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A DECENT ELF AT LAST
Bob Lee

“Sit down, Kid! I don’t want to shake your 
hand, and I definitely don’t want to know 
your name. Your millennial parents 
probably called you some dumbass 
thing like Lux or Hashtag Seven.” 
I took the unlit cigar out of my 
mouth and waved it at the 
skinny elf in front of me. “I 
said SIT!”

The kid plopped 
right down with a smirk 
on his face, so I had 
to hand it to him. He 
wasn’t quaking in his 
red booties like all the 
other applicants I’d seen 
today; my gruffness 
didn’t seem to bother 
him one bit. Perhaps 
there was hope with this 
one. Maybe I’d found a 
decent elf assistant at last. 

I put the stogie back 
in my mouth. “My name’s 
Rocco,” I said through gritted 
teeth, “and I’m the Head Elf 
around here. I need to get Santa out 
the door on schedule and don’t have 
time to dick around. Ya got a resume, 
Kid?” 

“Everything’s here,” he said as he tossed 
a tablet on my desk. “My Vine video requesting a 
position, a PowerPoint of my experiences, and my 
multimedia recommendations for improving Santa’s 
Workshop.”

I took the stogie out of my mouth and tossed 
it in the trash. Disgusting things, but the only way 

I get through Christmas Eve. I picked up the tablet 
and fumbled a bit until I found a Word document of 
the kid’s education. It looked like he had all the right 
stuff: shoe cobbling, reindeer wrangling, magical 
flight training, green and red-things fruitcake stuffing, 
and even whistling while working. I didn’t really 

care for that last item, but more importantly I saw 
he had experience with production line 

optimization.

I looked up at the elfling. 
The kid simply sat there ramrod 

straight in his crisp green jacket 
with white trim, cinched with 
a glossy black belt adorned 
by a gold square buckle. 
I figured it was newly 
purchased by his mom. 
His face had just started 
growing a bit of fuzz. The 
kid couldn’t be more than 
125 years old. Sheesh, 
they brought them in 
younger and younger 
these days.

“Listen, Kid, what 
I really need around here is 

someone who can help me 
get the Big Sleigh loaded in 

time. We’re way behind on 
the Babbling Bonnies.” The kid 

sat there stoically listening. “The 
manufacturer told us that the doll 

can be hacked when hooked to the 
Internet. We have to unbox them all and 

replace their innards. We’ve been running 
triple shifts.” 

Suddenly my phone jangled. “Gah, what 
now?” I moaned as I picked it up. I listened for a few 
moments and slammed the receiver down. “C’mon, 
Kid. A fresh wave of Elf on the Shelf injuries just 
arrived. I need to interview them to update Santa’s 
‘Naughty or Nice’ list.”

I let out a huge groan as I got up and my 
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back cracked. I was definitely getting too old for this 
latest crisis. The kid hustled to stay next to me as I 
strode out the door. Soon we reached a door marked 
Emergency Elf Services. I took a deep breath and 
opened it. “Almost everyone here is from the Shelf 
brigade,” I whispered as we slipped inside. Hundreds 
of elves were lying on cots. Some had slings holding 
up broken arms and legs. Others had blood-
stained bandages around their heads. 
Moans assaulted our ears.

“What gives with these 
guys?” the youngster asked.

“Things were 
working fine with the old 
‘Naughty or Nice’ list, but 
Big Red wanted a method 
that was less work for 
him. I came up with the 
Shelf brigade, which 
spies on children and 
flies back here every 
night to report. There’s 
only one thing I didn’t 
consider.” I looked 
expectantly at the kid, but 
he simply stared back at 
me. With a sigh I added, 
“Bird strikes.”

I walked to where 
a young elfling lay. He had a 
huge bandage encasing most of 
his head and one eye, and he was 
sobbing hysterically. When he noticed 
me, he clutched my hand. “Please, please, 
don’t send me back out there! This time it was a 
great horned owl. It kept diving at me, over and over.” 
He let out a huge wail, “I can’t do it anymore!”

“There, there,” I said soothingly. I’d seen too 
many of these overwhelmed striplings. “I’ll get you a 
job in records. You just rest now and get better.”

I stood up and saw the kid scowling at me. 
“What?” I barked.

“He didn’t seem that hurt. You should rough 
him up a bit and get him on the production line. You 
said you were behind on getting the Babbling Bonnies 
fixed.” The kid looked around. “In fact, I bet a number 
of these injured could get out there right now with the 
right stimulation.”

Boy, this younger generation with 
their noses always in their smart pads 

was pretty heartless. Had I been like 
this when I first started? “Kid, if 

you’d seen all I’d seen through 
the years, you wouldn’t say 

that.”

Bong! The huge 
clock on the wall startled 
me and I looked up. It 
showed two hours until 
Santa departure.

“Shouldn’t you 
get out there and check 
the production line of 
Babbling Bonnies?” 
the kid said somewhat 
insolently. 

Alarmed at the 
time, I didn’t reprimand 

the kid. I turned, hurried 
through a few corridors and 

entered a huge room. The 
deafening roar of ten conveyor 

belts slammed into us. Hundreds of 
elves grabbed at boxes as they sped 

past their positions. Some were frantically 
unboxing and putting the dolls on neighboring 

belts to be handled. Others were tearing the dolls 
apart and soldering in new mechanisms. A final group 
was frantically reboxing and rewrapping. While we 
watched, five elves collapsed. They were dragged 
aside while replacements jumped in so as not to hold 
up the line. The distraught elves were fanned briefly, 
milk was tossed in their faces and cookies stuffed in 
their mouths to revive them, and then they stumbled 
back to the belts to help. 
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I noticed that the conveyor belts were running 
much too fast. “Who sped up the line?” I bellowed 
out. “This is much too dangerous!”

Slowly, a few of the elves lifted their hands 
and pointed. Moments later more joined in. Soon, all 
the fingers pointed shakily at the elf standing next to 
me.

The kid snapped his fingers. 
“Take him!” he commanded.

Four elves jumped 
forward and grabbed me by 
my wrists and upper arms. 
“What’s this?” I hollered. 
“Let me go; get back to 
work!”

The kid sucker 
punched me in the gut. 
“Your reign’s up, old 
man,” he growled as I 
doubled over. He turned 
to the elves now holding 
me up. “Bring him.”

The thugs dragged 
me down a corridor and 
threw me out a door and 
into the snow outside. Dazed, 
I lifted my head and looked up 
at the kid. A blizzard of snow 
swirled around us, mimicking 
my thoughts. “What’s going on?” I 
sputtered.  

“The Big Man realized that something 
was wrong, so he hired me to check on you,” the kid 
sneered. “He was right. You’ve gone soft, old man. 
You’ve been playing nursemaid to the injured instead 
of optimizing this place. The production lines need to 
go faster. And I have the answer to that.” The kid held 
up what looked like headphones.

“How is that going to help?” I queried. 
“You’re going to play music?”

The kid snorted. “Neural stimulation,” he said 
with a leer. “These have probes that will penetrate the 
brains of the workers, allowing them to triple their 
speed. Plus make them compliant.”

In shock I stuttered, “You’ll kill them! No elf 
would last under those conditions!”

“Hah, they don’t have to. They 
only have to work for a few days. 

There are plenty of new recruits 
clamoring for a job in Santa’s 

Workshop. We’ll finally have 
enough positions for all of 
them.”

“I’ll stop you,” I 
gasped as I got to my feet. 
“I’ll tell others! You’ll 
never get away with it!”

“Yeah, right, 
we’ll see about that,” 
the kid said. He waved 
his arm and a few elves 
led over a reindeer with 
a bright red nose. It was 
Rudolf! But as he got 
closer, I could see a pair of 

those headphones attached 
to his head. “Tie the old 

guy to his back,” the traitor 
ordered.

Only now did I notice that 
his minions also sported headphones. 

I was tossed like a sack of potatoes onto 
Rudolf’s back and hogtied so that I couldn’t 

move. “What now?” I wailed.

“Why, you’re going to your retirement home.” 
The kid pressed a button on Rudolf’s headphones and 
then smacked him on the rump. As we flew into the 
air, I heard the kid yell, “Say hi to the others on the 
Island of Misfit Toys! I’m sure you’ll have lots to say 
to each other!” It took a long time for his following 
cackle to fade from my ears.
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Just War
By David Gullen

Part Two

Day 183
We have been travelling for exactly six 

months. Elsa and Suzi want to celebrate, I am not 
sure why, but there’s no reason not to. 

In order to conserve supplies we have taken 
to hunting for bush meat. This slows the column 
down but means we can go further between supply 
drops. The solar airships now take over a week to 
reach us from the Uganyika depot. The dockyards 
are an ancient memory, the preceding train ride the 
relic of a fading dream.

As the afternoon heat fades, Mitchell and 
Kosygyn trot out into the grasslands, bare-chested, 
rifles in hand. Two miles away a huge herd of eland, 
kudu and Thompson gazelle graze.

In the evening they return, dried blood caking 
their arms to the elbows, each with a gutted gazelle 
carcass across their shoulders.

Kosygyn grins at Elsa. “We saw lions. We 
ran.”

“Please be careful.”

We roast the gazelles, trading meat with the 
surrounding units for root vegetables and lungfish 
dug from the mud of drying pools.

I notice Mitchell has removed the horn tips of 
the gazelles. He and Kosygyn wear them round their 
necks, but later I see Kosygyn has given his to Elsa.

Day 190
The scouts have failed to locate the latest 

supply drop and our tankers are near empty. At least 

we have risen out of the heat of the plains, up into a 
broad range of high, grassy hills. Gardiner halts the 
column in a wide valley sheltered from the strong 
winds while the scouts fan out in all directions. After 
two days waiting, with rumours that the fuel cache 
never arrived, Gardiner orders the artillery balloon 
broken out. I am surprised he waited so long, but 
everyone has been changing in this interminable 
journey towards the front line. High overhead, giant 
silver and grey airships slide through the sky laden 
with cargoes and fuel for supply dumps far ahead. 
We watch them futilely, they have orders not to 
respond to ground communications. Lords of the 
upper skies, the ponderous airships are vulnerable 
close to the ground. Enemy forces have been 
obliterated here, but reactionary guerrilla groups 
may be operating. 

Rolf and I are ordered into the balloon, 
Mitchell operates the winch. As we rise up, the gas 
burner roaring above us, the landscape spreads out 
below us. Blue-grey jungle spreads to the horizon, 
the gigantic expanse of Lake Uganyika concealed 
by sheer distance. Spread across the green and gold 
savannah, several large herds are moving north, 
where silver-grey curtains of rain drape the air 
between the ground and lightning-lit storm clouds. 
Between us and the storms, a rising trail of dust 
shows one of the light scout cars heading back 
towards us. 

Much further ahead, beyond these grassy 
hills, is another plain, green and lush, cut by a vast 
river.  On the far side is a range of snow-capped 
mountains.

“Another big storm,” Rolf says, pointing 
towards the base of the distant range.

Dark clouds split by sullen, red flashes cling 
to the base of the mountains along a wide front. As 
we watch the silent flickering light, a small, yellow 
and green bird appears on the rim of the basket, 
chirrups once, then hops back out into the sky.

“That’s not a storm,” I say. “It’s the front 
line.”
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Day 191
The scouts have located the supply airship. 

Looking at the blackened, collapsed airframe, it 
reminds me more of a giant, ruined greenhouse 
than something which once flew. Melted aluminium 
forms cold, gleaming puddles where the crew 
nacelles were. Stacks of heat-warped silicon-gallium 
solar panels lie inside the ruined skeleton.

There is no clear evidence of what happened, 
the airframe lies in a huge oval of burned grass and 
scrub. The engines, fallen from their mounts, lie on 
the ground, their propellers folded back against the 
cowlings.

“Sabotage?” Gardiner asks on my return.

“Or a simple accident, sir. The fire was so 
hot it melted part of the airframe. There’s no sign of 
supplies or crew.”

“Fifth-columnists?” A muscle ticks in the 
corner of the brigadier’s eye.

I find Gardiner’s theories hard to believe. I 
am sure it is an accident. 

“Go, go.” Gardiner waves me away, 
shielding his eyes with his hand. He looks 
exhausted.

Late in the afternoon Mitchell and Kosygyn 
try their hand at foraging again, jogging shirtless 
into the bush with home-made bows they claim will 
save rifle ammunition. The rest of us are convinced 
we will all go hungry.

Half an hour later a scout car races at right-
angles away from the column. Shots ring out. 
For a moment we freeze, then I order the MG240 
deployed. Rolf, and Elsa sprint towards the rear 
of the truck, where Suzi is already dropping the 
tailgate.

As I scramble onto the bonnet with my 
field glasses there is a flat boom as one of the self-
propelled guns fires. The shell lands near the scout 

car, which flips over and begins to burn.

Rumours fly, and I wonder if Gardiner was 
right after all. Then the truth emerges: another 
platoon has shot a dozen eland. The scout car was 
hurrying to bring them back before hyenas and lions 
caught the scent. The two men in the car are dead, 
our first casualties.

Later, Mitchell and Kosygyn return with a 
pair of armadillos and a new type of dwarf kudu, 
with four long, spiralling horns. We roast the 
armadillos in their shells. They are delicious.

Day 197
Kosygyn is badly hurt during the river 

crossing, crushed between two trucks on the floating 
pontoons.

A week after finding the wrecked airship, 
having abandoned surplus trucks, siphoned out their 
fuel and loaded the tanks, self-propelled artillery 
and armoured cars with all the ammunition and 
supplies they can carry, Gardiner brings the remnant 
of our column to the river bridgehead.

The crossing is a chaos of dust, confusion, 
and queues. Armour and infantry are piling up, 
with more pouring in each day. At least supplies 
are plentiful, airship flotillas arriving continuously, 
several of the great machines tethered to the pylons 
engineers have erected a mile back from the river 
bank. 

At night the northern horizon flickers 
silently, clouds lit by ghost-light from the distant 
artillery barrages.

Finally it is our turn. Refuelled and equipped 
with new trucks, the marshals wave us forward. 
The pontoon bridge has been in continuous use 
for weeks. Hawsers are strained, tether bolts and 
clamping plates fatigued, the whole structure bowed 
downstream by the current. For haste, trucks go 
across two abreast. There is barely room and in the 
dark and our exhaustion two of them lock fenders. 
Kosygyn slips down the gap between them with 
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a crowbar. The pontoon shifts in the current, the 
trucks bang together, rock apart. Crushed, Kosygyn 
falls soundlessly between them.

We pull him out, white-faced, wheezing 
in pain. Binding his ribs we put him in one of the 
trucks. He refuses morphine, whispering that if he is 
awake the pain will keep him alive. Then he coughs 
violently, retches up a gob of black blood and passes 
out.

 
Day 200

We can hear the guns. It is dark, and we 
huddle shivering in our sleeping bags, listening to 
the nightly barrage. North of the river the plain is 
dry and rocky. Good tank ground, but night-time 
temperatures have been falling every day.

Kosygyn is little improved, in constant 
pain, exhausted and unable to sleep. We are going 
forward, there can be no evacuation, the wounded 
must come with us as we race to reinforce the front 
line. Earlier today I persuaded him to take a shot of 
morphine and he managed a few hours fitful rest. 
Now he’s awake, sitting up and drinking some soup.

“You’re better for the sleep.” Elsa says. 
She’s been nursing him with dedication, feeding and 
even cleaning him.

Kosygyn smiles at her. “I can’t even wipe 
my own arse,” he tells me. “This angel should get a 
medal.”

Elsa squeezes his hand. “You’ll be better 
soon.”

