushed by it or having my fingers pinched.

The door closes behind me with the quiet clap of 
two metallic surfaces slowly meeting each other as 
the spring brings them in place. I take a familiar, 
semi-dark staircase to the basement which must be 
the only well-lit place in this part of the building, 
because Doc needs light for work. The government 
likes to economise where they can, and it takes a lot 
of paperwork to get a new set of light bulbs down 
here. Despite all that I’ve never seen a single one of 
them blink.
Doc looks up from where he is stitching up a body. 
His mask is still on, and he indicates he is almost 
ready—it won’t take a minute—as he lifts his index 
finger in the air. I nod and stay back by the scales 
used to weigh the organs. They have smudges of 
blood in the cups, and it looks like paint of vinous 
colour, gleaming in the bright light. I hate watching 
a body being sewn back after it has been turned in-
side out. Something in the movement of the surgical 
needle through skin and the hiss of the thread makes 
me uneasy. Corpses look too much like puppets 
then. Puppets have no free will.

“This is the sixth victim with the same symptoms, 
Detective-Inspector,” Doc tells me, taking off his 
mask, glasses, and gloves. They have blood all over 
them, but blood doesn’t disturb me. Blood is just a 

red liquid.

“Send the samples to the lab, please. There must be 
something to tie them together.”
Doc puts his instruments into the sink and switches 
the water on. It angrily hisses against the metal. 
“There is no possible way their blood could have 
clotted like that. There isn’t a mark on their body, no 
injections, nothing in the stomach contents or the 
lungs,” he muses, and I frown. We have been over 
this before. This is just a boring repetition of events. 
I’d say déjà vu, but déjà vu is an illusion, and the 
corpses aren’t. And I have reports to prove to me just 
how real they are. I’ve already had a talk with the 
department head about this case. 

“The lab analysed the blood. They say the clotting 
was natural, caused by being heated up to 100 de-
grees Celsius, not to a virus or poison.” I’ve grown 
tranquil to these facts. They cause no emotion in me. 
I’ve been working on this case for two weeks now. 
There can be no emotion left towards it, only indif-
ference.

“There are no scorch marks on the body,” Doc re-
peats and looks at me expectantly as if telling me to 
solve this case once and for all.

I open my mouth to respond, but I don’t really know 
what to tell him. This case is really becoming a pain, 
and I would gladly get it off my hands rather than 
solve it. There’s nothing I can tell Doc that hasn’t 
already been said. My phone chirps; the incoming 
message saves me from the necessity of answering.

“Excuse me,” I mutter, turning around and taking 
several steps to read the message in relative privacy.

The message is short. Lab technicians ask me to drop 
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by and collect results on the new victim’s samples. It 
doesn’t seem to contain any hint that there’s been a 
breakthrough. I almost wait for the feeling of disap-
pointment to surface, but it doesn’t. After five dead 
ends it’s to be expected.
“I’m afraid I’m needed at the labs,” I tell the Doc 
while trying to seem busy. He doesn’t comment, just 
looks up from rinsing his instruments and mutters a 
goodbye.

I go back up the stairs and turn into the poorly 
lit corridor. I briefly consider walking to the labs 
around the building to smoke another cigarette, but 
that way is three times as long, so I decide it isn’t 
worth it. I’m still going to the station across the road 
later. 

You can usually know you are approaching the 
labs when you hear loud retro music coming from 
around the corner. They always listen to it when they 
don’t have any audio or video evidence to deal with. 
Frankly, this habit irritates me. I can never concen-
trate on my reports if there are any intruding sounds 
around, but at least my office is in the other building 
so I don’t have to start questioning such workplace 
management. 

The lab is as busy as it gets. Despite only five people 
working in it, it seems very crowded to me when I 
enter. It’s a relatively big room, stuffed with equip-
ment and filled with noise coming from an ancient 
cassette player. How that thing still works, I have no 
idea, but miracles happen when you have to exist 
on low budget. All five technicians are present; they 
are running around between their stations and the 
printer to get and sort out analysis results. Somehow, 
they manage to keep things in order here; it’s really 
enough for me to know they just do.

One of them passes me; it doesn’t look like he notic-
es me, but a second later I have several papers stuck 
into my hands. 

“Nothing new on the victim. Doesn’t fit any pro-
file. No trace evidence from the killer again; blood 
samples confirm the same cause of death,” the report 

follows in a hurried, nonchalant tone.

We’ve been over this. I start feeling irritated. Things 
like this just don’t happen. You can’t go in circles 
forever.

“Can’t you, I don’t know... compare their clothes 
brand or something?” I grumble half-heartedly, 
leafing through the papers in hope to see something 
sticking out.

“I worked with their clothes,” I hear a female voice 
from behind the microscope. “Nothing to suggest 
defensive action or foul play.”

“Hey, boss, can’t you just write this off as a cold case 
or something?” one of them asks. I can’t make out 
who it is; the music stuffs into my ears like cotton. 
The question might sound cold-hearted, but I’ve 
been asking it myself for some time now.  

“Six victims with the same cause of death,” I repeat 
what I have been told by the department head. “It’s 
an ongoing serial murder investigation. Something 
has to turn up eventually.”

My answer is met by silence. I can feel it, despite the 
noise. They have nothing to add. Suddenly I really 
want to smoke.

“Have you done the map of deaths?” I make the last 
attempt.

“All died in their homes, no body dump,” the monot-
onous answer is almost immediate. “You know this, 
boss. It’s old news.”

I stuff the papers into my jacket and head for the exit 
without a word. I don’t hear any goodbyes either; it’s 
getting late but it doesn’t feel like this is the last time 
I’ll see them today.

It’s colder outside, or maybe I’ve just got used to the 
warmth of the lab. As I exit the building I feel wind 
trying to get under my jacket, and it’s freezing. I zip 
it up and take out the lighter and the cigarette pack.
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I knock on it to get one out and light it, keeping one 
hand up because wind gets stronger. I breathe out, 
and grey smoke dissolves, revealing the black can-
vas of the night sky with tiny stars scattered all over 
it. Wind blows the smoke back into my eyes and I 
wince because it stings. It irritates me and yet calms 
me down. While I cross the street between the two 
buildings, there is no case. There is no body in the 
morgue or the evidence in the locker. There are no 
papers in my jacket. There is just me and the smoke.
My phone starts ringing just as I throw the cigarette 
out and enter the station.

