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Across the border
By Pete Sutton

Her name is Melinda, caught between child 
and teenager. Outside in all weathers in red raincoat 
and yellow wellies, to escape the regime of the house 
by the sea. She is a bright flash across the bleak 
landscape, red and yellow against the heather, the 
bracken, the gorse.

His name is John, reduced to observer, 
silent watcher of future history unfolding. He walks 
along the border near the house by the sea. He’s 
accompanied by his ghost of a dog, all white mist and 
frivolity. The house by the sea has been a constant 
in his life for years now. He has not got used to it. 
It is on the border.  That arbitrary line, created by 
long dead cartographers, does little to obscure his 
view, or hinder his wild walks. The house stands 
sentinel, one side facing the sea to the east, one side 
facing north, nominally another country, one south, a 
previous home, and one west, the direction he always 
approaches from. It is habit, ingrained, immutable. 

The house is grey, squat, and ugly, a funny 
kink on one side showing a botched extension, a 
yearning to expand north. It has always seemed 
changeless, presenting the same unforgiving face 
to him, but today there is another car in the drive. 
The dour house lit up as if for festival. He sees that 
Melinda stalks the barren hills nevertheless; he thinks 
today she scowls more. She doesn’t see him. She 
never sees him.

He draws close, to hear her monologue.

“Stupid. Why does he have to move in? Stupid 
accent. Stupid car. Stupid southerner.”

He leaves her to her own devices. The festivity 
an intrusion onto childish grief. Until he is drawn 
across the border again.

As he circumnavigates the house, watching 
for Melinda, he sees the north side proudly exhibiting 
the blue and white, a massive “YES” pasted to one 

window. The south side brandishes the red, white and 
blue and declares “No Thanks!”

A flash of red amongst the grey old men of the 
standing stones leads him to her. She is lecturing a 
snail.

“If we get freedom you’ll live in a different 
country, with all the change that will bring. Do what 
your heart tells you, but listen to your head too. That’s 
what they’re saying. If we get freedom, she’ll marry 
him. I’ll have to change my name. I don’t want to 
change my name.”

John is saddened at this intimation of 
childhood’s end. In Mandarin, a language he’d once 
learned a bit of, for fun, to ask someone’s name you 
said “you are what name?” -  “Ni jiao shen me ming 
zi?” Did that mean that if you changed your name, 
you changed your entire identity? You are what name? 
The seagull’s cries bring him back to the present, his 
gaze drawn once again to the house by the sea. An 
uncomfortable view.

He is drawn back to the house. To the 
argument.

“She’s your daughter!” 

“I would have hoped you’d think of her as 
yours too by now.” His wife is annoyed, snarling, hurt.

“So you want me to punish her? Won’t that 
make her hate me more?”

“John—”

“For fuck’s sake woman, I’m not John, and 
I’d appreciate it if you didn’t bring him up in every 
fucking argument. I can’t replace him; she’ll never 
accept me.”

John drifts away again, knowing that he will 
be drawn back. Tomorrow and the next day until there 
is no memory of him in the stones, or the people who 
live there. A silent observer, lost and alone. In the 
house by the sea, the house across the border.
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Coils
By Valery Riddle

Getting a faceful of cobwebs has never been 
on my list of fun pastimes. I’m not exactly afraid of 
spiders, but having something sticky all over my skin 
makes me squeeze my eyes shut and rub it away fran-
tically with a special kind of disgust mixed with fear 
that rapidly runs through my body.

I’d love to meet the person who came up with 
the idea that rich families are supposed to own huge 
mausoleums with a twisted net of chambers and corri-
dors. Especially when nobility starts to slowly die off 
and no longer has money to maintain perfect order in 
their mansions, let alone their cemeteries. Gods know, 
Rashen can maintain only one third of the living quar-
ters as it is. It’s a shame watching the building, that 
probably saw the very first rulers of this land among 
its walls, turn to ruins, but nature takes its course. 
Moss and ivy reign there now, making the feeling of 
serenity settle in. I can’t say I have anything against 
living here, away from the busy city and the politics. 

A drop of moisture falls onto my forehead and 
I flinch, wiping it away. So much for serenity. What-
ever made me come down here is clearly not worth it. 
Curiosity notwithstanding, this place will haunt me 
in my nightmares. Even the hot shower I’m taking 
afterwards will not be enough to banish the chill from 
my body. 

I hesitate for a split second then steadily con-
tinue. I can’t remember why I came here in the first 
place. Was it Rashen who asked me to look for some-
thing here? I can’t recall.

Our son - I keep thinking about Consionel 

as our son even though he was Rashen’s first - used 
to run away and play here when he was a child. We 
would call him to come back for hours. Rashen used 
to get very worried. He has never been too easy on 
himself. The man had grey hair before long. He has 
never blamed anybody for his ailments, bless him. 

I haven’t been away for more than half an hour 
but such vivid thoughts of my husband make me stop 
dead in my tracks. The torch in my hand flickers; its 
blue light dances off the walls before the crystal stops 
acting up. It’s not supposed to do that. I frown and 
examine it but there’s nothing wrong with it now. 

Maybe I should turn around and go back home. 
I wait a moment and resume walking. Somewhere in 
the back of my mind a thought slithers that I can’t look 
back. I want to but it feels like too much effort. I came 
here willingly, didn’t I? Why would I turn back now? 
The voice in my mind feels fake. But it also feels like 
I should trust it. I nod to myself and continue walking 
until I’m standing at a fork.

I stare numbly at the passages that go into two 
different directions trying to figure out what my goal 
is here so I can make a choice. The torch flickers again 
and I shake it, knowing all too well shaking doesn’t fix 
the crystal that is losing its power. Grotesque shadows 
run over the stone walls. They look like snakes, or 
arms, or the tails of an ancient creature.

The light becomes steady again. I look up at 
the ceiling, where roots are sticking out of the ground 
and coiling around each other, and snicker quietly. Of 
course the roots cast those shadows. And I need to go 
left from here, what was I thinking?

The passage soon takes a dip and the roots 
start disappearing as they can’t reach so far down. 
Stone slabs replace them, and I shine light at them to 
enjoy the pattern carved into them a long time ago. 
The walls still retain the faint outlines of the pictures 
that can only be depictions of sacrifices to the God of 
Death. People in the old days used to be very zealous 
about this sort of thing. I honestly can’t even recall 
where the Death temple is situated. Not that I imagine 
the information being in any way useful to me.
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The passage goes slightly up and turns into a 
comparatively bigger chamber. Despite my expecta-
tions I don’t recognise it as a burial chamber because I 
don’t see any caskets or urns in it. It looks more like a 
cavern because the walls appear to have crumbled. 

My torch flickers so fast it starts to become 
annoying. I pull the crystal out and resocket it but it 
doesn’t help matters as the flickering starts again. And 
it’s not a problem with the crystal either because that 
thing seems to have a full charge. 

I turn it off again experimentally and notice 
a faint glimmer coming from the other end of the 
cavern. It’s not enough to see my way around but I 
can distinguish the outlines of the things directly in 
front of me. I take a few paces forward and step onto 
something that makes an awful crunchy sound.

I switch the torch back on in a blink. My heart 
races in fright until I see what I’ve stepped onto. What 
I see makes me freeze completely. Bones. Animal 
bones. Human bones - if size is anything to judge by. 

As I stare in silence at the sight on the floor, 
next to which a wild animal’s lair is a child’s box of 
building blocks, something swooshes behind my back. 
It’s a very quiet swoosh, I would have taken it for a 
draft except that I don’t feel any on my skin. My torch 
goes mad with flickering, sending shadows dancing 
all over the walls. They look like tongues of fire now, 
oblong and shaped like vertical waves. It’s not even 
my imagination talking now because they really look 
like tails. 

There is so much motion around me right now 
I start feeling dizzy. I try to take a step forward but my 
foot drags on the floor and I trip on the bones. I don’t 
even register falling down but the crunch of bones is 
deafening. 

My head is turned to the side and I can’t seem 
to move anymore. The shadows on the wall are danc-
ing rapidly and my brain realises fuzzily my torch is 
out. The shadows seem to be glowing on their own 
now. There are seven of them and they are performing 
a complicated dance, a ritual, intertwining, coiling, 

stretching, mesmerising, beckoning. One of them 
elongates and creeps towards me. I can’t close my 
eyes and watch it wrap around my body. It seems to 
dissolve in me. I don’t feel anything. I don’t hear any-
thing. I don’t see anything. It doesn’t hurt.

***

I remember looking at the mansion from 
somewhere high above and I feel no emotions towards 
the place. My memories are gibberish and I know no 
purpose. There is a benevolent force that drives me so 
I continue staring down but why I know not. I don’t 
feel anything. I don’t hear anything. I close my eyes 
and don’t see anything. It doesn’t hurt.
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Deathly 
Hire

Ana Marija 
Meshkova
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es destiny. Saves someone that was supposed to be, 
strumming their harps or roasting on the eternal fire or 
whatever the hell goes on in the afterlife.

And then, life gets pissed. So instead of mov-
ing on like we’re supposed to, we die right then and 
there and get stuck playing Grim Reaper. We get to 
have the immense pleasure of picking up the spirits 
of people that croak, and herd them off into the after-
life through a big swirly portal thingy that leads to an 
equally big hallway. We get a little list and everything.

So, I get to bob around and find people that 
need to die. It’s potentially kinda fun, at least I get 
to see a lot of stuff. Hell, I know how the Vikings 
actually look like. Oh, I didn’t mention that, did I? 
Yeah we move through time too. We stay and stare at 
someone slipping on a banana peel, or being stabbed 
by some asshole, or getting their head turned to mush 
by a passing cart—that was a disgusting one—then 
we get to handle the spirit. It’s not that hard when they 
are confused, or scared. I get to stare at them with a 
serious face and watch them ask me stuff while trying 
not to pee their pants. What’s annoying is when they 
freak out on me. Luckily, I don’t feel pain so I don’t 
get hurt when I lose my temper and sock them one in 
the kisser. It would be a bummer to go and live forever 
with a broken fist.

Now nothing can be easy. That might lead to 
life losing the title of ‘Biggest Bitch in Existence.’ So 
of course, there are people that can see us. I usually 
have to ignore them while they yell at me, or worse, 
beg me to let whoever I’m picking up that moment 
live. Then I have to explain that no, it doesn’t work 
that way, I’m not the thing that killed them, and I can’t 
‘Just put the soul back in.’ Then there are the jackass-
es. They either killed the chump I’m there for, or they 
just think they can use the situation to their advantage. 
Hell, one tried to trap me. What do they think I am, 
a damn poltergeist? I’m the reason your world is not 
overrun by things that can kill you because they’re 
bored! And I can’t even hit you in revenge! All I get is 
the chance to use my best evil villain voice to say “I 
am above your power! Muahaha!” and then float away. 
And then people wonder why I’m grumpy. I have a 
right to be!

Life’s a bummer. It doesn’t pick sides. It does 
what it wants and doesn’t give a rat’s ass what I, you, 
or anyone else thinks. That is how we wind up in in-
escapable situations, where our only options are to be 
screwed, or to be more screwed.

 
And this one day, I managed to do both.

Ya see, I was supposed ta get married. We 
rented the place, invited everyone we’ve ever known, 
bought the cake, food, drinks, and clothes. This really 
over the top party, which cost more than a year’s rent 
on my first apartment, was supposed to be our first 
step into marital bliss. That is until I got cold feet and 
jumped the fence. Then ran for the hills. Literally. 

That is how I got to be at that little duck pond. 
Ah, that little goddamned pond. It looked more like a 
petri dish, with its green swill around the edges and 
strangely, no ducks. Or any life really. I think I saw 
a grocery bag in it though. I was standing near a tree 
trying to catch my breath—I’m not exactly a marathon 
runner—when life had decided to make this random 
hiker slip and plant face first in the water. 

Now I’m not exactly a field full of daisies, but 
I’m not from the depths of hell either. So since I was 
decent at waddling through water, I managed to reach 
her and pull her out. She started coughing up about a 
gallon of water and then, poof, everything went blank.

Five jiffies later, I’m standing next to some 
bald headed small man in a black suit and turtleneck. 
I politely ask him who the hell he is, and he points 
behind me. I turn around and see the hiker giving me 
CPR.

“You’re dead,” he says.

Now at this point I’m getting confused. Then 
he explains. Ya see, we’re free to roam our whole 
lives. We do whatever we want, and life adjusts ran-
domly. So when we for example, decide to go for a 
walk an hour early, we might wind up walking into 
our death. But since life adjusts randomly, sometimes, 
it doesn’t pan out. Sometimes, an unlucky son-of-a-
gun like me walks in right out of the blue and chang-
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Yeah, sometimes I see pretty great things, 
like that time I got to see Leonardo DaVinci. And no, 
I’m not tellin’ ya how he died. Figure it out ya damn 
selves, I’m not here for that. Or that time a death 
caused a chain reaction that killed three other people. 
Boy, that axe could fly. Or that time I got to see my 
great-great-grandpa was not that saint my mom said 
he was, but an asshole with a potty mouth that made 
me blush. And that is no easy task, trust me. And that 
brothel. I was there collecting souls so much, I felt I 
was haunting the place. That was fine by me.

All in all, it’s a lot better than oblivion. I’d 
rather have my life back though. This gets boring 
after a while. Hell, everything does if you do it long 
enough. And eternity is hella long. Maybe that is why 
death is, well death. And I’m stuck with it. For-freak-
ing-ever. Yaaay me, and I guess yay you. Now hurry 
up and go, I might not get a lunch hour, but I’m not 
exactly happy with standing here and staring at you 
any longer. And no, I’m not your mentor or whatever. 
I figured everything from here on my own, now you 
get to do the same.
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Doubting Thomas
Stephen Blake
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“For the purposes of the tape, could you state 
your name please?” Detective Inspector Thomas 
paused for an answer.

“Please note that the interviewee has declined 
to give his name.” He looked up to the clock on the 
wall. “It’s three thirty p.m. on the 4th February 1988.”

Opposite D.I. Thomas, in the police interview 
room, sat a small figure of a man. His face was badly 
pitted. His nose, cheeks and chin, all red and shiny, 
seemed too large for his face. His permanent toothy 
grin did little to improve his features. Thomas looked 
him up and down. He didn’t have far to look, as the 
man was impossibly short. Most would assume it 
was dwarfism. D.I. Thomas never assumed a thing.

He’d been put onto the case about abducted 
children for a specific reason. He was the most 
thorough officer the force had. His colleagues called 
him ‘Doubting Thomas’. He never believed or 
assumed anything, until he could categorically prove 
it. The Crown Prosecution Service loved him. Every 
case was presented to them gift wrapped.

In this case, children had been taken from 
various places. Mostly from their homes, and always 
returned within twenty four hours. Many returned 
ecstatically happy, some trembling and traumatised. 
They were toddlers, barely able to speak, let alone 
explain what had happened. There were no clues as 
to how, who, or even why.

After months of abductions, parents in 
uproar, and MP’s questioning the ability of the 
police, D.I. Gareth Thomas had been called in. He’d 
already been the one to link numerous cases, to see 
the thread, the similarities. The more publicity, the 
more parents came forward to say it had happened to 
them – they thought. Few were positive, given how 
quickly the children returned. Some reports had to be 
dismissed as parents covering up for leaving the kids 
alone.

The case was really bothering him. There 
was no sign of a forced entry, nothing to suggest a 
struggle and when the kids came back, again no sign 
or evidence to suggest who was behind this. The 

papers were full of panic-mongers, suggesting an 
international paedophile ring was behind it all. It all 
meant more and more pressure for answers.

And then, this man had walked into the 
station. He’d demanded to talk to Thomas and no 
one else. He had information about the abductions. 
The police were so desperate they spoke to all the 
crackpots confessing to it. They had to. They had no 
lines of enquiry, no leads – nothing.

“So, Sir, you have information for us 
regarding the abduction of numerous children over 
the last few months. Is that correct?”

The grinning man bobbed his head in a nod.

“Do you think you could elaborate for me? 
Perhaps start at the beginning?”

Again, he bobbed his head. He took in a long 
breath, and when he spoke his voice danced over the 
words. “The beginning you say? Ooh that’s a long 
way back.”

He might as well have said ‘Tra-la-lah-la-lah’, 
because when he spoke, that’s how it sounded.

Thomas composed himself. “Sir, I have no 
problem with your anonymity, but what I must insist 
on, are facts. Can you give me any, at all?”

Still grinning he replied, “Why, of course. 
The beginning you say. Well, we fairy folk... ”

“Don’t waste my time with this bullshit! 
Either tell me the truth or piss off!” Thomas had seen 
three crack-pots already today and his patience was 
wearing thin.

The grin never faltered, the man simply 
said, “Claire Louise Jones – 21 North Parade. Toby 
Daniels – 13 Wisley Drive. Joanne Hall – 5 Redcliffe 
Way. Shall I go on?”

Thomas shifted forward in his chair. “You’ve 
got my attention. None of those names have been 
given to the press. So, are you a part of this, or a 
witness?”
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The grin had an air of smugness about it 
now. “As I was saying, we fairy folk have long lived 
with you humans. For some time now, we’ve had a 
problem. The closest thing I can compare it to for 
you to understand, is global warming. You know, the 
majority agree it exists and it’s a problem, and then, 
nothing. People wait for someone to just fix it. Some 
take some minor steps to correct things, whilst the 
rest look on. And some sit to one side, in denial that 
there even is a problem.” He blinked for a moment 
and tilted his head. “Are you with me so far?”

Thomas was grinding his teeth. “Yeah, I’m 
following you just fine. Can we bring everything 
up to date? How about, up to where the abducted 
children come into it?” He shook his head in 
disbelief, wondering why he was even tolerating 
listening to this loon. The children, that’s why, he 
thought. He composed himself. “Please, continue.”

“Very well, Gareth.”

Thomas shot him a look. How does he know 
my name? He kept that thought to himself and let the 
little man continue.

“Our problem was our magic, it—”

Thomas stood up from his chair. “Look, if 
you are not prepared to talk to me properly I’m going 
to lock you up until a police appointed psychiatrist 
can assess you and then we’ll talk again. Right now, 
you’re wasting my time.”

He moved to leave the room but remembered 
the tape. “Interview suspended at sixteen hundred 
hours-- ”

 “Bethany Megan Thomas – 17 St Clements 
Street.”

Thomas’s hand was hovering over the stop 
button of the tape machine. He stared hard at the 
little man. His hovering hand began to shake. He 
drew his hands in, folding his arms, holding his anger 
in. When he spoke, he did so with great care over 
each word, so as to not give in to the rage growing 
within. “My daughter? What about her?”

He raised his hand to the man, stopping him 
from replying. He fumbled in his jacket on the back 
of the chair. Finding his mobile telephone, he dialled 
his home number. “Roz, it’s me. Where is Beth? Are 
you sure? Make sure. Yeah, I’ll hang on.”

He looked at the impish man, still smiling, 
still grinning ear to ear.

“You’re sure? Calm down. Roz! Calm down! 
She’ll be back, and soon. No, just stay calm. I’m 
dealing with it. I don’t have time to argue with you 
about my tone. Just hang on there and I’ll sort it out 
here. Look, I’m hanging up. She will be fine.” He 
was speaking to his wife harshly, he knew. Now, 
more tenderly, he said, “I won’t let anything bad 
happen to her. I will get her back. I promise.” He 
hung up and carefully sat down. It was taking all his 
years of experience to hold back the tidal wave of 
anger, fear and desperation he was feeling. Through 
gritted teeth he spoke. “What do you want? What do 
I have to do to get her back?”

The small man broke into something akin to a 
happy clap. “You just need to let me finish my story. 
When we’re done here, little Bethany will be with 
her mother once more.”

“Now then, where did I get to, oh yes, magic. 
You see, we get magic from humans really. Your 
belief in us gives us power. It works rather like a 
superstition or a curse. The more you believe in it, 
the more powerful it becomes. So we came up with 
a plan. We thought why not let the humans see us 
more. Do you remember those two little naughty girls 
who pretended to take pictures with us?”

Thomas nodded. Of course he’d read about 
the ‘Cottingley Fairies’. Two girls had fooled Sir 
Arthur Conan Doyle, creator of Sherlock Holmes, 
that they had genuine photographic evidence of 
fairies.

“Well, for a short while then, we all 
noticed an immense increase in our abilities. I am 
not ashamed to tell you that many found it quite 
addictive and they were not happy to see it wane, as 
people came to realise the pictures were faked. There 



13

is a fine line between getting masses to believe, and 
the same masses, thinking it is all a hoax.”

Thomas saw an opportunity to take a different 
tack with the man. “So were they fake or did your 
people pose for them?”

“We were there, watching Frances and Elsie 
with their little cut out pictures. But no, none are real. 
You can see for yourself that I am not, by human 
standards, a pretty thing. We do laugh at how you all 
think we look. I’ve seen that Tinkerbell. If only! Hah, 
I’ve never seen one of ours look that good, or come 
to think of it, have a dress that short.” He slapped his 
thigh, laughing loudly to himself.

Thomas turned away from the table, running 
his fingers through his hair, slowing his breathing, 
trying to keep a grip on reality. He knew in his mind 
that the small man was just deluded. He composed 
himself once more, knowing he had to do this right, 
for the sake of his daughter and every other child that 
had been taken.  He turned around to the little man.

“What the hell are you doing?” Thomas 
was disgusted to see him with one hand down his 
trousers, cooing the name ‘Tinkerbell’ over and over.

“Sorry lad, she really gets me going. Why 
I was only telling a little girl, the same age as your 
Bethany, just the other day, about— ”

Thomas knocked the man off the chair and 
carried him by his neck to the opposite wall. Holding 
him by his throat, so that his small legs dangled 
beneath him, he pressed hard to choke him and then 
let him drop to the floor.

He stepped back from the prone man and 
looked to the door. He expected someone to run in 
and tell him to stop the interview now. He expected 
to be suspended, maybe even disciplinary action, but 
the door did not open. No one came in.

The man brushed himself down as he stood 
and looked at Thomas.

“Now then Gareth, this is not you. This is 
not, ‘Doubting’ Thomas, the man who is always in 

control. Emotion set aside, just a seeker of truth. Get 
a grip lad, and not on my neck.”

Thomas fiddled with his tie. “Look, what do 
you want? Just tell me, so that I can have my little 
girl home,” he pleaded.

