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Once upon a time in a land far, far away, there was a 
kingdom of islands and a castle of white and gold. 

#

A disheveled looking huntsman burst into the throne 
room and was immediately detained by several guards 
before the captain recognized him, grabbed him by the 
collar and yanked him up.

“Wernher? You’re supposed to be watching the main-
land. What are you doing here?” 

Acknowledging his captain, Wernher removed his 
leather cap and turned to the king and queen seated 
before him. “Your Majesty, the Red Queen’s army is 
headed this way.”

“Impossible, we’ve done nothing to draw her atten-
tion,” King Reizend said dismissively before a light 
squeeze on his hand made him glance over at his 
queen. “Why do you believe this?” he asked, turning 
back to the huntsman.

“The elves of the Dark Wood said they are clearing 
a path through the forest in this direction.” Wernher 
began wringing his cap in his hands.

“Bah! The elves. She could be going anywhere.” An-
other gentle squeeze from his queen focused the king 
again. “That does not mean we are her target; what 
other proof do you have?”

“They have entered a part of the wood that is the 

Ella

By JM Weibel

Part One



PAGE 005

shortest route to our largest bay and mainland towns. 
There is no other destination they could be headed.” 
Sweat beaded on Wernher’s forehead.

“Your Majesty, I would have to agree with Huntsman 
Wernher; Rosenrot is not going to spare us.” Captain 
Vertrouwen placed a steadying hand on the hunts-
man’s shoulder.

As the captain’s words sunk in, the king’s shoulders 
slumped and the colour left his face. “How much time 
do we have?”

Wernher cleared his throat. “Maybe two months, 
three if we are lucky. The elves won’t interfere with 
their progression, even if they are cutting some of the 
forest down. They fear that the Red Queen will just set 
the forest ablaze instead and crush her way through 
them.” He continued to twist his cap. 

“Return to the mainland and keep a watch on their 
progression. Inform us immediately if they start to 
move faster or turn back.” Vertrouwen turned Wernher 
away from the Royals and walked with him to the 
door.

“Aye, Sir. I will.” Sliding his cap back on his head he 
ran from the throne room.

Queen Ella rose from her throne when the ornate 
doors shut again. “Gather the soldiers and ready the 
ships. Our people are masters of the sea; we’ll meet 
Rosenrot there.” She looked back at Reizend for sup-
port, but he remained slumped in his throne, staring at 
the cobblestone floor.

Nudging his leg, the king slowly turned to look at her. 
“There’s no use,” he said with trembling lips. “She’s 
too strong now. Her army is loaded with monsters. 
They’ll tear our people apart and then us!” Reizend’s 
voice rose; his breath came in short bursts.

Queen Ella grabbed his arm and pulled him from his 
throne. “Please excuse us, Captain,” she said, gritting 
her teeth while dragging the king from the chamber.

Queen Ella slammed the door behind them, then spun 

Reizend to face her. “What is wrong with you? I’m 
well aware of your cowardice, but the rest of the King-
dom is not!”

“The Red Queen is death! There is no time for false 
bravery!” Darting his eyes around the room, Reizend 
started to move about and collect items.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m leaving; we should leave, together! We can sell 
this stuff and get a nice little cottage and the Red 
Queen will just ignore us then. Come on.” Reizend 
grabbed Ella’s hand and tried to pull her with him.

Yanking her hand free, she stared at him with wide 
eyes. “What about our people? They depend on us to 
protect them!”

“Forget them! Most of ‘em will get away and I’m sure 
those that don’t will be fine. Now, come on!” Reizend 
tried again to grab for her arm again.

“No! I can’t leave them, they will not be fine!”
 
“Then stay here and die with them.” Turning his back, 
Reizend left the room in a near run.
 
Queen Ella slumped back against a chair and placed a 
hand upon her chest. She found it hard to breathe and 
felt the world spin beneath her. Stumbling to a win-
dow, she pushed it open and deeply sucked in the fresh 
air.
 
She remained leaning there until commotion below 
drew her attention. In the courtyard, she could see 
Reizend, followed by a large number of his guard, 
riding out of the stables and to the main gate. He rode 
through the open portcullis and across the bridge, 
heading for the port town some distance away. King 
Reizend never once looked back.
 
A knock at the door made Ella jump. “Come in,” she 
said over her shoulder as she continued to watch the 
king ride away.
 
“Your Majesty, the king has left us,” Captain Vertrou-
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wen said quietly.
 
“I know.”
 
“What would you have us do, My Queen?”
 
Ella took another deep breath and wiped at her eyes. 
“Gather the soldiers that remain. I want everyone 
in the village on the mainland brought here before 
Rosenrot’s forces get to them. After that...” she paused 
with a shuddered sigh, “we will figure it out as we 
go.”
 
“Yes, Your Majesty.” Vertrouwen bowed and left the 
queen to her thoughts.

#
Queen Ella sat on the window sill of her private room, 
watching the ocean, the commotion of the courtyard 
far below.

“What am I going to do?” she asked the white cat in 
her lap.

“You can always save them all.”

Startled by the unfamiliar voice, Ella turned to see 
who had entered her chambers. The solid oak door 
remained closed and securely bolted.

“Hello?” Lifting the cat she slowly stood, eyes darting 
around to every dark corner.

“Greetings,” said the voice again.

Ella looked down in confusion towards the source of 
the voice.

“Would you be so kind as to set me on the bed?” the 
cat asked her.

Ella stood suddenly in surprise, dropping the cat to the 
floor.

“I guess I can do it myself,” it said as it jumped up 
onto the bed.

“Who-? What-?” Ella brought her hand to her mouth 
unsure whether to laugh or scream.

“Who. My name is Ermine White. What. I am a fairy 
of the Greater Faewood.” The cat lowered its front in a 
strange bow.

“Why is a fairy of the Faewood here?” Ella asked, 
forgetting her shock of seeing a talking cat.

Jumping into the air and flashing into a white bird, 
Ermine flew over and landed on the sill next to Ella.

“To help you, of course.”

“How? Do you have some sort of magic that will keep 
Rosenrot away from my lands?” Ella leaned in to look 
closely at Ermine.

“Oh my! No no no no no. There are few in the Greater 
Faewood that would even have a chance against the 
Red Queen and her magic. This would be why we still 
exist. We do not draw her attention.“ Ermine shook 
her head then fluttered back to the bed and changed 
into the white cat again.

“Then how can you be of help?” Ella slumped down 
into a chair.

“By telling you how you can stop her from entering 
your lands... further.”