Day 201
I think I have gone deaf. We have been 

deployed on the flanks of one of the artillery units, 
a dozen ten-inch guns, and they have been firing all 
night. Their crews have ear-defenders, but we do not 
and are simply advised to keep our mouths open. 
Gardiner is a mile behind the lines in the command 
tent with three generals. We have been told nothing.

It is freezing cold, our clothing is completely 
inadequate. I am wearing three pairs of socks, two 

undershirts, two pairs of trousers, my field shirt and 
combat jacket and am still cold. Mitchell crouches 
behind the MG240, hands wrapped in rags, Elsa 
beside him, ready to feed the band, Suzi the spotter.

“Come on, you buggers,” Mitchell grumbles. 
“Show us some action.”

There is a lull. One of the gun crew calls us 
over for cocoa, brewed up in an old jerry can over 
a kerosene fire. It is thick and sweet, tainted by fuel 
fumes and hot, hot, hot. We take it in turns to go 
over and gulp it down. It’s my turn and I scorch my 
mouth, trying to drink it as hot as possible, wrapping 
my fingers round the enamelled metal mug, steam 
streaming from my mouth.

Far to the right an enemy salvo straddles the 
line, then shells scream over our heads, impacting a 
quarter mile behind us.

“Incoming!” I hear Mitchell cry over by 
the guns, and he opens up with the MG240, laying 
down a standard thousand-yard suppression pattern, 
each brief silence between the rapid bark of the gun 
filled by the tinkle of empty cases onto the ground.

“They’ve found our range,” the gun captain 
cries. “Return fire.”

I drop my cocoa and grab his sleeve. “Who 
are they? Where are they from?” 

He stares at me, wild-eyed, pointing at the 
mountains. Then the barrage opens up and I cannot 
hear his reply.

Day 250
Another night attack. In the morning we will 

see the frozen corpses, blackened hands like claws. 
Suzi and Rolf slip out of our warm and deep dugout 
to scavenge for heavy boots, woollens and fleece 
jackets. The enemy’s clothing is better than ours, 
warmer and waterproofed.

Today is a special day for two reasons. First, 
we have hot food for the first time in a week, a mash 
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of ham, peas, potatoes and lentils. Second, it has 
started to snow.

“This is very good!” Kosygyn says through 
a mouth full of food, eyes bright in his gaunt face. 
Recovered from nine broken ribs and a punctured 
lung, he seems to have discovered the ability to be 
positive about everything.

“It’s crap, but it’s hot.” Elsa says.

Kosygyn laughs and rubs her bristled scalp. 
We have all taken to shaving our heads, even the 
women. It’s that, or lice.

Then it turns out to be an even more 
momentous day. New orders are posted: Holding the 
line has allowed us to stockpile materiel. Tomorrow 
at 04:30 hours a general assault into the mountains 
will begin along the entire front.

Day 272
The mountains are a curtain-wall concealing 

a high land of frozen lakes and snow-bound forests 
of fir, pine, larch and birch. The enemy retreats in 
disarray as we drive four armoured columns through 
mountain passes into this new territory.

Gardiner, ebullient, his arm in a sling, calls 
us together and gives a speech from the top of his 
armoured half-track.

“The foe is gone, the mountain his last 
redoubt. The war is not won, but today the field is 
ours. This empty land is a treasure-trove. Wood, fur, 
essential minerals like tungsten and cobalt. At the 
moment it is cold and hard. So are we. We can live 
here. Caribou, musk ox, fish in the lakes. Airships 
cannot cross the mountains, so we are establishing a 
forward aerodrome south of the range. The sappers 
will build roads, corduroy at first, then metalled.”

“So we can go home then?” Mitchell says 
back in our bunker. The stove is hot, we are in our 
shirt sleeves.

“Fuck that, I fancy some hunting and 

fishing.” Kosygyn says.

“I’d like a hot bath.” Elsa says.

“You need one. I’ve been meaning to say.”

“Pig.”

“Smelly cow.”

Elsa jumps Kosygyn, pushing him onto his 
bunk. Kosygyn has regained his strength but Elsa, 
tall and muscular, pins his shoulders and he needs to 
exert himself .

“Stop it, for God’s sake.” Rolf says. “Save it 
for the night when we don’t have to watch.”

Day 281
Rolf is dead, Suzi and Mitchell badly 

wounded. The attack comes out of nowhere, 
smashing our line, overwhelming the artillery, 
driving deep into our centre before we can rally. 

In the shocked aftermath Elsa, Kosygyn and 
I huddle under some blankets behind the MG240. 
They are all we have been able to salvage from our 
bunker. The Banlite lies a few yards away on the rim 
of a shell-hole. During the attack Rolf and Mitchell 
managed a single shot. Then their position was 
shelled heavily. 

Snow is falling again, settling on the pines, 
covering our blankets. We have not eaten or slept for 
over thirty hours.

“We’re done here,” Kosygyn says in the 
silence. “There’s no fucking line to hold.”

It’s hard not to agree. Two thirds of the 
armour is gone, along with all the artillery and 
God knows how many casualties. Many officers 
have been lost, including Gardiner, killed leading 
an abortive counterattack. Suzi and Mitchell are in 
a field hospital back in the woods, but there is no 
medicine, most of the doctors are dead.
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“I want them to come back,” Elsa says. She 
does not seem to be tired at all. Under the blankets 
her uniform is saturated with Mitchell’s blood. She 
grips the stock of the MG240 and peers deep into 
snow flurries between the black pine trunks. “I want 
those fuckers to come back.”

Day 286
We are advancing. Incredibly, we have been 

reinforced, re-equipped and supplied within less than 
a week. Suzi is back with us, cheerful, but wincing 
as the stitches pull on the shrapnel wounds in her 
legs and stomach, her face still bandaged from flash 
burns. 

As soon as the orderly leaves, Suzi strips 
off the bandages. Her face is bright pink, shiny, soft 
with new skin. She has one eyebrow. She gives Elsa 
a hug. Mitchell has lost both legs, one above the 
knee, one below. He is going home.

The four of us can still man the guns but lack 
rifle defence so we are reassigned again, this time to 
support an infantry unit, freshly arrived, all in snow 
camouflage, skis and winter equipment. We scrounge 
fresh clothing and join the briefing late.

The officer, broad-shouldered, lean, with 
wind-burnt skin, glances at us and carries on talking. 
“We have no idea who they are. Intelligence now 
believe they didn’t know we were here either. 
Our forward units were on their flank, they hit us 
and kept on going. Ships in the night, ladies and 
gentlemen.”

Suzi and I exchange glances.

“This is the plan: 05:00 hours we move due 
north, push straight across their line of advance, then 
turn east and cut their supply route.”

We all stare at him.

“We’ve got the material, we’ve got the 
manpower. Let’s do it.”

“Here we go, bringing civilisation again,” 

Suzi mutters.
 

Day 327
We lay siege to a convoy from out the west. 

It is the third one we have destroyed in as many 
weeks. Felled trees block the trail, explosives and 
anti-tank rockets chop the column up into isolated 
pockets. The Banlites are in their element, firing 
with their characteristic flat slap-crack sound from 
prepared positions, dominating a mile of the broad, 
snow-covered trail. 

This is a different army than the one that so 
casually battered us over a month ago. The troops 
are tall, sallow-skinned, with dark, oriental eyes. 
Under their winter camo they wear midnight blue 
silk underclothes, padded and quilted. It is light, 
warm, and breathable. Suzi says it is aspirational 
clothing and soon we all have some.

Life has become comfortable. Light patrols 
rove a hundred square miles of boreal forest, 
locating the slow-moving columns. Then we move 
ahead of them, travelling fast on skis, pulling 
home-made toboggans. Like most of the other men, 
Kosygyn and I have grown full beards. It is now too 
cold for lice.

Sometimes Kosygyn and Elsa go hunting. 
Mainly we live off what we capture: food, clothing, 
medical supplies and weapons. The infantry major, 
Lenzl-Wington, has a free brief, able to conduct 
operations in any way and for as long as he sees fit. 
We are dozens of miles behind what we think of 
as enemy lines, far to the north of the mountains, 
though in truth the war here is an east-west one, 
fought between two armies we never knew existed 
until we blundered into them. Now we feast on 
them.

Lenzl-Wington is charismatic like Gardiner, 
but has no ideology. “War is hell,” he once told me, 
“the Gods help me, I love it.” 

His reference to the old Gods made me 
see him in a new light, a modern-day warrior, a 
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barbarian king leading his men to glorious death, 
or victory and honour. He takes care of us. The 
dead are retrieved from battles, burnt on great pyres 
deep in the gloomy pine heartlands while we toast 
them with raw spirits. We have no single base, but 
several, the largest even have saunas. Nothing is 
better than that dark, sweat-slick heat after three or 
four sleepless days of slush, snow and hunger.

Day 328
Yesterday we reduced all but two of the 

defensive pockets formed by the broken convoy. 
Last night the remaining troops tried to break out, 
bravely charging from their cordon of burnt trucks 
and immobilised armour, throwing their grenades 
and firing small-arms as they came.

Now they lie where they fell. It is snowing 
again, the only sound the creak of our boots on the 
snow. The world is colourless, grey trunks fading 
into the gloom all around, smoke drifting low and 
flat across the trail. The blood of the fallen is freeze-
dried, turning the snow solid, hanging in black 
icicles from the corpses hanging out the vehicles 
and across the crude barricades.

“Over here.” Elsa is standing beside a group 
of four well-dressed corpses sprawled on the icy 
ridges of the churned trail.

One is a high-ranking middle-aged officer, 
medals and ribbons on his chest, an empty pistol 
still gripped in his mottled hand. Suzi searches him 
for papers. His clothes are rigid with frozen blood, 
the fibres splitting as she breaks open his pockets.

The other three are young women, dark-
haired secretaries from his administrative corps, 
their long, glossy hair pinned in smart regulation 
buns. Under expensive, fur-lined white leather coats 
they are wearing dress uniforms: knee-length skirts, 
white blouses and tight, double-breasted tailored 
jackets with brass buttons. 

I imagine them trying to run through the 
snow under fire, bullets buzzing around and through 
them as they bravely lift their unfamiliar rifles, 

working the cold bolts with manicured hands.

All the girls are barefoot. Their low-heeled 
footwear, better suited to city life, forms a trail 
behind them in the snow, one shoe here, another 
there, one pair oddly, neatly, side by side. 

“This one’s carelessly lost her foot too,” Elsa 
says, pulling the white coat off the corpse.

Hand on hip, Kosygyn minces across the 
snow. “Imagine trying to run in those shoes.”

We all fall about.

Day 365
Everyone is laughing again, but not at 

Kosygyn’s antics. Two days ago the seam of my boot 
split while I was out on patrol. Snow got in, melted, 
and refroze. By the time I got back I could not feel 
my toes.

Elsa and Kosygyn helped me, soaking my 
foot in iced water, massaging it, rubbing my calf, 
old peasant remedies to get the blood flowing. I was 
pretty worried. Frostbite is a court-martial offence, 
losing a foot or a thumb too easy a way home, 
too cheap a price to pay. The agony of returning 
circulation, like splinters of glass under my skin, was 
a kind of relief, and by yesterday I was limping up 
and down in the medical tent in front of the surgeons.

In the afternoon they amputated two of my 
toes.

Today I’m back on duty, light guard work for 
three days, then out on patrol.

“Two toes isn’t much,” Kosygyn says. 
“You’ll still be able to do the bosanova.”

And he’s right. It could be worse. Some 
people have lost all toes on both feet, fingers, ears, 
even noses.

“Now this,” Kosygyn says, holding up his 
middle finger, which has lost the top joint, “this is a 
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tragedy, for I can never play the violin again.” It is 
one of his old jokes, we all know he lost his fingertip 
in a childhood accident.

“Worse if you’re a lonely woman,” Elsa says.

Something hard hits me in the chest, a boot, 
thick-soled, calf-height, in good condition.

Suzi throws the other boot at my head. 
“Catch.”

Days 385 - 405
Now we do have a cause to celebrate. We are 

being sent back behind the mountains for leave. All 
of us, for fourteen days.

We are issued new assault rifles and 
sidearms, leave the MG240 and Banlite behind, and 
escort a column of walking wounded and stretcher 
bearers along one of the corduroy roads, now two 
lanes wide. The frozen forest has been clear-felled 
for a hundred meters each side of the road.

We ride through the forest and across the 
mountains in a troop truck with a dozen other 
soldiers. It is a strange, silent journey, interspersed 
with muttered swearing and outbursts of temper. 
None of us have any interest in the other troops, nor 
they in us. Get to know them, then they are killed, 
and what then? I realise I am being narrow-minded 
but I already have a group of people I depend on.

The airship flight evokes other feelings. We 
ride in a new model, vast, faster, capable of lofting 
huge payloads. Watching the endless landscape slide 
below us we become excited and gabble to each 
other, pointing out the features we trekked across in 
Gardiner’s column months ago.

The next day, far below, we see an enormous 
armoured convoy winding across the grasslands, 
hundreds of vehicles — self-propelled artillery, 
tanks, fuel tankers, trucks — and at least five 
thousand infantry. After ten minutes it has dwindled 
to a speck. Then, to nothing.

The drone of the airship’s engines is all 
pervasive. At night the sky blazes with stars, the 
veldt below grey in the moonlight. It feels as if we 
are not moving.

The depot at Uganyika has grown vastly 
and is no longer simply a marshalling yard. Shops, 
cinemas and theatres have been built, along with 
the more usual tonics for the troops: taverns and 
brothels.

I find myself doing what is expected of me. 
Going out with Kosygyn, Elsa and Suzi, we all drink 
heavily, get into fights, run from the military police, 
and spend our back pay in the usual, unimaginative 
ways.

Along the shore are huge stacks of lumber, 
mahogany, teak, ironwood, bleached by the sun, 
now drenched in near continuous rain. Great fungal 
bracts grow out of the log ends, some are white, 
others an unsettling orange, a third type looks like 
wet, rancid meat, the gangrenous, livid red of a 
flayed wound. Further along are heaps of ivory, 
caged lions, mangy and listless, and crate upon crate 
of food: melons, bananas, guava, all neatly packed 
and labelled, all slowly rotting in the monsoon heat.

After four days of rain I buy two bottles of 
vodka and take them to my room. I stop shaving, 
stop eating, and drink the vodka in a solitary, forty-
eight hour bender.

Suzi kicks in my door when I’m in the 
bath. I’d fallen asleep, the water tepid, my fingers 
wrinkled.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” 
Suzi says, pulling out the plug.

“Counting my toes,” I say. “I keep coming 
up short.’

Two days later I wake up in a cell with 
Kosygyn. I have no idea what we have been doing.

Elsa bails us out, and we go to fetch Suzi 
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from the women’s cells. She has a black eye and two 
broken fingers. We also all have matching tattoos on 
our left biceps, an MG240 wreathed in rose briars.

Back in Kosygyn’s room we start drinking 
again. Elsa produces a letter and reads it out to us. 
It is from Mitchell. He writes how he is doing well, 
working as a shoe-maker in the motherland, making 
soldiers’ boots.

“I can’t imagine it,” I say. “I can’t see him.”

“Me neither,” Elsa says, refolding the letter.