“Right, where did we get to with my tale?” 
He pushed the chair up on its legs again and climbed 
onto the seat. “Ah, yes, we got to the fact that we 
get our magic from you humans, and that a lot of my 
people have, well, gone cold turkey.”

“Bethany... What about my daughter!? Is she 
safe!?”

“I’m getting to it. She’s fine. You see we’ve 
done lots of nice things for you lot over the years. In 
fact, even you will agree, most of the children come 
back to the parents happy. Happiest they’ve been 
for years for some of them.” He scratched the side 
of his head. “I got to thinking, about how believing 
in something works and I wondered if fearing 
something, might work better than just believing or 
happy memories.”

Thomas took his seat opposite him again. 
“Just say, I go along with this nonsense you are 
spouting. Believing and fearing are not the same 
things. You can fear the ‘Boogey-man’ but you might 
not necessarily believe in him. Children might fear 
the monster in the closet or under the bed. That fear 
is forgotten over time. And did they ever actually 
believe?”

“Ah, you have a point. No I’ve not explained 
it properly. We’ve always let children see us. Unlike 
any monster under the bed, we are very real. Kids 
believe, and then as they grow, that belief diminishes, 
and with it our power. Now, scare a child, really 
frighten them - touch them, so they know how real 
we are.” He licked his lips hungrily. “Now that stays 
with them to the grave.” His deep set eyes twinkled. 
Thomas got the distinct impression that this man was 
one of those who frightened children, and he seemed 
like he enjoyed his work.

“You said you would not hurt Bethany!”
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“I said she’s fine. Bit of counselling... ah, 
never mind that. She’s with a good crowd, who just 
like playing games. They won’t hurt her, unless... 
well our conversation is going nicely, so it won’t 
come to that.” He rocked to himself, seemingly 
enjoying this phase of the conversation. 

He clicked his fingers, and then looked at 
them for a while. “Hmm, it’s getting there. Starting 
to feel it,” he pondered to himself.

“Feel what?”

“Don’t you worry yourself about that Gareth. 
You’ve been very attentive and patient. I’m going to 
reward you for that. How would you like to go and 
collect Bethany?”

“Now? -  Really? - Of course I do. Let’s go.”

“Well, why don’t we go in your car? I’ve 
always wanted to go in one of them.”

Thomas didn’t need to be asked twice. 
He stopped the tape and went to the door, before 
returning to the tape recorder and ejecting the tape. 
He popped it into his pocket and motioned for the 
man to follow him.

The station bustled as usual but no one paid 
either of them any attention. Thomas turned to the 
man. “Can they not see you?”

“Oh, I like the way you are thinking. We may 
well be getting close to the end now Gareth.” He 
snapped his fingers again and this time a small blue 
spark appeared. “Not long now.”

Thomas rubbed his eyes and after retrieving 
his car keys, headed toward the parking area. His 
mind was in turmoil. The things he was seeing. 
The things he’d heard said. His usually calm and 
ordered mind was frantically searching for obvious 
answers. The one he settled on was that this was a 
man suffering from dwarfism, failed plastic surgery, 
and had come from a travelling circus where he had a 
magic act. He rubbed the back of his neck. Logic was 
not helping here.

After a lot of messing around they were in 

the car, hopefully heading to Bethany. The messing 
around had been the passenger’s insistence on a 
booster cushion for the front seat, so that he could see 
clearly as they drove along.

His face pressed to the window of the car 
door. His putrid breath steamed the glass, as he 
turned his stumpy, gnarled hands over and over in 
his lap. Taking in every view, he became excitable, 
making grunting noises toward the people they 
passed. Toward the children they passed.

They cruised by a playground. The strange 
man became jittery, excited. Thomas looked across 
at him to see drool running down his chin. The idea 
of this, ‘man’, being anywhere near his daughter 
filled him with a deep terror. He had read all of the 
paedophile profiles, watched the disgusting videos 
and seen the vile photographs. He’d worried he had 
become desensitised to it all. Now though, it was his 
own child, his only daughter, and he deeply wished 
he’d never seen those things. He desperately wanted 
to be ignorant of the cruel horror these repulsive 
creatures did. 

He shook his head, trying to clear the images. 
All those images, they all appeared in his mind with 
Bethany’s face, with her eyes looking straight at him. 
He physically shuddered. His policeman’s training 
worked its way forward, working out how to engage 
with his passenger.

He cleared his throat with a cough, and said, 
“So, fear is the name of the game for you now then?” 
He decided to keep him talking, try to get him to 
reveal some more information.

“Well, let’s say it is an experiment. A little bit 
of a test.”

“Is my daughter, is she, is she a part of this 
test?” The words got caught in his throat, as his 
emotions threatened to overcome him.

“Now Gareth, I told you young Bethany was 
alright and I meant it. No, I’ve put forward another 
idea to the elders.”

He shuffled in his seat, distracted, as he 
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attempted to take in every sight outside the car 
window.

“And the other idea is?”

“It’s a very good one in my opinion. Third 
house on the right is yours I believe.”

“The idea?”

“That recording you have in your pocket. It 
won’t work by the way. Our chat is a private one.” 
He winked at Thomas.

Pulling the tape from his pocket, he pushed it 
into the cassette player in his car. Silence, and then a 
voice, giggling. He recognised it immediately. It was 
Bethany. Tears rolled over his cheeks.

“How about we give you back your little one, 
at least for now?”

Thomas’s heart leapt, he undid his seat belt 
and pulled the door handle. A click of the man’s 
stubby fingers, a flash of blue light and the door 
would not open. He pulled hard at the handle. He 
rammed his shoulder into it. He tried the window. He 
climbed into the back of the car and tried both rear 
doors without success.

Eyes red with tears, he begged, “Let me see 
her, please!”

“Gareth, my boy, calm yourself.” His voice 
was cold. The grin remained but a serious tone 
settled on each of his words. “You, a man of logic, a 
man of facts, do believe that I can take your daughter 
from you, whenever I so choose?”

Thomas, now on the back seat, threw himself 
toward the man. He pushed and punched the air but 
was unable to move.

“Hmmm, yes, I can feel that you do. Well, 
this is nice. I cannot describe the feeling to you. It 
just makes the air fizzle. I want you to hold onto 
what you are feeling right now. I want you to know 
that, I can and will, take young Bethany anytime I 
feel like it. Maybe she could dress up as ‘Tinkerbell’ 
for my visits?”

Exhausted, physically and emotionally, 
Thomas whispered, “What do you want?”

“That’s my boy. Well, firstly, look over there.” 

Through the window at the front of the house 
Thomas saw his wife embracing their daughter, both 
of them crying and smiling.

“See, I told you she would be fine. Now, as 
to what I want? For this to never ever happen to your 
family again? It’s simple really, Detective Inspector 
‘Doubting’ Thomas.”

He fixed him with an intense stare. Another 
click of the fingers, a burst of bright blue light and he 
vanished.

Thomas sagged. Sweat beaded on his 
forehead. He reached for the door handle but it would 
still not open. He flopped back on the rear seat. 

Breathing heavily, his mind whirred. The 
light disappeared from within the car, sucked away, 
leaving only pitch black. His eyes could not penetrate 
the void. Within the dark vacuum his ears only heard 
the thudding of his heart. 

Without warning, two stumpy hands reached 
from behind him, grabbing hold of his neck. He was 
unable to move, frozen in position. Close to his ear, 
the man’s voice whispered, “Believe. That’s all you 
have to do. Believe.”
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Draticornix 
Idraya
Chapter 1

Djenny Floro

On this Monday, the 13th of Winter 1301, 
Orion era, cold, blue snow was piling up as the wind 
picked up speed. It didn’t matter to Lilith who was 
going down Viroqua Street, heading toward its tallest 
building. 

She passed by a few people deeply bundled up 
in their coats, looking at her curiously. Yet, it was only 
the noise of the fluttering banners attached firmly on 
each side of her destination’s entry door that led her to 
leave her thoughts. The Draticornix guildhall’s carved 
wooden door was framed in Redin stone. As expected 
from the wealthiest mercenaries of the country, she 
thought, impressed. Even nobles can’t afford Redin.

There were esperites inlaid in the vermilion 
door frame with runes circling these small magical 
gemstones to ward off whoever was not wearing the 
guild’s symbol. It was currently deactivated as the hall 
was open to public.

“It’s here,” she said, a puff of warm breath 
leaving her mouth.

Passing through the entry, Lilith felt the 
incredible magical pressure. She checked to make sure 
she hadn’t been seen and was silent, taking a deep, 
long breath to compose herself. Once through this 

small hallway, she froze in surprise—the inside layout 
was simpler than the ornate façade had led her 
to believe. 

Lilith walked into a huge room with a hundred 
armed celestials and daemons all scattered, leaning or 
sitting on the tables in very informal positions. The 
females, all humans from what she could tell, looked 
like small satellites orbiting them. 

Her eyes narrowed as she gazed around to 
give herself time to keep her composure. Thankfully, 
the men were going back and forth to the bar or were 
occupying themselves with the women. As for the 
women, they were solely interested in the men.

***

He was here to have a drink while engaging 
in polite conversation for a change. Sirius scanned 
the room to see if a woman was standing out that he 
might be interested in approaching for a night. But all 
that was offered to his senses were boring, one-pattern 
dressings and overly perfumed women. Worse off, 
some had voices that felt utterly inharmonious to his 
extremely sensitive ears. 

Then Sirius noticed someone who, indeed, 
completely stood out. Her face was completely 
painted in pinks, greens, and whites, and a big fluffy 
crimson hat featuring a monster’s face was covering 
her head entirely. Her bangs were long, covering her 
eyes, which gave off a comically messy impression. 
Over her corset, she wore a short tulle tutu and 
crimson shorts, and finished her outfit with short 
black boots. A faint smell, very discreet and most 
agreeable, emanated from her. She felt like a fresh set 
of sensations to his bored senses. He abandoned his 
search of the women to focus on her.

A magician, eh? thought Sirius. And one whose 
magic is already strong enough to infuse her aura at 
her age?

***

Her little adventure took Lilith closer to the 
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bar. There stood a set of four tall figures that, contrary 
to the others, had no orbital girls attached to them. 
She straightened, and her eyes gazed at the heavenly 
picture in front of her. Her teacher had taught her to 
look like she was assessing her interlocutors when she 
wasn’t composed enough to speak properly.

The far left one, facing the room and standing 
with his shoulder leaning on the corner pillar of the 
counter, was an ocean-blue haired, tall, and athletic 
daemon. Lilith was sure because celestials had pointy 
ears and daemons had both slit eyes and pointy ears. 
Clear ice-blue eyes, his left hand hanging, the daemon 
sipped his drink and stared straight at her.

Next to him, also facing the room and leaning 
on his elbows, a daemon with cinder hair and ashen 
eyes held his glass by its top with his fingertips. 
Without moving his eyes from Lilith, he nodded 
towards the third daemon, who observed her from his 
peripheral vision. He had a completely white mane 
and silver-white eyes, a strange sight to Lilith’s eyes. 

The fourth one was already looking at her, one 
elbow on the counter, his free hand holding his glass, 
when she landed there to avoid the crowded areas. 

“So, what’s a young beauty like you doing 
here?” he inquired, smiling.

“My name is Lilith Nisswa, I’m the alpha 
student in charge of supervising the Draticornix’s 
purchase order for the Jumper’s blueprints. It was 
decided that today would be the delivery day, but 
nobody came to get them.” She showed him a storage 
Spell-Card, featuring a blueprint.

“Welcome to the Draticornix Guildhall. Allow 
me to introduce us then: Jing Noren, an Erai,” he said, 
showing the blue-ocean one, before pointing out the 
ashen and white ones as he went on, “Marcus Sandras 
and Efren Rania, who are also Erais in the guild. I am 
Sirius Minger, the Arai. May I look at the purchase 
order we issued, please?”

Lilith had a bad feeling about this, but she 
quietly presented it to the daemon. 

***

The flush of red that went across her face as 
he grazed her fingers with his own nicely added up 
to the complex paintings on her skin. It was a new 
trend since harmless, removable skin paints were 
commercialized everywhere. Marcus, in charge of 
buying the goods for the guild, could easily tell that 
those paints were rather low-grade though.

Cheap paint didn’t prevent her from being cute 
and amusing. Nisswa-en’s clothing colors were quite 
aggressive, but the paints she used were just too soft 
to make her look the least bit hostile. She had even 
used a spell to match her eye and hair color to the pink 
skin-paint on her cheeks. 

Oh, well, she has a slight aura, and she is 
beautiful enough for that, thought Sirius. Celestials 
were basically made of magic down to the bone, 
and magic beautified all that it infused;the stronger 
their magic was, the more beautiful they were. 
Most humans would look ridiculous trying to match 
celestials. She could afford the fantasy.

Nisswa-en stood there quietly as Sirius 
looked at the purchase order, so Efren offered her an 
orangeade. Tilting her head imperceptibly, Lilith made 
her bangs further hide her face, and she thanked him 
as she clutched her drink. 

“I am most afraid this is a forged purchase 
order.” Sirius’s voice penetrated their exchange. “But 
the seal is compellingly real, I can understand you 
mistook the order for genuine.”

“We get a lot of forged orders recently,” she 
said, sipping the orangeade. “I wonder what’s going 
on.”

“And so, if I understand right, the blueprint 
that was inquired in our name is inside this card?” 
asked Aoi who came to take a drink.

“Yes,” she answered.
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“Kiddo you’re in luck here. I signed your 
purchase order, it’s genuine now. Can I get the good?”

Nisswa-en tried to invoke the content of her 
card, but it failed. She tried again, commanding, 
“Spell-Card prepare; Brute-force mode; Divine Will: 
command; Store Off!”

Aoi was just willing to tease the kid a bit, as he 
looked at her trying to store off the goods to no avail. 
He had not predicted the girl’s reaction well. Instead, 
his little prank fell flat while she was swearing at the 
idiot who’d protected the card so much, and wishing 
many ills on him. Aoi confessed and admitted that it 
was not a funny joke, telling her that because there 
was a strong protection around the guild hall for 
magic the card wouldn’t work. 

“Aoi, next time you’ve got such a bright idea, 
go die somewhere,” said Efren to defend the young 
girl who too kindly forgave him.

“It’s okay Rania-erai. Even at the school 
we have pranksters. You shouldn’t scold him 
over harmless ones (pranksters?). Lord, here’s the 
blueprint,” she said, giving it to Aoi.

“Thank you, little lady,” he smiled. “I’m Aoi 
Kotova, sohen of the Draticornix...”

He couldn’t finish his sentence. Her spell 
attracted the attention of the one person not expected 
to be seen in the common room at such an hour.

***

Equal to the king in authority and power, three 
other people composed the Ruling Council of the 
kingdom of Fujiwe: the Quinins. Aria Niwara, sent by 
the god to lead the country’s faith. Rosario Rinmael, 
in charge of all the commercial affairs of Fujiwe and 
leader of the Blue Sentry Commercial guild. Rin 
Orion in charge of the nobility and administration. 
And... Him. Leading all the mercenary guilds who 
acted as Fujiwe’s official army, Ensiel Morani, the 
Draticornix’s leader, was the fourth ruler of Fujiwe.

As he appeared from the upper floor, the whole 
room became silent and tense. Seeing him descend the 
stairs, most of the guests decided to go away on their 
own, taking their leave. Lilith got up and was about to 
leave too, as she saw that there was something special 
going on, but Sirius put his hand on her shoulder. 
“He’s most likely here to see you, miss.”

“Ensiel!” yelled Minger-arai. “Stop it with 
the dramatic entry already. Don’t you see that you’re 
frightening her?”

Morani-quinin grunted. “What dramatic entry? 
I am just up because I felt something interesting.”

“I see you went out to take care of that?”

“Yes. So, what happened?” questioned Morani-
quinin.

“Someone forged an order from us to this 
young girl’s school for a blueprint. Aoi signed to 
validate it nonetheless, and told her to get the content 
out. Failing to summon it, she brute-forced what she 
probably thought to be a protection on her card.”

“I am most sorry for Aoi’s existence. It is 
a very bad habit of his to always tease the young 
celestials. A female celestial was more of a temptation 
than our years of education could restrain.”

“Female celestial?” asked Kotova-sohen 
surprised.

“I believe he is speaking of me.”

The whole room was nearly one gasp as they 
looked at her, in shock. They approached to see that 
for themselves. 

“Why didn’t you say so?” asked Kotova-sohen.

“People don’t describe themselves saying, 
‘I am human,’ or celestial, or daemon, or whatever. 
And I don’t recall an occurrence of a human having 
chromatic hairs and eyes...”
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“Given you have skin-paint, I assumed 
wrong,” laughed Sandra-erai.

“Great Lord, skin-paint is... well, what it says 
to be. Paint for the skin, it doesn’t hold on the hairs, 
and it would blind whomever was stupid enough to 
put it on the eyes.”

Morani-quinin chuckled. “My friend, how 
could you not notice the only female celestial in our 
kingdom?”

“Only?” asked Lilith in a voice that came as 
exceedingly acute, as her eyes became wide. “Lord 
of Lords, what do you mean by only?” She couldn’t 
help but to question him as her composure nearly went 
down the drain.

“I would mean my exact words. There is no 
other known celestial of your gender...”

***

At these words, Nisswa-en’s face became 
slightly stiffer, and her aura betrayed the violence of 
the feelings swarming her. Her school did a good job 
at teaching her how to keep her calm and composure, 
but she was not yet in control of her aura. Although, 
she seemed to have rather good control of her powers 
as they didn’t go haywire.

“Hoy,” said Aki arriving with a girl in tears 
held like a small puppy by the back of her clothing. “I 
found her before our guildhall. She says she’s waiting 
for her senior. Is that you?” he asked to Nisswa-en as 
she was the only one of their age around.

“Reina is my junior indeed,” she answered as 
her aura quieted down instantly. “May I ask of this 
Lord if he could be as kind as to release her?”

“I had to take her in because she was unable to 
enter on her own.”

“Reina,” she said with a kind smile, “it’s okay, 
come. You’re safe, it’s all fine.”

The girl left Aki’s grip and clung to Nisswa-
en’s back, obviously terrorized. A hand on her head, 
Nisswa-en got her to relax enough to breathe properly. 
“If you excuse me, I have to go back to my school, 
Reina is a boarding student, and it’s likely that they’re 
looking for her everywhere.”

“I do understand. You may leave. I am most 
sorry that Aki terrorized her like that. He can come as 
a bit rough to people who are unused to him.”

“Reina-nan’s fright might come more from the 
impressiveness of the place than from Lord Fujiwara-
sayen. People of modest origin like us are unused 
to such wide spaces and ambiances to stand it well. 
Come on, Reina. Don’t you have something to say to 
Lord Fujiwara-sayen before we go?”

“For... For helping me... Thank you.”

“Now,” said Lilith, bowing gently, “we will be 
going.”

“Ah... Eh...” Reina bowed too and walked 
straight in her senior’s steps. 

Aki went to the bar, and the guildsmen 
returned to the guests. The ambiance went back to 
being nearly as busy as it was before, and the evening 
went on like that for the Draticornix Guild. Both 
Ensiel and Sirius looked at the few women left. None 
really struck them as worth the time, so they just 
enjoyed some drink and conversation together.

***

Lilith, however, stayed silent, lost in her 
thoughts and disturbed by the fact that she was the 
only female celestial in the whole kingdom. The 
only one. Hell, so she wouldn’t have anybody to ask 
about all these changes she felt in her but couldn’t 
understand? But those thoughts were kind of dulled 
as she realized that she had addressed one of the 
country’s rulers, and even had a discussion with his 
second-in-power. The mere thought nearly confounded 
her.
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Eagleton Adventures:  
The Hound of  Eagleton

Michael Bene

Howls wailed through the woods as the lat-
est Eagleton skirmish came to a close. The Powered 
Students had suffered a few losses even though they 
emerged victorious from the recent battle. Freddy and 
Fire-Bird were both able to save much of The Pow-
ered from the heat of the battle, but the leader of the 
Nerds and her second were both grievously wounded. 
The Nerds and Preps retreated downtrodden to the old 
dorm, and began to come up with plans to retaliate. 
Smog had the other Powered begin to work on stitch-
ing up Abby and Nic. 

Smog and Carmelita sat with what was left of 
the Nerd leadership to plan their retaliation. “Where 
the fuck is the shield the Preps are using? Has any 
recon been done?” Jacky pushed for information from 
Smog. 

“We have officially nothing on that front. The 
magic used is apparently well-placed and hidden.” 
Carmelita interrupted whilst showing the Nerds pic-
tures Freddy took around the Prep’s base. This magic 
was odd—even though it was a recognizable barrier 
spell, its source changed constantly so it would be 
harder to shut down. Carmelita’s sister was working 
on the barrier constantly with Demonito, but to no 
avail. 

Freddy and Fire-Bird were outside the school 
searching the town for ingredients for the magical 
void ritual. Freddy ran around a corner in the uptown 
district before bumping into Brickhouse. With a bang, 
they knocked each other to the ground. “Damn man, 
watch where you run,” Brick said. Freddy apologized 
between coughs and stood up a bit shakily. He looked 
sicker every time he used his powers, but he healed 
regularly. The other member of their group was a Nerd 
named Jacob who was usually a part of another team 
had been assigned to this scouting group, with an old 

baseball bat. He was annoying, but helpful.

Jacob sat with Fire-Bird on the sidewalk as 
she thumbed through her list of ingredients. “Eye of 
a Harpy. Ectoplasm of a Banshee. Where the hell are 
we going to find this shit?” she asked as Jacob touched 
her shoulder. “I think there was one of those shops a 
block away that caters to these kinds of… situations,” 
he said.  Fire-Bird stood up and began to walk away. 
“What’s it called?” she asked then began to wobble, 
her legs suddenly turning to jelly.

Jacob sneered behind her, knowing the other 
two were distracted a block or so away. “Ya know, we 
thought the idiots would send you and Flora on this 
assignment. I got one of you at least.” Camille realized 
why he patted her shoulder. “You poisoned me you 
dick,” she whispered as she tried to get away. Jacob 
pounced on her and threw her to the ground before 
removing his belt. “My boss said to murder Flora and 
make it look like an attack by the Preps. I guess you’ll 
have to do.” Jacob unbuttoned his pants before he felt 
himself stop. 