“I believe we talked about this last week,” the famil-
iar, angry voice returns me to harsh reality, filled 
with the stuffy air of the police station and coughs 
and distant chatter of the people in the lobby. “I 
don’t see your report on my table, Detective-Inspec-
tor.”

“There’s been another body, sir,” I respond calm-
ly. The call has taken me by surprise, but I’ve been 
through this talk already, as I’ve just been reminded 
none too politely.

“And what are you doing to prevent more victims, 
exactly?”

“Analysing the evidence, sir, standard procedure.”

“Well, I have to talk to the press, Detective,” the voice 
on the other end fills with even more anger the calm-
er it hears me become. There’s also contempt in it 
and a slight hint in abridging my rank. “If the report 
isn’t on my table by tomorrow morning, I’m putting 
others on this case, and don’t think you can get off 
this lightly.”

I am tempted to make him do it right now, give this 
nuisance to anyone else, so that I just can stop feel-
ing so indifferent, but the call ends in beeps, leaving 
my relief unpoured. It’s like a lump in my throat. I 
hold the phone by my ear a little while longer even 
though it’s gone silent and look around cautiously. 
No one is interested in me, everyone is busy filling in 
papers and listening to complaints. I exhale slowly 

and put the phone back into my pocket. It’s time to 
start writing that report, even if I  know there will be 
hardly anything to type after the title.

There are several people sitting on the first floor, 
either from the night shift or running late with 
reports. They look up as I enter, some of them wave, 
but all of them briefly. Everyone has their own cases 
to worry about. I press the button on my computer 
and go fetch a cup of coffee while it loads. This night 
is far from ending. 

As I return to my table, I hear wind picking up. I 
look out of the nearest window and notice the stars 
have disappeared behind rainclouds. If the strength 
of the wind is anything to judge by, the night prom-
ises a downpour.

The first lines of the report come out easily. I gather 
all the facts I have on the case in one pile. There isn’t 
much - locations of deaths don’t match, no profile 
on the serial killer can be created, no connection, no 
motive, no murder weapon. Nothing, nothing, noth-
ing. The whole process is like sifting through sand 
over and over again and finding no gold. I even feel 
as if I have sand in my mouth crunching between my 
teeth. Irritation fills me again. I pick up my coffee 
mug and walk over to look out of the window again. 
It’s a small relief from everyday routine that I have a 
window right next to my table.

Huge drops of rain start sploshing against the glass. 
They are rare; they look like forced tears, sliding 
down the window pain. I touch the glass with my 
fingers; it already feels damp and cool. My nostrils 
catch the smell windows always have during rain. 
It is refreshing and yet sad. Sadness is a fine change 
from irritation. I lean onto the window pane and 
lose myself in the darkness of the night. The report 
won’t write itself but there is nothing to it anyway. 
No clues, no suspects. No life and no death. The case 
isn’t even cold—it just doesn’t exist.

My phone rings again, and I can’t believe the depart-
ment head has the nerve to remind me about the 
report every half hour. But the display says it’s the 
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lab calling.

“Hey, boss, I believe we have something for you,” I 
hear one of the technicians say as I pick the call up, 
and I can’t help but be surprised. The lab always 
texts. Even this phrase—I’m so used to seeing this as 
a message it feels alien to my ears. 

“Don’t tell me the last corpse has come back to life 
and told you everything,” I joke. I don’t feel anything 
about the news. It’s a void. I know I should feel hap-
py about a breakthrough, and I don’t. The case has 
drained me.

I hear several voices laugh on the background; I 
must be on speaker. 

“No, actually, we thought we’d go through the clothes 
again. For any trace at all. And what do you know, 
the analysis of soil from the shoes shows all victims 
were at one place before they died.”

“And you are certain of this how?” I am still sarcas-
tic. It feels a lot like a staged prank.

There is chatter of the background again, I can’t 
make out any words, but they are obviously excited 
about whatever they’ve found. They feel all the emo-
tions that I don’t.

“Mostly because there is only one place in town with 
this much cement. While all victims were found near 
their residences there is still enough cement residue 
on their soles to infer they had been there within 
their last twenty-four hours.”

“Maybe they were around different piles of cement.” 
Now I’m sceptical. The answer can’t be so simple. 
They can’t be telling me after two weeks of nothing 
that there is an entirely plausible connection. The 
deserted cement factory on the outskirts of the city. 
A dream place of drug addicts, bums, and juvenile 
delinquents. Which none of the victims on the case 
were, by the way.

“No construction sites of that size in town,” I am told 

 
helpfully, but I already know that. I am just grasping 
at the straws. 

“Hold onto that analysis result. I’m going to the fac-
tory,” I say decisively, giving up. It’s a lead, and I’m 
following the protocol. The department is breathing 
down my neck anyway. They want evidence—I’ll give 
them evidence. “If I find the crime scene, you’ll be 
the first to know. After backup.”

I switch my computer off without saving the report; 
it’s getting more and more outdated as the minutes 
pass. I finally start believing in what I’m told. It’s an 
urgency deep inside me that makes me move quickly 
to the exit, down the stairs, and into the parking lot 
for a patrol car. I barely feel the rain that’s become 
much stronger in the last five minutes. I feel the 
drops slide behind my collar, but it’s as if they disap-
pear there. They aren’t cold or wet. They just tickle 
my neck a little.

The traffic is rather busy. It’s right past the time 
when everybody returns home from work, and 
there still are many people driving. Thankfully, the 
fact that I’m driving a patrol car helps me avoid the 
heaviest traffic jams.

The abandoned factory is just a couple kilometers 
out of town. The massive building stands alone, 
covered in shrubbery and graffiti. It might not be the 
biggest there is, but it’s still impressive. I park the car 
next to what looks like the main part of the building 
and get out, switching on my flashlight. The head-
lights go off, and the darkness envelopes me except 
for a circle of light, dancing off the walls as I move 
my hand.

As I enter the building, it feels as if I enter a different 
reality. The place completely isolates me from the 
rest of the world. My steps sound like thunder in the 
vacuumed silence of the rooms. Something crunches 
under my feet—it’s debris, fallen from the ceiling or 
left from the old furniture that once stood here.

I recognise the place for the offices that used to 
manage the factory. There are still several tables left 



PAGE 61

in very poor condition, almost rotten through and 
broken. I can see some filing cabinets lying around, 
turned over. There are holes in the ceiling; rain pours 
through them, but the sound is dulled as if coming 
through cotton.