We pass the bottle round. As I drink I realise 
it’s not just an inability to imagine Mitchell in his 
new life, I can no longer easily visualise civilian 
existence at all: the city I was born in, my street, 
my father’s face. The pictures in my head are like 
postcards someone else has sent me. When I shut 
my eyes all I can see is snow, black trees, grey-
on-grey armour. Snow creaks under my boots, the 
rutted ground frozen, stars glitter in the freezing air. 
Beside me the barrel of the MG240 is cooling, the 
metal contracting, tick-tick-tick, the smell of hot 

machine oil in my nostrils. It is a weapon perfectly 
suited to winter warfare, the low air temperature 
meaning the barrel seldom needs changing despite its 
enormous rate of fire. But the belt is empty. Looking 
round I realise I am alone. Something covers over 
my face. I jerk upright.

When I open my eyes, it is dark. Elsa and 
Kosygyn are under the blankets of his bed, asleep, 
bare arms and feet protruding. Suzi sits against the 
far wall. Seeing me wake, she crawls over, a three-
quarters empty bottle in her hand and hits me in the 
chest with it, her eyes accusing. I take a drink, the 
neat spirit near tasteless, falls burning into my empty 
stomach. She’s been crying. Suddenly I feel like it 
too and we crawl into each other’s arms and weep 
silently.

“I want to go home,” Suzi says.

“We will. Tomorrow,” I say.

Our return journey to the front is a happy 
one.

To be Continued
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Making 
Sausage

Jeff Durkin

“This meeting is critical to the project.”

General Gordon Hargrove nodded. “I realise 
that. I just don’t like fucking around in someone else’s 
brain.”

Doctor Simon Willard shrugged. “You’re 
the only person who is going to get close enough to 
Senator Richards before the hearing. If you don’t do 
this, funding is going to get pulled and…”

“And we lose our best deterrent against the 
Black Dragon Society’s Gestalt Net, the Crypto-Soviet 
Psychotronic Satellites, the Fourth Reich brain worms 
and the rest of the threats to the nation’s psychic 
integrity. I know what the stakes are, Doctor.”

“Sorry, I enjoy exposition.”

“Don’t we all?”

Doctor Willard shrugged again. Hargrove had 
long ago come to the conclusion that this was the only 
physical expression that Willard made, regardless 
of the context. Hargrove didn’t care; Willard was 
a genius and had no concept of morals, except as 
something that held other people back.

“Yes. Well, I’ve already prepared a psi-web 

injection. I would recommend taking it thirty minutes 
before your dinner with Senator Richards. That 
will give the nano-transmitters time to bond to your 
neurons.”

“Right.”

Willard handed Hargrove an auto-injector pen. 
The general stared at it. He experienced a moment 
of panic. He was about to inject millions of tiny 
machines into his body. They would worm their way 
into his brain and form a fullerene antenna. He would 
then be able to project thoughts into another person’s 
mind. Hargrove knew it worked; his operators had 
been using the technology for years. Most of them 
hadn’t suffered brain damage or long-term audio-
visual hallucinations. 

What were the odds he’d have a problem?

“Hey, is this shit going to fry my brain?”

Willard shrugged…of course. “Fry? No, that’s 
a possible side-effect of our psychokinetic implants. 
Would you like one of those? It would mean surgery, 
but I could probably work on you right here.”

Hargrove stared into Willard’s blank, 
emotionless eyes. “Are you joking?”

“I don’t know.”

The two men stood in silence for an 
uncomfortable seventy-one seconds.

“I’m going to go now,” Hargrove said.

“Okay. I have some genetic resequencing I 
need to perform anyway,” Willard replied. Then he 
turned from the general, got down on his hands, and 
knees and said, “Here kitty, kitty, kitty.”

*

He wouldn’t be allowed to carry a weapon. 
That could be a problem. Occasionally, one of the 
Masons would be overcome with the sudden urge 
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to perform a blood ritual to the Great Architect. 
That’s what had happened to Joe Biden Prime. He 
hadn’t been in on the cleanup or cloning, different 
department. But, he had heard about it through back-
channels. 

General Hargrove decided on his dress 
uniform, the one with the built-in, one-use teleporter. 
He had seen how the teleportation devices were grown 
and didn’t find the process particularly appealing; 
a room of exploding goats was a bit off putting. 
However, the Reticulan’s bio-technology worked and 
more than one of his operators had been able to extract 
himself from a tight situation because of it. Although 
he wasn’t really expecting lethal trouble at a private 
dinner with Capitol Hill power brokers, it had been 
known to happen.

“Well, this is why I get paid the big bucks.”

“What was that, honey?” His wife walked 
into the bedroom as he was pulling on his pants. She 
had the firmly voluptuous body of a top-of-the-line 
Stepford drone-wife upgrade. She also had the same 
dully affectionate gaze and slight smile that had been 
her only expression for the last twelve years. 

It was on these occasions, when faced with his 
own mortality—such as the threat of being chopped 
up and eaten by blood crazed Senators—that he had 
regrets about swapping Bettie for Bettie-bot. As usual, 
he then would check out her large, sag-free chest and 
punch his regret in its metaphorical face.

“Nothing Bettie. I have that dinner to go to I 
told you about.”

“Of course dear. Would you like a drink before 
you leave? Or something a little more physical.” She 
placed a hand on his bare shoulders. He still noticed 
how she was a little colder than a person. He didn’t 
mind; he just noticed.

“Just a drink, I’m afraid. I can’t be late.”

“Of course, dear.”

She glided out of the bedroom to fetch his 
drink. He wondered if she’d be recycled when he died. 
Would they just replace her head and farm her out to 
some Captain of Industry or Political Hack?

“I hope they like the tits.”

By the time he finished dressing, Bettie had 
returned with a glass of Glenfiddich, neat. 

“Thanks, baby.”

“You’re welcome, honey.” She gave him a 
peck on the cheek and left to perform some household 
task.

Okay, Hargrove thought, let’s get this over 
with.

*

General Hargrove’s driver pulled up to the 
front of Senator Richards’s house. Hargrove noticed 
the small Masonic insignia on the gable. He also saw 
the Symbol of the Many Tentacled One worked into 
the stained glass over the door. 

Great, he thought, one of those people. Never 
fuck around with other dimensions, kids.

“Lieutenant Grossman, stay alert. I might need 
an extraction.”

“Yes, sir.”

Hargrove stepped out of the car. As he did so, 
the front door of the house opened, and a man wearing 
a tuxedo stepped out. Hargrove knew he was more 
than just hired help; he could make out the bulge of a 
shoulder holster. 

“Sir,” the well-dressed goon said, holding the 
door open. 

Once inside, the general made a quick 
assessment of the possible escape routes in case the 
teleporter failed. Using the front door would mean 
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going through the goon. There was a nice sized 
picture window in the foyer he could jump through, if 
necessary. Assuming it was glass and not transparent 
aluminium or some other advanced and not jump-
through-able material.

“General Hargrove,” Senator Richards said 
as he entered the foyer. He extended his hand. The 
general took it. 

“Senator, thank you for seeing me.”

“Not at all. I have a few other guests here for 
dinner. I hope you don’t mind.”

Hargrove expected an aid or two. And goons, 
of course. Always goons. But not guests.

“Some of what I have to say might be 
classified.”

“Oh, my guests all have clearances. Lots of 
them.”

Hargrove knew he had to persevere. Besides, 
the point really wasn’t what he had to say; it was 
getting close enough to link minds with the Senator. 

“We’re in the lounge. How are things with you 
and your people?”

“Good, Senator.”

“I saw the report on that thing in Antarctica. 
Good job.”

“You know how Nazis are.”

The Senator looked at Hargrove and frowned.

“Um, I mean, wanting to conquer the world 
and needing to be stopped.”

“Uh huh.” 

The two men entered the lounge. A dozen 
people were already there, drinking and talking. 

Hargrove recognised some of them. Congressman 
Lincoln Paisley from Wisconsin—an up-and-
comer who Hargrove knew was infested with astral 
parasites—was chatting with a senior executive 
from General Dynamics. Sitting on the couch was 
the Russian ambassador and his wife, an FSB ninja. 
Hargrove had had his boys do a brain suck on the 
ambassador. The report was, at least, simple. “Boobs, 
farm animals.”

“General Hargrove.” Hargrove recognised the 
man approaching him, a lobbyist with HPL Partners. 
“Good to see you again.”

“Yeah…um…”

“Leslie Clay.”

“Leslie, right. Sorry, I’m bad with faces.”

That wasn’t really true; he just saw lobbyists as 
interchangeable meat puppets. 

“No problem.”

Hargrove looked past Clay at the woman 
approaching. She was stunning with sharp features, 
long red hair and deep blue eyes. 

“Les, who’s this?” she purred, looping her arm 
through Leslie’s.

“This is General Hargrove, dear. General, my 
wife, Drusilla.”

“Ma’am.”

“I love men in uniform.” She reached out and 
touched Hargrove’s arm. He felt an odd sensation, like 
he had struck his elbow on the corner of a table. She 
whispered something into Leslie’s ear. He grinned.

“I need to talk to the Senator for a few 
minutes,” Hargrove said. “Excuse me, please.”

Senator Richards was at the wet bar, fixing 
himself a drink.
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“Senator, if you have a few moments.”

“Of course, General. Would you like 
something?” The Senator waved his hand at the 
collection of bottles. “Help yourself.”

“Thank you, Senator.” As Hargrove began 
fixing himself a scotch and soda, he flipped the 
mental trigger that activated the psi-web. The Senator 
was saying something and Hargrove was replying. 
Or, rather, the psi-web’s auto-response system was 
handling that chore. Hargrove’s  concentration was 
elsewhere. He focused his mind, picturing a hand 
reaching out from his forehead to touch the Senator’s 
head.

It took a moment, but he made contact 
successfully. He had feared the Senator would have 
a telepathic scrambler in place; the sudden flood of 
thoughts not his own indicated otherwise. The psi-
web’s filters kicked in, preventing Hargrove’s mind 
from being overwhelmed.

The Senator’s mouth was moving. Hargrove 
was responding, although his conscious mind wasn’t 
aware of what he was saying. The psi-webs pseudo-
personality, cobbled together from thirty-eight 
thousand people who thought they were answering a 
“Which Game of Thrones character are you?” online 
survey. Instead, he was preparing to deliver the mental 
payload that would, in theory, compel the Senator to 
support continued funding for the project.

There we go, Hargrove thought, as a mental 
ping told him the payload was in place. He shut off the 
psi-web and regained full awareness.

“…but the atomic hamster project is showing 
such potential,” the Senator was saying.

“Atomic Hamsters are not the wave of the 
future, Senator, regardless of what the hacks at 
Yoyodyne say.”

What the fuck was that about, Hargrove 
wondered. Not that it mattered; his job was done. He 
could just sit back and coast the rest of the night.

He glanced at Drusilla. She was staring at him. 
This might be interesting, he thought.

She smiled, an invitation made with full red 
lips and bright white teeth.

“Looks like you’ve made a friend,” the Senator 
said, following Hargrove’s gaze.

“Sorry, sir.”

“No, no need to apologise. Drusilla is a 
beautiful woman. And very friendly.”

As if on cue, Drusilla detached herself from 
her husband’s arm and sauntered over to the wet bar. 

“Senator, General. Are you boys enjoying your 
evening?”

“The General is talking shop.”

Drusilla made a “tsk tsk” sound and said, 
“Well, I’m sure national security can spare you for a 
few minutes. Senator?”

“Be my guest. I’m sure the General could use a 
break.”

“Is that right General, can you use a break?” 
Drusilla planted herself next to Hargrove. She leaned 
close to him. He found it hard to look away from her 
mouth, the red lips, the shimmer of wetness. “Why 
don’t we go someplace more private?”

Hargrove knew it was a bad idea; but he said, 
“Yes, let’s do that,” anyway.

“Follow me,” Drusilla said.

Hargrove set his drink down. “Um…I’ll be 
back.”

“Have fun,” the Senator said with a chuckle.

Drusilla led Hargrove up a wide flight of stairs. 
She stopped in front of a door. “This is it,” she said, 
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pushing the door open. Hargrove entered the room. He 
had expected a bedroom. Or, maybe a pommel horse 
and a fifty gallon drum of petroleum jelly.

Instead, it was empty. The walls, floor and 
ceiling were covered in blue tiles. He could make out 
some blood stains on the grout. Not a good sign, he 
thought.

He spun around. Drusilla was blocking the 
doorway. Her face began to melt, the flesh peeling 
away to reveal a void beneath, a black maw lined with 
teeth. She slowly moved towards him.

“What the fuck?” Hargrove said, as he backed 
away from the advancing horror.

A voice like the squeal of boiling cats leaked 
out from the toothy darkness. “I saw your intent. 
If you are successful, Project Habitrail will not get 
funding. My husband promised me a trip to Paris with 
the bonus he’ll get from Yoyodyne. And I want to go 
shopping on Rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré. But I do 
have something for you…the Many Tentacled One 
brings you the gift of eternal death.”

Okay, time to go, Hargrove thought. He 
reached into his coat pocket for the teleport control. 
“Screw you, she-bitch.”

He pressed the “activate” button. Nothing. 
Teleport jammer, he mentally exclaimed.

If a creature with nothing but a toothy black 
void for a face could smile, Drusilla would have. 
She did laugh though, a sound like sheep being run 
through a wood-chipper.

Okay, Hargrove thought, time for Plan B. 
He turned on the psi-web. Picture a fist, he thought.  
Picture a fist going right into her brain.

He reached his mind out with the psi-web. 
In the instant before the filters activated he had the 
mental impression of shoving his face into a bowl of 
worms and rotting bananas. 

Fist, fist, fist, he thought.

A ball of mental energy exploded from 
Hargrove’s mind and slammed into Drusilla’s. The 
increasingly tentacled woman dropped to her knees, 
staggered by the explosion in her mind. A howl 
escaped from the void, the sound of a six-year-old girl 
getting the wrong doll for Christmas. Hargrove dashed 
out of the room and headed for the stairs. At the 
landing, the door-goon was waiting, hand in his jacket, 
pulling a gun out of its shoulder holster. Hargrove ran 
down half the flight of stairs, then leapt at the goon. 
He hit him square in the chest, knocking him to the 
floor.  Hargrove silently thanked his department’s 
necromancers for resurrecting Bruce Lee as a self-
defence instructor.

The Senator emerged from the parlour.

“What’s going on?”

“Sorry, sir, have to go. See you tomorrow at 
the hearing.” 

He didn’t want to break stride, so he aimed 
for the foyer window. He jumped, tucked, and burst 
through it. Even as he was rolling to a stop on the 
driveway, Lieutenant Grossman had pulled his car out 
and was revving the engine.

Hargrove dashed across the driveway, yanked 
open the back door and dove in. 

“Go go go!”

The lieutenant gunned the engine and roared 
away from the Senator’s home.

“How did it go, sir?”

Hargrove sat up and brushed himself off. “Oh, 
nothing out of the ordinary. You know how rough 
appropriation negotiations can be.”
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New Year’s 
Resolution

Dustin Coffman

Nothing beats Time Square at the turn of a 
new year. As the clock nears midnight on December 
31st, the eyes of the United States tune in to the 
dazzling lights and bustling energy of New York City. 
Anticipation runs high and shows on every smiling 
face as the crowd patiently waits for the ball to drop.
New Year’s Eve in the Big Apple always features 
big time music performances, balloons, confetti, and 
fireworks. It feels like the whole world holds its breath 
and cheers as the clocks strike twelve. This year is 
no different. In fact, it is estimated that one million 
people are in Times Square tonight. Among them is 
Nathan O’Haver, who may look to everyone else as 
nothing more than a well off business man, but in 
truth, he isn’t a man at all. 