Confused, Jacob’s eyes glowed as he looked 
to Fire-Bird. “That poison is supposed to repress your 
powers. How are you not snivelling and crying?” he 
yelled before falling back to the sidewalk. Fire-Bird 
stood up and smiled. “I’m not some pixie you idiot. 
I’m from another planet, not a fae dimension. I had 
been adventuring long before your grandparents were 
born…” 

Camille used telekinesis to begin cracking 
Jacob’s bones. “Ya know something?” she said. “I 
didn’t need to be here, however Smog asked me to be 
on this little adventure as a ploy. We thought we had a 
traitor in our midst and knew you would be one of the 
possibilities. I mean hell why not the son of The Lich 
Legionary. You must have really hidden it for a long 
time.” He tried to whisper a spell, but found it use-
less. “Oh right, I just punctured your voice box. That 
shouldn’t be a problem for you right?” She giggled a 
bit before looking him over. “Are you the one who put 
the barrier up?” she asked. Jacob nodded with seething 
anger in his eyes. Jacob used his only good arm to re-
trieve a stone in his pocket and kiss it before dropping 
it to the ground. “What’s that?” Fire-Bird asked as the 
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stone broke and released energy into the night skythat 
flew towards the school. “Your doom, you slut,” Jacob 
managed to whisper through his crushed windpipe. 
Camille used her telekinesis to begin slowly killing 
him,  as she angrily called the others of the scouting 
party. 

Brick and Freddy reached Fire-Bird, taking 
in the body on the ground and the alien girl sitting 
against a wall. “You boys gonna help me up?” she 
asked. The poison hadn’t fully left her system yet so 
Freddy helped Camile up. “I got you Cami.” Fire-Bird 
smiled at him as he returned the smile. “He released 
some energy from that gem,” she said.  

“Run her back to the school, and I’ll follow,” 
Brick told Freddy.

*Out front of the Library*

A group of Preps sat out front of the library 
talking about the secret entrance to the Old Dorms. 
The group laughed before one of them phoned their 
the leader. Their laughter stopped when the energy 
went by and knocked them on their asses. “What the 
fuck was that Tito?” One of the Preps asked another 
as Tito noticed one of the dog statues was missing 
from its post. Tito frantically looked at his crew before 
he saw a shadow in front of the entrance archway. 
Growling and snarling, the black hound that emerged 
had bloodshot red eyes with green irises. It was about 
the size of a Smart car, and its most prominent feature 
was the horns on its head, which were emanating a 
red mist. The Preps screamed for only a minute as it 
charged them and killed each in an oddly personal 
manner, almost as if it knew them. Tito, being the 
last, asked “What are you?” before he was devoured 
whole. The beast’s terrifying howl echoed through the 
night before vanishing with the dawning sunshine of 
morning. “I am hunger, and the rest of your cliques 
will know me.” The hound took a human form as it 
vanished with the coming dawn.

*The Prep’s Headquarters*

Drake stood with the other Preps, his brow 
furrowed, as what remained of their scouting team-
were brought into the TV room. As the Prep’s mourn-
ed their losses, Drake noticed the runes on the walls 
vanishing. “I guess that idiot in The Nerds is dead,” he 
said. The Mortician of the Preps looked at Drake while 
he examined the bodies, visibly terrified. “These bites 
look nothing like something one of them could do,” he 
said as he examined the torso. “Look, we overheard 
them talking about their powers growing, maybe they 
grew stronger.” Drake told their mortician as mortician 
looked over the bodies more. “We’re going to attack 
them during the morning. I want everyone to man up 
now!” Drake left them and entered his own room to 
see Rin, the leader of The Goths sitting on his bed. 
“So…are you somehow a Powered?” Drake asked 
as Rin shook her head. “My old ex let me out after 
he ‘forgave’ me,” she said. Drake rolled his eyes and 
pulled a gun on her, but she had already vanished.
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Embedded, Part I
By Jeffrey Durkin

“… Pentagon Spokesman Jay Rawlings con-
firmed that elements of the US military have actively 
engaged paranormal entities for years. “Since the first 
days of our country, the men and women of the United 
States Armed Services have protected the people of the 
country from all threats, foreign and domestic,” Raw-
lings said during yesterday’s press conference. “Even 
though some of these threats are not human doesn’t 
change the fact that this mission continues.”

- Washington Post, 14 April 2017

“You understand the rules, right?”

Jessica Morlin had done this dance before. As 
a reporter for Fox News, she had covered counter-ter-
rorist operations in Afghanistan, had been with an 
Israeli armoured unit during the 2014 fighting against 
Hamas and rode shotgun with a Peshmerga scout team 
in the fight against ISIS. The details might change, 
but the rules for being embedded were the same. Stick 
with your handler, do what you were told, get the sto-
ry without breaching operational security and, above 
all, don’t become a casualty. It looked bad for both the 
network and military to lose a reporter.

“Of course, Colonel James. You know this 
isn’t my first time at the rodeo.”

Jessica was being led by Colonel Mike James. 
He led her through the winding corridors of Special 
Forces Detachment Golf Hotel’s Operations Cen-
tre. Even with the revelations of the war against the 
supernatural, the location of sites like the Operations 
Centre were classified. Jessica couldn’t tell the public 
that the government’s ghost hunting headquarters was 
located on the outskirts of Washington, DC. From the 
exterior, it looked like any other institutional building 
that populated Andrews Air Force Base. Even inside, 
there was nothing to distinguish it from other military 
facilities Jessica had been in. The mundanity made 
what she was doing hard to believe. She realised that 

if the walls had been festooned with crosses and she 
had had to walk through some sort of spiritual metal 
detector, then it would be more plausible.

“At the rodeo… I like that. Well, this isn’t like 
any other op you’ve ever covered. We’ll be clearing a 
site of CEEs. That’s next-level stuff, compared to the 
Taliban.”

Jessica nodded. Although she felt like the Col-
onel was patronising her a little, she admitted to her-
self this all did seem unbelievable. When the network 
was offered the opportunity to cover a field operation 
by the US Army’s ghost hunters they couldn’t say no. 
And, she was the obvious choice, given her experience 
in military affairs and her popularity in the Depart-
ment of Defence. Plus, her girl-next-store cum cheer-
leader good looks made her very popular with the 18 
- 25-year-old male demographic.

When her producer had said, “We want you to 
embed with a team of Army ghost-busters,” she had 
laughed at him. She had seen the recent press confer-
ences and even been pre-sent at a few of them. It just 
seemed like some kind of really bad joke; or, at the 
very least, cover for more mundane operations. She 
still half-expected to find out this was an elaborate 
psychological warfare operation.

“Let’s start with that term,” she said. “CEE?”

“Coherent Electromagnetic Entity. That’s the 
official title. Unofficially, there are a number of terms 
used by the men. Caspers, Oscar Sierras…that’s Origi-
nal Spooks…oh, and Golf’s, of course. That’s how we 
got the detachment name.”

“Golf Hotel?”

“Right. Think about it,” the Colonel said, grin-
ning.

Jessica took a moment, then chuckled. “Right, 
Golf Hotel. Ghost Hunters.”

“Exactly. The unit has gone through some 
different names. Heck, back in the Eighties it was the 
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Ghostbuster Detachment until some JAG pointed out 
potential copyright issues if we ever went public.”

Jessica laughed. “Seriously?”

“Yes, completely. Look, you have to keep a 
sense of humour about what you’re doing or you’ll go 
nuts.”

“Does that happen often? Going nuts I mean,” 
Jessica said.

The Colonel shrugged. “Once in a while we 
have to transfer someone out for stress-related rea-
sons; but our rates of PTSD are no higher than the 
regular special forces community. Look, I’ve been at-
tached to the unit for 8 years and there are days it still 
doesn’t seem real. I’ve seen stuff that would convince 
anyone. But, when I sit back and think, ‘Hey, I hunt 
ghosts for a living,’ it seems ludicrous. All I can say is, 
this is as real as real gets. Just be thank-ful you’re not 
going out with a Victor team.”

“Victor team?”

“Yeah, vampire hunters. CEEs can get rough, 
but we’re pretty well equipped to handle them. Vam-
pires are another thing. They’re stronger and faster 
than humans. Pure, no bullshit, killing machines. The 
guys on Victor teams tend to burn out fast. Assuming 
they survive long enough to burn out.”

Jessica suddenly was overcome with wanting 
to pinch herself to make certain this wasn’t a really 
weird dream.

“Are there any monsters that aren’t real?”

“We have a high degree of confidence that 
Godzilla does not exist,” the Colonel said, perfectly 
deadpan.

“Well, that’s good to know,” she said. “How is 
it we never heard about this before?”

“If you think about it, we all have, right? 
You’ve seen programs about sea serpents and Bigfoot 

on TV. Probably saw some tabloid talking about vam-
pires in Las Vegas and zombies in New Orleans, right? 
And, when you did, you assumed it was all bullshit. 
Something a bunch of half-bright, mouth-breathing 
rednecks and basement dwellers believed in. Nothing 
a well-educated, well-adjusted, upwardly mobile pro-
fessional would even contemplate. Correct?”

“I guess.”

“Before I joined Golf Hotel, I was the same 
way. The evidence is right in front of us, but it’s too 
crazy to believe. Until now.”

“Until now,” Jessica echoed.

The Colonel led her into a conference room. 
He indicated a seat, which Jessica took, and turned 
on a laptop connected to a projector. A Power Point 
presentation titled ‘SPECTRAL KINETIC OPERA-
TIONS 101 - WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW.’ Jessi-
ca grinned. Some things never change, she thought.

“Okay, let’s get started.”

***

Jessica was sitting in the back of an aggres-
sively generic, dark blue, panel van with Stewart, her 
camera man, and eight members of Special Forces 
Detachment Golf Hotel. The van was on Interstate 81, 
heading into the hinterlands of Upstate New York. The 
team had flown from Andrews to Hancock Field New 
York Air National Guard Base on board a massive 
C-17 transport aircraft. During the short flight, Jessica 
had gone over the briefing documents that Colonel 
James had provided. Most of them dealt with the his-
tory of Golf Hotel and its previous incarnations, going 
back to its founding in 1873 as part of the Department 
of War. Then it had been called the Special Planning 
Section. Jessica was amazed by how long units like 
Golf Hotel had been in operations and horrified by 
the missions she had read about. Sitting in the van, 
she was still trying to wrap her head around the secret 
history of the world she had been given a glimpse of.

“Hey, don’t I know you?” The man asking the 



24

question was one of the members of the Golf Hotel 
team. He had been introduced as Sergeant Taylor 
before they had boarded. Once in the van, he had 
promptly fallen asleep.

Jessica shrugged at the soldier’s question. She 
studied his rugged face and decided he did look sort of 
familiar. She wasn’t certain if it was actual recognition 
or just familiarity with the hard edged features that 
many of the men which she had spent her career had. 
“Maybe. I am on TV a lot.”

“No, I’m sure we’ve met. You ever been to 
Afghanistan?”

“Sure. I was there in oh-nine.”

“Helmand Province, right?”

“Yes. How did you…?”

The soldier smiled, a wide, toothy grin. “Be-
fore I started bagging Caspers, I was with 3rd Special 
Forces. I saw you around Camp Leatherneck,” the 
held out his hand and said, “Donny.”

Jessica shook his hand, liking the firmness of 
his grip. She leaned close to him. “So, any info that 
wasn’t in the official briefing?”

“Well, first, never take your cover off,” he 
said, tapping his helmet. “They have a built-in electro-
magnetic screen. Keeps the Caspers from possessing 
you.”

“Wait, they can possess people?”

Donny nodded. “Yeah. I mean that’s what we 
call it. The official term is directed electro-neurolog-
ical interface. I think possession gets the idea across 
and sounds better. Not every Casper can do it; but I’ve 
seen people possessed and it is not fun. The helmet,” 
he said, tapping the side of his, “will keep them out.”

Jessica sat back, more than a little concerned. 
“Why didn’t they cover that in the briefing?”

Donny shrugged. “Probably because they don’t 
want people to know that these things can turn us into 
meat puppets. That’s all above my pay-grade, though.”

“Anything else?”

“Not really. They’ll definitely throw shit 
around. They’re all telekinetic. And once they physi-
cally manifest it can get pretty freaky. You know, they 
pull organic material out of the air and make bodies 
for themselves. Ectoplasm, it’s called. So, when we 
disrupt them, the whole thing tends to blow up. Hope 
you got a good dry-cleaner.”

Jessica pictured herself covered in slime and 
frowned. Well, I’ve had worse on me, she thought.

“So, how do you disrupt a ghost?”

Donny stood up and removed a boxy black 
device from a wall rack. It had a pistol grip and a 
forward handgrip and was about the size of an M-4 
carbine. Donny sat back down and held up the device.

“This is the Mark 3 Electromagnetic Field 
Disruptor. The EFD fires an energy pulse that causes 
the Casper to lose coherency. It’s the same principal as 
the pulse bomb.”

“Pulse bomb?”

Donny shook his head. “Not much of a brief-
ing they gave you. The pulse bomb is an EMP device. 
We find the nexus and set the bomb off. Caspers only 
manifest in areas with a distorted electromagnetic 
field. The pulse bomb disrupts the field and causes all 
the Caspers to experience terminal decoherence. It 
also prevents them from re-emerging in that location 
for a while.”

“How long?”

Donny shrugged. “No idea. After this op is 
over, you should talk to the guys in tech support. They 
can answer that question. So, anyway, we get the 
bomb to within three meters of the nexus and set it off. 
End of mission.”
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“Doesn’t sound too bad,” Jessica said, a qua-
ver of doubt in her voice.

“Really? Sounds pretty fucked up to me and 
I’ve been doing this for years.”

***

Jessica stared up at the dilapidated main 
building of the now defunct Passenchelle Institute. 
The windows, empty except for a few jagged shards 
of broken glass, looked like gaping mouths. The walls, 
where they weren’t bare brick, were covered in peel-

ing institutional grey paint. Riotous weeds grew along 
the base of the walls, climbing up them like sickly 
green worms. The main entrance was boarded and 
padlocked shut. Someone had spray-painted in red 
“Welcome 2 Hell” across the rusting metal doors.

“Okay, this place I can see being haunted,” she 
muttered. She gave a little start when Stewart tapped 
her shoulder.

“Hey, this would be a good place for the intro.”

Jessica nodded. “Right. Just give me a min-
ute.”
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Stewart readied his gear while Jessica found 
a good spot. She adjusted her clothing and placed the 
helmet on the ground at her feet. She stared at it for a 
moment, wondering if she should have left it on.

“Okay,” she said, “I’m ready.”

The soldiers ceased their preparations to watch 
as Stewart began shooting. Jessica adjusted her wire-
less microphone. “Three…two…one…This is the 
Passencelle Institute. Until it closed in 1963, it was 
Upstate New York’s premier treatment centre for the 
lost, the violent, the disturbed. Since its closure, locals 
have long alleged that the buildings and grounds are 
haunted by the spirits of those who died within its 
walls. Up until 6 months ago, most people would have 
dismissed these stories as urban legends. Now, we 
know that ghosts exist, that the Institute’s reputation 
reflects reality and that the men and women of the US 
Military are being sent in to clear out these buildings 
and give the spirits of the dead the rest they couldn’t 
find in life. Re-porting for Fox News, this is Jessica 
Morlin…. three… two… one…”

Stewart shut off the camera. The men gave Jes-
sica a little ovation, causing her to blush. Donny came 
up to her, as she put her helmet back on.

“Not bad,” he said, ”But, you know, we might 
not be putting anyone to rest. Heck, we don’t even 
know if these things really are spirits or just some kind 
of psychic imprint left by people when they’re alive.”

Jessica shrugged. “I think the average Ameri-
can is barely holding his or her shit together after you 
guys told them monsters are real. If they think you’re 
sending dear departed Granny to Heaven, maybe 
they’ll sleep a little easier.”

Donny shrugged. “Why not just tell them the 
truth? We don’t know what Casper’s really are, but we 
do shut them down.”

Jessica laughed, a little derisively. “The truth? 
Come on, you’ve been performing covert missions for 
years, right? What makes you think anyone wants to 

know how the world really works?”

“Okay, let’s move out,” Lieutenant Casterman, 
the squad leader, said. The men formed two four-per-
son files. Donny took up a position at the end of the 
right hand file; Jessica and Stewart got behind him. 
One of the men pried open the boards while the rest 
kept their EFDs ready.

Jessica faced the camera. “These are the men 
of Special Forces Detachment Golf Hotel. They are 
highly trained specialists and America’s primary de-
fence against supernatural threats.”

The last board clattered to the concrete. A 
quick snip from a pair of bolt-cutters took care of the 
lock and chain. The squad leader tried the doors; they 
swung open with a rusty groan.

“Fire Team Alpha, on me. Fire Team Bravo, 
follow,” Casterman said.

Donny’s team waited until the last man from 
Alpha Team had disappeared into the building. Then 
they followed, Jessica and Stewart bringing up the rear 
of the single column of men. She stopped at thresh-
old, staring into the gloomy interior. Deep breath, she 
thought, it’s just an old building.

Jessica took her first step inside and felt a 
coldness envelope her. She felt as if she had walked 
through a wall of ice, a membrane separating the 
world outside from whatever lurked within. She turned 
and looked outside. Everything seemed dimmer, dark-
er, the sun-drenched June day, cast in autumnal grey.

“Hey,” Donny yelled, “keep up. You don’t 
want to get separated in this place.”

She nodded to herself, turning her back on 
the outside world. She fought an urge to run from the 
building. Stop being a five-year-old, she thought, and 
do your job. Suppressing a final shudder of unease, 
she hurried after the column of men, into the waiting 
darkness.

To be Continued
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Happily 
Ever After

Jackie Pitchford

My eyes refused to open, I could hear strange, 
annoying sounds, some kind of machine in the dis-
tance, humming and vibrating was getting closer. 
There was a rumble of voices, a murmur, then some-
one laughing. A rustle of paper and the dull thud as 
if something heavy was being dropped. There was a 
sharp smell mixed with dusty undertones. I wanted to 
see what was happening, these sharp scents weren’t 
mine, This place wasn’t anywhere I knew.

 My head sank into the pillow, or maybe 
pressed would be a better description, there was very 
little depth to the hard lump under my head, the mat-
tress felt thin too and it crinkled. Only a light weight 
cover lay over me, far too thin, so I guessed I was in 
hospital. What I was doing there was anybody’s guess. 
I tried to remember but the constant hum of activi-
ty distracted me, footsteps scurried and hurried by, 
then there came a hesitant slither, it came closer and 
passed, I must admit I was rather glad about that, but 
I did want someone to come over. I wanted to ask so 
many questions and my own head held no answers. I 
knew if I could just open my eyes, move my body, I’d 
be fine, but nothing was cooperating.

Sounds dimmed, sleep descended, there wasn’t 
the usual drift into nothingness, instead things got 
brighter. I felt myself lift up, not physically, but a sud-
den, ripping sensation, like sweaty legs on leather, an 
almost reluctant, sticky separation. As sight returned 
I realised I was hovering above my poor, pale shell of 
a body. Boy, did I really look like that? There’s some-
thing distinctly spooky about seeing yourself asleep, 
eyes shut, slack faced, it’s not the prettiest of views. 
Which is when I spotted a silver cord drifting between 
my body and whatever I was, I tried to touch it but 
it was less than smoke, insubstantial but persistently 

anchored to our two beings, the conscious and uncon-
scious. 

Somehow, without noticing, I’d drifted, I was 
now by the door of the small room. Outside there was 
a dull corridor, this was definitely a hospital then, 
there was an aide polishing the floor with the ma-
chine I’d heard, thrumming its way along the corridor, 
coming slowly towards my room. Beside the door 
was a trolley of notes, thick cardboard files holding 
information on the lives of all the people in the beds. 
There was an exhausted young doctor leaning over an 
open volume, rubbing her temple as she puzzled her 
way through yet another case. Nurses sat at the station, 
there was other staff walking swiftly from one place 
to another, patients in every bed, everybody looked 
stressed and busy which explained why no one had 
come into my room.

 Now what? What was I supposed to do? I 
looked at my body on the bed, suddenly full of fear, 
was I dead? I felt panic rise in the place my chest 
should have been, I scanned the sleeping form, it was 
okay, I could see my chest moving, I wasn’t dead 
then. Relief flooded my senses, I did have senses, the 
same sharp scent and sounds were there, the second 
hand on the clock over the bed was moving, time was 
still working. Several seconds passed, I didn’t know 
how to move, which was silly as I’d just been floating 
over my body, the more I thought about it the harder 
it seemed. I then became conscious of a shadow to the 
left of the door and without thinking I moved through 
to the corridor, automatically dipping under the lintel.

“You okay?” The shadow asked, “it’s a bit of a 
shock when you aren’t used to it.”

“I’m not sure ‘okay’ covers it. What’s hap-
pening?” I really, really wanted him to say he wasn’t 
a ghost, the panicky feeling was starting to feel like a 
constant companion at this moment in time.

“I’m no ghost, I’m Jeff, my body is upstairs 
in ICU, I’ve been there a while as it happens. Every 
now and then I get a pull towards newbies like you, 
you can think of me as a sort of mentor.” He laughed, 
“I just wanted to fill you in on the basics, on this astral 
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traveling malarkey.”

The penny dropped, I’d heard of astral travel, 
the soul leaves the body, some call it an out of body 
experience, well, I’d had a go at it and now all I want-
ed was to return to normal, I said as much to Jeff, who 
laughed again.

“You and me both love, let me know the trick 
of it when you find it,” he chuckled, “I’ll leave you 
to it in a mo, but before I go just try and remember a 
couple of things. That cord that attaches you to that 
pretty little body stretches, a lot, you can pretty much 
go anywhere you want, but if you feel it go taut you 
return to your body, ok? If that breaks you will be lost 
and if you don’t get back to your body in time it dies, 
you need that connection.”

I nodded, “The cord stays.”

“Yes, you’ve got it, also if you see someone 
like us, without a cord, hanging round, you stay by 
your body, don’t move an inch, they’ve lost their cord 
which probably means they’ve lost their body too. 
They’re on the lookout for a new model and will want 
to get into yours, don’t let em in, got that?!” 

“Cord stays, guard body, yes,” I said,” Now, 
how do I get back in?”