I’m not sure where I should start looking for any 
clues, so I walk through doors, passing more and 
more rooms that look like offices. If you listen hard 
enough, you can hear people who used to work here 
chatting and handling papers. It’s a trick of imagina-
tion, of course, but an innocent one.

Out of the corner of my eye, I notice something 
odd. I turn to look at it but can’t quite place it until 
I switch off my flashlight. There’s a door several feet 
from where I am, and there’s light coming through 
it. It’s not electric light—it 
looks too dim—but light means 
presence. I slowly unclasp my 
holster and draw the weapon. 
Just as slowly, I approach the 
door and nudge it open with 
my foot. It creaks loudly, and 
I tense, expecting whoever is 
inside to become alerted.
There isn’t anybody. I check the 
corners, but the room is tiny, 
and there’s no place to hide.
It’s lit by a circle of candles in 
the middle which instantly 
makes me start thinking of 
occult sacrifices. But the circle 
doesn’t remind me of any shape 
one would associate with the 
occult, like a pentagram. There 
doesn’t seem to be any connect-
ing chalk lines between the can-
dles either. In the middle of the 
circle, there lies a thick volume.
I reholster my weapon and 
crouch to examine the book. It looks old yet in good 
condition, clearly the red leather that the cover is 
made of has preserved it well. There are no cracks in 
it, but it is covered in dust except for several spots. 
These spots look like fingertip smudges over the 

edge of the cover, consistent with the possibility that 
six different people may have handled the volume 
quite recently. 

It has a bookmark, also red, between the first two 
pages, as far as I can see without opening it. The 
cover has a strange symbol in a circle on it, a dark-
er shade of red, as if made with sealing wax. It’s 
a straight vertical line with another one weaving 
around it once like a snake on the medical symbol, 
except there is neither the cup nor the head of the 
snake.

I sit back a little, wondering what role the book 
might have played in my case. I can’t assume any-
thing, but I’m pretty sure fingerprint analysis will 
come back to all of our six victims who were found 

dead within the vicinity of their 
homes without any explanation of 
what could have made their blood 
clot like it did. Books don’t do that 
to people. But people don’t do that 
to people either.

This case has drained me with its 
lack of answers. It only draws more 
and more questions. Quite obvi-
ously, the solution I’m looking for 
is within this book. If I read it, I 
might understand what happened 
to those six people. I will finally 
be relieved of the repetition and 
the irritation these past two weeks 
have caused me.

I put one hand onto the cover and 
splay my fingers. Dust feels velvety 
under my palm as I swipe it off the 
book in one slow, almost tender 
motion. Once I’ve opened it, I will 
stand on the path that six people 

have walked before me. I don’t feel dread. I feel the 
need to read this book, which is almost magnetic. 

I take the bookmark, and in one determined motion, 
I draw the book open.
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Planet Pleasureville Part 1

In the depths of space a temporal gateway ripped open 
to spew The Harbinger Crew back into their own time 
period. It was time to do something they had never 
done before, go on shore leave. The Harbinger was 
piloted to Neutral Territory with great haste as Mary-
anchanka Toranka came onto the bridge wearing a 
swimsuit. “Oh I can’t wait for this!” She said excitedly 
as her cat –like tail swished back and forth. Eric how-
ever was not happy about vacation. “I’m not gonna be 
able to leave the ship you guys. Me and Forin here have 
got to order new parts.” He indicated the temporary 
Comms Officer on the back wall. The kid was a Vam-
pirion, but was up to snuff on Comms. Mary however 
found herself in a bad situation as she realized who she 
would have to be with when the group went to Planet 
Pleasureville. Mary and Camille would have to be in a 
group together, and this was a nightmare in the mak-
ing.

Mary and Camille were both friends with Eric in The 
Academy, and the three were inseparable. However 
Mary’s jealousy over Camille and Eric growing closer 

caused a rift between them, a rift that was never fully 
repaired. The two had been at odds since the begin-
ning of the voyage, although there had been a fragile 
peace between the two. This vacation was sadly going 
to test that. Camille and a few engineers were already 
waiting in line when Mary arrived with the rest of 
the crewmates. The two women looked at each other 
briefly, and then turned away. Camille had spent the 
night with Eric happily, and he had warned her to be 
professional, knowing Mary would not. “I know how 
Mary will be… hell her race is known to get child-
ish at times. I need you to make sure nothing goes 
wrong.” He stroked her hair as they lay together in the 
afterglow. Camille nodded in understanding, In the 
morning, being near Mary made her feel the ugliness 
between them.

*One Hour Later*

The Shore Leave teams stared in amazement at Plea-
sureville. The planet was like a painting of Olympus, 
if Olympus was a five-star hotel combined with a 
casino and strippers. The planet would made Vegas 
and Atlantic City look like an innocent bible study. 
Their rooms were paid for, and the two women were 
paired up with four others in one of the spacious estate 
rooms. The tension could cut the air for everyone who 
wasn’t Camille or Mary. The two women were kept at 
opposite sides.

Mary sat in her bed with a smile on her face. Her old 
flame Jaime was able to telepathically communicate 
with her from his Cryo-Pod in the ship. “I wish we 
could be here together Jaime. It’d be like the first time we 
went out on a date.” She thought. Jaime replied instan-
taneously “It would be nice if your thoughts weren’t on 
the half-breed.” Mary frowned, the two former lovers 
had been very slowly repairing their relationship. 
However their usual arguments threatened to tear 
them asunder again because Mary’s Nekosian genes 
made her rather clingy to lovers.

After her psychic conversation with Jaime, Mary left 
her room to go to one of the three large bar rooms in 
the main pool area. The Nekosian bumped into Ca-
mille on her way out, causing a rather uncomfortable 
moment between the two women. Camille just finally
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 let it out. “Look I hate the fact that we’ve been fighting 
for like five years. We were friends, and I started dating 
Eric. I love him dearly and I know that hurt you, but 
we need to get past this bullshit. I miss us being close 
and I want us to be happy together on the ship.” Ca-
mille gave her a small smile of hope, but Mary crushed 
it. “You told me you didn’t love him. You knew I liked 
him and you just had to take away my chance at happi-
ness after what happened to Jaime. I cared for him and 
you knew that, and you still took him from me. I will 
cooperate with you but friendship is out of the ques-
tion.” Camille’s face fell before another Camille walked 
onto the scene wearing a bath towel. The Camille who 
just arrived pulled an SMG and aimed it at the Camille 
talking to Mary. “Who are you and who sent you?!” 
She asked as Mary drew a gun and aimed it at the 
dressed Camille.