Ella glanced at the cat through half-slit eyes. “If no 
one in the Faewood can stop her, then there is nothing 
I can do. I have no magic at all. I must get my people 
to safety.” Ella made to stand before she was interrupt-
ed by Ermine jumping into her lap.

“You, right now, no you can’t. But, after I tell you 
how, you, then, can,” Ermine said, tilting her head.
Ella stared at the white cat for a time before speaking. 

“Fine then. How?”

“First you must leave the castle.”

“What?! I can’t do that! I’m needed here.”
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“But you must, or you all will suffer the Red Queen.”

“I cannot. There will be no one to lead,” Ella said as 
she stood and placed Ermine on her bed.

Ermine transformed back into the white bird then flew 
to the window and perched onto the sill.

“There,” she said looking out into the courtyard.
Stepping up beside the small bird, Ella leaned out 
cautiously to see Captain Vertrouwen directing the 
castle guards. They moved about securing the walls 
and helping the refugees to safe quarters.

“Captain Vertrouwen?”

“Yes, he is a good man, one you can trust to not take 
over you kingdom.”

“I’m not worried about my rule, I’m concerned about 
my people.”

“One and the same.” Ermine flew back to the bed and 
shifted into a small white dog.

“Is this the only way?” asked Ella returning to her 
seat.

“It is.”

Ella sat quietly for a short time before speaking again. 
“Where do I need to go?” She slumped back into her 
chair.

“Mainland, north. Come alone, promise?”

Ella took a deep breath and nodded. “I promise,” she 
said.

“Queen Ella stands by her word. I’ll tell you more 
there.” Flashing into the bird, Ermine flew out the 
window. “I will find you in a few days.”

#
“I don’t agree with this, My Queen. This Ermine 
could be in league with the Red Queen. It could just 

be an elaborate trap,” Vertrouwen said quietly, follow-
ing Ella through the bustling town toward the docks. 
Wrapped in a rider’s cloak and hunter’s attire, she 
blended in with the mass of people. No one recognized 
her or even appeared to care.
 
“That crossed my mind, Captain, but we have very 
little choice. If there is even the smallest chance, then I 
must take it.” Ella took Captain Vertrouwen’s hand as 
she stepped down into the small sail boat.
 
“Again, I request, let me send some of my guard with 
you.”
 
“No, I must go alone. I promised.”
 
“Then a sword. Take this.” The captain made to pull 
out his weapon for her. Ella placed a hand on his arm, 
stopping him.
 
“I have the bow. A blade like that would draw just as 
much unwanted attention.”
 
Sighing heavily, Vertrouwen gave up arguing. “At 
least you are wearing the armour.”
 
Ella smiled at the Captain and nodded. “I will return 
as soon as I can. Prepare the defences and ready all 
non-war ships to the far side of the island for evacua-
tion if you must.”
 
Vertrouwen nodded and helped push the small boat 
away from the dock. Ella motioned to the boatmen; 
they grabbed oars and paddled into the early morning 
fog. After passing through the gate of the Great Isle 
Wall that surrounded the capital island, they pulled up 
the sail and road on in silence.

#
Several hours later, her small boat arrived at the docks 
of the sole village on the northern shore. The inhabi-
tants had already been evacuated to one of the island 
forts, leaving the town eerily quiet. The boatmen 
helped Ella out and handed her the few supplies she 
brought.

“Are you sure of this, My Queen?” one asked her.
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“I am. Thank you.”

The two men nodded to her then pushed off the dock.
 
When her transport disappeared back into the distant 
fog, Ella sighed heavily. “No turning back now.”
 
She walked softly up the well-worn wooden dock. 
Each creak echoed in her ears and caused her to 
cringe.
 
“Okay, Ermine White. Where are you?” Ella asked 
herself, looking around.
 
She stepped off the dock and onto the main road of 
the village. “Great, which way?” she asked, turning 
her head east to west. Looking straight ahead, between 
two shops, Ella spotted a small game trail. “She said 
north, so north I’ll go.” Taking a deep breath, Ella 
headed to the trail and into the woods beyond.
 
The forest darkened as she travelled, even though 
the fog was fading away the further she got from 
the ocean. Eventually she came upon a fast-flowing 
stream. Ella searched around for Ermine again, but not 
finding the fairy, she decided to cross the stream and 
head deeper into the wood.
 
The day trudged on and there was still no sign of Er-
mine White when Ella caught the faint sound of voic-
es ahead. Stepping closer to a clearing, Ella spotted a 
small group of soldiers digging through several bags 
and tossing unwanted items about. 
 
“Rosenrot’s soldiers,” she said quietly to herself 
noticing the red rose and blood drop design on their 
tabards.
 
Slowly, she backed away from the clearing until she 
bumped into a solid object behind her. Turning, she 
stood facing the chest of another invader.
 
“What do we have here?” The soldier grabbed Ella by 
the wrist and yanked her closer. “Oye! I found some-
thing for us to play with,” he yelled out to his com-
panions.
 

Ella started to struggle and grabbed at the man, trying 
to break free. Without releasing her, he backhanded 
Ella across her jaw, dazing her and causing stars to 
shoot across her vision. Stunned, Ella was yanked 
back against the attacker who laughed off her at-
tempts at freedom. As her senses returned, Ella’s hand 
brushed against the hilt of a dagger in the soldier’s 
belt. Grasping it, she yanked the blade free of its 
sheath. Before the soldier could react to the flash of 
steel, Ella plunged it into his chest repeatedly until his 
grip slackened and she could pull away.
 
“Torin? What did you say? You okay?” Ella could 
hear the others coming closer as her attacker slumped 
against a tree. He slowly slid down it, gasping for air 
as he clutched at the gushing wound in his chest.
 
Ella spun around as the sounds of the other soldiers 
grew louder. She felt dizzy and began trembling, her 
body tense and ready to flee, but unable to move. Be-
fore her eyes fluttered a small white bird.
 
“Ella! Ella! This way! Quickly!” Ermine’s voice 
brought Ella back from the edge. Ella stumbled along 
behind the bird towards another fast-flowing stream. 
 
Yells of anger alerted Ella that the soldier’s body had 
been found. It did not take them long to start crashing 
through the woods looking for the villain that attacked 
their comrade.
 
Up the stream, Ermine led Ella into a small cave that 
the water rushed out of. Ducking low and holding 
tight to the mossy cave wall, she cowered in as far as 
she could safely go. Over the rush of water, she could 
barely hear the voices of her pursuers arrive at the 
cave entrance. 
 
“Where did he go?”
 
“I don’t know, lost the trail at the stream!”
 