“I told you, I’m still working on that. There is 
one other thing.” The shadow that was Jeff seemed to 
look around, he leant in closer and almost whispered, 
“You will see a light every now and then, it’s a hos-
pital, people die, ignore it. You’ll see others go into 
the light and disappear, I don’t know where they go 
but they don’t have a cord, they don’t see us and they 
don’t come back, do you understand?”

I nodded, I didn’t understand any of it really, 
he just seemed so serious all of a sudden, so I agreed. 
The shadow moved away a little. I had so many ques-
tions I wanted to ask but didn’t know where to start. I 
looked down the corridor at the side room I’d just left, 
why was I even in a hospital and why didn’t I know 
my name? I felt an urgency to see my body again.

I was waking up, just like that, whoosh, one 
second in the corridor, the next lying in bed staring 
at a dingy white ceiling. So it had been a dream then. 
I relaxed, closing my eyes again, thank goodness for 
that.

“Well, that was a neat trick, are you going to 
share how you did it?” Jeff said.

I sat up with a start, in the uncomfortable look-
ing easy chair beside my bed sat Jeff, large as life and 
twice as handsome, looking as substantial as you or 
me. Gone was the shadowy aspect replaced by a hefty 
young man in his twenties, long, dark, curly hair a 
shampoo commercial would have been proud of, jeans 
and a black tee shirt under a nice leather jacket, I was 
quite jealous of his biker boots. Under any other cir-
cumstances I would have been well happy. I screamed 
a bit, I think, making him wince.

I had the distinct feeling that things were going 
to get really weird from here on in.

To Be Continued...
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Of Mice and Dragons

Mary Hukel

I had always known I was destined for great 
things. A farm was just a way to waste my talents. The 
world was waiting for me to take flight and claim my 
rightful place.

 
But first, I had to leave.

My father had plans for me. Wanting a son, 
he had to settle for a daughter. Ever the optimist, he 
figured that he could at least marry me off to the first 
oaf that belonged to a neighbouring farmer. Before 
I could let that happen, I had to do something. Any-
thing, really, that didn’t involve me being married to 
the next local stud to continue the existence of farmers 
pledged to the king.

In the middle of the night, I tiptoed across the 
floor to open the door and sneak out. As it shut behind 
me, I did a little dance for my light-footedness. It was 
short-lived, however, when I realized that I had left 
my pack beside my bed. Silently cursing, I attempted 
to open the door and sneak back in.

 
My father’s hunting dog had other ideas.

As I pelted down the road at a flat run, I hastily 
made other plans about food and lodgings. Snares 
could trap food, and I could bed down in barns over-
night. So long as the other farms didn’t have hunting 
dogs.

Of course, the realization of all my hunting 
equipment being in my pack back home dawned on 
me as I panted at the crossroads. As the saying goes, 
the best-laid plans of mice and dragons often lead to 
cheese. I’m not sure exactly what that saying could 
possibly mean, because my grandfather uttered those 
words on his deathbed, but I’m sure it had nothing to 
do with the sudden burst of rain that began as I stood 

and cursed and kicked and eventually slipped in the 
mud to land flat on my back, letting my tears mingle 
with the rain...

***

“Excuse me?”

The tears had dried long ago as the rain had 
stopped, and the sun beat down mercilessly on my 
eyelids as I laid on my back, my body moulded to the 
road by the mud. “Excuse me? ”I’d been like that all 
night, willing myself to be eaten by the earth so as to 
avoid a humiliating return home. “Excuse me?” But as 
the sun rose I could only think that I should go home 
and try again. If I weren’t married to the first available 
lout once I set foot in the door.

A shadow blocked out the sun. “Excuse me, 
but is this the road to Ironhill? ”I cracked open one eye 
to regard the speaker. A girl my age had bent over me 
to ask for directions to the very city I needed to lose 
myself in. “Do you speak common? Oh, wait, you’re 
wearing farming clothes. You must be one of the lo-
cals. I really should have used a slower speech pattern. 
”She cleared her throat and began to sign as she spoke. 
“Do... you... know... ‘this’ road...”

“...is the one that leads to Ironhill? That takes 
you away from the farms and the stink and hard 
winters? Well, I wouldn’t know. Seeing that I am but 
‘simple folk,’ I suppose that laying on a muddy road 
after a hard rain near a full moon would be a custom 
you’re not familiar with, but, yes, the road to Ironhill 
is a favoured spot for the slow-witted to spend a day 
wallowing in the mud. Good day. ”I laid my head back 
down and closed my eyes once more.

“Ah, well. Excuse me, then. I shall be on my 
way.” The footsteps hurried off, and I felt the guilt 
creep in. I peeled myself from the road, hollered, 
“Wait!” and slogged to my feet. The figure turned 
slowly, her face a passive mask. Her hair was bound in 
a scarf that hid most of it, framing her oval face. The 
clothing she wore seemed impractical for travel, being 
a plain white shift, but I figured that she must have her 
reasons. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude, but...” 
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And it all tumbled out in a rush, from the fear of being 
married off to the failed plans of escape. She listened 
as we walked, allowing me to purge the feelings of 
doom that had been building up. “...and that’s where 
you found me. I do apologize, but, it’s, well, been one 
of those nights...”

“It certainly seems so,” she replied. “I can see 
why you would leave; being married off to someone 
you don’t know does seem an awful fate, but I think 
there are worse things in the world.”

“Oh really?”

“Well, yes! Wounded in battle and unable to 
provide a living for yourself or your family. Or not 
even knowing your own name!”

I thought about that for a moment, then 
paused, stuck out my hand, and said, “By the way, my 
name’s Maya, and I’m just starting out on the road to 
Ironhill. Who might you be?”

She firmly grasped my hand, smiling widely. 
“Well, Maya, I am Dah’nelle, Initiate to FortuaeCos-
mina. Pleased to meet you.”

“FortuaeCosmina? The Goddess of Fortune 
and Luck?”

“The very same!” My facemust have given 
something away, for her brow furrowed and she put 
her hands on her hips. “And what’s wrong with being 
and Initiate of the Goddess of Fortune and Luck?”

“Oh, oh, nothing, really. I mean, if it weren’t 
for luck, particularly bad, I’d have no luck at all...!”

“Maya, do you have no faith?”

“I have faith that we’re still a long way from 
Ironhill.” My stomach growled. “And that we’ll prob-
ably starve on the way there...”

“Nonsense! I’m sure that we’ll find something 
along the way.”

“I’m sure that you’re right, Dah’nelle. But just 
in case you’re wrong, do you have anything we can 
eat, so that we can keep going? As I said before, I had 
to leave my home in rather great haste...”

“Well, I only packed enough for one, since I 
wasn’t sure I’d be able to find a ride into Ironhill, but 
we’ll share, and FortunaeCosmina will provide as we 
continue. “I only smiled and nodded as we sat upon 
the side of the road, and she shared her sparse provi-
sions with me. Hard cheese with equally hard bread 
and extremely tart and under ripened apples which 
sat like a lump in my gut. “Where did you get these 
apples?” I managed around a sour mouthful.

“They were on the side of the road near an or-
chard. There was a farmer’s hand that yelled at me, but 
I said that since it was on my side of the fence and not 
his, then they were available to anyone who wanted 
them. He said some rather nasty things, but I just took 
them and walked away. Why?”

I coughed down the last bite of fruit before 
answering, “Oh, nothing...yet...” The unripened fruit 
was going to be merciless down the road, and after 
a swallow or three of water from her waterskin, I 
stood up, stretched, and turned at the sound of wagon 
wheels. “Oh, hey, look, a wagon! I wonder where they 
are heading?”

Dah’nelle gathered her things and stood, 
shielding her eyes from the sun. “Well, only one way 
to find out.” She stepped out onto the road and waved 
down the driver. He pulled up beside us, and eyed 
us warily. I let Dah’nelle do the talking, and after a 
moment or two, we were in the back of the wagon 
with the farmer’s wares that he was taking as tithe to 
Ironhill. We grinned at one another as we bounced 
along the road, then she lifted her face to the sky and 
whispered, “Thank you, Cosmina!”

***

At the gate some three days later, we made 
our way on foot into the city. Dah’nelle had given the 
farmer a secret blessing, marking some of his boxes 
with a piece of charcoal she had in her pack. As he 
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drove away, I asked about the mark, and why she 
didn’t let him know about it. “That’s how Fortunae-
Cosmina works. She never asks for recognition. You 
give a blessing of luck to whomever without their 
knowledge, and it follows them for a while. The trick 
is knowing when to hold back on your luck.”

“I’m not sure I follow.”

“Let’s say I gave you a blessing to win a game 
of chance. You win three cards out of the pile, and that 
gives you a bit of a win. But when you get greedy and 
bet for more, your luck could turn sour.”

“I’m still not sure I follow.” I held up a hand to 
stay any further explanations. “But that doesn’t mean 
that it doesn’t work. So I will simply accept your faith 
in this.”I looked around the city, intimidated by the 
sheer size of it. “Where do we begin?Where will we 
stay?”

“Well, I could stay at the temple. Cosmina’s 
temples usually have beds, as luck would have it.”

“That’s all good and well for you, but I have 
no place to go, really...”

“Izzat so?” The sound of the voice sent shivers 
up my spine, reminding me of when my father would 
tell us tales by the fire as the wind howled outside in 
winter. Turning slowly, I looked upon a man no taller 
than I, a stout beard on a stout face, stout in stature, 
and, quite frankly, just about everything about him 
was stout. Including his breath as he spoke again. 
“If’nyer lookin’ fer someplace to spend th’ night, 
Lassie, then ye’d be best headin’ t’th’ Oak’n Staff…I 
hear they’ll give ye someplace t’rest yer head....”

“Oaken Staff? Where would that be?” It al-
ways pays to be polite, I was often told by my mother, 
who would be beside herself in shame if she knew I 
was ever rude to anyone. 

“Ahhh...no’ the Oak’n Staff, the Oak...N...
Staff...”

“Isn’t that what I said...?”

“I think he means the Oak and Staff, Maya. 
Thank you, good sir, for giving us the name of the 
establishment. Shall we say who sent us?”

“Th’name’s Rhyben, Lassie. They’ll know 
t’give ye lasses a warm welcome.”

“Thanks,” I mumbled, not sure if it was a good 
idea to follow the mutterings of a drunken dwarf, but 
I was more than happy that I would be able to find a 
warm bed. The back of the wagon was hard and the 
nights still held the coolness of spring, despite the 
warm days coming. I’d managed to find a corner of 
tarp that covered the farmer’s harvest to use as a blan-
ket, but it couldn’t come with me, now. We headed off 
down the road in the direction Rhyben pointed, and we 
wandered a moment before we had to admit that we 
were sort of lost. 

“Well, of course we’re sort of lost. We’ve 
never been here before,” said Dah’nelle as we turned 
down another alley. “We’re bound to do that once or 
twice while we’re here. So let’s just keep heading in 
this direction...” We turned about, deciding to back-
track when our way was blocked by three men. My 
guts clenched and my throat went dry, knowing what 
would come next. I forced my hands into fists to keep 
them from shaking as I concentrated on each face. I 
could hear Dah’nelle murmuring beside me, seeking 
Cosmina’s blessing and asking if she could lend us 
a hand. I held little hope for help as the men started 
towards us. 

“Well, well, well. Got turned around, did we?” 
I narrowed my gaze at the speaker, realizing that 
something was off. Surely he was tall, but thin, as if 
he were an under stuffed scarecrow. The timbre of his 
voice was off, as well, as if he were still trying to find 
it. A part of me relaxed; they were merely boys on the 
cusp of manhood! Then that part of me stiffened up 
once more, realizing that there were three of them. 
Growing up on the farm had given me the advantage 
to become strong and agile, which gave me the advan-
tage of surprise. They wouldn’t expect me to be able 
to defend myself. But what of Dah’nelle? I had no idea 
if she could hold her own against these ragamuffins.
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“Yes, we did. Do you know where the Oak and 
Staff is? We were told by Rhyben that we could go 
there if we needed a bed and food.”

“Told you that, did he? Well, Rhyben knows 
a good many of us... but we all grew up here. Why 
would he send strangers to us?” the tall man retorted.

“Maybe because he knows that they can help 
us.” Another voice called out I whirled around, which 
was probably the wrong thing to do, turning my back 
to three possible attackers to face a new one, but I 
figured that Dah’nelle would give me some warning if 
those boys attacked. 

The new voice belonged to another male, this 
one just a shade older, with an air of authority that 
the others could never possess. His hair hung in his 
eyes, and he tossed his head back to shake it away. 
He’d been standing on a balcony, within easy distance 
to jump down, which he did. The advantage would 
have been his had Dah’nelle and I were winning the 
fight that never happened. His stride was long and 
sure, as if he knew every brick in the street personal-
ly. My wariness grew as he came closer; it must have 
shown on my face for he gave me a lop-sided grin and 
stopped a few feet away. “New to town, aren’t ye?”

“You could say that,” I replied, allowing my 
body to relax, but not my hands. A moment or two 
passed as we took assessment of one another before I 
allowed my fingers to extend. He seemed to come to 
a conclusion and relaxed as well, glancing to the boys 
behind me and making a small movement with his 
head. I turned to face them, but they were gone with-
out a sound or trace. Perplexed, I turned around again, 
and he was studying Dah’nelle intently. “You’re an 
initiate of FortunaeCosmina?”

“Yes, I am.”

“Then you’ll find food and shelter at the tem-
ple. I can have someone show you the way there. You, 
however,” he said, shifting his gaze to me, “will come 
with me. We have much to discuss.”

“I think you are right, but first we discuss 
the fact that she comes with me.” I said as Dah’nelle 
looked at me startled. “You just insulted her, and 
you’re gonna make up for it.”

“How did I do that?”

“You dismissed her out of hand. You don’t 
know what she’s capable of, and you just pushed her 
aside. Well, she’s my friend, and I won’t let you treat 
her like that.” Dah’nelle gave a soft gasp as he raised 
a brow. 

“Well, I do apologize. She is more than wel-
come to stay at the Oak and Staff, but don’t be fooled, 
she will have to work as hard as you if she wants to 
stay.”

“I’m not afraid of work,” said Dah’nelle, a 
strange light in her eyes. 

As he lead the way out of the alley, she leaned 
in to me and whispered, “I’ve never had a friend, be-
fore. Thank you.”

“Truly? ”I whispered back. “Well, then, today 
is your lucky day...!” She bit her lower lip, her eyes 
shimmering, and I turned away, embarrassed that I had 
brought her low like this. We followed our host in si-
lence, each in our own thoughts as we walked through 
the city streets. Finally, we reached a broad, bright 
building, a raucous noise emanating from within, 
punctuated by sudden bursts of clarity as the door was 
popped open, either disgorging previous customers or 
welcoming new members to the fracas. We went down 
the side alley to the back, and he held open a door 
that allowed heat and light out, as well as the scent of 
roasting meats and the sound of plates being plunked 
down onto a table. He inclined his head towards the 
opening, and I sucked in a breath and stepped over the 
threshold.

To be continued
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Passing
By Jim King
John Henry Wilton hit the glass door with his 

shoulder, barging it open by brute force and almost 
running through the doorway into the room beyond. 
Water poured down his coat in rivulets, splashing 
on the tiled floor and leaving a trail of little puddles 
behind him.

The door slowly closed behind him, the pis-
tons making a tiny hiss almost lost in the sound of 
the storm outside. John stopped walking and grabbed 
the sides of his overcoat where it was unbuttoned and 
shook it. The coat flapped like a frantic bird, and water 
splashed onto the tiles beneath him while droplets 
were thrown around him like a rain shower.

Ignoring the disapproving look of a nurse, he 
paused then decided the coat was as dry as he was 
going to get it.

“That was rude John. I thought the nurse was 
going to tell you off.”

“Tough, it’s bloody pouring out there. Besides 
it’s just water.They must have a mop somewhere.” He 
paused for a second, then spoke again but almost hes-
itantly. “Did you get a room number? Do you know 
where he is?”

Elizabeth Sandra Tyler Wilton nodded. Young-
er by ten minutes, she had the same fair hair as her 
older brother though her blue eyes were more like the 
summer sky than his steel. “Second floor, the doctor’s 

waiting for us.” She looked at her brother’s face for a 
second, searching for the look she was waiting for and 
fearing. “He said to hurry.”

John had picked her up half an hour ago, just 
as the storm was starting. They had both received 
the phone call, come at once the nurse had said. Her 
brother had arrived minutes later, not even giving her 
time to change into more comfortable shoes rather 
than the heels she had been wearing as she prepared to 
go out for a posh meal with her family. She had kissed 
her husband and told her children to behave then hur-
ried to her brother’s car, the drive had been made in 
silence, with only the rain drumming on the windows 
and roof. Both alone with their thoughts.

John had dropped her at the hospital door then 
gone to park while she spoke to the receptionist and 
asked where their father was, which room, how to get 
there.

Now she led the way, John behind her, still 
silent but she could feel his presence, his anger, his 
darkness. Up the stairs, along a corridor, through the 
double doors, another corridor, endless off-white 
walls, the smell of chemicals and pain fading as they 
became used to it. More stairs and one last corridor, 
then the same doctor they had spoken to on previous 
visits, waiting for them, a door open beside him.

John reached the doorway and stepped into the 
room without hesitation but the set of his shoulders 
told his sister how tense he was. He was here because 
it was a duty.He was keeping the pain bottled up, had 
been since they had met in the waiting room of the 
emergency room when their father had first collapsed 
three weeks ago. She had seen his face then, she had 
seen the pain and the sorrow as they looked at their fa-
ther, pale and wasting away from within as the cancer 
he had hidden from his children destroyed him. She 
had seen her brother’s pain then and never since.

John strode into the room, half wishing he 
had worn boots so he could stomp. The old man in 
the bed wasn’t his father—this shrunken stick figure 
wasn’t the tall, vital man that had brought them up. 
This wasn’t the strong, energetic man that would greet 
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them every Christmas and lead them at such a pace 
when they took the dogs for the Boxing Day walk. 
This wasn’t his father; this was a dying old man, not 
his father. Never his father. He stopped by the bed, his 
sister came up beside him, and the doctor stopping a 
pace away.

John glanced at the figure in the bed then 
turned away and stared out the window, blinking away 
the sudden wetness in his eyes. The black clouds, the 
rumble of the storm, and the rain drumming on the 
window perfectly matching his mood. 

“I miss you.” 

The words were quiet, barely loud enough to 
be heard over the medical machines with their con-
stant beep and ping. The old man was holding his 
head up off the pillow a little, looking up at empty 
space, staring at the roof across the room, not looking 
at anything.

“We’re here dad. John and I are here.”She 
reached out to touch his shoulder, hesitated, then let 
her hand rest on him. He gave no sign of noticing, 
and a few seconds later, she took her small hand back, 
silently shocked by the wasted flesh and bones she had 
felt.

The old man spoke again.

“Such a wonderful day, the sun, so warm.”

 His voice was strained, low, barely more than 
a whisper. The sound tore at John.As faint as it was, it 
was still his father’s voice, but it shouldn’t be.It was 
the sound of his father, not the man in the bed. His fa-
ther was gone, had been gone since the day weeks ago 
when the phone call came to say his father had col-
lapsed and that the MRI had revealed how advanced 
the cancer was. His father had died and gone and been 
replaced with this frail, sick old man. His dad was 
gone, but the voice lingered.

John had turned at the sound of the voice then 
glanced back at the window, the rain was still ham-
meringdown outside. He looked at the doctor, about 

to ask a question, then he fell silent as his father spoke 
again.

“Why did you leave me alone?”

The voice was even quieter, but they heard it. 
“We didn’t leave you alone dad.We’re here.” Elizabeth 
spoke, but she didn’t reach out to touch her father, not 
this time. John said nothing, his face tight, his hands 
clenched into fists, his fingernails cutting half-moons 
into his palms.

On the bed, their father lifted his right hand, 
the arm trembling from the effort, his fingers shaking 
and bent like a claw.The old man’s face told of how 
difficult it was to do even something so simple. Then 
his fingers curled round until they almost touched his 
palm, the shaking stopped and his face changed, a 
faint smile touched his lips and the tightness around 
his eyes relaxed a little.

“Did you walk the dogs today? They need a 
good walk.”

Martin controlled himself with effort, and 
whatever he had been about to say became no more 
than a formless sound. He, after a few seconds, he had 
regained his composure and spoke. “The dogs died 
over a year ago. He never bought any more, said they 
reminded him of, of mum. What is he, what does he 
mean?”

The doctor put on his best elderly doctor face. 
“The cancer and the pain medication are affecting him.
He doesn’t know where he is. He’s probably remem-
bering events from the past. I’m sorry. In his mind, 
he’s not here anymore.”

“My father was never here. He never reached 
this hospital.” John spoke quietly, but the anger of his 
words carried them across the room.The doctor turned 
away and pretended to look at the computer display, 
then he stepped to the doorway and called for the 
nurse who was waiting outside to come in.

Elizabeth reached out to touch her brother’s 
arm then stopped with her hand inches from the sleeve 
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of his coat.He didn’t notice, and reluctantly, she pulled 
her arm back. She knew he would be like this, but that 
didn’t make it any the less painful to see.

The sound in the room changed, the steady 
beeping became faster, then slowed. Lines on a dis-
play flattened out.

The old man dropped his head back on the 
pillow, too weak now to hold it up. A sigh came from 
his lips, his breath leaving him. His eyes of steel blue 
faded and rolled up, and the scream of a siren filled 
the room. The nurse reached across and pressed a but-
ton and shocking silence filled the room for the first 
time since he had been admitted.

The doctor stepped closer to the son and 
daughter. “My condolences, do you want to stay here 
a little longer? Say your goodbyes?”

John’s head snapped round, suddenly angry 
though he didn’t know why. “No, I said my goodbyes 
when he died. This. This wasn’t my father.” John 
pushed his way past the doctor and out of the room 
into the corridor then turned and walked along it, not 
heading anywhere in particular, just heading away 
from the room and the death of some old man.

Elizabeth tried to catch his arm as he walked 
past her, but she couldn’t hold him, so she turned to 
the doctor. “I’m sorry doctor, he was very close to our 
father, it’s just, it’s...”

“He’s taking it hard. No need to apologise. I 
can leave you alone for a few minutes if you want.”

Elizabeth shook her head. “No, I better catch 
up with John. What do we need to do now?”