The first Camille raised her arms with a small snicker 
as she leaned forward Mary. “It is true what they say 
about you two. You’re both paranoid as unholy fuck.” 
the be-towelled Camille quickly took a small scanner 
out. Mary wondered where she’d been keeping these 
items. “Well when you deal with weird shit that we’ve 
dealt with. You kind of learn to do things ahead of 
time.” Mary said, “Also Camille hasn’t worn fatigues 
and a tank top outside of the engineering section in 
years. If you’re a Shift Leaguer you should know that.” 
An odd beeping from the scanner drew the second 
Camille’s attention to the small device. he dropped 
the scanner in shock and trained her gun on her copy. 
“Who built you? Was it Miller?” She asked with a hint 
of rage in her voice. Mary looked from one Camille to 
the other, perplexed. “I hope you’re not implying what 
I think you are Camille?” Mary said as the copy re-
moved her left eye to reveal circuitry. “Oh she is… I’m 
an android built in her image to please an old creep. 
Oh and he is dead Camille.” The android referenced 
her maker, and Camille’s mentor. Camille showed no 
emotion over this as she flicked a dial on her SMG to 
activate an attachment. The attached device shot an 
electric pulse at the android girl, knocking her uncon-
scious. “Move her ass to the couch with me Mary?” She 
asked as she grabbed the android in order to move her. 
Mary grabbed the android’s legs and moved her with 
Camille to one of the couches, and made sure she was 
secured. “What the hell is this android doing here?” 

Mary asked as a frightening thought went through Ca-
mille’s mind. “What if she is here to kill me? It would 
be like the doppelgänger prophecy; I don’t wanna die 
from this thing.” Camille said as she put her gun to the 
android’s head. Mary gently removed the gun from 
Camille’s hand. “We can send this thing to Eric aboard 
the ship.” The Nekosian said reassuringly as she tried to 
contact Eric through the phone lines.

Mary picked up the phone to dial out. “Shit… the line 
is dead!” She threw the phone to the other side of the 
room. The Android woke from her little Electro-Nap, 
and sat up slowly. “I came here to meet Camille. I 
just wanted to know the person I’ve been made in the 
image of.” She replaced her eye. Camille sat down on 
a chair in front of her still perplexed by the android. 
“When I came here some of the robotic staff were 
talking about a Lost Lord that returned for them. If I’m 
right they probably cut the lines.” She said noticing the 
robot maid at the door. “The Lord will see you now… 
he has come to be reborn.”  It announced. Camille, 
Mary, and the Android followed in fear. “Umm… what 
do I call you Robo-Me?” Camile asked the mirror 
image of her younger self. “I’m called DS-X9 by my 
creator.” the copy said utterly frightened while they 
continued down the hall joined by more Clockwork 
Emissaries.

*The Bowels of Hellzone 69*

In the centre of a large chamber in the bowels of The 
Planet’s famous strip club, under a large floating ball 
of glowing yellow light stood a cloaked woman.. The 
chamber held red glowing symbols of unknown origin 
on the wall. At the centre of the room the glowing ball 
turned into a humanoid form. “You have served your 
order well Korella.” It said as she fell to her knees in 
worship. “My lord your form is exquisitely grotesque. 
When will I ascend to be like you?” She asked as he 
gently touched her shoulder. “You will soon my dear-
est… as soon as the heretics are dead and my lords 
enter this realm.” Her eyes shone with delight as the 
cracks in his face glowed violently. The being knelt and 
kissed her lips, the woman turned to ash as energy was 
transferred. Another cloaked figure quickly ran into 
the room and bowed. “Nar-Tol, beloved lord of the 
chosen gods, the sacrifices have arrived.” It said as Nar-
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Tol stood up and smiled. “Then we will begin again.” 
He said as he arose to his throne, and cloaked himself 
in a golden robe. The Elder Being awaited as its mas-
ter’s prodded it forward to kill for them. “We will eat 
you Nar-Tol and make you serve us for eternity as food 

if you do not do what we ask!” The god’s raged as Nar-
Tol gripped his head. A sickening smile manifesting 
across his hidden face.

 Medea - Leonardo Poscia
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Part One – The Lady of All Tears

I feel every single one of my years pierce me as I slowly 
lower myself onto the rough wooden bench. The Fer-
ryman stands at the end of the boat, dressed in a black 
woollen cloak, the traditional white mask contrasting 
sharply with the black tricorn. The long, beak-like nose 
of the mask is like a dagger. He is silent, watchful; I see 
his deep blue eyes evaluating me. I cough, and shiver. 
They have afforded me no coat or hat; I have tied my 
long grey hair back to avoid it whipping in the bitter 
wind off the lake. I glance at the pier, the collection of 
black shapes, like crows come to feast upon the dead, 
watching me. Ensuring that I leave.

“You are to be my confessor?” I ask the Ferryman. He 
neither nods nor shakes his head. I take his silence as 
affirmation.  The lake is too large to see the other side, 
but I know what awaits me. I shiver again, and it is not 
only from the cold. I shuffle to one end of the bench 
and rub my hand across the lacquered wood and my 
fingertips touch the water. I am transported back to 
childhood with such a simple gesture. “I guess it start-
ed with my father,” I say as the Ferryman casts off and 
poles us away from the dock. I watch the watchers as 
the boat makes its stately way, powered by the prac-
tised strokes of the Ferryman.

He shows no sign of exertion, but the boat skids over 
the water inexorably nevertheless. I remember my 
father’s muscles, the effortless way he used to carry 
me. I have had no illusions about any bid for freedom 
since they came for me. I wailed like a child when they 
destroyed my home with fire. I was numb for days. All 
my books. Surely their destruction was a greater crime 
than any I have committed? But then, words were my 
downfall. Words will not save me, but perhaps they 
will ease the journey. “My father was also a Ferryman.” 
I start.