Nathan just so happens to be a sharply 
dressed vampire who is over two hundred years old. 
Naturally, this wasn’t always the case; at one point in 
time, Nathan was just a young farm boy in Nebraska 
working on his father’s land, just a normal dirt poor 
man until the strange drifter showed up one summer 
night looking for work. Nathan’s father hired the 
newcomer and put him to work at once, but there was 
something odd about the guy that neither Nathan nor 
his father could place. It only took three nights for 
them to find out just what made this hired hand so 
different. Nathan was working alone in the west field 
when the accident happened. Something had spooked 
his horse and without warning it had ran the corn stalk 
chopper over top of him. Bleeding out from countless 
wounds, Nathan knew there was no help coming as he 
lay in agony on top the fallen corn. He was close to 
death when he saw the newcomer standing over him, 
with eyes on fire. Nathan knew as he drifted away 
that the blood had drawn this creature, which was 

impossible since he had been working on the far east 
side of the farm that day. These thoughts faded along 
with the world, leaving a copper taste in Nathan’s 
mouth as he died. 

Nathan had awoken with a hunger so strong 
his whole body hurt. He couldn’t imagine anyone 
ever being this hungry, not even the starving children 
oversea. With no teacher or master around to tell 
him how to hunt, Nathan gave in to his hunger. After 
slaughtering all the workers on the farm and saving 
his family, Nathan ran away and never looked back. 
Time heals all wounds, and years later the idea of 
family never crossed his mind again. His whole world 
had been taken away from him by a stranger, but the 
gift he had received had paid that price a hundredfold. 
The world looked, smelled, and tasted a million times 
better than it had when he was human. Nathan often 
thought he truly was never really alive until the day 
he died and came back changed. As he travelled the 
globe, Nathan met others like him; some showed him 
tricks and helped him use gifts he never knew he had, 
while others tried to destroy him. Whoever his maker 
was, he must have been strong, because Nathan’s 
blood survived throughout all he had endured.

It is nice standing about the people in Times 
Square, like a wolf in sheep’s skin. Nathan had always 
wanted to visit New York but in his many travels, he 
had yet to do so. It had always been on his bucket list, 
and he had finally made time for it this year. Nathan 
almost laughs as he looks around at how stupid most 
of the humans look, wearing large foam purple hats 
and waving foam fingers. Normally, this type of 
behaviour would be okay at sporting events where 
alcohol is involved, but a lot of people here are as 
sober as a Jaybird. Then a strange thought comes to 
mind, How many of these people could he kill before 
someone stopped him? Nathan senses a few of his own 
kind among the crowd, but they’re all young ones. 
They couldn’t do him any harm even if they tried. Of 
course Nathan had heard the rumours and whispers 
about New York’s protector, a new-born who calls 
himself the Street Devil. A part of him wants to go on 
a killing spree just to see if the stories were true, but 
of course that will not do, since he is trying to give up 
such bad habits.
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During this time of year, people often think 
about ways to better themselves for the following 
year, and Nathan had done a lot of thinking on the 
subject, for he had learned many things throughout 
his journey. Sadly the art of feeding without taking 
a life wasn’t on that list. Nathan couldn’t help but to 
think about how many cemeteries he had filled along 
the way, hundreds, if not thousands, of unmarked 
graves where his victims lay. If that doesn’t describe 
a monster, then the dictionary needs a new definition. 
But with any living creature there is hope, and Nathan 
has hope that he can change. He no longer wants to 
walk the world as a killer. Looking at the sea of blood 
around him, Nathan realizes these people all have new 
hopes and goals in mind for the coming year: to lose 
weight, to find love, to make more money, to start a 
family. Oh to be human again, he thinks while rolling 
his eyes; Nathan takes his trusted flask from his coat 
pocket. One benefit to being ageless is you can always 
get your hands on some old bourbon. This isn’t the 
junk one can buy from a liquor store downtown; no 
this is pure heaven in a bottle. Just when Nathan turns 
the flask up for a drink, someone bumps into him and 
spills some on his suit. The first thought in his head 
is to rip the throat out of whomever it was, but then 
he reminds himself about his resolution. So instead 
of going into kill mood, Nathan turns to see who had 
almost pushed him back to old habits. Turns out, it is 
a man dragging his girlfriend along by her arm, who 
both storm past. The man is pushing everyone in his 
path out of the way, while his girl fights to get free. 
Nathan pays this no mind, quickly closes his eyes, 
and begins to take deep breaths to silence his rage. He 
would have stayed this way for a while if it weren’t 
for the sweet, but scared, voice his ears pick up 
next. 

“Let go!” the girl yells to no avail. “You’re 
hurting me!”

Nathan knows it wasn’t right to get involved in 
human drama, especially when it had to do with love, 
but his mother had also taught him years ago how to 
treat a lady. This sad excuse of a man wasn’t doing a 
very good job at that, and it enrages Nathan to no end. 
Without giving it a second thought, he lets out a heavy 
sigh and follows the couple. It is hard to move among 

the crowd since the place is so packed—it is elbows 
to assholes—but when you’re a vampire, it isn’t too 
difficult. In hardly no time at all, Nathan is within 
arm’s reach. 

“I believe the young lady doesn’t wish to go 
with you,” Nathan says as he grabs the man’s arm.

Needless to say, the gent isn’t too happy about 
this. “Mind your damn business, Dickhead!”

He tries to shake Nathan off, but Nathan 
squeezes his arm so tight he can hear the boyfriend’s 
bones beginning to crack from the pressure. The man’s 
face twists in pain, and he is about to fight the stranger 
who is causing said pain when Nathan leans closer to 
look him in the eyes. 

“I insist you release the girl and go on your 
own way,” Nathan says as he uses his mind gift to beat 
this command into the ape’s skull.

For a moment, the man doesn’t do anything, 
then he blinks a couple of times and lets go of his 
girlfriend’s hand. “Fine…take her.”

With that said, he turns and a few seconds 
later gets lost in the sea of people. The girl looks in 
shock as she watches her man go. Nathan could tell 
by the look on her face that this wasn’t the first time 
Mr. Perfect had laid a hand on her, but that isn’t what 
shocked her. Without even reading her mind, he knows 
what shocks her most is the fact that her piece of shit 
boyfriend just walked away from a fight and left her 
to another man. This thought makes Nathan smile 
to himself. Trust me, Sweetheart, that was fight he 
couldn’t win.

“I…I don’t know what to say,” she says as she 
looks to her hero. “Thank you.”

“No thanks needed,” Nathan says as he lowers 
his head in a nod.

“My name is Lisa,” she says with a smile as 
she takes in Nathan’s beauty.
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“I’m Nathan, pleased to meet you.”

Lisa begins to say something else, but stops 
short when everyone around her starts to scream and 
yell. It was now under the minute mark for the New 
Year, and the whole place was going crazy. Nathan 
brings his flask out again and takes another drink 
before offering it to the young victim in front of him. 
She beams then downs a large swig, which burns the 
whole way down. Nothing warms you up quicker on a 
cold night than old whiskey. She thanks her hero and 
hands the flask back before turning her attention up to 
the sky. Nathan joins her, and the rest of New York, as 
they all watch the giant clock counting down. As the 
famous ball starts to descend, over thirty-five million 
viewers watching all around the country unite in 
bidding farewell to the departing year and express joy 
and hope for the year ahead. The lucky million who 
get to see it in person begin the count down. 10-9-8-7-
6-5-4-3-2...When they get to one, a thunder of voices 
raise up to greet the New Year. Fireworks shoot up in 
the sky to echo this sound, and confetti rains down 
like snowflakes. Couples and strangers alike embrace 
for a new year’s kiss, and Lisa is among them. She 
grabs Nathan and locks her soft lips around his. This 
passion burns through him, and in an instant, Nathan 
moves his mouth to her throat. Lisa lets out a sound of 
pleasure as his teeth sink into her neck. At first there 
is pain, then comes pure desire. No one around them 
pays attention to this; over a million eyes, and yet 
every soul is caught up in the moment. Death draws 
close to Lisa as most of her blood leaves her body, but 
at the last moment Nathan pulls back. The girl looks 
confused and a little pale, but she is alive. He did it; 
he really did it this time!

Nathan reaches up and pokes one of his canine 
teeth just enough to bring a drop of blood to the 
surface. His new date stumbles as she begins to come 
back around. Nathan puts an arm around her and leans 
down to look her in the eyes.

“You will remember none of this,” he 
whispers.

With the command in place, he rubs his finger 
over the bite mark on her neck, and in an instant his 

blood begins to heal the wound, leaving no evidence 
of his existence. Once this is done, Nathan smiles and 
gives Lisa one last kiss on her forehead before leaving 
her dazed and lost in the crowd. To get away from all 
the drunken sheep, Nathan cuts down an alleyway to 
break free. He whistles as he makes his way down 
the dark street. Tonight, Nathan feels alive, which is 
a feeling he hasn’t felt in years. He is almost to the 
mouth of the alley when a large man steps out in front 
of him. Nathan’s inhuman eyes make out the face at 
once—it belongs to Lisa’s boyfriend. It seems he has 
a few parting words about the situation. Nathan, in his 
happy mood, opens his mouth to say something, but 
doesn’t get the chance when the man, out of nowhere, 
punches him in the face.

“You think I would just let you take my girl 
without a fight?” Lisa’s boyfriend asks as he goes for 
another punch.

With lightning fast speed, Nathan’s left hand 
shoots out and grabs the man’s fist. The man goes to 
speak again, but only a scream comes out as Nathan 
crushes his hand. Not wanting to draw any unwanted 
attention, Nathan quickly silences the scream by 
plunging his right hand inside the man’s chest and 
removing his heart. The guy’s lifeless body falls 
to the pavement, and Nathan carelessly tosses his 
heart to join it. With a heavy sigh, Nathan pulls out 
a handkerchief from his back pants pocket. He stares 
down at Lisa’s dead, pig-headed boyfriend as he 
cleans his bloody hand.

“Well…there’s always next year.”

http://www.dustinlcoffman.com/  
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One last ride
By Thea Gilchrist

Long ago the house beside this trolley was 
occupied by a rich and powerful family. They were 
eccentrics for their time; they allowed the poor to 
use it as a means of getting to and from town. This 
enabled their servants to get a proper education 
while making them look generous and giving. (Some 
saw that as a bad thing.) There were times when 
the family had to say no in order to keep the other 
powerful households from causing trouble. They 
didn’t want to be mean, but sometimes they didn’t 
have much of a choice. They themselves used the 
trolley to get into town for business and back again, 
and that was all right. 
 
Then one day a storm came. The city’s most outlying 
areas were evacuated but there was a problem. They 
had nowhere to go and there was no way to get them 
out. So the family’s oldest son took the trolley into 
town despite the warnings, despite the pleas for him to 
remain and be safe, because he had to get those people 
out. The trolley went right to the makeshift muster 
point for the evacuees and he loaded as many of them 

in as he could. Children were placed in adults’ laps 
and adults were willing to stand and be crowded in 
because they knew he was there to help them. With the 
rain pouring down around them and slowly flooding 
the streets, he turned the trolley around at the station 
and began the arduous journey back home. A huge 
torrent of water fell from the sky and the way the city 
was designed caused it to sluice toward the slowly 
moving trolley. The trolley was swept away, never to 
be seen again, and its passengers were victims of the 
storm. 
 
The family was horrified when they found the trolley 
three days after the storm with all its passengers still 
on board. Their oldest son had died trying to save 
those people and he was still in the driver’s seat of the 
trolley with one hand on the brake and the other on the 
wheel. He’d just loosened the brake when the water 
swept them away... 
 
Now the trolley sits beside the house, unused and 
abandoned, waiting for the day when its family will 
return and it can take them on one final journey; 
a journey to Heaven to be with their dead but not 
forgotten son.
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Quest for Knowledge (Volume 1 of the FirstWorld 
Saga) Simon’s Pain

Somewhere in the past Simon is about to become a 
father. In the present, his friends need him, but he has 

abandoned them.

Simon’s Pain

Simon had been pacing up and down for so 
long he felt like he had run a marathon. He stopped 
and stood in the shadows away from the fire and the 
birthing stone, still angry that neither the women nor 
the men of the tribe would let him near Ju. Every 
time he had tried to approach the birthing stone, they 
had formed a human barrier to stop him. His pleas 
and attempts at explanation had fallen on deaf ears. 
The wizards had refused to intervene. Mandred had 
told him ‘What will be must be,’ while Manfred 
had seemed paralysed by indecision and deferred to 
his colleague, citing some sort of non-interference 
directive. Only Chief Yo had spoken gently to him, in 
as much fear for his only child as Simon was for his 
wife. “My wife and son died on the birthing stone. I 
fear that I may outlive my entire family. It is the law. 
Leave it to the Medicine Woman. Wa knows what to 
do.” 

He had begged Yo to bend the law as he had 
done previously for his daughter. The old chief had 
hardened then. Simon suspected that Yo viewed 
the current situation as karma for his previous 
misdemeanours. ‘Wa knows what to do’ were his final 
words on the matter. Even as a student, he had more 
medical knowledge than all of the members of the 
tribe put together, including the two wizards. I could 
help her, if only they would let me. He contemplated 
drawing Kin Slayer and forcing his way to Ju’s side. 
More innocents would die.

****
Simon had lost track of time. Ju’s labour had 

been going on for many hours though it seemed more 
like a lifetime. Ju’s screams of intense pain repeatedly 
filled the night but were getting weaker with each 
more frequent contraction. Only the growing darkness 

hid the flow of blood that gave a new red coating to 
the birthing stone. The full moon rose over the trees 
and began a battle of shadows with the roaring fire 
in the clearing. Ju gave another scream, followed 
by a series of low moans. The hushed crowd of 
women that surrounded the birthing stone looked 
on apprehensively. Wa fussed around trying to bring 
comfort but this was clearly beyond her experience. 
The baby is too large. She needs a caesarean. If I’d 
stayed at home, I’d be able to perform one by now. 
I could still have a go. But I don’t have any surgical 
instruments. Even if I could get to Ju I would not be 
able to help her. She has lost too much blood. 

Over in the deepest shadows stood the two 
wizards, watching and waiting. Why don’t they help 
her? They must have some magic. Mandred seemed 
quite animated and excited. Manfred had his eyes 
downcast. The wizard he would come to look upon 
as a grandfather refused to intervene. He had seen the 
power of Manfred’s staff. If the wizard wanted to act 
he could. If I ever get back to Elannort, Kin Slayer 
will live up to its name.

Ju screamed again, louder than ever, and 
suddenly sat bolt upright with such fear in her eyes 
that the crowd took an involuntary pace backwards, 
as if of one mind. Then with a final agonising cry and 
a huge push, she gave birth. Her strength completely 
sapped and her lifeblood spent, she fell back lifeless 
on the birthing stone and suffered no more. Simon felt 
a cold dread hit him, like a knife to his heart. He knew 
that Ju was dead. The baby had killed her.

The crowd gasped and began to chatter 
nervously. The child in the old medicine woman’s 
arms was strange. Not only was it far larger than any 
normal newborn baby, but it had a full head of bright 
red hair. Mandred gave a joyful shout and screamed 
strange incantations, emptying his herb pouch into the 
fire that he carried in his bowl. Simon saw him throw 
back his head and laugh long and hard. Then he fell 
to the ground and his body instantaneously withered 
and turned to dust. A peculiar wind struck up and blew 
through the clearing, carrying the dust away into the 
night. All that remained was a tattered bearskin cloak. 
Simon had seen such a death before, and the sudden 
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memory disturbed him. Frisa the Curly-Haired and 
Hroc the Crow had passed to stone thanks to him and 
Kin Slayer; now Mandred had followed them. An 
eerie laughing cry that was like no night bird Simon 
had heard before echoed through the chill night. A 
cloud passed over the moon, and the fire suddenly 
died. A pack of wolves howled in the distance as the 
crowd rapidly dispersed towards their home caves, 
apprehensive and afraid. Wa carried the baby, who 
was crying at the top of his lungs.