“Cross it; head to the village! He’s probably got a 
boat.”
 
The clamour of the men charging through the forest 
was eventually swallowed by the sound of the water. 
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Ermine flew from the cave then returned a few mo-
ments later.
 
“Let us go, Ella! Quickly!”
 
Stepping carefully out of the cave, Ella glanced 
around the woods.
 
“Here. Ella, here,” Ermine ordered her to the stream’s 
edge.
 
She shook uncontrollably as she stumbled over to 
Ermine, the dagger still clutched tightly in her grip.
 
“Wash your hands. Then we move,” Ermine said. She 
fluttered up into the canopy vanishing from view.
 
Ella dropped to her knees beside the cold water. 
Lowering her gaze to her shaking hands, she went 
pale as she noticed for the first time they were cov-
ered in blood. Ella plunged her hands into the water 
and scrubbed at them as best she could, refusing to let 
go of the blade. As her hands came clean, so did the 
dagger. She pulled away from the cold stream and no-
ticed the blade for the first time. Ornate and gold, with 
the King’s Crest in the cross guard, she recognized it 
right away. Ella felt her stomach drop away from her; 
doubling over, she threw up into the water.
 
“Ella! You must move; they are coming!” Ermine 
reappeared and fluttered around Ella’s head.
 
Focusing on the bird, Ella shook her head and pushed 
herself off the ground. She followed the bird through 
the wood again until she came to the soldier’s camp. 
Stumbling to a halt, she almost panicked before Er-
mine spoke.
 
“Horses, Ella! Get a horse, free the rest!”
 
Ella rushed to the tethered mounts and hopped onto 
the closest one. Leaning over she grabbed the reigns 
of the others. Riding off, Ella could hear the men re-
turn to the camp then start to yell after her. 

The twang of arrows being fired was answered by the 
thunk of them hitting the trees around her. After sever-

al bends in the road, the sound of the bows stopped.
 
Ella continued to ride at full gallop along the small 
road for several leagues before she released the oth-
er horses. Driven by fear, she continued to push her 
horse.
 
“Ella you must slow down or the horse will die,” 
Ermine said. She started to slow and allowed the 
horse to walk as exhaustion washed over them both. 
Everything that happened hit her in the stomach and 
she pulled the reins to stop the horse. Leaping off, Ella 
dropped and emptied her stomach further.
 
Ermine landed on the horse’s back and waited patient-
ly.
 
“Reizend is dead,” Ella said, wiping her mouth. “Did 
you know?” Ella turned toward Ermine.
 
“Suspected. Did not know. I hoped what I heard was 
incorrect.” Ermine’s head tilted to the side.
 
Wiping her eyes, Ella stood back up. “He wasn’t the 
most intelligent person and a coward in the end.” She 
pulled herself back onto the horse. “But he did rescue 
me from what I was.” They continued riding on in 
silence.
 
They rode for a full day and slept in an abandoned 
barn. A light rain had started up matching Ella’s mood. 
She ate her dry rations for fear of starting a fire and 
drawing the soldier’s attention in the night. Though 
exhausted and worn down, Ella barely slept, spending 
the night waking in fear at every sound. 

To be Continued
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I first became aware of the Hugo awards when I was 
about thirteen. The school library had a reasonably de-
cent supply of science fiction, much of it easily spot-
ted on the shelves due to being the yellow jacketed 
Gollancz editions that were around in the 70s. Some 
of these bore messages on the front cover identifying 
them as a ‘Hugo and Nebula award winner’. I could 
work out that these were some kind of awards given to 
science fiction in the same way that films won Oscars 
but beyond that I gave it little thought.

I’ve always read a lot of science fiction and fantasy, as 
well as much else besides, but only in the last fifteen 
years have I followed SF&F in a more fannish way. 
As well as reading science fiction I started to read 
about science fiction and started to meet and talk with 
others about science fiction. I joined local SF groups; 
first in Norwich then in Bristol. I went to a few con-
ventions. I liked most of the people I met and enjoyed 
the ongoing conversations about SF and fantasy and I 
enjoyed it even when the people I met held views with 
which I did not agree. It made me think that much 
harder about why I held the views I did.

Sometimes those conversations were about awards. 
One of the things that became clear to me very early 
on is that the awards within the SF world were indeed 
like the Oscars for movies i.e. they were intrinsically 
very silly. Silly in different ways perhaps, but very sil-
ly all the same. The Hugos had the distinction of being 
less silly than some. And many people clearly cared a 
great deal about them.

Like many people I’ve followed the recent fallout 
from the Hugo nominations for 2015 with a morbid 
curiosity that I, personally, feel somewhat uneasy 
about. For those coming to this new I would suggest 

a visit to the File 770 site  (http://file770.com/) for the 
best round up of the story so far. Make sure you’ve got 
a couple of hours if you plan on catching up. Suffice to 
say that the main debate is between right and left lean-
ing types in the world of SF publishing and how their 
respective works are recognised in the Hugo awards.

Before I offer my personal observations please allow 
me to declare such interests as I may have. Having 
attended Loncon 3 in 2014 I could have nominated for 
this years Hugos but didn’t. I now wish that I had al-
though it would have made little difference, I suspect. 
If I had sent in nominations they would have been 
something like the following. Guardians of the Galaxy, 
Under the Skin and Captain America: The Winter Sol-
dier for best film. Mark Plummer and Claire Brialey 
for best fan writer. Brad Foster for best fan artist. Back 
Issue and Alter Ego for best semiprozine. Ann Vander-
Meer for best editor (short form). Banana Wings for 
best fanzine. Probably a few others too, but you’ll get 
the gist from that. Some of those made the shortlists 
anyway. Of the others, I doubt one extra nomination 
would have made much difference.

My second declaration of interest is to state rough-
ly where I stand politically. Here in the UK I would 
describe myself as generally of the centre in political 
terms. If I lived in the US  (and I have spent about a 
year of my life there) I would describe myself as pro 
Democrat, although not uncritically. I am, I suppose, 
a product of my age and location. I strongly support 
the idea of a National Health Service or similar. I like 
the idea that even the police in my country don’t carry 
guns and the prospect of letting private citizens do 
so is alarming. I’m in favour of free speech. I don’t be-
lieve big government is an inherently bad thing but it 
can be unintentionally bureaucratic and inefficient.

Hugo if you want to
By Ian Millsted
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We all have bias and anyone who thinks or says other-
wise is being disingenuous. The best we can do is be 
aware of our bias and modify appropriately. We can 
help ourselves by being informed where possible.

I offer the following observations.