***
He carried his son on his shoulder down to the boat, 
his workplace, every day.  He let the boy amuse himself 
in the boat and took his place on the dock, donning 
the traditional costume of the Ferrymen. His breath, 
as always, sounded loud in his ears, and the condensa-
tions dripped from the long beak as it seeped through 
the two slits at the end. Since his wife had died he had 
been carrying less passengers. Some did not want to 
travel with the boy in the boat. Those that sought a lov-
er’s arms in the anonymity on the lake, those that con-
ducted business, they didn’t trust the boy not to repeat. 
There were fewer coins; he was worried. He looked 
around the dock seeing the others, seeing prospective 
customers. He spotted the man in red first,  he shout-
ed  his availability, drawing the man closer. What he’d 
taken for a noble’s clothing may once have been ex-
pensive, but today hung too large on a too thin frame, 
cut to fit another, or the same man in better times. In 
addition the coat was grimy and threadbare. He began 
to regret calling the man over. The man smiled ex-
pansively as he approached, his teeth were yellow and 
crooked, rat-like.

“Ferryman. My good man. Greetings. Greetings. I 
wonder if you would be open to a deal?” The man’s 
voice is melodious, cultured. A rich man fallen on hard 
times perhaps.
“A deal?” He asks, his eyes narrowing.

“Indeed. Indeed. A deal. A mutually beneficial deal.” 
The man’s gaze flicks down to the boat, takes in the 
boy, shrugs. “Mutually beneficial,” he repeats.
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“Go on,” he says, wondering if this could be good 
news, but assuming it was a scam.

“I am a storyteller, and I propose to pay you with 
something worth more than a coin. I will give you my 
stories as we cross the lake, and then you can reuse 
them with your customers. Once you are known as a 
storyteller, people will come from far and wide to have 
you ferry them across the lake.”

The man has pitched his voice so that the boy can hear 
too. 

The Ferryman shakes his head. “I need coins. I cannot 
pay the rent with stories, buy food with stories, repair 
the boat with stories. It is impossible.”

“I can see that you are a practical man, a cautious man, 
a good father.”

The Ferryman glances at the boy, seeing that he is 
listening to the conversation. He turns back to the 
Storyteller. “I am sorry. I need coin. I need to get an-
other customer.” He glances around the pier, sees other 
negotiations taking place, winces involuntarily and is 
glad that the mask hides his features.

“Perhaps, whilst you try to catch the eye of another 
customer I can tell your boy a tale, and you can listen 
too? A short tale?” The man opens his arms out wide, 
“for free.”

The Ferryman shrugs; he can see no harm in it.

The man sits on the edge of the pier and closes his eyes.

“In a land far away, that    the people who live there call 
the Four and One; that it would take you as long a time 
to walk to as it would to swim to the bottom of the 
ocean or climb the highest mountain. A land of Green, 
a land of Hill-Herders, a land of crystal lakes and wild 
rivers full of salmon, and a land where fearsome trolls 
roam and strangely named fey are common.” The man’s 
sing-song voice continues behind him, the Ferryman 
glances at the boy who is rapt, he sighs, maybe he 
should do it for the boy? The boy needed some happi-
ness in his life, some escape.

“Do you know what a troll is?” the Storyteller, opening 
one eye, asks the boy, who nods, his own eyes wide. 
“Would you like me tell you tale with a troll then, in 
the land of the Fey, the land of the One?” The boy nods 
again, eagerly. The Storyteller closes his eyes and takes 
a deep breath…

***
There was once a fearsome and grumpy troll that lived 
in the Fief of Dusk close to the Wandering Road near 
to Hangman’s corner. He was an irksome beast, forever 
falling upon travellers and eating them. He had a club 
made from the hardest oak with which he would bash 
out the brains of his victims. His favourite place was 
where the path became so steep that steps had been cut 
into it. There he had a massive tree that he’d worked 
at and worked at so that he could drop it on the path 
when he liked to prevent travellers from running away. 
He was known to have eaten The Glitter and Three 
Colours Red and almost done for The Seventh Magpie 
(although that’s another tale), and for each traveller he 
ate, his reputation grew. Yet Wandering Road contin-
ued to go past the Troll’s Lair, and it was a road that 
was travelled often. 

Soon it was safe only to travel in great numbers, and 
yet one day a beautiful lady, all by herself, walked along 
the road. The Troll spying her thought to himself, Oh-
ho there is a pretty bite of food for my supper, and got 
him to his hidey hole ready to spring his trap.

The Lady walked on and came to the steps and sat 
upon the bottom most one and fanned herself. The 
Troll was patient at first, but time drags when you’re 
hungry and eventually he thought of trying to entice 
the Lady to climb the steps and go past his hidey-hole 
and so fall into his trap. “Little Lady, you cannot stay 
there,” he boomed, “for there is a great troll that eats 
people and it is not safe.” He was quite proud of this 
speech considering he hadn’t had time to practice it.

The Lady looked all around but could not see where 
such a gruff, loud voice came from but seemed 
alarmed and began to climb the steps – and Oh-ho the 
Troll thought, his vast belly rumbling at the thought of 
such a dainty tasty morsel for his supper. When she
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 drew close, the Troll licked his chops and let fall his 
trap and barrelled onto the path brandishing his club. 
“Oh!” said the Lady all afeared, and “Oh!” again as the 
troll lifted his club, “Please Sir Troll, stay your hand for 
I am but a poor traveller.” 

“Oh-ho,” said the troll, “you are going in my pot to be 
my supper!” and swish-swish down came the club, but 
the Lady nimbly stepped out of the way. 

“Wait!” she cried and “Oh-ho!” cried the troll as the 
club went swish-swish a second time, and a second 
time the Lady danced out of the way. 

“Stand still!” cried the troll irritably, and the Lady with 
a trembling voice said, “Sir troll, spare me but for a 
moment and let me sing to you, and after I’ve sung, I 
will stand still for you.” 

The troll thought about this from every angle and 
couldn’t see the harm. “Promise me that you will stand 
still after your song and we have a deal,” he said gruffly.
 
“I promise,” said the Lady. 

“Done,” said the Troll who now leaned upon his club. 

The Lady sang to the troll a most sorrowful tune which 
somehow captured the troll’s loneliness and pitiful life 
on the edge of nowhere with no companions save his 
club, who he sometimes had a somewhat one-sided 
conversation with. At the end of the song, the troll had 
tears running down his face, and seeing this, the Lady 
wordlessly handed the troll a dainty hanky which was 
soon sopping wet. 