Only Manfred remained, taking it all in and 
seemingly talking to himself. He fingered his necklace 
as he spoke. Simon couldn’t hear what he said. The 
wizard too turned away from the clearing. The howls 
of the wolves were coming closer. In the shadows at 
one end of the clearing, Simon was in pain. His heart 
felt like it had been torn out of his body and stamped 
on. The ache in his chest spread to his very soul. In his 
despair, he howled. The people hurrying back to their 
caves stopped in their tracks. The hairs on the backs 
of their necks rose, and goose bumps covered their 
skins. Quickly, they continued and sought the relative 
safety of their caves. The wolves stopped too, cocking 
their ears to the wind. Their leader snarled, wondering 
where this challenge to his authority was coming 
from. Simon stood erect. He withdrew Kin Slayer 
from its scabbard and brandished it above his head, 
showing it to the now fully risen moon.

“I swear on the sword Kin Slayer that I shall 
avenge this day. I give the rest of my life to seek out 
and destroy the evil that robbed me of my love. I curse 
forever the swine that impregnated my Ju and his 
child and its heirs forever until the end of time.” He 
raised his head to the moon and howled again. I will 
avenge you, my darling. Kin Slayer shrieked in unison 
with his howl until Simon finally sheathed the Sword.

The ties that bound Simon were now cut. 
Unbidden, his mind pictured the tower at Wizards’ 
Keep. The strange prickly sensation of pins and 
needles covered his entire body. Nausea gripped him. 
The world around him shimmered and disappeared 
to be replaced by an obsidian tower high above a 
medieval town. Simon staggered and held on to the 
parapet handrail to steady himself. It was night-time 

here too. Seemingly, the same moon cast its light out 
of a clear sky. The town looked the same as Simon 
remembered, but as he cast his gaze further, he 
shuddered. Where there should only have been tilled 
fields and the odd farmhouse was a scene from hell.

Elannort was surrounded. As far as his eyes 
could see, campfires burned. In the light of the full 
moon, he could just make out the hideous shapes 
of siege engines and worse. His gaze was drawn to 
a large fire towards the centre of the largest camp. 
There was someone or something there that he was 
familiar with. A picture formed in his mind. It was 
not a pretty sight. In his vision, he saw the might of 
those assembled at the gates. As well as men and the 
machines, there were others there, the undead, and 
grotesque creatures that seemed to be the results of 
hideous breeding experiments. There was a great 
power present too, maybe even a god. A voice spoke 
in his head. So you are come at last, Red Boy. I had 
almost given up on you. It will be my greatest pleasure 
to kill you and have you serve me, undead, for eternity. 
What kept you?

“So you are finally back, for Balance sake. 
What kept you?” Simon was dragged back from his 
reverie by the insistent tugging on his arm by a small 
hand. “By heaven, you smell worse than a Valdonian 
swine herd after a month in the hog pens. Where have 
you been?”

Simon looked down at the face of his friend. 
His hair was as curly as ever, trying to escape from 
under his wide-brimmed hat with its white feather. 
His eyes were as blue as ocean pools, but strangely 
clouded with worry, and his beaky nose made him 
look as arrogant as ever. He pushed Jhamed’s hand 
away roughly and snarled through his tears. “How 
long have I been gone? What’s happening?”

Jhamed smiled despite Simon’s response, 
although the worry in his eyes was not lessened. 
“Always questions with you, isn’t it. You’ve been 
gone for more than six months. We had almost given 
up hope. Elannort is under siege. Many believe that 
the time of the Last Battle approaches. The shadows of 
Elannort in all of the dimensions are under attack too. 
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Many were lost long ago, of course. Many have fallen 
recently. The few remaining will fall soon. When all 
have fallen and only Elannort remains, then the Last 
Battle will begin. The enemies will not move until 
then. They just sit outside the city and wait. But the 
time must be close at hand. There is much to be done. 
Come quickly, Manfred must be told of your return. 
He will have many questions for you. Perhaps there is 
yet a chance for us. Our Hero has returned. Were you 
successful in your quest? What happened?”

Simon said nothing. What could he say? He 
had failed in his quest. He had given up on his duty 
and his friends here in order to satisfy his own needs 
and desires. His true love had been cruelly taken from 

him. His heart was broken, and all that was left was 
an unquenched thirst for revenge. Maybe I should just 
throw myself off the tower and end it all now. All I 
deserve is a coward’s death.

Two voices spoke in his head, both seeking to 
stop him from jumping. Do not jump, Red Boy. I have 
a more fitting end in mind for you. You will be mine, 

one way or another. If you jump, you will be mine all 
the sooner. Simon shuddered. Simon, it’s not too late. 
There is still hope. For Elannort, for the multiverse, 
for you, for all of us. Come to me now. Let me help 
you. You can survive this. For the sake of the Balance 
you must survive this. Simon screamed aloud. “Get out 
of my head, all of you. Leave me alone!” With tears 
streaming down his face and sobbing uncontrollably, 
he sheathed Kin Slayer and meekly followed Jhamed 
down the tower stairs, oblivious to his nakedness, to 
see what next cruel trick fate had in store for him.

****
After the inhuman howling stopped, the 

wolves began calling again. A figure in the shadows 

at the other end of the clearing shivered. He had felt 
all of the anguish in those screams. He had heard the 
words that the red haired one had shouted at the moon. 
He had seen the moonlight glint off his sword. Now, 
he smiled. There was no joy in the smile, only a grim 
determination to carry out the action that he had come 
here for. Soon, the Hero would die.



“I’d still like to grab coffee or something, 
sometime. Because I think you’re the most attractive 
person I’ve ever seen. But that doesn’t outweigh that 
you might be a mental patient and I gotta make sure 
that you’re the kind of crazy I can deal with.” - Evan

Evan is a mid-twenty-something that life has 
handed one disaster after another. The opening scene 
sees him at his mother’s deathbed, as she wastes away 
from cancer. It is later revealed that his father died a 
few years earlier from heart failure and that Even had 
to leave college to take care of his mom. On the night 

Spring is a great movie. It is blessed with 
actual on-screen chemistry between the leads, Lou 
Taylor Pucci (Evan) and the luminous Nadia Hilker 
(Louise). It has a story that is genuinely creepy, 
at least until the end when there is a bit too much 
exposition about what the not-quite-human Louise 
is going through. The effects are good, if at times 
a bit cartoonish. The cinematography is clean and 
attractive and the script is well written. Add to this a 
well-essayed meet-cute style romance and you have an 
engaging and unique horror film.
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near the end, when we see a bit too much of Louise 
transformed into some kind of fish/squid.

There are problems with the film. It goes on 
a little longer than the story warranted. The last act, 
which is heavy on unnecessary backstory, could have 
been tightened up. The over-explanation of Louise’s 
power actually makes it more confusing. Why is 
she sprouting tentacles at one point and wolf-like 
features at another? Is Louise (and others like her) the 
source of our mythology of werewolves, vampires, 
succubi, etc? Why does she sometimes look like a 
rotting corpse? Why even bother with the nonsensical 
exposition about embryonic and adult stem cells? 
None of this last minute exposition ruins the film; but 
it is unnecessary and needlessly complicates the dark 
fairy tale tone the film established. There’s also a last 
minute red herring - Evan is suddenly being pursued 
by the police for a visa violation - that goes nowhere. 
The ending, in which Louise chooses Evan over 
immortality, is never in doubt.

These problems are minor compared to 
everything the creative team did right. Spring is a 
great film and one that any fan of horror films or off-
beat romances needs to see.

Highly recommended.

of her funeral, he gets into a fight in the bar he works 
at and is fired. The guy he beat up files charges and the 
police are after Evan. He leaves the US, picking Italy 
at random. He winds up at a sea-side town, Polignano 
a Mare, where he catches the eye of Louise. After 
some flirtation, the two form a quick and intimate 
bond. However, Louise is not what she seems. Evan 
discovers she has a horrific secret. Will love win out in 
the end?

“I am not a sociopath, okay? I just have really 
bad luck.” - Louise

Spring takes some of the tropes of the star-
crossed lovers romance genre and gives them a nice 
twist. The girl has a secret, but it’s not that she used 
to be fat or is really a secretary and not a princess or 
has a controlling family; it is that she is an immortal 
mutant, whose genetic code runs riot every couple of 
decades and she sprouts teeth, tentacles and murderous 
impulses. Evan is a little closer to a stereotype; 
however, Pucci makes him very appealing. It was 
a good idea to have him spend some screen-time 
with his drunk, drug-using friend Tommy (Jeremy 
Gardner). When he arrives in Italy, he first travels with 
two Englishmen on holiday, who are basically looking 
to drink heavily and find women. These relationships 
are juxtaposed with one Evan forms with an elderly 
farmer, Angelo (Francesco Carnelutti), who hires 
him as a farmhand when he arrives in Polignano. We 
get to see the effects that life’s challenges have had 
on Evan when he’s with the ‘lads,’ but also his more 
inquisitive, sensitive side when he is with Angelo, 
without his character ever slipping into unrealistic 
sappiness.

The film looks beautiful. The moment when 
Evan and Louise first see each other in the tight 
confines of the town square is masterful. Shot in slow 
motion, with Louise in a seductive red dress and Evan 
emerging from shadows into sunlight as he turns to 
watch her walk away sets the stage for the relationship 
to come. Dream-like, hinting at the flirtatious and 
difficult nature of Louise (she makes eye contact 
and then walks away from him) and sets her up as 
something of a predator. The early creature scenes 
are effective, although the limits of the CG show 
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“NO! How many times must I tell you, Father, 
I will not be a priestess!” Keilara raged, distressed, 
tears in her bright eyes. She paced his study, her father 
on the other end of the room. He stood, stone-faced, 

as she once again rejected his command. “It is not for 
me!”

“You have not even tried,” he snapped.
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“I don’t need to!” Keilara shot back, flushed. 
“I cannot even bear to stay inside our home for 
days on end. What makes you think I can handle 
the temple’s persistence to being indoors?! The 
Wildsong—”

“Oh yes,” he sneered. “The ‘Wildsong’. 
You claim it controls you, but you are hardly doing 
anything with it! I wonder at your lack of willpower, 
daughter.”

 
“Father!” Keilara drew back, hurt by his harsh 

words. “Have you not heard what Elder Sevin said? 
That those with Wildsong are inevitably drawn to the 
wild, to the land? I cannot resist; at most all I can do is 
learn to balance it out!”

 
Alandir Moonstar snorted, derision very clear. 

“The Druids. Hmph. They worship a lesser being and 
claim to obey His every will. They should follow 
Eiless: She Who Rules Us All!”

 
Keilara resisted the urge to bring a palm to 

her forehead. Her father was so stubborn, it was a 
miracle her mother managed to be his mate for all 
these millennia. Or that her mother hadn’t killed 
him. “Father,” she said firmly. “You know as well 
as I do that Nahele is Eiless’s son! It’s practically 
worshipping Her! And besides all that, we have the 
right to follow whoever we please—and you cannot 
tell me that I’m wrong about that!”

 
“Keilara,” he grumbled. “Enough. You are to 

follow me into the priesthood—that is final!”
 
“NO!”
 
Outside, seated at the bench under a small 

grove of trees, Kythsharra and Danaesy exchanged 
looks. “Oh dear,” Danaesy managed with a worried 
expression. “They’re at it again.”

 
Kythsharra consoled her younger sister with 

a comforting pat. “They do it every so often. Then 
they’ll just ignore it for a decade or two and do it 
again.”

 

“But why does Father keep insisting Keilara do 
something that she doesn’t want to do? Even I know 
she’s not suited to be a priestess!” Danaesy tugged at 
her hair, her brows furrowed. 

 
Kythsharra hesitated. “I don’t know,” she 

finally answered, frowning. “It’s strange even to me. 
Keilara and I both hear the Wildsong, though hers 
is apparently stronger than mine. I don’t know why 
Father is forcing her and not us, or me as well.”

 
“I wonder why I don’t hear it,” Danaesy said 

thoughtfully. Above them, Keilara continued her loud 
argument with Alandir, though the sisters were attuned 
to ignoring it. “I mean… Keilara was ten when she 
heard it. You a bit older. I’m almost a century old 
now.”

 
“Maybe you didn’t inherit it,” Kythsharra said 

gently. She understood her sister’s fears however. 
A family full of potentially powerful people, and 
Danaesy was the odd one out. She was sweet, gentle, 
graced with composure and maturity beyond her years. 
Yet, she seemed to lack a strength in a particular skill. 
She was skilled in herbalism, but worthless when it 
came to putting the plants to good use. She was patient 
in tending to their cat mounts, but could not ride one 
to save her life. In essence, she was skilled in many, 
but not a master of one.

 
“Maybe, but… what do I do then?” Danaesy 

asked worriedly.
 
“You’re young yet, little sister,” Keilara said, 

abruptly stalking out of the house. Her cheeks were 
flushed, her eyes blazing. “You’ll find your niche soon 
enough.”

 
“Are you all right?” Danaesy touched her 

sister’s forearm, concern etched on her youthful face.
 
Keilara hesitated, her throat thick with 

emotion. “No.” She covered her eyes with her hand, 
held by a sob. “Why doesn’t Father get it? I can’t… 
I’m not meant to be a priestess! I’m meant to be out 
there, running with Shadowfire.”
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“And then what?” Kythsharra asked quietly. 
She met Keilara’s frank gaze calmly. “I’m serious, 
Kei. Sooner or later, our parents will want us to have 
our own home. How will you afford your food, your… 
your needs?”

 
Keilara was quiet for a moment, mulling it 

over. She had skills, enough to allow her to make a 
living out of any of them. But it also meant staying 
in one place, and she wasn’t sure if she could. She 
kept feeling the Call, even after she had learned all 
she could from Elder Sevin. She had hoped that once 
she knew how to control it, to listen, that the Call 
would stop. But it hadn’t, and she still felt pulled. The 
direction was a vague east, and that was all she knew.

 
East was the ocean. Ahila was the capital, so 

to speak, of the elven island. It was forbidden to leave, 
unless one wished to be permanently exiled. Keilara 
wasn’t sure she wanted to leave her family, give up 
all she knew, and never return. Even if she could 
convince the High Priestess to allow her to commute 
back and forth from the unknown.

 
Oh, there were rumours of others who had 

been willing to risk permanent exile from the elven 
land, but it was so precise, so clear, that none were 
welcomed to return. To leave Ahila, to leave the 
elven people, was to invite exclusion for eternity. And 
Keilara was not ready for that yet. Not yet. After all, 
while she might not have gotten along with her father, 
she loved her sisters and mother dearly.

 
“I don’t know,” Keilara admitted. She could 

mend and make leather, hunt, and make arrows 
with the best of them. Because of her skill with the 
Wildsong, she was able to do more than the average 
hunter. Oh, she could trade and barter the extra, earn a 
bit of coin that way. But… it meant staying in place.

 
*I sense your heavy heart, daughter-mine,* 

Shadowfire whispered into her mind.
 
*I don’t know what to do, Shadowfire. The 

Call...*
 
*Yes. I can hear it through you. It is strong. It 

must be answered.*

Keilara closed her eyes as she realized the 
truth of that statement. When she opened her eyes, she 
saw Kythsharra staring keenly at her. Despair flooded 
Keilara’s bright eyes as she realized her sister likely 
‘overheard’ the conversation.