Right wing creators are not systematically and delib-
erately excluded from the Hugo awards. I don’t know 
the politics of every Hugo nominee in recent years 
but I am aware that Bill Willingham, who has been 
nominated four times in the graphic novel category 
for Fables, is a Republican. Any reading of volume 2, 
Animal Farm, will be understood as an attack on left 
wing politics. It’s also a very good comic series. 

The fiction categories in the Hugo awards are not too 
literary. And I speak as someone who is sceptical of 
much that is published as literary fiction which is, in 
my view, a chimera; a marketing strategy. But when it 
comes to the best novel category of the Hugos I don’t 
think the lists of nominees has been literary enough. 
Where was Cormac McCarthy’s The Road? Were 
there really five better SF novels that year? Similarly 
‘Cloud Atlas’ by David Mitchell. But of course, spot-
ting the omissions is all part of the fun, the debate, the 
conversation. 

If I had a choice between winning a Hugo and having 
fiction sales sufficient that I could make a living from 
it I would choose the latter every time. Many of those 
who have stirred up this whole affair apparently sell 
plenty of books. Larry Correia, for example, has had 
a number of books on US bestseller lists (but not here 
in the UK). Part of his grievance seems to be that the 
Hugos don’t reflect popular tastes as demonstrated 
in sales. He’s partly correct in his observations but 
misses the point in other ways. What would be the 
point of having awards that just told us what we could 
find out anyway by looking at bestseller lists. A voted 
award like the Hugos should tell us what books and 
stories people really care about. We may not share 
their passion but we can engage with their reasons for 
championing the work. I don’t think that Correia, Brad 
Torgerson and the other Puppies have promoted work 
they feel about in that way. It seems more like they 

are promoting writers they feel should be recognised. 
I can’t prove that point but my instinct is that is the 
case.

The world is full of imperfect people. There are rude, 
obnoxious and unpleasant people of all political 
persuasions. Based on his public statements Vox Day 
seems to be both racist and misogynistic. I don’t, how-
ever, believe that to be true of Correia and Torgerson. 
I’ve not seen any evidence of that and I don’t think it 
is helpful for them to be so accused. There are peo-
ple on the left wing side of this debate who are elitist 
snobs – I’ve encountered them at conventions - but 
most are not. 

We don’t need to agree with someone’s politics before 
we read their work. That way leads down a dangerous 
path indeed. I strongly dislike the politics of Steve Dit-
ko but I will go out of my way to read comics by him.   

Awards are silly. The Hugos are silly. So why have I 
written about them? Why have so many blog pieces 
been written in the last couple of months? Because, 
despite their silliness, we care. And that’s a good 
thing.
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Sally Ann clutched her thin cotton nightdress tightly 
around her so it didn’t tangle her legs as she walked 
across the yard. She was sixteen now but her father 
still made her wear a nightdress like a little child. 
Wasn’t proper for a girl to dress like some city tart, he 
would say. If only she was brave enough to run away, 
but perhaps when she chose tonight things would be 
different. She hurried across the yard, little puffs of 
dried dust thrown up behind her bare feet as she hur-
ried toward the barn.

The full moon had risen above the fields of waving 
grass and summer corn like an ocean of silver flow-
ing across the land. The walls of the old wooden barn 
seemed to gleam in the wane light like some palace 
out of the tales of fantasy. Tonight she would choose. 
Tonight she had to pick between them, and then her 
life would change forever.

She reached the side door and paused then ran her fin-
gers through her thick auburn hair. She had to look her 
best for them, the two men who were the centre of her 

life, the men she must choose between tonight, the one 
who would make her a woman and the one she would 
never see again.

The wooden door squealed as it opened, hinges that 
hadn’t felt the touch of grease or oil for years herald-
ing her entry to the shadows within, the smell of old 
straw and rotting timbers wafting out to greet her like 
a memory of childhood games of hide and seek.

The barn was lit by columns of silver moonlight that 
streamed down from the windows set in the steep 
pitched roof. Sparkles floated across the moonbeams 
as dust drifted gently in the air.

Two men stood in the barn, facing each other but 
standing as far apart as it was possible to do in the 
length of the barn, each by accident or design standing 
in the shadows away from the moonlight.

At the back of the barn stood a tall muscular man, by 
look in his mid-twenties, his light brown hair tousled 

Love
By Jim King
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about his strong face and manly chin. He was clad in 
worn trousers and a vest over a simple white shirt. 
Even in the limited light he glowed with power and 
life.

By the main door stood a taller, slimmer figure, 
dressed in a fine suit, ruffled white shirt open to show 
the top of his pale hairless chest, tall riding boots 
of fine brown leather covering him to his knees. He 
looked older, perhaps in his thirties, his face narrow, 
cheek bones like blades below dark, exotic eyes.

Sally Anne paused as her breath caught in her throat at 
the sight of the two men.

“Simon.” The man by the door stepped closer.

“David.” The man standing at the back of the barn 
nodded and took a single step closer.

As the two men stepped into the moonlight her heart 
began to beat faster, she found it hard to think, hard to 
concentrate. Simply having them close to her filled her 
thoughts with love for them, everything else vanished, 
only they mattered. Her perfect lovers to be.

“Have you chosen?” David spoke, his voice almost a 
growl.

Chosen, chosen what? What was she choosing? Why 
did she have to choose? Then she remembered, mem-
ories forcing their way to the surface through the 
cloud of desire that filled her mind. She had met one 
of them days ago, weeks ago, months ago, it was hard 
to remember, but it didn’t matter. Had it been David 
she met first, or Simon. Never mind.

She had met one and then the other had arrived to 
claim her love. They had argued, perhaps even come 
to blows. Then they had called a truce, to share her be-
tween them but under the condition that neither could 
take her.

So one night or part of the night she would be within 
the strong arms of David, and another time her lips 
would be pressed against the cool skin of Simon. They 
were so different and yet she loved them both. She 

couldn’t live without them; she would be with them 
forever. How could she choose?

Choose, why did she need to choose? More memo-
ries—they had become tired of sharing and not tak-
ing. They had threatened to fight; they demanded she 
choose which one of them claimed her and which 
would leave. She had to pick one, tonight, she was 
to pick one tonight. But how could she pick one and 
deny the other.

David, the man of nature and the wild, so strong and 
powerful. When he held her his arms and chest were 
so warm against her body that she felt it was like a 
summer’s day. David’s strong, manly smell, some-
how reminding her of their family dogs, he had only 
to come close, and she could smell him, desire him. 
He was down to earth, a simple gentleman in clothing 
much like her own in quality, his arms covered in soft 
hairs, his beard thick but not rough like her fathers, a 
kiss with David promised such passion and warmth. 
How could she not pick him?