Upon using the hanky, the troll found that when the 
tears were dried away his heart was lighter than it had 
ever been. He had no more sadness and no more lone-
liness, in fact for the first time he found he was happy. 
“Oh-ho,” said the troll “Your song has touched my 
heart, now stand still as you promised!” 

The lady looked upon the troll and placing the hanky 
in a bottle said thus, “I am the Lady of All Tears, and 
I have your sadness and loneliness, if you slay me you 
will have them back, but if you let me live, I will take 

them far away, and you will never see them again.” And 
the troll saw that this was true and let the Lady go. For 
she had a very important meeting to attend.

It is said that the Wandering Road still goes past the 
troll’s hidey-hole, and he still occasionally eats lone 
travellers, but now he does it in good cheer with a 
smile upon his face and never misses company and is 
never sad.

***
The Storyteller opens his eyes and sees that the boy 
is giving him his full attention and his father is also 
listening. 

“Where was the Lady going?” the boys asks. “And who 
is The Seventh Magpie?”

The storyteller smiles and clambers to his feet. “Those 
are other tales, for other times, and it’s up to your 
father.”

The Ferryman sees the boy turn to him, and the Story-
teller’s smiling face too, and sighs again. “Can we hear 
more father? Can we?” the boy says, and the Ferryman 
knows he has lost any chance of making a coin until 
he has delivered the Storyteller across the lake. “Very 
well,” he says to the boy. “It seems we have a deal,” he 
says to The Storyteller, who he helps into the boat, 
taking his position at the stern and beginning to pole 
away from the pier.

The storyteller smiles at the boy, “So, little man, what 
do you want to hear? About the Lady of All Tears and 
her very important meeting with the Ambassador of 
the Fey? Or of the Seventh Magpie and his adventures 
on the way to the Inn at the End of the World?”

***
I pause and open my eyes. The Ferryman is a statue at 
the stern; he has switched to the paddle, and his arms 
describe a circle in the air that pushes us onwards. I 
cup my hands and take some water from the lake and 
drink deep. I take a couple of steadying breaths. It has 
been a long time since I spoke to anyone about my fa-
ther, or thought about my mentor. There is still plenty 
of story to tell though. I close my eyes and continue…

To be continued...



PAGE 68

We are standing in the planetarium contemplating all 
the star stuff, spread across the false sky like dandeli-
on seeds flying across the face of the universe. Light 
reaches us from dead and dying stars, in time travel. 
We see their light even though some of the stars we see 
were extinguished before the earth was born, you, me 
and everyone else that has ever lived or will ever live 
on Earth, sees mostly the same stars. The light turned 
on.

We are standing in the planetarium contemplating all 
the star stuff, spread across the false sky like dandeli-
on seeds flying across the face of the universe. Light 
reaches us from dead and dying stars, in time travel. 
We see their light even though some of the stars we 
see were extinguished before the earth was born, you, 
me and everyone else that has ever lived or will ever 
live on Earth, sees mostly the same stars. The light 
changed colour.

We are standing in the planetarium contemplating all 
the star stuff, spread across the false sky like dandeli-
on seeds flying across the face of the universe. Light 
reaches us from dead and dying stars, in time travel. 

We see their light even though some of the stars we see 
were extinguished before the earth was born, you, me 
and everyone else that has ever lived or will ever live 
on Earth, sees mostly the same stars. The light turned 
off.
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I opened the door noting how it was already slightly 
ajar, a dusty footprint in the centre of it, the flimsy lock 
broken open. The house was in darkness, but the light 
from the streetlamps was enough to see the bundle on 
the floor. My heart in my mouth, I seemed to go from 
standing at the door to kneeling by my wife with no 
transition. I saw the blood, such a lot of blood. And a 
knife dropped a few feet away from the body. Did they 
come for the machine? Did my wife disturb them?

I spoke to the police, told them I saw the body first, 
then the blood, then the knife. They said they’d send 
someone. I needed to check the machine. My hands 
shaking, I opened the cellar door. The familiar smell 
of ozone, burnt electrics, fuel oil, and damp assailed 
my nostrils. I flicked the switch and descended. The 
machine was still there. Untouched.

There was a lot of unpleasantness to deal with before 
I could get back to the machine. Police, reporters, 
forensics, uncomfortable questions. Eventually 
though, I was left alone. Left to brood. I went mad 
for work, spent hours on the machine, went without 
sleep, existing on a diet of coffee and nicotine until 
some days later, spent, I dozed next to the machine.

Later, I covered the walls in equations, working 
through the probabilities. I was unshaven, unbathed, 
manic with caffeine, working non-stop. I ignored the 
doorbell, neighbours, relatives, whoever—I didn’t 
want their sympathy, their consoling words, their 
pity. I fell asleep with a spanner in my hand and 
woke to equations going round in my brain. Hours 
bled into days, which haemorrhaged into weeks. I 
was nearly there. It was nearly ready.

The machine stood proud of the cellar, sparkling 
amongst the debris, as if a reverse explosion had 
taken place. It was finally ready. I was finally ready. 
I gave silent thanks that the money hadn’t run out, 
that the electricity still ran, that I was still (mostly) 
whole, in health and mind. No time to waste. The 
parameters were set, the dry runs and experiments 
had gone without a hitch. Time and tide wait for no 
man they say. Now, now I would prove them wrong.

I press the button, the machine whirrs, light flashes 
past. It will work; it will be well, and I will get her 
back.

I saw the body first, then the blood, then the knife. 
Did they come for the machine? Did my wife disturb 
the intruder? Did they come for the machine? I saw 
the knife, then I saw the blood, and then the body.

I will get her back; it will be well, and it will work. 
The light flashes past. The machine whirrs. I press 
the button.
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“And we’re back with the books hour here on Severn 
FM. With me are Felicia Brett, the author of ‘Wiccan 
Wessex’ and Tom Ashley, who has a new book, ‘The 
Rock Pool’, just released today. Tom, what can you tell 
us about your novel?”

“Well, it’s about childhood and what makes us who we 
are and, most importantly, it’s about truth.”

The presenter, whose name Tom could not recall, hav-
ing been introduced only seconds before they went on 
air, jumped in, clearly wanting to keep control. Well, 
fine, if that was how this was going to go Tom felt he 
had sufficient command of the English language to 
make his points in whatever time he was given.

“So, truth is important to you?”