 
“You’re leaving us, aren’t you?” Kythsharra 

asked quietly, the moonlight silvering her golden hair.
 
Danaesy’s attention snapped to her older 

sisters. “What? Why?”
 
“It’s… the Call,” Keilara said slowly. “I need 

to know what is pulling me. It’s so clear, so strong, I 
can’t keep ignoring it. What if it’s important?”

 
“But… t-that means...” Tears bloomed in 

Danaesy’s dark blue eyes. “You’re leaving us. Exiling 
yourself. You won’t be able to return home!”

 
“I’m sorry, Dany.”
 
“Is it because of Father?” Danaesy persisted.
 
“No. It’s the Call.” Keilara was firm. “Father 

and I may not see eye to eye, but I wouldn’t leave 
because of him. It’s the Call. There’s something urgent 
about it. Kyth, do you hear it?”

 
“Faintly,” Kythsharra said. “But I can ignore 

it.” She straightened, took Keilara’s hands in hers. 
“It’s clear that you can’t, though. And you’re right… 
there’s… an urgency to it. Like a distant scream. 
Something out there needs to be answered.”

 
Danaesy let out a small cry. Instantly, Keilara 

and Kythsharra gathered her in a comforting embrace, 
and together, the trio released the tears they had been 
holding back. The next day, Keilara was gone.
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The diary of my life
 

Valery Riddle
In my dreams the first words always form the last 

sentence

Today I have realised something that goes 
against everything I believed in, and this revelation 
has brought me down to my knees. 

Is it even allowed to feel the way I feel about 
betrayal? Betrayal is what I call it. I don’t even 
hesitate with the choice of words. Nor do I hesitate 
with admitting my emotions.

The day I never knew would come is here. I’d 
have to rip out my eyes and slash off my ears to forget 
what has happened. I’d have to submit myself to the 
inquisition and publicly burn myself at the stake. I’d 
have to if I didn’t feel what I feel.

I look at my hands, covered in cuts from the 
shards of my broken belief, at the bright drops of my 
blood, sliding down my wrists - and I love this feeling 
of utter awe that goes through me.

Believe it or not, the way I suddenly see the 
world around me is nothing like before. It is as if 
the window has been cleaned after a long winter and 
spring is raving behind it.

In this omen, I see new sides of my belief. 
Where before there was fire, now there is eternity and 
sweet oblivion. And I know what I see is blasphemy. 
And I feel liberated by it.

My soul sings when I think about the things I 
have seen today. I cannot unsee them, nor do I wish 

to. The figures of all that is good and evil alike seem 
closer to my inner eye now. I have talked to them. I 
have understood them.

God knows what this revelation is going to 
bring me. I have been told impossible and yet true 
things. I have been told what cannot happen and yet it 
has in front of my very eyes. 

The most marvellous thing has happened to 
me today, and it has opened my eyes. I have talked to 
the evil and helped the good. I have walked the paths 
no one was allowed to before me. I have been born 
anew. I have tasted the impossible. I have heard the 
unimaginable. Rest assured…

I considered myself lucky to have survived the 
illness that still rages around the world. Many have 
succumbed to it, but I still live, and I still create.

Listen, when leaves fall off the trees; encasing 
them in words is the most marvellous gift I have. Their 
rustle sings to me in tune with the pages of books 
turning. The sound lulls me to sleep, and it wakes me 
up.

To the world what I do is as unnoticeable as 
wind chimes. It is in the corner of their eyes, and it yet 
influences them greatly.

All eyes are turned at the illness now. Many 
fall ill, and almost no one survives. The virus keeps 
society in fear. The best scientists are powerless to 
identify it or find a cure for it. No one even knows if 
it’s contagious. 

Men and women, elderly and youth, are 
equally helpless before it. It takes a life within days, 
leaving deeds undone and dreams unlived.

Of myself, I can only say this. As it caught 
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me, I didn’t recognise it at first. The symptoms were 
similar to what I’d seen, but it didn’t make me weak. 
It didn’t make me bedridden.

Letters started pouring from under my quill 
when it was finally over. I realised what I had been 
spared. I knew if I died there and then, too much 
would be left unsaid. I wrote as I had never written 
before. I was afraid it would turn on me again.

Turn on me it has. None too soon. Unlike the 
first time, it’s left me powerless, unable to lift my 
hand and jot down a line that comes to my mind.

To exist has become a torment. To keep the 
knowledge inside and to be unable to share it is the 
cruellest torture known to me.

Dust settles down on my pages, and I watch it 
swirl around, my eyelids so heavy I can barely keep 
them open. My mind keeps returning to the illness. 
Why haven’t I been spared? Why weren’t many 
before me? I draw in a shaky breath and feel that it is 
my last one. I listen to dust rustling against the pages 
of books…

True stories are always told by those who 
sound the craziest. When I close my eyes and look 
back I laugh at how I shuddered while experiencing 
all these events.

Life is inexplicable sometimes and you have 
to puzzle it out and marvel at what you are offered to 
go through. You wonder if there isn’t some powerful 
being that sets the chessboard and makes you the 
pawn that is destined to become a queen or be killed 
trying. 

Turned out, everything that happened wasn’t 
in vain. I’d always liked meeting new people. It was 
a slow process of starting to read yet another book 
that wasn’t finished and new pages were being added 

to it every single day. But then, two weeks after I met 
them, they suddenly started dying.

Visible signs showed cancer or heart attack 
or other health problems but people don’t die of that 
unexpectedly, especially not if they are as young 
as the people I’m talking about were. Two weeks 
is an approximation, and yet after a while I started 
foreshadowing those deaths, waiting for them to 
happen. Nobody connected the natural causes to me, 
but I knew what was really going on. I just didn’t 
know what to do about it.

Through day and night I went, pondering 
the reasons behind those deaths until I met a strange 
man. He lifted his hat to greet me, and I saw he has 
a hole in his skull. There was a small canary sitting 
in it. He told me to look at the stone statues standing 
in the yard. They had always stood there, but he told 
me to look closer. And as I stared at them, I realised 
they were never there. The man told me to walk with 
him and took me to the city garden. There were skulls 
sitting on the fence planks that had always been there. 
He told me to look closer, and as I did they were never 
there.

The pages of books held the records of deaths 
I felt myself responsible for. The man told me to take 
those books and burn them and see what happened.

As I prepared to go and get those books the 
man left. He said I had no need for him anymore. He 
said I was capable of finding my way. He disappeared, 
and I realised I was about to step into an abyss. 
Getting those books was no easy task. 

They held them in a place where no one was 
allowed to go. I needed to get there during the night 
and get past the guard into a highly secured room.

“Burn them as soon as possible,” I kept telling 
myself as a mantra. “Burn them before somebody 
comes and stops you.” I took out the lighter and 
grabbed the first book. Those deaths were too surreal 
to be true. I wanted to know what really happened. I 
watched the fire lick at the pages and swallow them 
whole as if they had been meant to be destroyed...
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People form a steady current around me, as 
if it were their purpose to prevent me from moving 
further. I move my arms to push them away, but my 
hands go right through them. They are an illusion. I 
know that.

Can it be hard to find what you are searching 
for if you know exactly what it is but not its location? 
I’ve done this maybe hundreds of times, but the crowd 
is never the same. I don’t recognise any faces, they are 
blurred and impossible to make out.

Do they gather around me on purpose? I’ve 
never actually thought about where they come from, 
but every time I start my search they are there, staring 
at me without any eyes and turning towards me 
without any faces. I have no power over them.

Horrible as they may seem, they are no harm 
to me. Their presence is simply bothersome. I’m 
trying to find a person in this crowd, and the faceless 
mass helps it hide perfectly.

Things are much more real around here; I have 
to climb tables and move chairs under the watchful 
eye of the faceless ones. The person I am searching 
for is the only one who isn’t looking at me. But there 
is another trap I need to avoid before I find the right 
one.

When I see him first, he is too young to be the 
one. This place is making the illusion more complex, 
it throws images at me that have nothing to do with 
my current mission. There is a small boy with his 
friends at the table laughing and a young man walking 
down the street, happy and clueless, and other masks, 
undisturbed by life. I recognise them as illusions 
instantly, but they are distracting.

Their presence is easily explained: they are 
mere grains of personality, they are memories and 

deeds that make a person a person. I don’t need to 
gather them together; they work as clues to show I’m 
on the right path. My goal is near.

Loved or hated, the person I’m looking for is 
in trouble. I never ask what brought them to this point, 
what drove them to this edge. The forest of faceless 
figures has ended, and I’m finally at the scene of the 
accident.

One by one I pass the figures on the set. They 
are all petrified, their faces frozen in the middle of 
a shout or an expression. There are no voices or 
movements, but I can read what’s happened as if it 
were an open book.

Is this the work I’ve always done? For as 
long as I can remember, I’ve been searching for 
such people, and I can never remember what I do in 
between. I might not even be the only one who does 
this, but I never really think about it. I am a silent 
helper that exists without time.

In the eyes of the man I’ve come for I read 
hatred. He has caused this. The scene is one of 
destruction and rage. I can see buildings crumbling 
and people escaping his wrath. He has the power he 
failed to contain because he was driven to the edge. 
And I am here to help him.

Danger of death means nothing to me. I know 
why these people feel the way they do, but I’ve never 
experienced these emotions myself. I walk under 
a suspended falling boulder and feel nothing. With 
several movements of my hand, I will reverse what 
has happened and prevent it from happening again. 
They might have a strange illusion of a memory 
instead of it coming to life. I know every human is 
capable of such strong emotions. Beware…
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Coming soon to a theatre/cinema near you! 
The Forest, a film about a young women traveling to 
Japan to find her twin sister who committed suicide 
in the Aokigahara forest. I’m a big lover of anything 
Japanese so when I heard about this movie I got really 
excited, till I saw new ads saying ‘Inspired by true 
events’ which actually annoyed me. I know many may 
know that when a film says that it was ‘inspired’ by 
a true event they mean they saw a story either on the 
web or the news and let their imagination run wild, 
but many movie goers mistaken this term for ‘Based 
on a true story,’ which means the story you’re seeing 
is a recreation of an ‘actual’ event. With The Forest, I 
feel that like anything else inspired by Japanese lore 
or pop culture, Hollywood is going to fail explaining 
it to an audience full of people who are not familiar 
with what the story is trying to say, resulting in many 
people in the audience going on Rotten Tomatoes, 
IMDB and social media saying ‘I don’t get it.’ and 
as a result, damning a potentially good story because 
someone at a studio did not take the time to explain 

the whole picture so the audience is up to speed. 
So with that said I wish to explain the true story of 
Aokigahara for you in the event you would like to see 
the movie The Forest and have an understanding of 
the ‘true events.’

 
Aokigahara is located at the northwest base 

of the famous landmark of Japan, Mt. Fuji. The 
forest also goes by the name Jukai, which means 
Sea of Trees because the forest is thirthy-five square 
kilometres (14 sq mi). Aokigahara is a very dense 
forest, so dense it’s said that it blocks out a lot of 
natural sounds from within the forest itself! The 
ground under the dirt of the forest is made up of 
volcanic rock which prevents trails being made by 
hand or machine. Because of this there are not many 
official trails that you can walk on in the forest and 
the locals and local authorities urge, if not beg, hikers 
and casual explorers to stay on the paths and not to 
go into the woods since many people who’ve been in 
the woods can attest to—it’s VERY easy to get lost 

The Forest: the real story of Aokigahara
Daniel S. Liuzzi
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in the woods. That’s where the earliest infamy of 
Aokigahara’s stories began, in the older times where 
superstition was the law of the land (in some rural 
parts of Japan it still is by some of the older residents) 
it’s believed that when someone wonders into the 
forest and never come back that they’ve been ‘spirited 
away’. No I’m not talking about the Miyazaki’s 2001 
animated masterpiece where being ‘spirited away’ can 
be a magical adventure into the unknown, I’m talking 
‘spiriting away’ the Grudge style, you’re taken away 
and most likely killed. In reality it’s almost certainly 
the poor soul lost in the woods died from exposure.

 
The forest is said to be the stomping grounds 

of demons from Japanese folklore and mythology, 
most likely Oni (Japanese ogres). Because of its past 
it’s believed that Aokigahara is full of yūrei, what 
we in western cultures would simply call a ghost but 
a yūrei is a specific type of ghost, a vengeful ghost. 
How do you make a yūrei? Well in Shinto beliefs (like 
all beliefs) a person has a soul, or in Shinto it’s called 
a Reikon. A Reikon leaves the body at the moment of 
death and goes to purgatory till the proper funeral and 
post-funeral rights are performed, and the soul moves 
on.  If these rights aren’t performed properly the soul 
wanders aimlessly and eventually becomes vengeful, 
but the quickest way to make a yūrei is at the moment 
of a sudden and brutal death (murder or suicide), or if 
at the moment of death they have strong desires such 
as love, hatred, sorrow or vengeance, the soul can 
transform into a yūrei and leaved purgatory and haunt 
a location (mainly where they died).  Now this is 
where Aokigahara’s most infamous nickname comes 
in, The Suicide Forest. Even though Aokigahara is a 
popular place for hiking tourists and photographers 
from around the world, it’s also a popular place where 
people come to end their lives. It’s Japan’s Golden 
Gate Bridge or Niagara Falls, a place of natural beauty 
or breathtaking scenery that makes you thankful 
you’re alive, or a beautiful place to die.

 
 It’s unknown when the forest was first used 

as a place to die but many historians agree that a 
ghastly practice occurred in Medieval Japan that 
could have influenced future deaths, this act was 
called Ubasute, meaning ‘abandoning an old woman’ 
or sometimes called Oyasute, ‘abandoning a parent.’ 

This is a practice of Senicide, the abandonment death, 
killing or suicide of the elderly or infirmed. During the 
time of drought or famine, families would take their 
infirmed family members (genially the elderly) to a 
forest or mountain and abandon them there to die for 
the sake of survival of the younger members of the 
family. This in turn has suggested that over time the 
forest of Aokigahara became a quiet place to commit 
suicide and is ranked the second best place to commit 
suicide in the world (a morbid list, am I right?!). The 
forest was said to have seen suicides starting just 
before the 19th century but peaked in its popularity in 
1960 after the release of the novel Tower of Wave by 
Seichō Matsumoto where a couple commits suicide 
in Aokigahara. Aokigahara was mentioned in Wataru 
Tsurumi’s controversial 1993 bestselling book The 
Complete Manual of Suicide where he described the 
forest as the ‘best place’ to end your life, morbidly 
enough; copies of this book have been found near the 
bodies of suicide victims.

 
Yearly volunteers would go through the 

forest, and locate, and remove the bodies of those 
who committed suicide; on average the number of 
victims they could find was around 70-78 but in 2004 
the largest number was seen, 108 victims. According 
to officials, they believe on average that 200 people 
enter the forest to end their lives but 50-55 actually 
commit suicide. It’s believed that many suicides 
occur in March (the end of the fiscal year in Japan) by 
businessmen. Signs have been posted at the entrance 
of main trail leading into the forest as well as along 
the trails, telling people who have come to commit 
suicide to think of their families they would be leaving 
behind or telling them that their life is precious 
enough to be saved. These statements are usually 
followed with a suicide hotline number that they can 
call. There is some good news in this, as of 2010, 
although the number was not publicized, there was a 
significant drop in the number of remains found in the 
forest; and in recent years there has been a significant 
drop in suicide rates in Japan since suicide went from 
being something taboo to talk about to becoming an 
important topic of discussion among teens and adults.