But Simon, tall, lordly Simon. A prince among his 
people. Cool, controlled, his passion veiled behind an 
arrogance that only the powerful truly have. He was 
pale; his skin almost glowing from within. When he 
held her, she could feel his strength though he was 
thin, so different to the well muscled David. His touch, 
his hands, so cool. When he held her close and kissed 
her neck she could feel the warmth of her body filling 
his arms and chest, giving him life and strength.

David would be a passionate lover, a mate, Simon 
would be her lord, to rule her and command her. David 
offered fire and life, Simon offered the mystery of the 
night, David desired her openly, Simon claimed her 
but showed her no love.

“Have you chosen?” This time it was Simon who 
spoke and he stepped closer, an action matched by 
David. Both men looked at each other and bared their 
teeth in a growl. Gleaming white teeth, canines length-
ening in both mouths. The men were now only a few 
steps apart and both prepared to fight, David hunching 
himself, balanced on the balls of his feet ready to leap, 
Simon with arms outstretched, as if his fingers were 
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claws that he could slash at his enemies with.

“HAVE YOU CHOSEN?” David, loud, angry, de-
manding an answer.

“Chosen, no, yes, chosen, I, I...” Sally Ann couldn’t 
think, with both men so close she was blind and deaf 
to everything except the two, her love for them over-
whelming everything else. She wanted them, needed 
them, to offer herself to them, to belong to them. So 
she stood, frozen in confusion as the two men stepped 
closer still, now so close they could touch her, or each 
other.

The sound of the side door squealing as it was pushed 
open seemed deafening in the silence, three pairs of 
eyes turned to look at the oblong of moonlight that 
was now visible. A stocky figure silhouetted against 
the silver glow, the double barrelled shotgun clearly 
visible.

“Git away from them freaks girl, afore I blast ‘em.” 
Her father’s voice was its usual rough growl. A life-
time of smoking and alcohol left the man’s voice 
coarse and difficult for some to understand, but she 
always understood. She had listened to that voice 
telling her what to do her entire life. Her confusion 
vanished as she recognised the shotgun and the threat 
to the men, her men.

“NO DADDY,” she shouted. “They are my friends. 
They love me!”

The sound of the hammers clicking back on the 
shotgun, like the ringing of a dull bell, was sharp 
and clear. She stood in shock as her own father lifted 
the shotgun to point it at the two men, her two men. 
Before she even knew what she was doing she had 
covered half the distance towards him, and by the 
time she regained control of her actions she was close 
enough to touch the double barrels.

“Please daddy, put the shotgun down. I love them. 
I won’t let you hurt them.” She took another step, 
deliberately blocking the shotgun with her own body, 
pressing the barrels to her breast. She would die to 
save the two. She loved them more than life, and in 

that instant she realised that she loved them more 
than her father. He had always tried to stop her seeing 
them; he never understood that she loved them. Them! 
Not him.

The two men had stepped closer together, both hid-
ing behind her where the shotgun couldn’t fire, both 
staring hard at her father and for once not thinking of 
fighting the other. For a moment there was a greater 
threat to keep them occupied.

No one heard the main door swing open, it was the 
sudden shock of moonlight flooding in that turned ev-
ery head. For just a second the two men and the young 
woman stared at three figures standing bathed in the 
silvery light—three men in uniform, two with rigid 
brimmed hats on their heads and gleaming steel pistols 
in their hands. The third, broader, his bare head glis-
tening in the moonlight, his revolver a patch of grey in 
his big hands.

Then the shooting began, each shot echoing from the 
walls and roof again and again till it sounded like 
machine guns firing. Sally Ann screamed and turned 
to run to the men, to throw herself between them and 
the sheriff and his deputies, to use her body as a shield 
against the death that flew toward them.

A heavy calloused hand grabbed her arm and yanked 
her back, she was lifted and crushed against her 
father’s chest by an arm still strong from a lifetime 
on the farm. She screamed and cursed and fought, 
but it was in vain. Her father was too strong. She was 
trapped, helpless, as the men she loved were attacked. 
She could do nothing. She screamed her hatred into 
her father’s unflinching face.

David and Simon staggered back, both struck again 
and again, the bullets tearing through the vampire’s 
fine suit and the werewolf’s vest and shirt with equal 
ease and sinking deep into the flesh below. Both col-
lapsed, David snarling his defiance for a few seconds 
longer than his rival who was motionless in the straw 
that covered the floor of the barn.

Both deputies emptied their magazines, then the 
sheriff took a few steps into the barn, his old fashioned 
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revolver dull and worn in comparison to the gleaming 
automatics of the others. He bought his arm down, 
lined up his eye to the sights and the head of the clos-
est fallen figure and squeezed the trigger. The boom 
was loud, much louder than the other firing had been. 
The single heavy bullet smashing David’s forehead, 
passing through his brain and coming out the back of 
his head with a spray of blood, bone, and brains that 
stained the ground behind him.

Then the sheriff moved his aim and fired again and 
Simon met the same fate.

“Bubba, git in here boy and bring that axe.” The 
sheriff called out but his eyes didn’t move nor did his 
aim waver. The two deputies kept their distance and 
reloaded, carelessly dropping the empty magazines 
into the straw in their haste and fear.

Another figure walked into the room, a little shorter 
than the other three, but much heavier, rounded, run-
ning to fat but walking with a step that said not weak, 
overweight but never soft. This figure lifted his right 
arm to reveal an axe, a great thing like a fireman’s axe, 
a shaft of seasoned wood and head of steel but the 
blade was longer than any fire axe and had a curve to 
the blade. No good for cutting wood but perhaps not 
intended for that purpose.

“Bubba git over here and cut these dammed mon-
sters’ heads off!” Another scream and more cursing 
came from by the side door. The girl was kicking 
and scratching, desperate to break free of her father’s 
grasp and reach the two monsters, but the arm around 
her was like stone.

Bubba walked up to the first and stepped to its side 
then lifted the axe high, a single practiced swing 
bought it down and buried it deep in the dirt of the 
floor. A single solid thump as it hit. He grunted as he 
tugged the axe head free of the soil then kicked the 
severed head to one side. A few seconds later he was 
beside the other monster, the axe swinging up and 
down in a single smooth action. A solid thump and it 
was done.

Sally Ann collapsed, only her father’s arm kept her 

from falling, her screaming and shouting replaced by 
sobbing.