The doctor placed a hand on her shoulder and 
gave her his best fatherly smile. “Nothing today, the 
hospital will be in touch about the paperwork and the 
funeral arrangements but for now go and find your 
brother.”

She nodded her thanks and walked out into the 
corridor, her heels sharp on the tiles, looking for her 

wayward brother. She didn’t look back. Her father was 
gone.There was no need.

#

Martin was in a strange bed, in a strange room. 
He couldn’t remember how he came to be here or even 
where here was. There were walls around him, but 
they were blurred, nothing but off-white shapes. He 
had tried to sleep, but something was making noise.
He wanted silence to think, but all he could hear was 
something beeping nearby.

Several times he though he heard voices, but 
there was never anyone there. He tried to look but he 
was so tired, he could barely lift his head or move in 
the bed. Why was he so tired? He had things to do. 
The fence at the bottom of the garden needed repair-
ing; he was going to put in a new panel. 

Why was he so tired?

Then something moved beside him, and he 
rolled his head to look, lifting his head off the pillow 
by sheer will as his neck muscles struggled.

Someone was standing there, a woman, no a 
girl, a beautiful girl, light red hair, a thin cotton dress 
that hung to her knees but left her freckled shoulders 
bare. Eyes like pools of blue he could swim in, eyes 
he had woken to every day for so many years, such a 
wonderful life they had had together.

“I miss you.” 

Martin was looking up at her face as she stood 
beside him. She was so beautiful, the chase of freckles 
either side of that elfin nose of hers. She was wearing 
the same blue summer dress she had been wearing 
the first day they had met, at the park across from the 
university campus where the students went during the 
summer to study or relax.

What a day that had been, he was deep in his 
books and had looked up when a shadow fell across 
him, a delightful voice asking for a drink of water 
from his bottle. Instead of answering, he had stam-
mered, his voice lost in the blue of her eyes. She was 
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wearing the same dress as on that fateful day.

She noticed his look and swayed her hips, the 
light cotton swinging back and forth above her knees 
then she spoke. Her voice was like a memory. How 
long had it been since he last heard it? How many 
years since they had been parted? Fifty years of mar-
riage and then a fall on ice, a shattered hip, and she 
was gone, so sudden. How often now did he hear that 
voice only in his dreams?“ I wore this when we first 
met, do you remember?” 

“Such a wonderful day, the sun, so warm.”

She nodded, her smile like the sun breaking 
through the clouds. “I remember, I was thirsty so I 
asked a handsome man for a drink of his water.”

“Why did you leave me alone?”

For a second her smile faded and sorrow filled 
her eyes. She reached toward him, her hand open, 
waiting.

“I’m here now love, I’m here.”

Martin lifted his right hand, the arm trem-
bling from the effort, his fingers shaking and curved 
like a claw, his face told of how difficult it was to do 
even something so simple. Then his fingers touched 
those of his wife, curled round until her tiny hand was 
engulfed in his big fist. She smiled and held his hand 

tight, her strength steadied him, suddenly it was no 
effort to hold his arm up, and he relaxed a little.

“Did you walk the dogs today? They need a 
good walk.”

“Not yet. I thought we could take them for a 
long walk this afternoon, across the park.”

Martin tried to nod, but the effort was too 
much. Still, he could manage a smile. A good long 
walk, holding hands with his wife, the dogs running 
around them, chasing each other and sniffing for the 
squirrels in the trees. That sounded wonderful, just 
like they used to. 

Martin dropped his head back on the pillow, 
too weak now to hold it up. He sighed. Then he sat up 
and swung his legs to the side, over the edge of the 
bed so his feet touched the floor. He looked around the 
room, the walls still a blur of off-white around him, 
the sound of the machines finally silent.

Then his gaze fell upon the laughing face of his 
wife, beautiful as the day they had met. She reached 
out a hand, and he took it.She pulled then groaned at 
how heavy he was. He stood suddenly and dragged her 
toward him, crushing her to the tee shirt that covered 
the muscles of his chest as she laughed.

Outside the day was bright, birds were singing, 
the dogs were barking. It was a wonderful day for a 
walk.  



37



38

Trinity Renewed
Remember Vasek. Only Vasek can control the 

Sword. Beware Fleischaker! It consumes the souls 
of friends as well as enemies. The words stayed with 
Simon. He refrained from discussing them with 
Jhamed. He’ll think I’m crazy. It was just a dream.  

After a hurried breakfast, they left the purple 
forest behind them. The rest of the journey only 
took a couple of hours. They passed through three 
nondescript dimensions and avoided all human 
contact. Jhamed halted them before a shimmering 
portal in the middle of a pine forest. “This doorway 
leads to the dungeons of Dishley. It is a grim place, 
as Simon well knows. We need a plan to deal with the 
witch. I have been wracking my brains, but I have not 
come up with anything.”

Simon stepped forward. “When we get to the 
dungeon, we will find Juliana. She worked for Freda, 
so she will know her way around the castle. Dawit, 
you will use the explosive we brought with us to blow 
the doors of the prison. We will release the prisoners, 
which will cause a diversion. You three will remain in 
the dungeon to secure our escape. Juliana and I will 
find a way into Freda’s treasure room, where she must 
hold the Sword. It will call me and help me to find 
it. We will give the guards a chance to stand down 
or join us. There will be no killing unless absolutely 
necessary and in self-defence. Is that clear?”

Taran and Dawit stared at Simon, open-
mouthed. Jhamed laughed. “The Hero has arrived. Not 
before time, I might add. We are at your command, 
my lord.”

Simon wasn’t sure whether Jhamed spoke 
earnestly or was poking fun at him. He stepped into 
the portal, taking the lead for the first time. The 
now familiar stench of fouled humanity assailed his 
nostrils immediately. The pitiful sights of the dungeon 

disturbed his vision soon afterwards. Nothing much 
had changed in the dungeons of Dishley. Amongst 
the whimpers and moans of the residents, he heard 
strong cursing from Dawit and Taran, who had been 
unprepared for the experience.

“What hell hole have you brought me to?” 
Taran demanded as the tide of human effluent retreated 
from their unexpected presence.

“Animals deserve better than this,” Dawit 
spluttered, trying to avoid breathing too deeply. A rat 
ran across the floor in front of him and twenty pairs of 
hands tried to grab it. It eluded their grasp; it wouldn’t 
be dinner tonight.

“You’ll get used to it,” Simon told them. He 
grabbed the nearest wretch of a man and looked down 
at him, square in the eyes. “Where is Juliana? Do you 
know who I mean?”

“Yes, my lord.” The man straightened himself 
and stood upright. There was still a hint of human 
pride in his bearing. When he spoke again, there was 
a hint of hope and excitement in his voice. “I was here 
when you dealt with Dring. Have you come back to 
free us? Has the time finally come?”

Simon immediately regretted his initial harsh 
questioning. He smiled at the man and spoke in a 
kindly tone. “Yes, my friend. The time has finally 
come. Say nothing to anyone yet, but find Juliana and 
bring her here. Tell her that Si Si Simon has returned 
and she will trust you. Can I trust you?”

Unexpectedly, the man grinned, showing a 
mouth full of black teeth. “You can trust me, my lord. 
I offer you everything I have, which is only my life. I 
will do as you instruct.” He backed away, bowing, and 
then turned and hurried off, pushing and elbowing past 
the shattered wrecks of men and women who were in 
his way.
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Taran and Dawit drew their weapons and 
established a perimeter, with the smooth wall of the 
cave at their backs. They cleared enough room so that 
Simon and Jhamed had space to stack their packs and 
sit down on the sandy floor to wait. Their arrival had 
generated enormous interest and a crowd gathered. 
People pushed and jostled to get to the front. Eyes 
were gouged and brittle bones were broken in the 
crush. Dawit had to threaten them with his axe to get 
them to stand back. He scratched a line in the sand 
with his foot. “Cross this line and you shall feel the 
mercy of my axe on your wretched skulls! Stay behind 
the line and you shall be freed this day.” The crowd 
eyed his axe and chattered nervously. Everyone stayed 
behind the line.

Simon was lost in his thoughts. The dungeon 
and the people seemed to be in a mist. Everything was 
a blur. He vaguely heard Dawit’s orders to the crowd. 
His focus though was in his mind. He was close to the 
Sword now and it was aware of him. It filled his mind 
with images. There was so much information that 
Simon could only grasp snatches of it. He saw a great 
warrior. There was a huge battle, with much death 
and bloodshed. He felt warm, bloated, and happy. 
Another figure was there; he was dark and cowled. 
They fought. Now the dark figure held a still-beating 
heart in his hand, and he threw back his head and 
laughed. Simon saw his face. Even though he laughed, 
it was expressionless. It was pure white, unmarked 
by beard or blemish, by eyebrow or lash. The eyes 
were black as coal and showed no emotion. There 
was coldness in those eyes, colder than the heart of 
a glacier. Then Simon felt absolute coldness and saw 
the actual heart of a glacier, and even though it chilled 
him to the marrow it was like a blacksmith’s furnace 
compared with those eyes. He felt a momentary flash 
of hope as he saw the faces of humans, only to be 
dashed to despair when he saw the face of a hideous 
crone, with hooked nose and rotten teeth who cackled 
and mocked. He felt hope renewed and he knew he 
was the bearer of that hope. Come for me. I am ready. 
Together we shall be invincible. I am so weak. I must 
feed soon. Simon shivered with cold and felt so weak 

that, had he not been sitting down, he would surely 
have collapsed. The crowd buzzed and jostled, but 
they were but vague murmurs and shadows in the fog. 
He didn’t know how he could go on. He couldn’t even 
stand up.

The fog parted. The crowd and his friends 
remained hidden in the mist. Yet, out of the fog, a 
figure walked, clear as on a sunny day. She was the 
most beautiful girl that he had ever set his eyes upon. 
She was tall and slim, with a tiny waist and small 
breasts that were falling out of a simple red gown. It had 
once been a beautiful dress, but now it hung in rags. Her 
hair was long, straight, and jet-black. When he had last 
seen her, it had been clean and perfumed. Now it hung 
in lank, greasy strands. It still framed an elfin face of 
such pure beauty that it made his heart lurch. Her eyes 
were the purest blue, shining like jewels against the 
milky whiteness of her skin – still evident even amongst 
the brown stains. Her lips were still voluptuous, despite 
their lack of rouge and the dry cracks that crossed them. 
Around her neck, she wore a simple necklace with a 
small silver locket that he knew contained a lock of 
Manfred’s hair. Simon’s heart lurched. He felt such love 
and joy as he had never known before. The fog cleared 
and he jumped to his feet and took Juliana in his arms. 
He held her tightly as if he never wanted to let go. “I 
have come back for you.” He sobbed into her hair. No! 
You have come back for me! She is nothing. We are 
the Trinity. Simon could not understand why he felt a 
sudden pang of jealousy.

There was a new confidence about Simon. He 
didn’t know where it had come from, but he liked the 
feeling. Taran and Dawit seemed to treat him with 
much more respect. Jhamed was still Jhamed, but he 
seemed to be happy about it. Juliana melted into his 
arms. He liked that feeling. He wanted to tell her how 
much he loved her, but decided that must wait until 
later. He stood tall and addressed the crowd. “My 
friends; please listen to me. I am Simon the Red.” 
Where the hell did that come from? I like it! “My 
friends and I have come to free you and release you 
from the yoke of the Witch Queen. Will you help us?” 
For a brief moment, there was silence as the words 
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sank in. Just as Simon was beginning to worry, he was 
overwhelmed by a cacophony of sound. The crowd 
yelled and screamed its support. It took all of his 
effort to quieten them again.

“We must do this with the minimum of 
violence. We will try to convince the guards not to 
fight us. When you are released, head away from the 
jail. Stay hidden until we have dealt with Freda.” 
The crowd seemed shocked to hear the name uttered 
without reverence or title. Simon had just committed 
a blasphemy punishable by death. “When I give the 
word, you must create a disturbance to distract the 
guards while we deal with the gate. Stay silent until 
then. May the Balance be with you and may your 
future repay the debt that is owed for such inhumane 
treatment.”

He checked with Dawit, Taran, and Jhamed 
that they knew their roles. He couldn’t afford to delay 
the crowd for too long. He whispered to Juliana. “Can 
you guide me to Freda’s treasure room?” She nodded 
and kissed him on the cheek. Simon blushed, but 
it felt so good. Come for me! The voice in his head 
was urgent. I am coming, be patient. “Let’s go!” He 
shouted and the crowd surged forward.

The next few minutes were a chaotic scramble. 
The crowd surged to one end of the open bars that 
separated the dungeon from the outside world. 
There they began to make mayhem that brought the 
four guards on duty to find out what was going on. 
Meanwhile, Dawit managed to place a charge in the 
lock of the rusty gate. The explosion took out the 
gate as well as the lock and sent many of the crowd 
sprawling as well as the four guards. By the time the 
guards had regained their feet they were confronted 
by an elf with a sword and a dwarf with an axe, who 
offered them surrender or death. They obviously liked 
their odds because they chose to fight. Unfortunately 
for them, they seriously misjudged their opponents 
and their mistake proved fatal. Two died from stab 
wounds to the heart. Two were decapitated by a 
dwarven axe. Simon, weaponless as he was, led 

the group up a long, sloping corridor towards the 
surface. The crowd jostled behind them, eager to taste 
freedom. They were confronted by another locked iron 
gate and a roomful of soldiers beyond.

The Captain of the Guard stepped forward. 
“Return to your dungeon immediately and you will 
be allowed to live. Hesitate for but an instant and you 
will all die.” He had a loud commanding voice that 
spoke of long experience and demanded respect.

“I am Simon the Red. I have come to claim 
what is rightfully mine. I intend to rid your kingdom 
of the evil witch Freda. Lay down your arms, open this 
gate and let us pass without hindrance and you will 
be allowed to live. Hesitate for but an instant and you 
will all die.” Simon barely recognised his own voice. 
It commanded obedience and absolute respect.

The Captain of the Guard stepped forward until 
he was touching the bars. He stared into Simon’s eyes, 
and there was unspoken communication. “You realise 
that no matter how good a group of fighters you are, I 
have the numbers to defeat you. Your death would be 
certain. However, I am old enough to remember the 
time before She came. If you indeed have the power 
to do as you say, it will be the greatest thing ever to 
happen to Dishley. I read something in your eyes that, 
against my better judgement, tells me to believe you.” 
He turned to his men. “Lay down your arms and let 
them pass.” There were a few grumbles, but he had 
their obedience. He unlocked the gate, drew his sword, 
and laid it at Simon’s feet. “I am your servant, my 
lord. Be successful or I will be inside the dungeon; if 
I’m lucky enough to live.”

Simon picked up the sword. “Stay here and 
make sure these men don’t raise the alarm.” His orders 
were directed at Jhamed, Taran and Dawit. “Juliana, 
come with me. We won’t be long. Whatever happens, 
do not come looking for us. We will see you when this 
is over.” Simon and Juliana hurried away.
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The crowd of escaping prisoners followed 
them, the lures of freedom, food, and a wash pulling 
them like an angler’s fly attracts a hungry trout. 
Only one man remained; the one who had sought out 
Juliana. “If there is anything I can do to help? I am 
very grateful for my release. I’m sure the others are 
too, but they are too excited to say so.”

Jhamed looked at him and smiled. “Thank 
you, my friend. You have already done us a great 
service. Hurry off now and enjoy your freedom. 
Prince Christopher will need your help soon enough.” 
The man bowed low and hurried off. “Now, despite 
Simon’s new found leadership, there is something I 
must do or I fear there will be tears before bedtime. 
Will you pick up a sword and join me, Captain? You 
two are more than capable of holding the fort here.” 
Jhamed and the Captain followed Simon and Juliana.

Dawit looked at Taran and shrugged. “Who 
would have thought it? A dwarf and an elf holding the 
fort. These are strange days indeed. I had hoped to see 
the witch.”

“Be careful what you wish for. If Simon is not 
successful you may see more of her than will be good 
for you,” Taran said.

Juliana guided Simon through the cold stone 
corridors of the dungeon. They climbed slowly until 
they were at ground level, where they stopped to 
take stock. “The dungeon forms the lower levels of 
the central tower of the castle. The Queen’s treasure 
room is at the very top of the tower. We can use the 
servants’ stairs to get most of the way up there. There 
is a single stair for the last two floors. Her apartments 
are on the second top floor. No one is allowed up to 
the top floor. Someone is coming, quickly, this way.”

They hid behind a wall tapestry as a group 
of chattering servants passed by and then crept to a 
door that opened into a narrow stone stairway. The 

stairs were worn from generations of use and lit only 
by a faint light from slit windows at regular intervals. 
Simon hoped that they would not meet anyone on the 
stairs. He didn’t want to have to use the sword he was 
carrying on innocent people. Fortunately, there was no 
one around and they climbed steadily. Even so, Simon 
was out of breath by the time they reached Freda’s 
levels. The higher they got, the more urgent were the 
demands in Simon’s head. He tried to shut them out, 
to keep his head clear but it was impossible. Yes, yes, 
come to me. I am waiting. Without Juliana leading 
him, he probably wouldn’t have had the wits to find 
the chamber, such was his distraction. The servants’ 
stairs disgorged them onto a landing. A wide, carpeted 
stairway lit by wall-mounted oil lamps would take 
them to Freda’s quarters. They paused for a moment 
and Simon forced his head to clear a little. “What does 
she look like? How will I recognise her? In my mind, 
she looks like an ugly old crone.”

Juliana looked at Simon. “Oh, no! She is the 
most beautiful woman in the world.”

Simon was confused. He wanted to tell Juliana 
that, to him, she was the most beautiful woman in 
the world, even as dirty and ragged as she was now. 
The noise in his head got too loud again, so he said 
nothing. Be careful. She is here. She is waiting for you. 
They tentatively climbed the stairs. Again, they saw 
no one. On the next level, a long carpeted corridor 
led off to many closed doors. A much smaller, steeper 
staircase would take them to the top of the tower. 
Simon hesitated. “Juliana, you don’t have to come any 
further. Wait here for me.”

“No. I must see this thing through. I am 
coming with you. I feel a great bond between us. It is 
my destiny.”

Simon was lost for words. He wanted to tell 
Juliana that the bond was great indeed, that he loved 
her, and that he wanted to spend his entire life with 
her. It is time. Come for me now. The witch will die. 
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We will feast soon. I have waited so long. Oh yes, we 
will feast soon. They climbed the last flight of stairs 
in silence. At the top they were confronted by a heavy 
wooden door with a cast iron latch and ring shaped 
handle. In a fog, Simon grasped the ring and turned. 

The latch clicked and with a push, the door creaked 
open.

The room was dark, lit only by two small 
lamps burning on the walls. Shadows jumped in the 
flickering light, adding to the eerie stillness. In the 
centre of the room was a large, simple wooden table. 
The table seemed out of place. The rest of the room 
was ornately decorated. The walls contained many 
mirrors and framed portraits. Several statues were 
dotted around the room on marble pedestals. In the 
dim light, they looked like gargoyles. Smaller tables, 
intricately carved from mahogany, stood against 
the walls. They contained artefacts big and small – 
jewels, ornaments, weapons, clothes, armour, even 
a preserved human head. The plain pine table stood 
out. It looked like a butcher’s block. It was empty 
except for a sword, the Sword. It was black, except for 
a blood red ruby embedded in its hilt, which glowed 

with a faint energy. It was precisely located in the 
centre of the table, inside a pentagram. One point of 
the pentagram was located at ninety degrees beneath 
the Sword. It pointed directly at Simon and Juliana as 
they entered the room. The pentagram was dark red. 

A perfect circle, also dark red, enclosed the sword and 
the pentagram. To the upper left of the sword, an all-
seeing eye symbol was keeping guard. It screeched 
like an angry magpie protecting its nest. A figure 
emerged from the shadows in the back of the room. 
“Be quiet, my lovely, I am here. Hello, Simon, I have 
been expecting you.”  

Simon was in a fog again. His head throbbed 
as if he were having a bad migraine attack. Fleischaker 
was calling him. Juliana needed his protection. This 
woman was welcoming him. He blinked through the 
fog and focussed on the woman. No! It can’t be. She is 
dead. “Mother?” was all that he said.

The woman spoke again. “Well, Juliana, it 
seems that you have not yet learned your lesson.” 
She gestured towards Juliana and the girl was flung 
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through the air, hitting the wall beside the doorway 
and sliding to the floor in a crumpled heap. “I will 
deal with you later. Your death will be very slow and 
exceedingly unpleasant.”

Simon was at a loss. How could this woman, 
who looked like his mother, behave like this? He 
rushed over to Juliana and held her limp body in his 
arms. Her eyes flickered open. “I’m alright, Simon. 
Don’t worry about me.” She coughed, and a small 
trickle of blood ran from her mouth. She struggled 
to sit up and, slowly and painfully, she removed the 
chain and locket from her neck. “Wear this, Simon. It 
will help you to see the truth.” Simon took the locket 
and slipped it around his neck. Immediately his head 
cleared. He heard the words of Manfred the Magician. 
Be strong Simon. Fleischaker is rightfully yours. 
Take up the Sword. Control the Sword. He gently laid 
Juliana back on the floor and stood up.

The woman moved into the light. She was 
middle-aged, neither beautiful nor ugly, slightly 
overweight with a plain face and long black hair that 
was showing signs of grey. “Do not hurt Juliana again, 
witch!” Simon ordered.

“So, you see through my disguise, Simon. It’s 
very useful to make people see the person they most 
admire or love. It makes them less likely to try to 
hurt me. You want to hurt me, don’t you? I’m afraid 
that won’t be possible. Please put down your sword.” 
Freda’s words were syrupy, sickly-sweet but with a 
hint of a threat to counter the redolence. The witch 
gestured and Simon felt his arm moving, without his 
approval, to lower his sword to the floor. He didn’t try 
to resist; after all, he was finished with this sword.

“My spies in the dungeon saw you and your 
friends arrive. You travel with strange company. I 
never heard of a dwarf and an elf working together 
before. Who are you? Why are you here? Do you 
think that a mere boy can threaten Freda, the most 
powerful Witch Queen that has ever been? Even two 

wizards together are no match for me. I will deal with 
your friends and that mutinous Captain soon enough. 
First, I would have some sport with you. I will know 
all of your secrets, one way or another. You seem to 
have strong feelings for Juliana. I will start by letting 
you watch me torture her and kill her.” She gave a 
raucous laugh that reminded Simon of the old crone 
in his visions. “I have no remorse. You are no more to 
me than that rat, hiding in the corner.” The rat scurried 
into the shadows.