“Of course,” Tom replied, “it must be the novelist’s job 
to reveal truth to the world. I think that we can do that 
in fiction in ways that are not possible in non-fiction.”

“Which seems a good point,” said the presenter, “to 
turn to Felicia Brett. Felicia, your book is, presumably, 
non-fiction. How would you respond to Tom’s point 
about truth? I mean, Wiccan means witches, right? 
How much truth is there really in that?”

“Yes, it’s about modern witchcraft. I believe I’m trying 

to show the truth as much as Mr. Ashley here. There’s 
a lot of assumptions and nonsense said about Wiccan 
beliefs and I wanted to try and set the record straight.” 

Tom rolled his eyes at the last point. Was the eccen-
tric old woman his only competition among the new 
releases from local writers this month?

“And before you ask, no I don’t dance around naked in 
the woods at midnight.”

Ye gods, Tom thought, don’t plant that image in my 
mind. She must be pushing eighty.

***
Tom turned his phone back on as soon as he got out of 
the studio. He tried to phone Louise but there was only 
the message service.

“Hi, Lou. Tom here. Just done the radio thing. Went 
well. Managed to get the title mentioned three times. 
Should stand out from the other stuff they were talking 
about. I’m off to see if they’ve got copies displayed in 
Waterstones. Love you. See you tonight. We’ll crack 
open that bottle we’ve been keeping for a special occa-
sion.”

As he put the phone back in his pocket, Tom realised 
that Felicia Brett was standing nearby.
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“Mr. Ashley, I just wanted to congratulate you on your 
book and wish that it achieves all you hope it will.”

“Thank you Miss Brett. I hope you’ll buy a copy.”

“I think I might. Now, I must go and catch my bus. It’s 
the only one out to the village.”

As he walked back to his car, Tom realised he had not 
wished Miss Brett well for her book. Ah well. Too late 
now. Not exactly comparable anyway.

***

“I wondered if I’d see you here.” 

Tom half turned, looking away from the display table, 
to look at the face he knew went with that voice. Josie 
was the most enthusiastic and attractive of his creative 
writing students, although not particularly talented as 
a writer. She’d been through two years of evening class-
es but never really finished anything. However, she 
always made encouraging comments about work that 
the others read out and showed a particular interest in 
Tom’s own work, asking regularly about the progress of 
his novel toward publication day.

“I had to come down and see it on the shelves for real,” 

Tom said, holding up a copy of ‘The Rock Pool’. “I’ve 
had the proof copies for a few weeks but it’s not quite 
the same thing. Are you in town for anything special?”

Josie laughed. “This, of course.” She pointed toward the 
top copy of the small stack of books. “It’s not every day 
that someone I know has a book published.”

“Well, thank you. Are you going to buy a copy?”

Josie pulled a package out of her hand bag. “Already 
have. Let me buy you a coffee to celebrate. You can 
sign my copy for me.”

The coffee shop was in the upper floor of the book-
shop. Being a work day for most people the area was 
fairly quiet with a choice of seats available for them. 
Tom lifted the tray with the two coffee cups while Josie 
paid. He led the way to a sofa and chair in the corner. 

Setting the tray down, he sat down. Josie sat next to 
him rather than on the armchair opposite. She lifted 
her legs up to sit sideways on the sofa facing Tom, the 
split in her skirt separated on either side of her thigh. 

“Hopefully you’ll have your own book on the shelves 
one day,” Tom said. “I hope you’re going to keep up the 
classes.”

“Of course,” Josie said. “I was worried that you might 
stop teaching now that your book is out.” 

“No worries there; I enjoy it too much and, besides, 
feel a sense of loyalty to you all.” And, I still need the 
money.

They talked on; of his next novel and her writings and 
about the others in the writing group. When she rose 
to leave, Josie leant forward and kissed him lightly on 
the cheek. Tom watched her walk all the way to the 
stairs, his gaze somewhere other than her face and then 
pulled out his phone again to see if Louise had replied 
to his message but there was nothing yet.

***

Sean was already waiting in the pub when Tom walked 
in. The pint glass in his hand was nearly empty. 

“Sorry, I’m late,” Tom said. “I bumped into one of the 
folder holders and couldn’t get away.”

“Was it that pretty blonde one?”

“I don’t know what you mean,” Tom laughed, but 
noticed that Sean wasn’t laughing along and, indeed, 
looked uncharacteristically grim faced. 

Sean ordered another pint and told the barmaid that 
Tom would be paying. When she turned to Tom for 
confirmation he nodded and ordered one for himself 
as well. 

“I know we joke around Tom, but I didn’t appreciate 
this one.”

Sean handed Tom a copy of ‘The Rock Pool’, open at 
open at the copyright page, and pointed to the credits
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 for the cover.

“Cover design by Sean Mercer, a mate who agreed to 
do it for no money.”

Sean drank more beer and waited for Tom to respond. 

“Sean, I had nothing to do with this. It’s not what I 
agreed with the publishers. Look, I’ll call them and 
find out what went wrong.”

Sean continued to sip his beer while Tom found his 
editor’s number on his mobile phone. It was just below 
Louise. Why had she not called back yet? Tom’s call to 
his editor got through to her secretary. 

“Hi Sophie, is Monica there? … Yeah… Tom Ashley... 
Celebrating? Well sort of – I’m in a pub with Sean, the 
cover artist, but there seems to be a problem. Just need 
to check something with Monica. Won’t take long.”

Sean raised an eyebrow. The barmaid was also hov-
ering nearby, clearly curious as to why the two men 
looked so agitated.

After a pause Tom started talking into his phone again. 
“Monica, Tom here. Look, do you know what went 
wrong with the Sean’s acknowledgement for his cover 
design? Yeah, I’ve got a copy in front of me here and 
it’s not what I wrote. Yeah, positive… some kind of piss 
take. Okay, what about the printed copies? Have you 
got one there? Yeah, thanks, I’d appreciate that. I’d real-
ly like to get this sorted out. Thanks. Talk to you soon.”
Tom ended the call but kept the phone in his hand. He 
looked apologetically at Sean. “She says the proof copy 
is exactly how we agreed it but she’s going to check the 
printed copies and see if it’s gone wrong in all of them 
and, if so, when it got changed.”

“So what do they do then? Correct it? Reprint it?” Sean 
asked. “Can’t see it happening. Not for a new author 
and an unknown cover artist.” Sean drained the dregs 
of his glass. “Let me know what you find out.” He stood 
up and walked out of the pub without saying goodbye.