 
While going through the forest looking for 

remains, volunteers have found odd things. There are 
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times they find items that are associated with putting 
a curse on someone who must have done wrong to 
the one who left the items. There are also a lot of 
ghost stories told by locals and visitors to the forest. 
Strange faces appearing in the forest vegetation in 
photographs, screams heard at night when normally 
you can’t hear noises from the forest. People said 
they’ve seen people walking in the woods off the 
beaten paths who simply vanish after walking behind 
a tree. People who leave markers on trees to mark 
their path find their markers missing or moved to 
another location. The best I’ve saved for last, there 
have been stories told by those who go into the woods 
to locate bodies that sometimes the remains don’t stay 
in the same spot they were originally found in. 

 
Now, I’ve talked a lot about suicide and it 

might have made some readers uncomfortable, trust 
me, it was not easy writing this either but I want to 
end on a positive note. If you ever felt that you wanted 

to end your own life, don’t. You may not know it but 
there are people you would be leaving behind that will 
suffer. You may not be feeling pain anymore but they 
will live on feeling it for you. Don’t believe yourself 
when you say no one cares or that a stranger would not 
care, there are people out there who want to hear about 
your pain and help you get through it, you may be 
surprised who immediately around you is that person. 
Hurting yourself is NEVER the answer, talking about 
the pain is. I know from personal experience when I 
felt so overwhelmed by the pressures of the world or 
a heartbreaking defeat that knocked me off kilter that 
I found peace talking with a friend or loved one about 
it and the surprising uplifting feeling I got from it. I 
know you can have that same feeling. If you feel you 
don’t have anyone around to talk to, check out this 
website for listings of suicide prevention hotlines in 
your country: http://www.suicide.org/international-
suicide-hotlines.html  
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The Huntress
PartEighteen: Merged

by Ana Marija Meshkova
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Jeffrey, the large, tusked demon with skin like 
melted butter, was sitting on the large table making 
phone calls. Lindsey was waiting on the couch, 
headphones on, music blasting. Patrick was in Malik’s 
lair, buried in work, trying to figure out the best way 
to use the stone.

Lucas was in his room. He had changed into 
clothes that were more suited for training, and was 
currently sitting on his bed. He just realized he didn’t 
have a picture of Margo. He didn’t even know if she 
had ever taken one. He was holding the daggers in his 
hands, extending and retracting them just so he would 
be doing something vaguely resembling training. The 
amulet was tucked in behind his shirt. In reality, he 
was psyching himself up. He was not a stranger to 
fighting anymore, but no matter how much he wanted 
to wring Zetal’s neck, he knew it would be hard on 
him. He would have started introspecting again if Jake 
hadn’t walked in to call him.

A teen with bright blue and purple hair, a face 
full of piercings and an air of disinterest about him 
stood near Lindsey. He eyed Lucas up and down. 
“This the dude I need to teleport?”

“Yup.” Lindsey plopped back on her seat.

“Cool. Short range or long range?” The teen 
walked over and placed his hand on Lucas’s shoulder.

“Both.” Lindsey had taken off her shoes and 
now sat with her legs on either side of her, forming an 
M shape.

“Huh?” The teen dropped his hand.

“Port him both ways, you’ll have to bring him 
back anyway. And don’t ask why.” Jeffrey waved from 
the table.

“Alright, suit yourself.” The teen shrugged and 
placed his hand back on Lucas’s shoulder. Lucas took 
a deep breath and focused on feeling the power being 
used.

The two stretched slightly and sank into the 

floor. After five minutes they popped up again, the teen 
holding a drink in a coconut. “That is long range.” The 
two sank again, this time faster, and came up from the 
floor next to Jeffrey almost instantly. “And that is short 
range. That it?”

“Is it?” Jake asked Lucas, who nodded.

“Cool.” The teen dropped his hand again and 
ported out.

“Ok, now try on your own,” Jake prompted 
Lucas.

Lucas took a deep breath and sank into the 
floor. He popped up next to Lindsey, tripping and 
falling onto the couch. Lindsey chuckled and got up, 
giving Lucas a hand. He stood up, but couldn’t keep 
his balance, so he sat down again. “It’s like you lead 
your entire body’s path with your stomach.”

“You’ll need practice. Rest now.” Jake got 
Lucas a glass of water.

“But, this is not gonna be enough.” Lucas 
worked hard to push down his dizziness.

“We already know you can’t absorb every 
power you can get today, and that you are going to 
need training. You will need a lot of time to get there. 
Months.”

Lucas shook his head. “But Margo. She--”

“Can take care of herself. It’s a gladiator 
dimension. Margo can deal with that.” It only took 
Jake a short pep talk from Patrick to push down all of 
his worry and be back to his old self. Lucas couldn’t 
do that, so Jake and Patrick needed to help him keep 
focus. “Now, you’re going to drink this water, and go 
take a nap, then you’re going to train with me. And 
you’re not going to argue.” He turned to Lindsey. “We 
have a spare room for you, the one on the far right. 
Here, follow me.”

***
A bell rang just as The Huntress gained 
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control of the body. Three demons entered the cell 
and placed shackles on her, then took her out. There 
was an incredibly enormous part of the desert that 
was fenced off with the same type of metal beams 
the cell building was made of, only curved in a way 
they created a circle. The walls stretched about three 
thousand feet in the air. The Huntress was escorted 
inside. It was full of demons of different sizes, species 
from a thousand different dimensions. Some of them 
had shackles on, some didn’t. But all were prisoners.

The Huntress stared at the part of the wall 
that was right across from her. That part had what 
resembled box seats that took up around half of the 
wall in height. A large demon with a long face, skin 
similar to old bark, and wearing a necklace made 
of skulls, was sitting there eating. He was taking up 
almost the entire space, with room for only one demon 
on each side, huddled in the corners. One was holding 
a tray, the other a goblet.

The demon swallowed and drank from the 
goblet, then spoke to the prisoners. His voice was not 
loud, and yet everyone could hear him as if he was 
standing right next to them. “Alright, for the new 
ones. This is my domain. You will fight until one of 
you is left.” He pointed to a large stone that was next 
to his seat. The stone looked like it was growing out 
of the ground, and acted as part of the wall. There 
were symbols in different languages on it. “If you get 
enough kills in a row without dying, you move up. 
Obviously not all of you are on this board, these are 
the top hundred or so.”

The Huntress was disinterested. All she wanted 
was to leave this crowded place. So she grabbed the 
shackles on her feet and yanked them off, as if she 
was taking off her socks. She did the same with the 
ones on her hands before the guards could reach her.

“You there!” The demon raised his voice. 
“What are you doing?”

She looked at him as if he was a random 
person that asked her for the time. “Leaving.”

“No you’re not; I’m the god here. If you want 

to leave, you have to win.” He folded his arms, a smug 
look on his face. He snapped his finger and all of the 
shackles vanished. The guards began to retreat.

The Huntress’s voice was incredibly calm, 
but her eyes glowed with intensity. One of them had 
turned from Margo’s normal grey eye colour, to a deep 
green. “What do you wish, Babura?”

Babura was pleasantly surprised someone 
knew his name. He laughed in a way that made the 
very land shake. “What do I want? I want bloodshed, I 
want chaos. I want violence, death. A great battle!”

The prisoners looked at each other. The ones 
that had been there awhile began to advance on The 
Huntress. When viewed through the eyes of someone 
that had spent centuries killing and being killed over 
and over, she looked like easy prey. Most of them 
presumed she was’t physically strong, and relied on 
magic tricks. Margo might have been intimidating 
back on Earth but here she was small. The newer 
prisoners looked at each other and followed suit.

The Huntress smirked. Her voice lowered to a 
whisper, but now it was the voice everyone could hear 
as if she was standing right next to them. “If that is 
your wish.”

When she accessed her Vuur form, her eyes 
didn’t go black and she didn’t lose her sight for a few 
seconds like she normally did. The lines appeared 
in half a second, and they were a deep green on half 
her body, black on the other. The Huntress raised her 
arms, and apple-green light shot out of her palms, 
leveling all her attackers standing in a mile-long radius 
around her. Their bodies were engulfed by the force, 
vanishing into dust.

“Wohooo, this is going to be fun.” Babura 
grinned as every one killed reappeared in their cells. 
There were plenty of people left for this not to be 
boring.

The Huntress tore through the remainder of 
the prisoners. Blades that sank into her body didn’t 
even make her flinch. She would grab demons with 
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skin tougher than steel and tear them in half without 
blinking. Blades that she would stop from hitting her 
would bend or shatter on impact, and her wounds 
wouldn’t even get to bleed before they healed. The 
entire arena was filled with screams of horror, as 
demons as tall as skyscrapers fell, and blood and goo 
stained every inch of the sand.

Margo’s skills melded with Otalian’s strength 
and knowledge meant The Huntress knew exactly 
where and how hard to hit demons that haven’t even 
stepped on Earth. The blows that were meant to take 
her head off her shoulders only managed to slow her 
down.

Every move she made felt like a song. Her 
muscles didn’t feel exerted, but like a well-oiled 
machine, powered by an almost inexhaustible pool of 
power. A demon blew fire towards her. The Huntress 
used telekinesis to gather the fire in a large circle, 
and released it on a group on her left. Most lit up 
like kindling. The Huntress lifted her right hand and 
drew a circle in the air—a large green swirl blocked 
another attack—while using her left hand to beckon 
the fire back to her. It absorbed into the lines on her 
skin, bringing a part of the demons’ essences with her, 
leaving just enough for them to reappear in their cells. 

Some of the demons doubled back, letting 
others charge the stone-faced killing machine. The 
Huntress was bored. She wanted this over with. She 
closed her eyes. She could feel every single demon in 
the arena. Motioning, she brought all of them towards 
her.

The demons flew directly toward her, only to 
burst into flames.

The Huntress opened her eyes. There were 
three demons left, immune to her flames. One of them 
was almost as tall as Babura, with a very thin beard 
and three eyes where a nose would be on a human. He 
reached toward her.

The Huntress jumped upwards. A second later, 
she wizzed through air and flipped over the demon to 
land directly on the back of his neck. He tried to reach 

over and swat her, but she used her new strength to 
snap his head off, then landed on the ground. 

By then a thin shadow of a demon had already 
suffocated the other survivor. It reached toward The 
Huntress, its limbs stretching across the arena. The 
Huntress grabbed the limb, and pulled. The demon lost 
its footing and flew toward The Huntress. She grabbed 
its head and twisted it off.

She stood alone in the middle of the arena, 
hearing Babura clap with enthusiasm so far unheard 
of. Her bored expression shifted to one of a sister 
being annoyed at her younger sibling.

“This is wonderful!” Babura pointed at the 
stone. Near the bottom of it, The Huntress’s name 
appeared. “I have been saying we needed tougher 
fighters. Your violence is very tasty.”

“I want to leave here.” The Huntress put her 
hands on her hips.

“You can if you win. Bring your name to the 
top of the stone.” Babura grinned.

“Fine.” The Huntress turned around and left 
to her cell. She did not give Babura a chance to figure 
out he knew her as the small feeble balance deity. She 
could go toe to toe with him, but it would be easier not 
to.

Thousand years had passed from the time the 
old ones stood their ground. Only a few had their 
original bodies, let alone governed this much land. 
Even the most powerful demon would fall to time. 
But now she was strong again. Years of followers 
have made her that way, and this body was incredible. 
Instead of buckling under her strength, it came alive. 
She was certain that if she absorbed enough, she 
would be able to collapse cities with a glance.

The Huntress sat down cross-legged in her 
cell and closed her eyes, Not even the constant noise 
would stop her from falling asleep.
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***
Lucas was training alone in the gym. He 

teleported from one side of the gym to the other as fast 
and accurate as he could. He was breathing heavily 
and drinking about a gallon of water a minute when 
Jake entered.

“How’s it going?”

“Great.” Lucas felt guilty for smiling, but then 
Margo’s memory gave him a mental smack on the 
head. “I only needed to get used to it.”

Jake flashed a faint smile. “OK, now I need to 
imprint something in your head. You’re gonna face a 
killer. Someone that won’t hesitate to rip you apart. 
Someone who is not paid to do it, but wants to. You 
need to want to, too.”

“He killed my sister,” Lucas retorted. “Of 
course I want to kill him.”

“You want to, but can you? Can you really 
look into another person’s eyes, no matter how big 
of a saint they are, and end their life?” Jake’s voice 
was the same, but his expression, one of concentrated 
intensity, showed how serious he was. Lucas had 
never thought about it like that. 

“I’m… I’m not sure.”

“I know you can’t. Not like this.” Jake walked 
over to the nearest wall and took a sword. “I can 
prepare you. But it’ll take time.” Jake stopped Lucas 
from objecting. “Margo would much rather spend a 
few months in a gladiator pit than have you die. She 
can handle it, you know that. She is a killer. You—are 
not.” 

 
“Fine.” Lucas took a deep breath and telekinetically 
summoned the daggers from the other side of the gym. 
“Make me one, no matter how hard it is.”
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Trouble at the Docks
Chapter Twenty

By Jim King
There were five soldiers left from the squad 

that had advanced behind Greyhound and then been 
cut off as walking corpses overran the street. Two of 
them, Smith and Jones, had stayed behind in the alley 
to fight the corpses. The others had run into the street 
behind the houses and into more of the shambling 
dead. The few that were able to fight their way free 
had gone straight into the house in front of them. Now 
they were piling what little furniture was available 
against the front door while two of them braced it 
against the pounding of several corpses.

“This is bloody hopeless. That door will never 
hold. Check out the back. See where it goes.”

The two redcoats not holding the door jumped 
to obey the corporal’s order, leaving him to push a 
small heavy chest over to the door in a pointless effort 
at blocking it.

“It’s another street. Can’t see any of them dead 
things though.”

All of them turned to look as one of the planks 
in the door cracked.

“Out the back quick as you can. You two hold 
till we reach the back door then run for it!”

The two soldiers holding the door shut waited 
perhaps three seconds, then they turned and ran, 
neither bothering to check if the corporal reached 

the back door yet. They crashed into each other in 
the doorway and scrambled through together, using 
elbows and arms to try and batter the other aside.

The five men were in a narrow street that ran 
behind the houses; facing them were a few crude huts 
and small brick structures and the wall of the fort. To 
their left the street curved round the wall and seemed 
to enter a wide open area. To the right a ramp led up to 
the wall and a broad flat area mostly covered in rubble 
and the remaining stumps of brick walls that marked 
the base of a shattered tower.

As they stood there trying to decide what to 
do, an explosion engulfed the broad area of rubble 
on the wall and a handful of figures in Black Arab 
robes emerged from the rubble and ran down the ramp 
towards them. Both sides franticly took aim and fired; 
the closest Bedouin was hit three times and went over 
backwards, dead before he fell to the ground. The pair 
behind took a round each, one staggered as he was hit 
in the arm, the other stumbled and fell as he took a hit 
in the stomach.

The Arabs tried to fire back but only one of 
them held a loaded weapon; he fired from the hip then 
screamed as the recoil tore the rifle from his grip and 
broke his wrist. His shot took the corporal high in the 
chest, and the redcoat was pitched over backwards and 
died within seconds.

Then they were in amongst each other, and 
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it became fists and rifle butts. As they struggled and 
fought, they didn’t see another figure come down the 
ramp—they were too involved in the life or death 
battle to notice the silver mask, the long coat or the 
large, ancient book.

The figure in the long coat ran past them and 
up the street to the open area where he shouted in a 
strange language that, had any been close enough to 
hear, would have struck them as an inhuman sound 
that no man should be able to speak. No living being 
heard him, but a dozen corpses that stood in the open 
area did and, obedient to the command, they shambled 
into the narrow street to kill everyone they found 
there. 