Simon felt a flash of pity for the witch, but it 
was quickly followed by anger and hatred. He had 
only ever felt such emotions before when thinking 
about his stepfather. He stood tall and faced Freda. 
The words that he spoke came to him without 
thinking. He wasn’t sure whether it was he or another 
that spoke them. “I have come for the Sword.”

The witch laughed. “You! A puny boy. Two 
wizards could not even touch it. It is protected by my 
strongest magic. Don’t make me laugh.”

“Know you that I am Simon the Red, 
Everlasting Hero. I come to reclaim what is rightfully 
mine, taken by deception from Gilgamesh the Great 
by Gadiel the Dark God. You have no claim on 
Fleischaker. We are the Trinity. We claim your soul.” 
He stepped forward and extended his left hand to pick 
up the Sword. The bonds of the pentacle shattered 
into dust. The all-seeing eye screamed and closed. As 
he picked up the Sword, Simon felt as though all the 
heat was being sucked out of his body. Freda appeared 
frozen too; immobilised in shock she stood with her 
mouth open in disbelief. Fleischaker began to sing and 
it sounded like a banshee wailing. Simon howled like 
a coyote on a full moon. Freda died, impaled on the 
Sword, and Fleischaker consumed her soul. The ruby 
glowed bright red and the Sword sang. Simon was 
overwhelmed by emotion. The heat flowed back into 
his body. Every nerve tingled, like every orgasm he 
had ever had had come at once.
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Over by the wall, Juliana dragged herself to 
her feet and began to speak. “Oh, Simon you have 
done it, you...” The words were cut off as Fleischaker 
cut her throat. The Sword sang and Simon screamed. 
So began the orgy of death. The Hero methodically 
worked his way down the tower. In the royal nursery, 
the children were massacred in their beds. In the 
kitchens, the cooks were butchered like the meat 
they were cooking. In a room off Freda’s quarters, 
a drugged and befuddled King Jack welcomed the 
peace that death finally brought him. Servants were 
slaughtered as they cleaned and polished. Guards who 
came running were dispatched with clinical efficiency 
and never made as much as a scratch on the Hero. In a 
secret room, two old men chained to the wall in heavy 
irons died incredulous and the Hero barely noticed 
that their bodies turned to dust, which was carried 
away by an eerie breeze.

As he neared the bottom of the tower, Simon 
caught a glimpse of himself in a full-length wall-

mirror. He was shocked. Truly, he had earned his 
name. He was completely red, covered in the blood 
of his victims. Too late, the words of warning came 
back into his mind. Remember Vasek. Only Vasek can 
control the Sword. Beware Fleischaker! It consumes 
the souls of friends as well as enemies. Angrily, he 
sheathed the Sword. Simon collapsed to the floor, 
hung his head in his hands, and cried. The tears 
mingled with the blood on his face and rivulets of red 
flowed to the floor. Those who saw him that day said 
that when he cried, Simon Rufus even cried tears of 
blood. Thus was his legend born and quickly did it 
spread.

For further information on the FirstWorld multiverse 
including free downloads please visit www.
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Book Reviews by Pete Sutton

Review of Demon Dance by Brian 
Freyermuth
 
Freyermuth has created an enjoyable Urban Fantasy in 
this, a first in a series. He’s taken in media res to heart, 
and we get dropped straight into a story that feels as 
though it is part of an ongoing story. So much so in 
fact, that I wondered if there’d been another book 
before this one. Our hero, snarky Nick St James, is a 
former private investigator, who appears to have a few 
problems with authority. 
 
The book opens with Nick, while attempting to put 
his old life behind him due to reasons (that are made 
clear later in the book), being accosted by Coyote, 
the Native American trickster god. Coyote puts him 
in peril and then delivers a dragon scale that a dragon 
wants him to have for reasons (that are not made so 
clear later in the book). 



ramifications for Vox and the world.

In school they try to teach you how to cope
With the constant dark, to tell you to find light
And avoid being immersed in blackness
They fairly know what it does to a man

This is an unusual book being, as it is, poetry, but that 
shouldn’t put you off. Tt is a remarkable read, and 
an easy one. Virgil is a hero for bringing in a serial 
killer, but he is scarred, both in body and deep inside 
by the experience. Dante is a cop with grit. The dark 
city is an eerie backdrop, filled with ghosts (literally) 
and shadow, a compelling setting richly invoked by 
the writing. There is a deft worldbuilding at work in 
here and a riveting story. Unsung Stories is rapidly 
becoming a small press to watch.

Overall - Down these shadowed streets, a flawed 
knight must seek to bring the light.

The Ship by Antonia Honeywell

Lalage Paul, known as Lalla, sixteen, lives in (a 
very changed) London, but has been sheltered from 
the chaos of a dystopian post-collapse world by her 
parents. Her mother tries to give her an education via 
the British Museum, despite it being colonised by a 
ragtag group of survivors, and her father, Michael, 
is part of the establishment, architect of the Dove, 

 
Then Nick is visited by a vampire who he knows from 
his former life, the sister of his dead wife. Then there 
are demons and angels and a plot involving a homeless 
shelter, a senator, and a child. 
 
This is an entertaining read in the vein of Jim Butcher 
and does to Seattle what Butcher does to Chicago—
populate it with an interesting cast of supernatural 
folk. Nick’s powers as a Sundancer (what he is, and 
how he came to be that way are never described in the 
book) come in handy, but he still gets the crap kicked 
out of him at every turn. 
 
There are a few flaws with the book, the lack of 
explanations being one, but it is a fine first book and 
an enjoyable read. Once Freyermuth hits his stride, a 
book or two down the line, he’ll be someone to watch. 
 
Overall - If you’re a fan of the Dresden Files, you’ll 
enjoy this.

Review of Dark Star by Oliver 
Langmead

This is a debut from Langmead, and wow, what a 
debut. Dark Star combines hard-boiled noir with sci-fi 
in an epic poem. The Dark Star of the title burns black 
and the people of the city of Vox rely on 3 Hearts for 
power and to bring light. Virgil and Dante are cops 
out to find the killer of Vivian North whose body 
turns up shining brightly with unnatural light. They 
think it’s related to Prometheus, a street drug of liquid 
light, that Virgil himself is in thrall to, but they are 
pulled ever further into a case that has deep and lasting 
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As those who follow my reviews will know, I am not a 
fan of YA, and this is possibly going to be marketed as 
such, teenage protagonist equals YA, right? However, 
I think there is enough here to satisfy any reader. 
It didn’t suffer from all the things I dislike about 
YA fiction. It is also a dystopia, and the problems 
that sometimes occur with that genre, either over-
explaining the world or trying to justify unbelievable 
worlds, just doesn’t occur here. It is over the top—
Regent’s Park is bombed to remove undesirable non-
ID’d people for example—but a light touch from 
Honeywell makes you accept and move on. The world 
of the book is seen through a glass darkly, but that 
enhances rather than detracts. Post-collapse books 
usually take a “people are mostly bad” or “people are 
mostly good” stance but Honeywell eschews this in 
favour of “people react in different ways,” which is 
refreshingly shades of grey.

The plot relies on Lalla being a bit dense, which is 
a big no-no for me usually, and yet, here, it works. 
Honeywell’s accomplishment is to be applauded, 
taking several elements that all, at face value, will turn 
off readers and making of them a compelling tale that 
you don’t want to put down.

Overall - In short, this is a book you ought to read.

a program to “save” Britain. Now the Nazareth Act 
has been put in place, everyone must produce an 
identity card, or they will be shot. Michael has a plan 
to escape. He has bought a large ocean going ship 
and stocked it with food, which is rapidly becoming 
scarce in London. He has invited a group of people 
who all, in one way or another, represent hope in the 
future. Five-hundred people. When the chaos on the 
streets of London becomes too much and a shocking 
event causes them to escape immediately, Lalla is full 
of hope. But where is the ship going? What is Paul’s 
plan for escape? Why is the escapees’ devotion to him 
disturbingly cult-like?

This is a rollercoaster of a book that wraps itself 
around you at the beginning and doesn’t let go. Lalla 
is often annoying and spoiled, but utterly believable, 
and as narrator, the tension between naïveté, teenage 
angst, and slowly dawning comprehension is a 
difficult trick to pull off, but Honeywell does it with 
aplomb. Lalla is an insufferable brat, immature, and 
irritating, and yet you can’t help but be on her side, 
which throws into sharp relief the question at the heart 
of the book—what is freedom? There are labyrinths 
here to explore, and like all good books a wealth to 
ponder and discuss. This would make a good book 
club read.
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a body count, not justice. As the dead bodies stack up, 
a motley collection of protagonists (including Jamie 
Lee Curtis, Tom Atkins, Janet Leigh, Nancy Loomis, 
and Hal Holbrook) find themselves barricaded in a 
church, while DJ Stevie Wayne (Adrienne Barbeau) 
is besieged in her lighthouse/radio station. Will any of 
them survive The Fog?

“Something that one lives with like an albatross round 
the neck. No, more like a millstone. A plumbing stone, 
by God! Damn them all!”- Blake (Rob Bottin)

The weak plot of The Fog creates most of the film’s 
problems. Events take place without much explana-
tion and characters act without well-defined motiva-
tions. The ‘rules’ the ghosts follow change based on 
the demands of the scene. Sometimes, they seem to 
be incapable of entering a home without having the 
front door opened for them. In other scenes, they have 
no problem battering their way in, or even appearing 
inside a building. The ghosts are fixated on the pro-
tagonists, even though the fog bank they travel in has 
engulfed the town, which would seem to offer easier 
pickings than a group of people barricaded inside a 
church. Also, the lack of any connection between most 

“11:55, almost midnight. Enough time for one more 
story. One more story before 12:00, just to keep us 
warm.” - Mr Machen (John Houseman)

After the success of Halloween (1978) John Carpenter 
turned to another subgenre of horror, the ghost story. 
From its opening with John Houseman telling a group 
of children a scary story around a campfire, it is clear 
that Carpenter is interested in creating a mythic tale. 
While the film has flaws, mostly having to do with 
plot holes and shallow characterisation, he largely 
succeeds.

“The celebration tonight is a travesty. We’re honour-
ing murderers.” - Father Malone (Hal Holbrook)

It is the eve of the 100th anniversary of the founding 
of Antonio Bay, California. The town is a tiny fishing 
community that hides a terrible secret. 100 years ago, 
6 town elders lured a ship, the Elizabeth Dane, full 
of lepers - rich lepers - to their doom on the rocks in 
Antonio Bay. Now, the ghosts of the dead are back, 
looking for vengeance and moving with a preternatu-
ral fog-bank. Led by the spectre of their leader, Blake, 
the ghosts are not discriminating. They’re looking for 
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Cinema Obscura - The Over-
looked Gems of Cinema

The Fog (1980) - 
John Carpenter’s Campfire 

Story
ByJeff Durkin



of menace with his efficient camera work, tight editing 
and moody music. The ghosts stick to the shadows, 
seen as dark and tattered figures. When they are shown 
clearly, the special effects are fine; Carpenter kept 
them in obscure settings in order to invite the viewer 
to fill in the blanks, not to hide cheap makeup. While 
the ‘rules’ of the ghosts are inconsistent, the monsters 
are used to create reliably frightening images. The fog 
itself is a disturbing avatar for the spectres. Carpen-
ter achieves an amazing level of ‘life-like’ behaviour 
through the use of wind machines, lighting and edit-
ing.

There are problems beyond the plot holes though. The 
cast, made up primarily of veteran character actors, 
in addition to the reigning “scream queen” of the day, 
Jamie Lee Curtis, is serviceable with the underwrit-
ten roles they’ve been given. There are no significant 
character arcs, just a group of one-dimensional people 
for Carpenter’s ghosts to pursue. Also, the ending 
doesn’t work in the sense of conventional, internal-
ly consistent story-telling; however, it does function 
within the realm of the campfire story model, where 
the storyteller would lunge at one of the campers to 
get a scream out of them. It’s not scary, so much as 
startling. Carpenter also takes his time with the film. 
He is not interested in constant action or jump-scares, 
which leads to some minor pacing issues. Fewer pro-
tagonists coupled with more character development 
for those remaining would have been welcome.

The Fog is not a great movie; but it is a good one. 
The film explores some interesting themes, creates an 
effective atmosphere of dread, has a few good scares 
and displays Carpenter’s masterful sense of shot 
composition, efficient visual storytelling and editing to 
good effect.

Recommended.

of the victims and the men responsible for the deaths 
of the lepers makes the story less about justice or even 
vengeance. For most of the victims, it’s just about 
being in the wrong place at the wrong time.

The key to understanding the structure of The Fog is 
to look at it as a campfire tale with a distinct moral 
message. The opening, in which John Houseman tells 
a group of wide-eyed childcare about the wreck of the 
Elizabeth Dane, is the perfect framing device. The 
moral of the tale - that past deeds haunt the present - is 
both a timeless lesson and one that fits in with the era 
when the film was released. America at the end of the 
Seventies seemed to be weighed down by the sins of 
the past. The legacy of Jim Crow and slavery had led 
to race riots. The Church Commission revealed de-
cades of CIA misdeeds around the world. The war in 
Vietnam was a disaster that had badly damaged Amer-
ica’s self-confidence. The oil shocks and the creeping 
collapse of America industry revealed flaws in the 
economic system. Watergate had laid bare the corrup-
tion of the American political system at the highest 
levels. President Carter labelled what the country was 
going through a “crisis of confidence…that strikes at 
the very heart and soul and spirit of our national will.” 
All of those things that people saw as strengths of 
the American system seemed as riddled with necrotic 
tissue as the leprous ghosts of the Elizabeth Dane. 
Just as the inhabitants of Antonio Bay were forced to 
confront the misdeeds of their founding fathers, the 
movie-going public of 1980 was doing the same thing 
with America, her history and her place in the world. 
While not as overtly political as Carpenter’s They 
Live (1988), The Fog does reflect his cynical view of 
America.

“I don’t know what happened to Antonio Bay tonight. 
Something came out of the fog and tried to destroy us. 
In one moment, it vanished. But if this has been any-
thing but a nightmare, and if we don’t wake up to find 
ourselves safe in our beds, it could come again. To the 
ships at sea who can hear my voice, look across the 
water, into the darkness. Look for the fog.” - Stevie 
Wayne

Beyond the thematic resonance, the film displays Car-
penter’s visual strengths. He is able to create a sense 
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Everyone wants to be special. Important. To 
be bigger than all of this, to have nothing in common 
with the sheep that are content to live their life day 
after day. They want to stray from the path and find an 
oasis. They want to be the one.

The ones willing to act on this desire are the 
easiest to lure. Offer them ‘the truth,’ offer them free-
dom from the shackles of oppression, hell, offer them 
immortality if they believe a human can achieve that. 
Give them the gift of thinking they are above others 
and they will submit. Do anything you want. They 
will deceive, they will maim, they will kill. They will 
no longer be sheep, that is true. They will be puppets. 
And you will be holding the strings.

 Appearance is important. For people who 
want to stray the known path, they have a specific idea 
about how the unknown looks like. An example. Red 
lipstick. Black clothes. Long blond pigtails. Heels. 

Your outside needs to match the inside you portray.

You start out mysterious. You spread via proxy. 
Word of mouth. The internet. That contraption has es-
pecially made this easy. Droves of people of all ages. 
Different themes. Same promise. Only the special can 
be chosen. And if you are special you will do what is 
needed. Small things at first. Then as they go further 
the tasks culminate. But the inner circle is worth it. 
They think so at least.

I spray perfume on my neck. 

Authenticity is hard to fake. I can’t be every 
single member of every single inner circle. That is 
why keeping several on a leash is useful. They think 
they are in. They need to work to get to the top. Wor-
ship, ritual, sharing of the word, whatever they want 
to call it. They do it gladly. And I switch them around. 
They ‘graduate’ and are never seen again.

Special
by Ana Marija Meshkova
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I sheathe my dagger on a prominent location.

 Kids. They think the dark is all corsets and 
leather. Works for me. I found it strange that beauty 
is so sought after. You would think they who want to 
be different would not be so similar. Now, I like it. 
Makes things simple.

I walk down the hallway in my hood. 

I am never the end of the circle. I never pose 
as the founder. It is far easier to hide as one of them. 

I walk in with the other four. 

They think I am what they desire to be. That I 
am one step above them, one step closer to what they 
want. We face the ten. They crave to be us.All the 
longing. It can almost be tasted. I almost wish I was 
feeding off it. Almost.

The four kneel behind an alcove. As I re-
move the hood, my real self shines through. It is not 
beautiful. It is terrifying. Among their screams, I find 
my song. And as I tear through their muscles, all the 
centuries of work flow together into one glorious path. 
My path.
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I smooth my tunic and take a few calming 
breaths. “It’s ironic isn’t it? That the stories about 
Him have become less fantastical over time. More the 
truth. Sixty years since She died.” The Ferryman looks 
at me impassively but I think I see his gaze flick to 
the castle. I again resist the urge to turn to look. “How 
long have you served Him? My father served him for 
many years and has been in the ground many more. 
And yet He is still there. “I wonder…”

“No. No wondering. I’d best finish the sto-
ry…”

***

The man in red’s grin flashes as he turns to the 
boy. “Perhaps, you’d repay me and tell me the story 
of the Castle?” he said. “Once I’ve finished my story, 
about the sons of Cahal, the Fouyear, new Ard Righ 
and Phelan’s Select.” 

The boy’s grin is wiped off his face. He looks 
to his father who shrugs.

The boy blinks a few times and takes a deep 
breath and nods solemnly.

“So, Phelan had gone looking for Padraig, 
Andarta had gone looking for Phelan, and a war band 
had emerged from the forest… ”

***

The man with the wolf’s pelt across his shoul-
ders, the head used as a hood, fangs around his neck, 
walked slowly from the centre of the war band. Ceow-
ulf nodded to Slone, Champion of the Green Salmon, 
who shouldered his spear, his off hand falling upon 
his sword. The broad shouldered redhead nodded back 
and walked out to meet the Wolf Brethren.

Ceowulf took stock of his men. There were 
around twenty competent warriors, as well as some 
young men, for whom this was probably their first 
taste of battle, and some old men, for whom battle was 
a distant memory.

The two men, Champion and Wolf Brethren, 
met half way between the two forces. Ceowulf was 
outnumbered and probably outclassed too. However, 
he had Slone, and that counted for a lot, especially if 
his brother decided to make it a fight of champions. 

He studied the Wolf Brethren, a slim war-
rior, leanly muscled, hard faced, quiet and competent 
looking. Slone, by comparison was a head taller, twice 
as wide, his red hair a flag, his beard a sign of virility, 
confident, strong, boastful.

The two men exchanged a few sentences, 
Slone’s voice a distant boom, the smaller man’s not 
carrying. Slone shrugs, lifts his spear and turns to 
come back. The man dressed in wolfskin seems to 
study the larger warrior for a few moments then strides 
across to the opposing war band.

“Well,” Slone says when returning, “looks like 
there are two ways to play this. Champion to champi-
on or full on battle, your brother doesn’t want to face 
you one to one it seems.”

“Maelgwn was always trying to be dark and 
mysterious, but was never as brave as he’d like to 
make out,” Ceowulf answered.

“What’s our answer?” the big warrior asked.

Ceowulf looked at the collection of warriors 
behind him, and thought of the many non-combatants 
in the hall. He shrugged. “What’re the terms?”

Part Six – The Wolf Approaches
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“I win, they leave. Wolfy wins, you leave. 
Alone.” Slone answered picking an ear. Whilst Ceow-
ulf thought it over,the big man examined the end of 
his finger.

“So be it,” Ceowulf said. Slone nodded once, 
shouldered his spear once more and trotted back to the 
centre ground. Ceowulf called his squire over.

“Go fetch a bard, lad,” he ordered.

The squire sprinted off.

***

Cerridwen had played a swirling tune that 
had had them all clapping and stamping their feet. 
Padraig’s stomach was in knots and he’d visited the 
latrines a couple of times. The bard from the north, 
Donnal, was up next.

Padraig had been stealing glances at Elise 
throughout, trying to gauge her interest, as all the 
hopefuls had their turns. Epic verse contended with 
singing which competed with musical instruments. 
Padraig had watched nervously as bard after bard per-
formed for the Laureate. He’d be up next. He thought 
that his talent was greater than some, not as good as 
others. He hoped that if he didn’t win, then Cerridwen 
would. He fervently desired that Donnal would lose, 
ignominiously if possible.

As the short northman, peering through black 
curls, his mouth hidden by his beard, started an epic 
verse, Padraig was forced to concede that he was very 
good indeed.

***

Phelan sped through the forest, the green a 
blur around him. He whistled and croaked, trying to 
attract a bird or two—they could fly ahead of him. An 
iridescent wing flashed in the bushes. Phelan slowed 
and reached into a pocket to pull out a nut and a sliver 
of apple for the bird, a magpie, which hopped onto the 
path examining the man in front of it warily.

Phelan knelt, held out his hand, and whispered 
to it.

***

  A couple of crows rose squawking as And-
arta burst through the bushes. She cursed but didn’t 
slow. She strained her ears and heard it again. She 
was being pursued. She started taking account of her 
surroundings, looking for good ground to make a 
stand, although she wasn’t done running just yet. She 
wondered how many of them there were. She’d seen a 
couple of scouts, with large shaggy wolfhounds. She’d 
never had to fight dogs before, although her old tutor, 
who was well on his way round the wheel, had taught 
her some techniques.

She hoped that almost fifteen years later her 
muscles would remember what she’d barely practised 
since.

***

The young squire ran down the path, making 
for the bard’s retreat. He could hear someone else 
running through the bushes, and crows rose, calling 
in their harsh croaking voices, ahead of him. He was 
staring at the woods to the north so was surprised, 
when he turned back to the path, to see Teilo, the Sum-
mer King, step out of the woods on the other side. He 
slowed to a stop in front of the lanky, maimed man.

“Where are you going in such a hurry Lad?” 
Teilo asked.

“Maelgwn is here with a war band, and his 
champion is going to fight Slone,” the lad said, trying 
to catch his breath.