“You two get the bags—remember ta keep the heads 
separate this time—then sling ‘em in the back of the 
pickup. Billy you drive ‘em down ta the hospital, 
and you tell that coroner I want him ta dig the bullets 
out and send ‘em back this time. Price they charge fa 
silver these days, I got a budget to watch, don’t want 
them dammed penny pinching town councillors on my 
case again.”

The deputies looked at each other then both turned 
and walked out into the moonlight to a pair of cars and 
pickup that stood by the road two hundred feet away, 
both cars clearly marked as sheriffs vehicles by colour, 
letters and lights on top.

The sheriff looked down at the two bodies and then 
at the two heads, the closest was a werewolf, most of 
the head and face covered in course stinking animal 
hair, the nose and mouth distended, halfway between 
human and wolf. The stench of animal strong on both 
the body and the severed head.

He looked at the other head, this one pale and de-
cayed, the pasty white flesh mottled by rot, one ear 
gone completely, the eyes sunk deep into the skull and 
the lank dark hair patchy and clumped together by 
something he didn’t want to know. The vampire had 
the stench of the grave, of meat left in the sun for a 
week and covered in maggots.

The sheriff looked at the girl. A dammed shame, such 
a nice girl, he remembered her skipping down the high 
street, pig tails bouncing as her mother laughed and 
tried to keep up. 

Now look at her, leaning on her father’s broad chest, 
her tears staining his shirt black in the moonlight, 
mourning the death of a pair of monsters who would 
have killed her anyway. 

It was all the fault of that dammed film. That and 
them novels. Story books and films. Vampires and 
werewolves made out to be noble creatures, bloody 
Hollywood lies and foolishness. Never a vampire or 
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werewolf existed that was like them books and films 
but the young, they read the storeys and watched the 
films and thought they knew the truth.

Some vampire or werewolf came sniffing around, 
and they didn’t run, didn’t call for the men folk. They 
thought they knew. They wanted to see some hand-
some supernatural being that would be their lover. 
They should have run but they didn’t, they stayed 
long enough for—What was it the Discovery Channel 
called it?—Phere something’s, yea pheromones, to 
take effect and that was it. They were prey.

Once the scent took over they couldn’t see the truth, 
the smell, the touch, all some sort of dream. That was 
how the monsters got their prey, how they fed. It was 
something to do with sex, so it worked on the teen-
agers strongest and the ones who read the books or 
watched the films, they were taken even worse.

What sort of foolish girl would believe a monster 
like a bloodsucking vampire or flesh-eating werewolf 
would make a lover, or want to take a demon or super-
natural freak to their beds. But they did. Twilight, pah, 

should string up the son bitch responsible for that.

The sheriff looked at Sally Ann, wondering to himself, 
how long had she been affected? A few days and it 
would wear off quickly, a week or two and she would 
be like this for weeks. A month or more and it was 
permanent. She would mourn and cry for a while, but 
she would always want the company of the monsters. 
It was like an addiction. Unless she was strong she 
would seek them out, but she wasn’t strong, not strong 
enough to have resisted the first time.

She would run away from home and find her way 
to the big city. Search out one of them underground 
clubs, find more monsters, give herself to them. Then 
someday soon they would find her in a dark alley, 
throat torn out and drained of blood or maybe half 
eaten. Then the phone call would come, and the sheriff 
would have to drive out here and break the news to her 
father.

Dammed shame, she had been a good kid.

Bloody monsters!
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Mark
Mark slowly awoke. Last night had been bizarre for 
sure with Pearl, now Hiba, being almost murdered by 
Liam. To finish his hangover he had dreamt that... wait 
a minute! She was still there and he could not believe 
his own eyes.

In front of him was the most beautiful blond woman 
he had ever seen. She wore a silver space suit and 
sat in the only chair in his room. “Hello Mark.” The 
woman said with a sardonic smile.

“Who are you?”

“I’m Saskia.”

Hiba burst in with her right arm raised as if poised 
to strike the other woman. “You, get away from here 
right now! I won’t allow you to take people from this 
base before the Council has reached a final decision.”

Saskia stood: “You can’t speak for all members of 
your species or for all people in this station. Just 
before I met your colleague, and he was more than 
happy to come with us because you had him chained 
to a wall!”

“I will for the moment speak for them. Later on if they 
decide to go with you that’s their own biggest prob-
lem. But for now you are leaving!” Hiba eyes sparked, 
shining with anger. Was her hand also slightly glow-
ing? Mark wondered bewildered.

The blond woman narrowed her light blue eyes. “You 
are stealing our property, the people we take belongs 
to us. You are a troublemaker.”

Hiba smiled threateningly. “You haven’t seen half the 
trouble I can make yet.”

Saskia turned to Mark. “I’ll be back sweetie.” Then 
she disappeared.

Mark looked to Hiba, who took deep breaths to calm 
herself and slowly relaxed. “So they took him al-
ready.” She said half to herself and half to Mark.

Mark rubbed the sleep from his eyes. “What is going 
on here?”

“Would you believe me if I told you that our world 
turned upside down from last night to today in the 
morning?”

“What?” Mark asked. He then noticed the dark circles 
under her eyes and her dishevelled hair.

 “I’ll tell you everything in the breakfast room. If you 
see any person who doesn’t belong to the base shout 
for me. I have to look around to check they aren’t tak-
ing anyone else, I was already too late to help Liam.” 
Then she left as fast as she’d came.

While we still seated around the breakfast’s table Hiba 
told us about her meetings with the Nordic aliens 
and the light orb. Has she had gone mad from years 
of staying in space? But then, haven’t I met a blond 
woman in my room a few minutes ago? Mark thought 
running a hand through his hair. Perhaps they were 
all losing it. “We have made contact with aliens and 
plunged in a new universe full of life while I was 
sleeping?” He asked her.

She nodded and pursed her lips.

“And I must show you something else... “Hiba raised 
her hand and aimed at a magazine rack, a burst of 
energy left her and set fire to it.

“Oh no Hiba, not my porn collection!” Djamal said 
visibly upset.

“Sorry Djamal.” Hiba winced. “The energy in my 
body increased too fast with the adrenaline of con-
fronting the Nordics for me to control it. I had to let 
it go before... “She stopped to ponder.  “Only God 
knows what would happen if I wouldn’t release it.”

But she wasn’t finished yet. “The light orbs took me 
away for a couple of days between last night and to-
day. They control time travel technology, so they just 
took me and returned me a few minutes later. The Nor-
dics appealed for reconsideration of their rights and 
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the Council is still involved in this matter.”

“So you mean that a political battle is going on among 
the aliens about whether the Nordics have the right to 
take us?” Bruno asked.