Tom sighed. He tried calling Louise again. Still no 
reply. He finished his own drink and the phone pinged 

an incoming text message. Tom looked at the number. 
Not Louise. It was from Josie. He opened it and read 
“Bastard! Just read the back page. Bastard!”

Tom put the phone away and took out the copy of the 
book he had with him. He flicked to the back. He read 
the final paragraph he had agonised over and rewritten 
so many times. It looked alright to him. Nothing there 
he could see Josie should get upset about. He turned 
the facing, blank page over and looked at the author 
biography. He read with horror. It was there, in the first 
paragraph. Tom Ashley calls himself a writer but he re-
ally earns his money by teaching endless creative writing 
classes to deluded dreamers largely devoid of anything 
approaching talent. 

Tom’s phone rang. “What now?” It was Monica. The 
printed books all had the same mistake on the copy-
right page and, yes, she had spotted the change in the 
‘about the author’ section as well. The printers claimed 
they had printed the book as proofed by both the 
publishers and Tom and had the computer records to 
prove it. She seemed to be apologising and disclaiming 
any fault at the same time. Her final suggestion was 
that Tom check through the rest of the book to see if 
there were any other faults.

Sat in his car, Tom leafed through page after page. 
There were subtle changes on almost every page. He’d 
rewritten and edited and proofed his own text so many 
times he recognised any slight difference. Some of the 
alterations actually seemed to improve the writing 
which was unsettling. He was thirty pages in when his 
mouth dried up in reaction to what he read. Where he 
had written what he believed to be a subtle scene in 
which the adult narrator started to resolve the issues 
arising from his childhood through his relationship 
with his partner the book now described a manipu-
lative man who remained with the woman he lived 
with because she brought in a full time salary which 
paid the mortgage and allowed him to spend his days 
pretending to be a writer.

“Oh God,” Tom thought, “Louise”.

***
Tom was sure he’d set off a speed camera in his hurry 
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to get home and reach Louise before she saw the book.

 It would take him up to just one point off a ban but 
that was the least of his worries.

He fumbled the key in the lock once before opening 
the door and calling out Louise’s name. She should be 
at work for another hour. There was no post on the 
doormat. Tom walked through the short hallway to the 
kitchen diner. There was a package and several letters 
on the counter. Louise had been home. Was she still 
here? He called her name again. No reply. The package 
was open and contained an Amazon delivered copy of 
his book. There was a note stuck to the front cover. A 
chill went through his whole body as he read.

About the author’s partner.

Louise trained to be an actress but gave up her stage 
career to work full time at a job she doesn’t much like in 
order to subsidise Tom Ashton while he wrote a novel. 
She believed in his writing and she believed in their love. 
She hoped they might have children together and the 
bottle being kept for a special occasion was meant for 
celebrating her being pregnant, if that ever happened. 
Louise has read the book. She will be selling the house 
and moving back to London.

Tom sat on one of the tall chairs by the counter and 
put his head in his hands. He started asking him-
self ‘why’ over and over. After a while the question 
changed to ‘how’. Eventually he sat up and accessed the 
internet on his phone. It took fifteen minutes to pin-
point the information he was looking for.

***

The cottage was pretty much what he was expecting. It 
was small but quirky, built at forty-five degrees to the 
road, or maybe the road came after the cottage. There 
was ivy covering one side and rambling rose bushes 
under the main ground floor window. Tom parked 
his car on the wide grass verge that separated the lane 
from the short boundary fence. As he got out he saw 
that the door to the cottage was open. He called out 
“hello” from about half way up the path to the door, 
not wanting to alarm an elderly person unnecessarily. 
To his surprise he was answered straight away but not 

by the voice he was expecting to hear.

A middle aged woman came met him at the door. “Are 
you looking for Mum?” she said.  

“I was looking for Felicia Brett,” Tom said. 

“Same person,” the woman said. “I’m her daughter. I’m 
afraid you’ve just missed her.”

“Oh, thanks. Do you know when she’ll be back.”

The woman stepped out into the daylight, looked at 
him and sighed. She had very tired looking eyes which 
he had not been able to see before. “I’m sorry,” she said. 
“I should have made myself clearer. She died this after-
noon. She’d gone into Bristol for some daft radio thing 
and taken it upon herself that she could walk the two 
miles to the nearest bus stop and back. She collapsed 
just after getting home. She managed to phone me and 
I called for an ambulance. Neither of us got here in 
time. The ambulance left half an hour ago.”

“I’m sorry,” Tom said. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Don’t then,” the woman said. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean 
to be short with you. It’s been a difficult afternoon, as 
you can imagine.” She sighed again. “Are you one of the 
people she helped out?”

“I don’t know. If she did, she made a bit of a mess of it.”

“I’d be surprised. I’m a sceptic about all that Wiccan 
stuff myself but she always seemed to have lots of 
people stopping by and thanking her for this, that and 
the other. Whatever she said to you, she probably had a 
purpose.”

Destroying my life? 

Felicia Brett’s daughter grasped the inside handle of the 
door. “I’m sorry, but I need to finish up in here. You’ll 
understand that I don’t really want to talk to anyone 
right now. I’m sure you can sort out whatever it is.”  

“Yes, sorry, of course,” Tom said. “I don’t wish to dis-
turb you any more.”
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 “Wishing,” the woman tipped her head slightly to one 
side as she spoke. “Well, that was Mum’s line really.”

***

Tom watched the journalist check his notes. The maga-
zine he worked for was not exactly high circulation but 
Tom was grateful for the interest. After two months, 
his novel was selling poorly and he needed any publici-
ty he could get. So far, the interview had gone well. The 
journalist, a man named Will who was a sort of friend 
of a friend, had been very positive although many of 
the parts of the novel he had enthused about specifi-
cally were the sections which had been most altered 

from Tom’s final version. 

“One of the things that piqued my interest,” Will said, 
“is the portrayal of the writer as an adult. He’s not very 
sympathetic and yet is written with enough depth to 
suggest he is based on reality. Is he you?”

Tom paused before he spoke. He considered what 
answer would gain the most impact, smiled at Will and 
replied.

“Well, the truth is…”

Stream of life by Valery 
Riddle, 

dedicated to Ana Marija 
Meshkova