“Slone? Champion of Cahal?” Teilo asked, 
eyes narrowed.

The boy nodded. “Champion of Ceowulf now.” 

“Cahal is not yet passed, this is improper,” 
Teilo said, his gaze following the path. “Where do you 
go? To Elise?” he asked the boy.

“Yes, Sire.”

“Then tell her to come with all haste. We need 
a Brehon, she’s acted as one before. This brother on 
brother battle is unnatural.” Teilo made a shooing 
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gesture and then, checking his sword was loose in its 
scabbard, limped up the road towards Cahal’s Hold-
ing.

***

The man in red opened his eyes, the boy 
watched him rapt, and he glanced back up at the Fer-
ryman. “Will the boy balk at blood?” he asked. 

The Ferryman glanced down and then away 
across the lake. “He has seen death.” He responded.

“There will be blood.” The man in red told the 
boy, who nodded wide-eyed.

***

“I remembered the blood. It was a few years 
before I saw it first-hand. Man seeking to spill anoth-
er’s blood. The metallic stench of it. The splash of its 
vivid colour upon the ground. I had already seen the 
crows gather though.”

I stop and glance over my shoulder, at the cas-
tle inexorably drawing closer with every splash of the 
Ferryman’s oar.

“I did tell the man in red the story of the castle 
before we went there. I didn’t know enough as a child 
to differentiate between the myths and the truth. Now, 
I would that it were all myths.” I pause, turn, and look 
the Ferryman in the eye. “I will not beg. I have noth-
ing to offer you but story. Please, row slower. I ask 
nothing more than the chance to tell the tale in full.”

The masked face is impassive, but I think the 
man or woman below the cloak eases off a little. 

“I didn’t know it, but the story of the Four and 
One was going to change my life. Everything I have 
done. Everything I have been. Everything I have writ-
ten,” the Ferryman looks down at me, I know not with 
what expression, but then words were my downfall, “It 
all stemmed from that story. I appreciate the chance to 
tell someone else… ”
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Part Twelve: Roomates
Jake observed the young man walking in front 

of him. Besides the fact that he was a two-meter tall 
man who looked like Captain America, nothing really 
screamed ‘able fighter.’ His posture was not defen-
sive, and his expression wasn’t rigid. Lucas seemed 
like a very strong guy who had no idea how to use his 
strength. Jake found that comforting.

Lucas shook hands with Jake and Patrick and 
then took some of the bags from the floor.

“Lead the way Patrick.” Margo took a step 
back and gave Jake a pointed look. Jake took that as 
a sign she wanted to ask him something, so he took a 
step back too, picking up bags, while Lucas and Pat-
rick started talking.

“Can I ask...” Lucas started, gesturing at Jake 
and Patrick.

“Oh, I’m a witch. Jake’s a demon.” Patrick 
replied sunnily. He could recognise when a person 
was nervous. It was a skill he had to develop over the 
years of teaching the little ones at the coven. And a 
good mood helped a lot.

Margo was staring at the store window again. 

Jake stopped next to her.

“I didn’t know you and Patrick had bond-
ed essences.” she said quietly, trying to avoid being 
overheard. Speaking in public in singed clothes about 
magic after an incident like that was not advised.

Jake lifted an eyebrow. “How...?”

“The shield, dimwit.” She looked at him.

“Oh, yeah, before he died.” He couldn’t read 
her expression. “What are you thinking?”

Margo knew why he was asking. Even though 
Jake knew she didn’t hold the belief that witches and 
demons should never work together, bonding was still 
a big deal. It was for life. “I am thinking about the 
type of champagne I should buy you. And also, that I 
really want that leather jacket.”

Jake snickered.

***

Margo had dropped the bags off in their re-
spective rooms and put the champagne in the fridge 
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about four hours ago. Now they were all sitting at the 
table, engaged in conversation.

“You shot her?” Lucas put his glass of peach 
juice down. He couldn’t believe his ears.

“Not intentionally.” Jake lifted his hands up.

“He managed to both kill me and save me with 
a bullet.” Margo put the bowl of salad on the table. 
She had asked both Patrick and Jake to avoid the part 
about the Nexus. She wasn’t sure about Lucas to that 
degree yet, even though she found herself strangely 
trusting. She spent the entire conversation reading 
him, finding nothing suspicious.

“And then you got a priest to bring her back.” 
Lucas pointed at Jake with his fork, with a half-im-
pressed, half-incredulous expression. He took a bite of 
salad before he pointed the fork at Patrick. “And then 
they brought you back with a mythic object.”

“Yup.” Patrick nodded.

“That is insane even by magical standards.”

“Every group has their geniuses.” Jake snick-
ered proudly. “What about you?” He drank from his 
glass.

“Well, I’m a college student, well, at least I 
was. I left to find you right before they decided wheth-
er or not to throw me out.” Lucas stared at the table, 
embarrassed.

“Why?” Margo asked.

“Well, I can’t quite control my demonic side. 
Well, I can control my behaviour, just not when I 
turn.” Lucas felt weird talking about this so freely.

“Someone saw you.” said Patrick, realising.

“My girlfriend. She screamed, ran, fell down 
some stairs and wound up in a wheelchair.”

“Ouch, permanently?” Jake asked.

“No, thank god.” Lucas turned to Margo. “Can 
you control your side?”

“When conscious, yeah pretty much.” Margo 
shrugged.

“It’s psychosomatic.” Patrick chimed in. Lucas 
prompted him to continue.

“Margo was raised by a demon, and her job as 
a mercenary causes her to have to switch identities at 
will. She’s used to it. Plus she regularly works with 
people who know about her origin and magic in gener-
al. You, on the other hand, suppress your demonic and 
your witch side because you want to seem normal. Of 
course it’s going to fight you.”

“Never thought about it like that.” Lucas 
furrowed his eyebrows and looked at Margo. “Wait, 
demon? You were raised by dad?”

Margo laughed. “You call him that? You are 
just a year older than me, you couldn’t have met him. 
No. I was raised by a guy named Malik.”

“Malik the Immortal?”

“Yup, this is his apartment.” Jake added.

“What happened to your mom?”

Margo was stumped by Lucas’s confused ex-
pression. “From what I was told, the coven gave me to 
Malik so he could kill me. She stabbed the Vuur when 
she found out what he was, and his clan killed her.”

Lucas could not believe what he was hearing. 
He wasn’t a big fan of his dad, but he hadn’t expect-
ed this development. Margo’s expression was that of 
stone. For the first time in his life he realised why his 
mom didn’t talk about her coven a lot.

“What about you?” When Margo asked that, 
he almost said he didn’t know. But he knew she would 
read right through him, and he wanted to stay here.
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“My mom knew he was a demon. They eloped, 
and he left when she was pregnant. Mom’s coven 
disowned her, so she raised me on her own. I know a 
lot about him from stories, but I don’t know how true 
they are. I do have a picture though.” Lucas took out 
his wallet and handed it to her. “We both kinda look 
like him here.”

Margo opened the wallet to see a short blue 
eyed woman in a white skirt and blouse standing with 
a tall blond man in a grey suit. The picture was obvi-
ously magical, it looked clearer than a normal picture. 
Margo was shocked at how short he was. The spell 
he used was obviously able to make him change size 
too. The man looked like Lucas, but he had Margo’s 
eyes. He looked happy. But Margo could tell it wasn’t 
because of love.

“He lied to her. But she shouldn’t feel bad. 
He lied to at least four others. Seems he was good at 
that.” There was a lot of resentment in her voice, and 
she didn’t try to hide it. But Lucas was relieved that 
her expression lightened up when she looked at him.

“And in an effort to switch away from this 
topic, what did you study?” Jake stabbed his fork in 
the salad.

“Chemistry major, History of Occult Practices 
minor. Yeah, weird combination.”

“Most of those classes don’t have that much 
data, and their speculations are based on the belief that 
magic doesn’t exist.” Jake obviously disagreed that 
Lucas’s choice was weird.

“Yup, but I also have my mother’s books. The 
humans have raw data but wrong conjectures. I man-
aged to pass with flying colours and learned useful 
stuff. Wish I could finish though.” 

Margo stared at the table for a minute. Her 
instincts were equating Lucas with a toddler. The 
only reasons he survived the mall was that he ran into 
them. He knew nothing about life with magic. Espe-
cially the life he would have as a ‘half-breed.’ And he 
couldn’t stay in hiding anymore. If just one demon 

knew he existed, a safe bet was the others knew too. 
She didn’t want anyone innocent to die just because 
she wanted to find out who she was.  “Why not do it 
online?” Margo turned to Jake. “You still in touch with 
that dean?”

“The one that accidentally summoned a hell-
dog?” Jake pulled out his cellphone.

Lucas whispered to Patrick. “Helldog? I 
thought it was hellhound?”

“Two different species. Kinda like crocodiles 
and alligators.” Patrick whispered back.

“He had those online classes right?”

“Yeah.” Jake raised his eyebrows. Was she 
really suggesting what he thought she was?

“Well, call him and tell him he has a new stu-
dent.” Margo leaned back in her chair.

“But the only reason why I was able to go to 
school was because I got a full scholarship.” Lucas 
jumped in the conversation.

Margo turned to him. “Money is definitely not 
a problem. I can easily make half a million a week.” 
Lucas tried to say something but Margo interrupt-
ed him “Do not say ‘But.’ I am not taking no for an 
answer. It’s better if you have protection, for both us 
and you. The clan is going to be coming after you, too. 
You are going to need to be able to defend yourself.”

Lucas cracked a wide smile. He didn’t expect 
to be accepted so fast. “I was actually hoping I could 
stay here. Or I’m gonna have to sleep in my car.”

“You can stay, we have room. And she can fix 
the whole ‘I don’t know how to fight’ bit. It’s better to 
know how to throw a punch than not.” Jake and Margo 
had a strange habit of talking for each other. “In fact, 
ever since you asked us to stay here, I was wondering 
if we should just start working together.”

“And I said I would be glad to sign up too.” 
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Patrick added. At Margo and Lucas’s confused ex-
pressions he chuckled. “Hey, I never saw myself in 
this type of business, but then again I never thought I 
would die and be revived either. It’s not like I’m gon-
na help with hits, but I’m not going to sit around while 
Jake puts himself in danger.” 

Lucas felt excited. Margo was not only a new 
family member, she was someone that was going 
through the same thing that he was. He would not feel 

like an outcast anymore.

***
A few hours before Patrick’s revival

The house was filled with corpses and the 
smell of burnt and rotting flesh. The group of witches 
who opened the door stood in shock in front of the 
carnage. An old,white-haired woman with a set rigid 
expression walked forward. She didn’t seem fazed by 
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the fact her entire house was filled with corpses and 
ashes.

“We need to clean this before anyone reports 
it.” She spoke loudly, making everyone snap to at-
tention and start cleaning. She slowly walked to the 
kitchen where she caught a blonde woman sitting in a 
puddle of blood on the floor, clutching the male witch 
in her hands, crying silently. The old woman grabbed 
her hands and made her get up. “Clean it up. The se-
cret needs to be kept.”

The young woman took a deep breath, and got 
to work, as the old woman climbed down the base-
ment stairs.

“He was an idiot.” A Vuur was crouching 
down, barely fitting in the basement. His horns were 
in the middle of his forehead, curving up in a large 
arch, their tips grazing the ceiling. He was different 
from the others in the fact that his lines were very 
thick and appeared on his horns. He was obviously the 
leader. Two men, one dark haired, one brown haired 
were standing nearby, and another slightly smaller 
Vuur was crouching next to him.

“Take your corpse and get out!” The old wom-
an didn’t even wait to come down the stairs to yell 
this. She stopped dead in her tracks when she noticed 
the Nexus wasn’t here. It was always disconcerting, 
even though she had cast the concealment spell her-
self before allowing the trap to be set. She continued 
standing there, cold expression on her face. She was 
the last line of defence now. The ashes in the corner 
could only be her daughter’s. 

“Cool your jets lady.” The brown-haired half-
Vuur had leaned on to the staircase railing, his head 
dangerously close to the ceiling. The lines on his body 
were very thin and distributed like a web. He was 
wearing a pair of old acid-washed jeans and a t-shirt 
that seemed to have oil grease on it. His hair was 
longish, slightly curly and messy.“If you want us to 
figure out how they managed to get out of here, you’re 
gonna stop complaining.”

“Alright, here we have the remnants of a re-

viving spell.” The black-haired half-Vuur had begun to 
study the pentagram, crouching next to it, and sliding 
his fingers over the runes, fascinated. Unlike the other, 
he was in his human form and was wearing a grey suit 
without a tie, with his hair neatly combed on one side. 
“And here are other marks. The source of energy used 
must have been enormous.” His Scandinavian accent 
seemed out of place.

“Must’ve been that guy.” The smaller Vuur 
answered. He couldn’t get up from his crouching 
position. His serious tone didn’t quite mask the fact 
he would have preferred this had happened in a place 
with high ceilings. “There is no evidence she knows 
how to revive demons.”

“Then we are looking for…” the black-haired 
half-Vuur took out a notepad and flipped around it. 
“Vincent. He is one of Jake’s contacts and the only one 
who could have done this here.”

“Well Aksel, does that mean we get to go hunt-
ing?” The brown-haired half-Vuur finally walked over 
to the group. He put his hands in his pockets, wide 
grin on his face.

“No, Ted, it does not.” Aksel got up.

“Vincent is too heavily guarded.” The largest 
Vuur finally spoke again. His calm deep voice would 
make you believe he was on a stroll, not awkward-
ly huddled in a space three times shorter than him. 
“Those monks would die for him in an instant, making 
sure they took us with them.”

“So, we go after her? We better make sure we 
know what we are dealing with then. I wouldn’t want 
another death,” the smaller Vuur suggested. He hated 
seeing one of his own dead, even if he was a halfwit 
bent on macabre displays of his ‘talent’ rather than 
actual efficiency.

“We can test her.” Aksel suggested, then turned 
to Ted. “You know a lot of expendables. Let’s see her 
style.”

“I’ll setup an operation. Probably something 
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out of left field, away from any familiar place.” Ted 
got a wild look in his eyes as strategies started swirl-
ing in his head.

“You should use a warlock for—”

“Would you just get out of here already?” The 
old woman interrupted Aksel. He looked coldly at her.

“You wish to summon your god back. I under-
stand that, Ms. Ruiz. But if you want to be here for 
that, I strongly advise you to shut up.” He then turned 
to Ted. “As I said, use a warlock, that way you can 
attack her anywhere. We have their blood.”

The woman pursed her lips, but stayed, despite 
her pride telling her to leave in a huff. She watched 
as they collected their demon, took a sample from the 
floor and called for teleportation. As soon as they left 
in a cloud of dust, she walked in, kneeled near the 
hole and started chanting. But there was nothing. No 
movement, no sudden green light, no Nexus grandly 
unfolding.

“The—” A sharp pain in her chest caused her 
to stop shouting. Her body erupted in flames which 
rapidly consumed her and found their way towards the 
outstretched arm. The flames absorbed onto the lines 
on Ted’s skin as he peeled away from the wall, tossing 
away his camouflage. Before the witches came down, 
he was gone.

“So, you were correct. Good. The Nexus clan 
will not be a problem for a long time, now that their 
leaders have been extinguished.” The smaller Vuur 
and Aksel had been waiting for Ted to return. The fact 
that Ted and Aksel guessed right didn’t bother the 
Vuur. The fact they guessed right in front of the leader 
Avalit, meaning he couldn’t get credit, did. “Proceed 
with the plan as discussed.”

***

The next few days were spent in planning. At 
the end of it all, Ted and Aksel were walking down the 
mall.

“Smart move, us hiding in plain sight, even if I 
do say so myself.” Ted’s auburn eyes were sparkling.

“You did pick the best place for us not to get 
hit by an attack. But if I might add...” Aksel bowed 
slightly.

“Oh yes, your freezer charm worked won-
ders. And it was indistinguishable from the warlock’s 
spell.” Ted stopped at a window. A store clerk was put-
ting a white fluffy jacket on a mannequin. “Now, we 
know there are two. Now all we need to do is to make 
sure the bonding process went the way we expect it 
will. If it hasn’t, she will die in a matter of months.”

“And if not, well, we’re in luck.”
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Knowing her way, Angwenth found the camp 
again rather quickly, though she hid behind a different 
bush than the last time. From her hiding spot she could 
see that many of the men were not in sight, though the 
sound of snoring established that most of the tents were 
full. There were two men on guard, one was leaning up 
against a wall, his head leaning forward in sleep, his 
chest rising and falling slowly. The other, an orc, stood 
with his side toward her, his eyes watching the forest, 
alert and ready for fighting. He had to go down fast.

Biting her lip, Angwenth thought for a moment 
before taking any action. It would take more time to 
start a fire than it would to kill the lone orc. More men 
could be killed with a few of her arrows, while they 
were sleeping and confused. She nodded resolutely and 
headed toward the tents. 

Making her way around, careful to stay out 
of earshot of the orc, she lit a handful of twigs using 

flint and steel. Pulling an oil soaked arrow out of her 
bag, she held it above the flame. With a brilliant yel-
low glow, the cloth ignited into a ball of fire. Smiling, 
she notched the arrow on her bow, pointed towards the 
closest camp, and shot the arrow.

There was no wind. The arrow shot through the 
sky, cleanly and silently, hitting the tent in the bottom 
corner. Flame flicked across the fabric, searching for 
more fuel. It found it, and the tent started to light up. 
Not wasting any time, she lit, notched, and shot the ad-
ditional five arrows, all at different tents. Then she took 
off back to where she was before, a regular arrow al-
ready placed on her bow.

By the time she made it back to her original 
spot, the tents were almost completely engulfed. Star-
tled cries of different men could be heard as she pulled 
back her arrow, and aimed for the head of the orc that 
was nearby. His attention had turned to the camp, 
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blocking him from the sound of the shooting arrow un-
til he turned. The arrow slammed right into his eye. An-
gwenth winced as he fell to the ground. She had aimed 
for his temple. 

Go, you don’t have time for this. She pushed 
herself off the ground and notched another arrow. Men 
were pushing out of the tents, though some of their 
screams were more agonizing. Angwenth didn’t look 
over at them. The sleeping guard jumped up, startled 
and confused by the screams. Before he could see what 
was going on, Angwenth shot an arrow at him, but 
missed as it hit the shed behind him. “Damn it!” she 
muttered before notching another. Only four more.

The man looked back at the arrow, then where 
Angwenth stood. He pulled out his sword, though he 
was slower due to just waking up, and headed towards 
her. Angwenth shot another arrow, this time hitting him 
in the throat and he fell over gasping for air. 

Three more. She reminded herself as she 
notched the bow, glancing over at the tents to see who 
would be the biggest threats in close range combat. 
The fires were growing, and starting  to reach the other 
tents. Multiple men were out of the tents, flames licking 
over the scream, the sources of the agonizing screams. 
Other men were beating them with things, in attempts 
to put out the fire, but were only making it worse. There 
were about six or seven men already on the ground, 
twitching or just unmoving. About ten men were still 
on fire, and four were singed, but not burning. There 
were about ten able-bodies men, though half of them 
were busy, and there was about fourteen able to fight-
still. 

Angwenth groaned. The odds were not looking 
good but at least she had downed at least half of them. 
She aimed her bow for one of the larger men who had 
no injuries. The bow twanged. The arrow slammed in 
his back, cutting off his sentence. She saw him look 
down at the protruding arrow through his chest, before 
falling down to his knees. The human he was talking to 
looked up directly at her. Their eyes locked. 

“Shit.” Two to go.

Notching another arrow she aimed for the man, 

but he dodged it. The arrow shot past him and slammed 
into the arm of another man, one that was already on 
fire. He screamed, confused, and fell to the ground. 
There wasn’t time for Angwenth to pull out her final 
arrow. She dropped her bow and pulled out her sword, 
running into the woods so the others wouldn’t get any 
ideas and attempt to follow. 

When she turned to face the human she was 
greeted by a stocky, short, balding man of about her 
father’s age. There were circles under his eyes and his 
clothes were covered in dirt and soot from the fires, he 
pulled out his sword and readied for a fight. Angwenth 
frowned as she looked at him. The man growled.

“Why are you doing this?” He asked angrily. 
“You killed a bunch of good men in there!”

Angwenth raised an eyebrow. “Good men?” 
She repeated. “You capture and kill innocent animals 
for profit. Whether to sell their meat and coats, or for 
your stupid games. How is that a sign of a good man?”

He hesitated. “We have to make a living.” 

Angwenth shook her head, anger flaring up in-
side. “They’re innocent animals!”

The man shrugged with indifference. 

With a growl, she felt her face heating up. Blood 
rushed throughout her body, her heart racing. Her grip 
tightened on the hilt of her sword, left foot stepping 
slightly backwards. The man must have taken it as a 
signal and raised his sword before running towards her. 
Angwenth dodged his first blow, the sword slicing thin 
air. He stumbled forward but quickly righted himself, 
turning on his heel to face Angwenth. 

Angwenth held the sword in front of her, using 
it to block. She weaved left and right, dodging a few 
more attacks. As one aimed for her head, she lifted the 
her blade to block the steel. It slammed down with a 
clink. He attempted to push towards her, but she was 
taller. Lifting up her leg she slammed the bottom of her 
foot into his chest, knocking him backwards. 

The weapon slid across her own sword with a 
loud whine of metal. Her assailant landed on his ass, the 
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blade landing on the ground near him. Without hesita-
tion Angwenth ran at him, slamming the blade across 
his lower arm. It cut through cleanly; blood covered the 
blade as she spun around and slammed the tip of sword 
into his back. With a spurting cough the man collapsed. 

Not having time to think about her next move, 
she ran away from the body to get an advantage point. 
She ran toward the clearing and found herself behind 
the pens. A few of the men had run toward the forest, 
while others attended the wounded. The fires were still 
growing, and they were getting closer to the pens, she 
needed to help get the animals out or they would all 
die. Running towards the cages she slashed the ropes 
that kept the cages locked. They split apart as the sword 
slammed against the wood. 

The noise drew attention to her. Several men 
stood shooting surprised looks at each other. A handful 
of them stood before her, a few humans scattered with 
elves and orcs. Most were covered in soot or had burnt 
clothes and hair. All of them were angry, and looking 
straight at her. Angwenth had an idea that brought a 
smile to her face.