Hiba nodded affirmatively. “Until the matter is solved, 
we can’t count on the orbs to protect us. The Nordics 
are mainly interested in taking women and children, 
but when it comes to this base, their main interest 
is me due to the mutation I’m going through. They 
know that I won’t be able to manage the whole station 
by myself. If they take you all I’ll have to leave with 
them if I want to survive. But I’ll do everything I can 
to stop this from happening. It is nothing for them to 
get rid of all four of you away to get me. The Nordic 
aliens took Liam already.”

The four sitting men stared at her, still shocked by the 
things she had told them.

Mark shook his head, his mind racing. “Your new 
abilities seem to be the only thing standing between us 
and these aliens who consider us their property.”

Hiba nodded and supported her head with a hand.  
“You all must stay alert and call me in case you see an 
alien. Avoid staying alone. Until the situation im-
proves I’ll rest here down, the garden is too far away 
in case I need to be here in few seconds. But now, I 
have to sleep.”

Bruno rose and approached her chair. “I’ll stand guard 
near you while you rest. The others, stay here together 
until this situation is over.” Hiba rose and they left, 
she relying on him as he embraced her.

#

Wu
I will be betraying my friends, but there isn’t anything 
I can do about it. Wu thought. Since Chun left life 
has not been worthwhile. If he could be together with 
her again, he would undergo anything. “I must go fix 
something in the cargo bay.” Wu said a few minutes 
after Hiba and Bruno had left.

“Are you sure this can’t wait until this situation is 
solved?” Mark asked.

“Unfortunately not.” Wu answered.

“I will be fine here since Bruno’s room isn’t far away. 
Djamal, go with him and be careful.”

Wu and Djamal left the recreation area and went to the 
cargo bay.

“This is all so mad... I’m still wrapping it all around 
my mind.” Djamal said.

Wu grabbed the young man, pushed and pulled him 
back, head-butting him unconscious. “Sorry pal.” He 
told Djamal’s unconscious form. Then he sat and said. 
“Where are you aliens? I’m here.”

The air shimmered in front of him and Saskia ap-
peared. “So you are interested in our offer, human?”

“Take me where you took my wife.” Wu said emotion-
less.

“As you wish Sir.”

“Will you take Djamal and the others too?” He asked 
blandly.

“We will eventually, but we must have the slightest 
amount of consent from the ones we take. They can’t 
be totally unconscious like him. Otherwise, we are 
breaking universal laws.”

“I see.” Wu answered, although, he pondered, what 
was the alien’s definition of minimal consent?

They both then disappeared.

#

Judgment
Mark stayed for a while, sitting on the recreation ar-
ea’s sofa, reading. But, after rereading the same para-
graph three times while his mind raced to the current 
circumstances on the station, he realized he couldn’t 
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concentrate. He put his e-reader away and stood up. 
Djamal and Wu were taking more time than expected 
to come back. He called, but no one answered.

He wanted to go searching for them, but thought that 
may end in trouble. He could go to meet Bruno and 
organize a search party but didn’t want to wake up 
Hiba, who seemed exhausted. After concluding that 
the alternative was to remain there, conjecturing all 
sorts of scenarios, he decided to go looking for the 
two on his own. In the cargo bay he saw Djamal on 
the ground. Mark quickly checked and saw that he 
was breathing. Wu was nowhere around.

He took his communicator, called Bruno and ex-
plained the situation.

“I didn’t want to, but I must wake up Hiba, our Nordic 
friends are wasting no time. We will be there ASAP.” 
Bruno responded.

As soon as Mark put the phone down the air shim-
mered and Saskia appeared again. “Hello.” She said.

Mark decided he had to gain time until the others 
would come. “Who are you and why are you taking 
everybody from this station?”

Saskia smiled her sardonic smile. “We aren’t the bo-
geyman you humans consider us to be. Actually, Wu 
decided to give up this lame station from his own free 
will. He chose to be reunited with his wife instead of 
waste his time here.

“He wouldn’t have to resort to that if you wouldn’t 
have taken her to start with.”

“Agreed.” Saskia said. “But desperate times call for 
desperate solutions.”

“You could have our help without taking us away 
permanently.”

Mark heard steps in the corridor, thankfully Hiba and 
Bruno were arriving.

“I better go now. I don’t feel like stressing your lead-

er.” Saskia said, disappearing.

The other two arrived with a stretcher for Djamal. 
Hiba looked downcast.

“Wu missed his wife.” Mark said. “You weren’t re-
sponsible for this.” 

“Yes, but... Wu didn’t trust me enough to tell me about 
his plans. I would’ve let him go if I knew he was so 
desperate. Then he wouldn’t have to hurt Djamal.” 
Hiba sighed. “This is all getting way too big for me 
to control. I will contact the orbs to try and get a final 
answer from them about protecting this place. Without 
their help we don’t stand much of a chance.”

Mark and Bruno agreed. The men took Djamal to the 
infirmary and while Bruno started taking care of him 
Hiba sat nearby in a chair and concentrated in silence. 
Some minutes went by while they waited.

A light orb came hovering through the infirmary wall 
and stopped in front of Hiba, waiting for her to talk.

“I need your help urgently to protect this base, other-
wise there will soon be no one left here to protect.”

The orb considered that for a couple of seconds. 
“There is one thing that can speed up our diplomatic 
process, we must make an emotional judgment of you, 
Hiba. This is part of our protocol in documenting what 
you want as individuals.”

“I’ll do it, but I want real help in protecting this station 
if the judgment goes as you expect it.”

“Don’t do that!” Bruno said with a pained look.

“It has to be done.” Hiba said, exuding calm and fo-
cus.

“We need another of you to testify.” The orb said.

“I’ll go.” Mark said. “Bruno has the best medical 
knowledge and he is too close to Hiba for this to work 
smoothly.”
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Bruno pursed his lips. “I don’t like this. Hiba, let’s all 
leave this place and go back home.”

The orb spoke. “We have to warn you that going back 
to Earth won’t protect the female human from the 
Nordic aliens. Rafael informed us that he had contact 
with her throughout her life in preparation for taking 
her away in the future, and he won’t give up so easi-
ly.”

Bruno grimaced, but remained silent.

“I’ll be back soon.” Hiba told him with a comforting 
smile.

Two translucent spheres appeared. “Step into the 
spheres to be transported.” The orbs said.