#
In the fort the other half of first platoon was 

formed up behind the embattled houses. There were 
no walking corpses in this street, and they were able 
to form a line to cover the alley further up. A pair 
of Ironsides and several men of third platoon were 
fighting their way backwards down the alley and into 
the street. They stepped clear, and the first of the dead 
staggered into the street and straight into the fire of 
two lines of redcoats.

One, then another, then two more of the 
dead were cut down; one made it close to the line of 
infantry while the ones in front took the shots but it 
was smashed aside and crushed by the Ironside.

Lieutenant Ambrose stationed a squad and one 
Ironside to block the alley and led the rest of his men 
along the street behind the houses.

Behind them the fire from second platoon was 
slackening off though none here were aware of it over 
the constant sound of shots coming from every roof 
top, nor did they notice the steady line of soldiers 
reinforcing them stop as the gatehouse was overrun by 
the walking corpses.

As they pushed forward only the sergeant, 
who was bringing up the rear, noticed that no more 
men were coming from the gatehouse to join them, 
but before he could report the fact, another wave of 

corpses staggered down the alley and attacked the 
Ironside. He turned and opened fire alongside the men 
standing there, and for several minutes the sergeant 
was too busy to do anything other than load and fire.

Lieutenant Ambrose reached the end of the 
street where it opened out into the clear area in front of 
the fortified building that sat against the highest point 
of the hill. He waved the rest of his men and most 
importantly the noisy Ironside to stop then peered 
cautiously round the corner of the last house.

He saw a figure in a long leather coat step 
through the door into the fortress building and the 
backs of a number of walking corpses as they lurched 
into a narrow street across the open area by the far 
wall.

Once they were out of sight he gestured his 
men and the Ironside to advance to the corner and into 
the open area. He sent a few men to check the door of 
the fortified building, and then once no enemies were 
seen, he led the rest to the top of the street facing the 
gatehouse.

As he now looked down the street towards the 
ruins of the gatehouse he could see less than a score of 
redcoats holding the gate, another dozen or more on 
the rooftops of the houses on one side and Greyhound 
standing above the rubble of the houses on the other 
side.

No more than fifty corpses still moved in the 
street.

#
Trooper Mick Delaney blinked and then 

coughed at the dust that surrounded his face. He 
was lying on his side, at an angle half-standing and 
half-fallen. There was some light coming down from 
overhead, but with all the dust, it was hard to see 
where he was.

What happened, he was advancing into the 
fort, those walking dead bodies were everywhere, 
pouring out of the alley on the right. He was following 
the leading pair of Ironsides when he saw trooper 
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Clark turn and walk into the middle of the corpses 
smashing at them before becoming buried.

Trooper Delaney had turned to support him 
with maxim fire and had been firing into the mob of 
corpses when the other Ironsides boiler ruptured, and 
the pile of dead was engulfed in a cloud of superheated 
steam. They told you in training, the boiler goes—
you’re dead. They even ran a demonstration, put a pig 
in a steel box and vented a boiler at full pressure into 
it. Cooked it proper, mind you, it was tasty.

When the Ironside in front of him burst its 
boiler he had instinctively backed away from the 
expanding cloud, there was a group of soldiers from 
third platoon further up the street that were drawing 
most of the corpses so he began to cover them with 
short bursts of fire. Several men formed on him, and 
they fired at every corpse that came near.

When his maxim ran dry Delany took to 
smashing the shambling dead with the piston driven 
arms of his Ironside. One of the corpses had been 
knocked down by rifle fire and crawled toward him. 
It grabbed one of the legs of the Ironside suit and was 
trying to topple it, but Delaney hadn’t noticed the 
futile effort until he heard one of the redcoats shouting 
and pointing.

So he leaned the suit forward enough to be 
able to see down, raised one steam piston-powered 
leg and stamped it down, crushing the corpse, and 
smashing through the wooden planks under the dirt he 
was standing on.

Then he woke up here. Right! He had fallen 
into some sort of cellar. Shit!

It took some struggling to use his left arm to 
turn the suit enough to then use both arms to stand up, 
something else they covered in the training course. 
Don’t fall over — it is a bad thing to do. The Ironsides 
could not stand up from a prone position. Fortunately 
he had landed on something that left him at an angle 
and he was able to lever the suit upright.

By the time he did it he was sweating 

profusely, his clothing soaked and his eyes stinging 
despite the cloth headband he used to protect his eyes 
from sweat.

Looking around by turning the suit he found 
himself in a cellar, oddly tall but no more than six 
feet wide by ten feet long, a single opening led into 
the darkness. The walls were lined with some sort of 
rickety shelves and clay jars, most of which had been 
smashed by the Ironside as it came crashing down.

Then with a wet thump a body landed in front 
of him, long hair and a blue tunic. It was a woman, 
no more than twenty, or at least she had been that 
age when she was alive. Then another corpse came 
crashing down on top of the Ironside and shattered 
most of its bones and skull against the armour on the 
head, chest and shoulder.

Trooper Delaney backed up till he hit the wall 
then tilted the suit backwards and stretched his head 
forward and up to try and see what was happening 
above him; he was barely able to see anything, the 
heavily armoured grill was angled to look straight 
ahead only.

He was just able to see one edge of the 
hole high above him, the bright sunlight, a flash of 
movement, a dusty red jacket then another figure 
wearing dirty white. A swinging rifle butt and the 
white clad figure was knocked backwards into the 
hole to fall with a wet splat at the Ironside’s feet. It 
wasn’t dead but after hesitating for a second in case he 
smashed through another floor, Delaney stamped on 
the moving corpse. He crushed its chest and spine, and 
it stopped twitching.

There was no way he was going to climb out of 
this hole; the opening into the darkness was his only 
option. He turned the heavy suit and lumbered toward 
his only way out.

#
Aboard Greyhound both the aft Maxim Turrets 

had been firing almost continuously. The port turret 
no longer had any targets but the starboard turret 
was still providing fire in support of the survivors of 



49

third platoon on the rooftops. The port gunner had 
climbed down into the hull and was acting as loader, 
transferring belts of bullets from his turret across to 
feed the almost overheating maxim that was still in 
action.

Both halves of First Platoon were firing at 
the remaining corpses from the ends of the street; the 
remains of Third Platoon were firing down from the 
roof tops. 

Lieutenant Fowler was using a rifle taken 
from one of the wounded soldiers, having long since 
exhausted his revolver rounds. His platoon had only 
three wounded; they all sat at the back of the flat roof 
tops away from the fighting. All had multiple bites 
to the arms and legs. Every other casualty had been 
dragged down and killed as far as anyone had seen.

Thanks to the steady supply of fresh rounds 
every man had been firing constantly, and they had 
significantly reduced the corpse numbers. Fowler was 
calling targets so they were all firing at the same dead 
in order to drop them faster.

Concentrated fire dropped a young man with 
what looked like a slit throat, and the lieutenant 
glanced around for another target only to realise the 
only moving things in sight were wearing red coats or 
were the two Ironsides.

The firing slowed and then stopped completely 
as the soldiers found themselves without targets.

#
General Summerby and Captain Charterhouse 

stepped carefully over the piled bodies that carpeted 
the gatehouse. Most of them locals now dead again 
but more than a few wearing the red coats of British 
infantry. The whole of Second Platoon had fallen here, 
and there were three survivors. The doctor was tending 
to them, and he had glanced down at one of the men 
then up at the General and shook his head. Two who 
would most likely survive, two out of thirty-four!

The two surviving lieutenants were supervising 
the checking of every single building, shack and 

outbuilding in the fort to make sure every single 
corpse was found. Several had wandered into 
buildings and not come out until they heard soldiers 
close by, so great care was being taken.

The ramp was still blocked by the 
quartermasters’ wagons, a detachment of the 
quartermasters’ men were carrying crates of fresh 
rounds up to the gatehouse by hand, and a small unit 
of naval men had been summoned to see to the land 
frigates track and to reload its weapons.

The doctor and both of his orderlies were 
already at work tending to the tiny number of 
wounded; few of those who had fallen to the onslaught 
of the walking corpses survived.

Two of the Ironsides were still active but both 
were standing covering the last rebel held building 
along with half of the men of first platoon. The 
fortified building and its heavy door had resisted 
the strength of the suits and so it was kept under 
close guard. One Ironside was still beneath a pile of 
corpses; the other seemed to have vanished without 
trace though several soldiers reported to have seen it 
engulfed in a cloud of dust and smoke and be gone 
when the smoke cleared.

Several soldiers from first platoon were 
helping the quartermasters to carry belted rounds and 
shells into the fort and then left to the secondary street 
and along to the Ironsides. The main street was so 
filled with the dead that no man could walk its length 
without climbing across the bodies.

The remaining sergeants were keeping the men 
busy and jumping on any gossip quickly but even so 
far too many of the men were spreading tales. Of what 
they had seen and in the case of those men of first 
platoon that had come under fire from invisible Arabs, 
what they had not seen.

Many whispered of not just the dead that 
walked but of magic and witchcraft. Even without the 
casualties they had suffered, the men of this company 
were no longer fit for battle and the sergeants and 
officers knew it.
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Understanding Steve 
Ditko

Ian Millsted

Just off Times Square each workday, an elderly 
man makes his way up to an office in which he draws. 
He wears several plaid shirts, one over the other, to 
keep away the cold he feels more these days. The 
nearby movie theatres sometimes show big new films 
based on characters he created. He probably doesn’t 
go to watch them. His name is on the door of his 
office. It says ‘S. Ditko’. If you want to hire him to 
do artwork, he may listen to you. If you want to ask 
him questions about his work, forget it. The work, he 
believes, speaks for itself. We’ll come back to that.

Steve Ditko is one of those people who is a 
big name to those who know his work but largely 
unknown to the wider public, even though most have 
come across his creations. Ditko was born in 1927 
and was one of the first professional comics artists 
to have been a fan of the medium first. He created, 
or co-created (we’ll come back to that too), Spider-
Man and Doctor Strange for Marvel. Of the villains 
that featured in the five big budget movies of the last 
couple of decades, Ditko designed The Green Goblin, 
Dr. Octopus, Sandman, The Lizard, and Electro. For 
Charlton Comics, he created The Question which was 
later used as the template for the character Rorschach  

in Watchmen. For DC comics, he created The Hawk 
and the Dove, The Creeper, and Shade the Changing 
Man. I could go on, but you get the picture.

Ditko doesn’t do interviews. There are only 
a couple of photographs of him from his years 
as a professional artist. He was one of only two 
professionals to attend the very first comic convention 
in 1964. He never attended another. Other artists and 
writers who have worked with him say he is a friendly, 
quietly spoken man. He is also as uncompromising an 
artist as can be found in comics.

It is often written that Ditko has been 
influenced by the Objectivist philosophy developed 
by Ayn Rand. True, but I think, as so often happens, 
Ditko found a philosophy that reinforced and validated 
his existing world view. Either way, the influence has 
grown only stronger over time. Where Ditko drew 
many stories with supernatural settings including 
the aforementioned Doctor Strange, by the mid-
1990s he refused to continue work on a new series, 
Dark Dominion, because of its supernatural theme. 
As an atheist, he refuses to work on anything which 

Photo taken by and copyright of Amber Stanton

The Question by Steve Ditko, copyright DC comics
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portrays religion as a support to people. His views 
on crime are rigid. One writer, in a script intended 
for Ditko, described a character as an ex-criminal. 
Ditko’s response was: There is no such thing as an 
ex-criminal. Once you’ve committed a crime, you’re 
a criminal for life. He once told fellow comics artist 
Pete Morisi, who also worked as a police officer, that 
he envied him as he would enjoy the opportunity to 
arrest criminals.

At this point I’ll declare my position to 
state that I disagree with Ayn Rand’s philosophy, 
which is flawed in many ways. I don’t have space 
here to go into Objectivist philosophy in detail 
(but if anyone wants to commission such an article 
get in touch via the editors). However, the bullet 
point critique follows. Rand argued that knowledge 
should be based on sense perception alone. That is 
a reasonable position to take but Aristotle, Hume, 
and others got there first. She rejects faith-based or 
a priori approaches to knowledge, but her assertion 
that man is a heroic being is just such a faith-based 
statement. She claims that the moral purpose of life 
is one’s own happiness, but she fails to prove this via 
the sense-based evidence she says is a requirement 
for all knowledge. She opposed ethical altruism 
despite having benefited from the altruistic behaviour 
of others. Indeed, it is highly unlikely she would 
have had time to write her early novels if not for the 
generosity of others. Her attempt to get past David 
Hume’s is-ought problem is completely unconvincing. 
She advocated laissez-faire capitalism, and yet in her 
novel Atlas Shrugged, she rails against those who 
profit from the efforts of others. Well excuse me, but 
capitalism, especially in the laissez-faire form, gives 

people the freedom to buy and sell any commodity 
including the artistic creations of others. 

However, Steve Ditko did buy into Rand’s 
ideas. Surprisingly, in retrospect, this may be an 
interest he shared at one point with his editor at 
Marvel Comics, Stan Lee. Lee was also the main 
writer at Marvel for much of the 1960s. In order to 
write so many titles each month, he came up with 
a system wherein he trusted his artists to draw the 
story from a brief plot description as they saw it, and 
he added the script afterwards. Two aspects of their 
collaboration on Spider-Man are worth examining. 
Firstly, the famous line “With great power comes 
great responsibility” written by Stan Lee shows he 
had departed from his interest in Rand’s philosophy 
early on. Ditko probably didn’t see that until the 
printed comic came out. Secondly, there was the long 
running sub-plot about the real identity of The Green 
Goblin. Lee argued that the secret identity should, 
for dramatic reasons, be a member of the supporting 
cast. Ditko held that most crime was carried out by 
random strangers and that The Green Goblin should 
be someone not previously shown in the series. 
They were both right and both wrong. Ditko is right 

regarding crimes such as theft or mugging but wrong 
when it comes to crimes like child abuse or murder 
where the perpetrator is more likely to be known to 
the victim. Lee’s position makes sense in isolation, but 
he’d already used it several times where Dr. Octopus, 
The Scorpion, and others had connections to people 
around Peter Parker (Spider-Man). It might have been 
a nice anti-cliché to have the big reveal of The Goblin 
as a total stranger. It is interesting to note that when 

Dr Strange by Ditko, copyright Marvel Comics

Spider-Man by Ditko, copyright Marvel Comics
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Ditko took over the plotting on Spider-Man for his last 
few issues, he used a succession of largely anonymous 
villains (see ‘A Guy Named Joe’ for example), and 
the comics are less interesting as a result. Ditko and 
Lee fell out. Ditko, artist on one of the most popular 
comics out, walked away from Marvel. To this day 
Lee and Ditko differ on who truly created Spider-Man.

A comic by Steve Ditko is unlike a comic by 
anyone else. He’s been working in the industry for 
over sixty years. For most of the first forty years, he 
mainly did freelance work for big companies, with the 
exception of occasional creator-owned projects like 
the Objectivist-preaching Mr A. For the last twenty 
years, he has increasingly produced his own, undiluted 
stories published with low production values by small 
press. His artistic powers are sadly diminished, but his 
ideas are still interesting, even if I rarely agree with 
them.

The more entrenched Ditko has become in his 
Randian views the more obviously his philosophy is 
revealed in his comics. The work does speak for itself 
but suffers dramatically as a result. Ditko’s world, 

perhaps best shown in the hundreds of short crime and 
ghost stories he has done, bears little in common with 
the world around us but is well worth seeking out in 
the numerous archive collections available.

Mr A, copyright Steve Ditko
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