An orc, about two feet taller than her, took a 
step forward. He had a head full of red hair that con-
trasted against his tanned greenish coloured skin. Un-
derneath his clothes were muscles that rippled as he 
tensed at her smile. “Why are ya smiling? We have you 
cornered. You lost!”

Angwenth couldn’t help but let out an almost 
maniacal laughter. It seemed to piss him off more. 

“Stop laughin’! You’re going to pay for what 
you’ve done.”

“Oh you want pay back, do you?” Angwenth 
grinned while still letting out choked laughs.

Wary eyes were glancing around at each oth-
er, probably wondering what Angwenth was madness 
was causing her to face them all head on  like this. An-
gwenth let her grin fade as she replaced it with a ticked-
off scowl. “Then have your pay back, you bastards.” 

Doors to the cage swung inwards, opening 
soundlessly. The growling and snarling of the beasts 

grew louder as a few of them stepped out of the cages. 
Ears were back, hair stood on edge across their spines, 
as they kept eye contact on the men who had forced 
them into that cage. “Now’s your chance boys and girls. 
Go get your pay back.” 

Men started to take frightened steps away from 
the animals. One took off in a run, causing three of the 
dogs and wolves to chase him into the forest. There 
were snarls and a loud scream of agony. It died after a 
few minutes, but gave the rest of the wolves and pups 
incentive to take off. After they cleared out, Angwenth 
ignored the screams and ran to the other two pens. She 
cut the ropes loose on those as well, letting them swing 
open so they could join in the fun. 

There was nothing else for her to do. The ani-
mals would finish off what they were doing, hopeful-
ly the pets would find their way home, and the wolves 
would go back to living in the wild. The fires would die 
down before it reached the forest and grow more. She 
needed to go back to Grey and get him home to take 
care of his broken ribs and arm. 

As she walked the sun started to rise. Blood-cur-
dling screams filled the air, but Angwenth didn’t look 
back. Her job was done. The animals were free. Now, 
they could have their revenge on the people who hurt 
them. She smiled. 

Pushing through the clearing she glanced up at 
the cave. Grey stood at the edge of it, leaning against 
the wall, holding his broken arm in his grip. He glanced 
around worriedly. Shadow sat at his heels looking into 
the forest as well. The pup saw her first, his tail wagged 
as he let out a soft bark before taking off towards her.

Angwenth reached down to pick up the pup, let-
ting him jump on her chest and lick at her face. “Hello 
to you, too.” She said, her voice exhausted.

Walking the rest of the way to the cave she saw 
Grey. He lit up when they locked eye contact. “You 
shouldn’t have gone off alone.”

She glanced away. “I didn’t want you to get 
hurt.”

A finger rested against her chin and lifted up her 
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head. “I didn’t want you to get hurt, either.” 

They locked eyes again, even when Angwenth 
tried to look away she got lost in his grey eyes. “I’m 
fine. They’re dead. It’s over.” 

“That’s over.” With a smile Grey leaned in. 

He pushed his lips against hers. They were soft, 
full, and seemed to lock perfectly. Angwenth felt heat 
rush through her body as their skin connected. At first 
she tensed, but as the kiss continued, her eyes closed. 
He broke away first, leaving Angwenth confused. “This 
is just beginning.” 

Angwenth couldn’t help but blush. Her first 
kiss, and it was with Grey of all people. It seemed 
wrong but felt right. Sighing, she let out a small smile. 
“We need to head back to the village. You’re injured, 
I’m injured, and I need sleep.” 

Grey nodded but didn’t move. “I need you to 
promise me something, Angwenth.” 

She looked at him.

“Promise me that we can give this a shot.” He 
whispered.

Angwenth looked away. “What about the other 
girls?” 

Grey shook his head. “I will be faithfully yours 
as long as we are together.” 

Gulping slightly she fidgeted. With a curt nod 
she turned to walk away. The heat on her face gave 
away how much she was blushing and she didn’t want 
him to see. 

If he saw, he didn’t say. Grey followed as they 
headed towards the village. The sun was in the sky, 
the howls of wolves could be heard from far away, 
the screams had stopped. A breeze brushed against her 
cheek and hair. Angwenth took it as a sign that Adruna 
was thanking her for saving the life of the forest crea-
tures. With a nod, Angwenth kept walking in silence.

They reached the village around noon, the walk 
taking longer with their injuries. Angwenth led them to 

her parent’s house, knowing her mother would make 
a fuss but would take care of everything that needed 
to be done. Exhaustion was barely holding off as she 
knocked on the door. 

A woman in her late fifties with white frizzy hair, 
matching Angwenth’s own hair, answered the door. She 
stood a foot and a half shorter than Angwenth, who got 
most of her height for her father, and looked up at the 
two of them with sparkling green eyes. “Angwenth! 
Dear, what a surprise.”

“Hello, Mother. We need your help.” She sig-
nalled to Grey’s arm and acknowledgement crossed the 
elder woman’s face. 

“Well if it isn’t Mr. Grey Holst, how have you 
been?”

“Doing pretty well, minus the broken arm and 
ribs, Mrs. Longbriar.” Grey gave a weak smile.

“Polite, too. Angwenth you could do wonders 
with a man like Grey!” She added in shaking her head.

“Mother! Injured, here.” Angwenth growled, 
turning her head to hide a blush as Grey let out a soft 
chuckle.

“Right, right! Come in, come in.” She moved 
out of the way before heading to the kitchen. “Tea?”

The kettle was already on the fire before An-
gwenth or Grey could protest. They followed her into 
the kitchen, each taking a seat at the wooden table sit-
ting in the centre of the cheery room. Angwenth sunk 
into her own chair, placing Shadow on the ground. The 
dog barked and Mrs. Longbrair turned around. “And 
who is this little dear?”

“Shadow. My new pup.” Angwenth said with a 
soft sigh. “His mother was killed by poachers.” 

Mrs. Longbrair nodded her head, not pushing 
any more. “I’ll have your father go get the doctor then 
come back and start cleaning you two up.” 

She walked into another room as Grey glanced 
over at Angwenth. “This is what I mean for your home. 
Something a little more cheery, and feminine.”
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Angwenth rolled her eyes and glanced up at 
him. “I will hit you.” She smiled though.

“We’re together now, you can’t hit me.” Grey 
noted cheerfully.

“Watch me.” Angwenth smirked.

Frowning he looked back at the door as Mrs. 

Longbrair came into the room. She began cleaning up 
any wounds and scrapes that Grey had, talking about 
random gossip around town as she did. Angwenth rest-
ed her head against the table as they spoke, hearing 
Grey barely muttering a response to her mother.

#

She woke up, alone in the kitchen. Startled 
she jumped up, realizing she felt constricted. Looking 
down she noticed that her ribs were wrapped up, and 
she had a clean shirt on. There was talking from the 
living room. Angwenth got up to walk towards it. In a 
rocking chair sat her mother, knitting with some wool 
yarn. On the couch, with his feet curled under him sat 

Grey, who laughed at something Angwenth’s father 
said. Angwenth’s father sat on another chair, facing the 
fire. 

Walking in she sat down on the opposite side of 
the couch from Grey. “How long was I out?”

“A few hours. The sun is setting soon.” Mrs. 
Longbrair noted. 

Angwenth wasn’t sure how she looked away 
from the yarn and kept her count. The pieces always 
came out flawless, despite her mother’s lack of atten-
tion.

“Shadow?” She asked sleepily, glancing around.

“Eating. He’s in the other room with some food.” 
Her mother said with a smile. “Such a cute thing.”

Her father chimed in. “Yeah cute. Eating my 
steak.”

With a smile Angwenth leaned back into the 
couch. “Thank you.” 
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There was a silence, that only Angwenth didn’t 
see as awkward. Her mother said softly. “So. You and 
Grey?”

Angwenth’s eyes darted open, glancing at Grey. 
He told them? Grey shrugged. “Your mother is very 
convincing when she wants information.”

Groaning, Angwenth reached up to rub the 
bridge of her nose. “Yes. Me and Grey.” 

She let out a cheerful sound, that she quickly 
muffled. The smile on her face didn’t hide her excite-
ment though. “That’s so wonderful. I always said Grey 
was a wonderful man, didn’t I dear?”

“Ya.” Was all her father added.

Angwenth groaned. “Can we talk about some-
thing else?”

Grey let out a chuckle but dropped the topic. 
Her father asked, his voice serious. “What happened?”

“Father, I said to drop it.” Angwenth sighed.

“Not with you two. To cause the injuries.” He 
added, his voice serious. 

Angwenth knew that he would do whatever he 
could to protect her, despite the fact that she was almost 
as strong as he was.

She told them the events of the last few days, 
including how she came across Shadow, and the dog 
fights. She avoided going into details about the death, 
at least until they pushed her to share. As the details 
flashed through her mind, she shared. By the end she 
looked up, her father beamed with pride. “That’s my 
girl! Killed all them men on your own.”

“Not completely. The wolves helped.” She add-
ed in.

Her mother smiled. “You thought of that though. 
That’s very smart of you, dear.”

Grey smiled at her. “Did better than if I would 
have been there. I would have gotten myself caught.” 

She laughed. Angwenth felt her ribs ache from 

it, but it felt good. “True. But you did help.”

“How?” He asked seriously.

“You gave me someone to come back to.” 

It was Grey’s turn to blush as he looked away. 
Shadow came bounding into the room, jumping onto 
the couch just in time to distract everyone. He rolled up 
on Angwenth’s lap looking up at her as if to say ‘What 
about me?’

“You, too, little buddy. Thanks for the assis-
tance the first night, otherwise I’d be dead.” She rubbed 
his head gently, and he laid his head on her lap to sleep.

#

Angwenth pushed open the carved wooden door 
without knocking. “I’m home.” 

The inside of the home was decorated in warm 
colours, more to match nature. Flowers were placed in 
pots and windows, which were open to let in as much 
light and sunshine as possible. Angwenth walked 
through the main room to the back where the kitchen 
was placed. In the kitchen, Grey stood at the counter 
chopping vegetables from the garden Angwenth had 
planted outside a year back. “Welcome home. How’d 
the hunting go?”

Shadow trotted up behind her. The pup was al-
most a full grown wolf, his nose at about the height of 
Angwenth’s knee. His black fur, that had grown long 
and full, was caked in mud. He dropped the bundle in 
his mouth on the floor, letting his tongue hang out as it 
hit the floor in a splat. “Caught us some dinner.” 

He nodded and picked up the creature off the 
ground before going at it with a knife. “Go clean up. 
Dinner will be done soon.” 

Angwenth went to the washroom, while Shad-
ow went outside to the small lake that was outside. They 
both came back clean, or at least less muddy, when 
Grey was placing dinner on the table. “Just in time.” 
He frowned at the dirt but didn’t make any comments.

Sitting at the table they discussed each other’s 
days. Angwenth had gone hunting with Shadow, spend-
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ing most of the day outside. They managed to catch 
a few things, dropped some off to her parents before 
bring the rest home. Grey had stayed home most of the 
day, choosing the less dirty of the two options. 

She had moved in a few months ago, after 
spending more time there then her own home. There 
was never a question as to whose house would be cho-
sen when they decided to move in together. Grey’s 
house had so much history and was much better built 
than her own. Angwenth’s parents were thrilled, still 
counting down the days until grandchildren, despite 
Angwenth’s reminder that she wanted to wait to have 
kids.

The forest had calmed down a lot in the last 
few months. There was never any mention outside of 
her parent’s home about the dog fights, or the men in 
the forest. Lost pets found their way home, after only 
a few days of the incident, leaving many adults con-
fused and children happy. Occasionally she heard ru-
mours of someone finding bones or a burned corpse in 
the woods, though it was never linked back to anyone 

in particular. They kept it to themselves.

Angwenth had been working on her anger issues 
with Grey, though it wasn’t coming along very well. 
Half the time she got mad of trying not to get mad, forc-
ing herself to go calm down elsewhere. Grey was still 
beating off women with a stick, but true to his word, 
he never wavered in his faithfulness to Angwenth. A 
few of the women backed off when Angwenth began to 
growl at them. They thought she was crazy. She didn’t 
mind though, and Grey always got a chuckle out of it.

Angwenth and Grey had talked about taken 
things the next step, but for now Angwenth threatened 
that if he ever tried to embarrass her she would kick 
his ass. He believed her, and kept his promise that if 
and when he proposed, it would be somewhere private. 
Mrs. Longbriar would stop by and drop not so subtle 
hints as to where the perfect place would be, but the 
smirk on his face gave away that Grey already knew 
where he would propose to her. 

The place they had shared their first kiss. Their 
first hint of romance. Their home away from home.
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Trouble at the Docks
Chapter Fourteen

By Jim King
The hoped for quiet night did not last long. 

Gunshots rang out in the darkness, and the camp 
erupted with shouting and confusion. 

The outer picket closest to the road had spot-
ted figures coming towards the camp and shouted a 
warning. After waiting several seconds for a response, 
both guards opened fire then fell back. Pickets either 
side responded and likewise opened fire as more rebels 
came into sight. Within a minute, the entire picket line 
facing the rebel town was falling back and firing shots 
against the closing enemy.

In the camp, soldiers scrambled out of their 
tents, most in no more than vests and trousers, taking 
up their rifles and running to the trenches surrounding 
the camp.

The attackers came closer, but they were no 
more than shadows within the night. This, however, 
did not stop random shots being fired into the darkness 
at every movement, real or imagined.

Then, no more than two minutes after the first 
shots had been fired, the pickets ran into the camp, 
jumping over the trenches as they went. From the 
middle of the camp came the solid crump of the East 
Indian Company mortar. The mortar crew may have 
been in the employ of a trade company rather than 

serving Queen and Country, but they knew their jobs.

The front of the camp, the road, and waste 
ground beyond suddenly lit with a harsh, yellow light 
as the illumination round ignited high overhead. Now 
the defenders had targets—they could see the rebels 
advancing toward them, and with a crashing thunder 
and a rolling cloud of smoke barely visible in the light 
of camp fire and lamp, every soldier and native levy 
opened fire.

The flickering light cast deep shadows but also 
marked the rebels. The attacker’s numbers could not 
be clearly seen, but they were coming closer. Bul-
lets threw up sand and dust from the ground, whined 
through the air overhead, and struck among the attack-
ers. One of the rotary guns opened fire, and several of 
the attackers were bowled over by the heavy bullets 
that tore through their lines.

But, the rebels came on; musket fire began to 
strike the dirt banks and sand bags, forcing men to 
duck down. The rotary gun swung to engage more 
targets, then was swung back to its original position as 
more movement was seen there.

General Summerby arrived with tonight’s 
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guard just behind him; he ducked down behind one of 
the protective banks then peered around it to assess the 
situation. Several of the rotary guns were now in ac-
tion; a second illumination round had been fired. From 
the trenches facing the attack, at least a platoon of men 
were firing at the rebels. Rebel fire was sporadic and 
poorly aimed. Most of them seemed to be charging 
straight at the camp.

Wait, they were walking toward the camp. 
This was no headlong charge—they were walking. He 
needed to see what was happening. He turned to the 
closest soldier.

“You there, run to the mortar. Tell them I want 
at least two of those lights in the air at once. I need to 
see what is happening.”

The soldier ran off, and Summerby turned back 
to the fight. There seemed to be hundreds of the rebels, 
they were felled then more movement came from the 
darkness.

A fresh illumination round was launched 
skyward. The tin sphere flew to the highest point of its 
flight, as its fuse burned down and went off. The upper 
section separated, and the cloth parachute within came 
free and filled. The lower, heavier hemisphere was 
also ignited by the fuse, the phosphor within burning 
brightly and spraying outward by means of a hole 
at the bottom of the half-sphere. It was this spray of 
burning phosphor that cast the light below it.

Quickly a second illumination round joined the 
first, casting harsh, bright light across the battlefield.

Now the attackers could be seen, the dozens 
became only a handful and as Summerby watched 

one took several hits and fell over backwards. Then 
he gasped and called on god for salvation as the man 
he had just seen take at least two hits in the chest 
struggled back to his feet. More rounds struck the 
rebel—one struck him in the head, and the heavy 
round shattered his skull and blew the back of his head 
outward in a cloud of brains. The rebel staggered but 
stayed upright till a vast explosion erupted from the 
ground in front of him and the blast turned him into a 
spray of flesh and bone.

Across the fighting the few remaining rebels 
were drawing a storm of fire and one by one they fell 
and did not rise again.

The light from the illuminating rounds flick-
ered and died. Silence swept across the camp as the 
last shots were fired. Then a few calls began. Shouts, 
calls to god, someone was praying, others were trying 
to explain what they had seen.

“You see that. They wouldn’t die. I hit that 
one. His head was gone. This ain’t natural. Cursed 
place. God save us.”

Sergeants and officers stepped in to restore 
order. The levy took the longest to bring under control, 
British army discipline quickly had the redcoats back 
in ranks. No matter how strange or unnatural things 
seemed to be, the shouts and curses of the sergeants 
remained as a reminder of more normal times.

It took time to get everything back under con-
trol, not unsurprising given that First Company, First 
Battalion, 53rd (Shropshire) Regiment of Foot had just 
fought a battle against an enemy that seemingly would 
not die. Skirmishers were sent out to sweep the bat-
tlefield, reluctantly and very carefully, but they went 
nonetheless.
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Shouts and individual shots indicated they 
had found at least one survivor, though survivor was 
perhaps not the right word. One of the soldiers came 
back into the camp to report, they had found no more 
enemy, no sign of the rebels that had been firing at 
them, and “Beg pardon general, but one of ‘em is still 
moving and would you come take a look.”

“Bring some lights!” The general shouted then 
started to move without waiting to see if his order was 
carried out.

One general, one captain, a cluster of lieu-
tenants, and a randomly selected group of soldiers 
climbed over the trenches and into the darkness 
beyond, then two more soldiers came up behind them 
holding big, army-issue oil lamps.

The entire group followed the messenger 
across the now bullet- and shell-torn ground until they 
came to a group of men standing back from a figure on 
the ground. They held their rifles with fingers tightly 
clenched and fear marked every face.

With the lamps casting light across the ground, 
the figure could be seen clearly. A young man, beard-
ed and swarthy. Snapping his teeth and trying to drag 
himself closer to the surrounding soldiers. But, it was 
the wounds he had suffered that drew gasps from the 
officers. Both his legs were gone, one at the hip, the 
other at the knee. His right arm was a mangled ruin, 
the side of his head was gone, and bone and bits of 
brain could clearly be seen through the hole.

Any of these wounds should have killed him 
and yet he still moved, still tried to drag himself closer 
to the British. With no weapon but his teeth, he was 
trying to bite them. 

“Kill him. It. Finish it off!”

The soldiers obeyed the general’s order, and 
eleven men fired. Every round struck the man, and his 
body was smashed into the ground. It was not until 
the last few hits had completely shattered its spine and 
destroyed its head that it finally stopped moving.

“What in god’s name?Was that a—”

“Not here!” General Summerby quickly si-
lenced his officer’s speculation.

“Sweep the area. Any more like this, finish 
them off. Send to the quartermaster for a barrel of 
lamp oil. Burn them, burn them all.”

The infantry lieutenants turned to carry out 
his orders, and the other officers began to walk back 
toward the camp when the general suddenly stopped.

“Lieutenant Digby, the Arab that came out 
last night with a lamp, the one who was shouting this 
morning, Rashid I think, find him, bring him to my 
tent. Right now!” 

***

General Summerby and the officers still with 
him walked back to a camp now fully awake, lamps 
were being set out, and several cook fires were bought 
back to life. Some enterprising sergeant or officer had 
ordered small fires to be started some distance from 
the camp to form lit areas in front of the trenches and 
redoubts.
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Every man was alert and most still crouched in 
the trenches, eyes staring into the darkness looking for 
the slightest movement that would suggest another at-
tack. Any attempt at gossip was done in no more than 
a whisper. The three infantry lieutenants and numerous 
sergeants were quick to pounce on any soldier who 
tried to speak.

Captain Greyling stopped to check on the lanc-
ers who were standing ready for infantry action. Going 
out mounted in this terrain during the dead of night 
would be impossible so they were formed as a small 
reserve by the horse lines. Then he hurried to catch up 
with the General.

Captain Charterhouse stepped away to make 
sure his three lieutenants, and more importantly his 
many experienced sergeants, had things tightly under 
control. The levy in particular were close to panic, and 
Charterhouse detailed several of his sergeants to keep 
an eye on them. 

The company men were formed up around that 
damn mortar of theirs and had rifles at the ready. The 
captain declared himself and then went over to talk 
to their office to ensure they were under control and 
would not be shooting anyone by mistake.

Lieutenant Houseman came over to join the 
general’s party; Greyhound and the four Ironsides had 
steam up and were ready for action. The Land Frigate 
was sitting at the edge of the camp with its main turret 
facing into the darkness toward the rebel-held town.

The Ironsides were in the trenches between the 
forward redoubts. They could hold there or advance 
against the enemy if they came in again. Men and 
officers were beginning to speculate on the nature of 
this enemy, and a pair of additional maxims should 
prove most useful. The light cannon would be of far 

less use since the explosive round they could fire was 
much less of a threat to an enemy spread out across 
the desert.

The general reached his tent where his orderly 
had his uniform set out and a lamp lit.

A messenger arrived at the tent to report that 
Doctor Adler was treating a handful of wounded, none 
serious, and all from the musket fire that had peppered 
the trenches and redoubts during the attack.

After a few minutes all the officers, except the 
duty officer from second platoon and Lieutenant Dig-
by who was still checking the native levy for Rashid, 
had reached the tent. A spirited discussion quickly 
began as to just what they had all seen or thought they 
had seen.

The arrival of Lieutenant Digby bought the 
talking to an immediate stop, and he ushered an Arab 
into the tent, the same man who had held the lantern 
for the general the night before.

“Abdul Rashid sir, one of the drivers.”

General Summerby looked at the man, the 
Arab’s face was hard angles and a great beak of a nose 
under the light of the oil lamp hanging from the tent 
pole. Not as old as he looked, thought the general, a 
hard life but not a long one so far. Then the General 
looked into the Arab’s eyes and saw fear and ven-
geance and terror and a fanatical resolve.

“Rashid. You tried to talk to me this morning, 
something about a book being opened. Tell me every-
thing, I need to know what it is that my men are facing 
here, leave nothing out. Start from the beginning.” 
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