Mark stepped into the sphere and the station infirmary 
vanished outside as the sphere’s round wall turned 
opaque. As the milky white wall cleared, he saw what 
appeared to be a featureless white  room. The sphere 
disappeared from around him, leaving him standing 
before a screen. Hiba stood on a raised round plat-
form, she seemed to be in a semiconscious state. On 
the screen Mark saw different memories of Hiba’s life, 
from what he understood the Nordic aliens had visited 
and monitored her since early childhood.

“Rafael said you agreed long ago to live on his planet 
when you became an adult.”

“I don’t remember this.” Hiba replied with a distant 
gaze. “Perhaps I agreed while being emotionally ma-
nipulated in a not completely aware state?”

“According to their laws this agreement is even valid, 
and you are bound by it.”

Hiba’s posture sagged and she answered with a tone-
less voice. “If it’s this way, then give me some more 
years of freedom before they take me.”

A female voice said: “Will you go with the Rafael’s 
group after this period?”

Hiba eyes were vacant: “They will have to bind my 

hands and watch me at all times because the moment I 
get a chance I’ll kill myself. I won’t live as a slave or a 
prisoner.” She started to cry quietly, tears rolled down 
her face as her body shook.

The judgment voices silenced.

“Female human named Hiba, you are free and bound 
by no agreements with any aliens.”

Hiba jerked her head back as if she had awoken from a 
nightmare. “Is this over now?”

“Yes.” The female voice answered.

Hiba glared at the empty space around her raised 
round platform. “You aren’t supposed to tell the peo-
ple from Earth what to do! We are free and we won’t 
follow alien rules we didn’t agree to in the first place!”

“So you declare the humans from Earth immune to 
alien laws unless you are living on an alien planet?”

“Yes. And now are you going to tell them to leave our 
species alone?”

“Our answer is yes regarding your station because as 
a leader you have taken responsibility for yourself 
and the other humans living there. But when it comes 
to planet Earth a lot of former agreements with your 
governments remain in the way. The matter must be 
discussed further.”

Mark could see that Hiba wasn’t completely happy 
with the outcome of her judgment, but she remained 
silent. The spheres returned to take them back to the 
station.

As they came back Hiba noticed that Djamal and Bru-
no were both sleeping in different beds in the infirma-
ry.

“What happened?” Mark asked the appearing light 
orb.

“The Nordics wasted no time getting rid of the remain-
ing members of this station after Hiba and you left. 
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They made the two remaining humans unconscious 
and put them in a station ship with its course set to 
your planet. We noticed that another human called 
Liam was also in one of the hibernation cocoons. But 
we gathered from the information contained in your 
minds that it was his time to return home anyway. So 
we left him where he was. Did we assume and act 
correctly?”

“Yes.” Hiba answered with a sigh of relief. “Can you 
please do us a last favour and check if our colleague 
Wu is all right?”

The light orb showed images on the infirmary’s wall 
of Wu meeting Chun again.

“I suppose they are OK where they are?” Hiba asked.

“Yes.” The orb said.

“Will you now protect this station so that the Nordics 
stop interfering with us?”

“The Nordics won’t be happy, but we assure you that 
from now on they will leave you alone. We, from the 
Council of Five, agreed to give you also protection 
as long as you are in space so if one day you move 

somewhere else, apart from your planet, nothing will 
happen to you. Understand though, that we won’t be 
able to protect you in case you return to Earth. Your 
planet is in a great diplomatic and political mess due 
to all agreements your government made with differ-
ent alien factions.”

“I understand.” Hiba said.

“Live in peace now, human woman.” The light orb 
vanished.

The woman went to examine the two men. She took 
a wake up shot  and used it on them. While the others 
were slowly awakening Mark asked her: “How do you 
feel after everything that happened?”

“Well...” She said frowning. “I feel that even if the 
conflict with the Nordics ended here at the station this 
situation is far from being solved on Earth. But this 
battle won’t be mine to fight.”

“When you look at the stars from here they seem so 
peaceful. Don’t they?” Mark said with an ironic smile.

Hiba smiled too. “Yeah. The calm lakes are the deeper 
ones.”
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Three brothers set out one day on a quest to kill a 
dragon. John and Edward were well versed in the arts 
of war. They had been training since their seventh 
birthdays and showed much promise. John, recently 
knighted, had just returned from a tourney in Brittany 
where he had successfully won a prize on the joust 
circuit and captured three knights in the melee event. 
Their ransoms had bought the beautiful chestnut war 
horse he was riding, Thunder. Kevin was only twelve 
and acting as squire to his older brothers for the first 
time.

The quest had come about as a result of increasingly 
hysterical reports from the local peasants to the king’s 
justice that a dragon had become active once more 
after many years of silence. There had been a spate of 
cattle thefts and the carcasses were found with the tell-
tale scorch and tear marks left by a dragons teeth. The 
king had been sceptical, having never seen a dragon 
himself, but decided it was a good option to get his 
sons away from the plague raging through the city.

By dressing the whole thing up as a romantic quest 
the king was able to persuade the three young princes, 

John, Edward and Kevin, to set off in search of the 
monster, ridding the land of a terrible monster and 
earning Kevin’s spurs in a singularly spectacular way. 
John, was a bit dubious but he was a game lad, brave 
and skilled in the arms of war, eager to defend the 
realm, and having a nice camping trip with his broth-
ers along the way was just the icing on the cake.
 
The dragon they sought lived in a desolate spot of wild 
land at the edge of the kingdom. It took several days 
riding to get there, the weather didn’t help, wet and 
humid,  making everything smell musty and dank, the 
ever present, grey low clouds looming menacingly 
over everything. It seemed that the bare sides of the 
mountain were glowering at them as they approached 
over the blasted land. 

They could make out scorch marks above the entrance 
to the dragon’s lair, alongside deep runnels from giant 
claws torn into the bare rock. The boys found it more 
daunting than they had anticipated, even from a fair 
distance away. There was no doubt about it, this task 
was going to be tougher than it had seemed back at the 
castle.

Quest
By Jackie Pitchford
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 “Edward, you can scout the south side in the morn-
ing and see if there’s another entrance.” John said, as 
they pulled up and dismounted under the few spindly 
trees to be found, next to a sluggish stream. Night was 
drawing in, no one wanted to camp this close to the 
dragon’s lair but neither did they want to go in unpre-
pared. 
 
 “Kevin, check the weapons and equipment. Make 
sure no rust stops our swords drawing from the scab-
bard.” Kevin nodded. “I’ll go over to that small hill 
and see what I can see, you never know we might get 
lucky, the dragon could be napping then we can get 
this over with and go home.”
  
John pointed over at what they could only assume was 
the front entrance. Now they were here John felt an 
unfamiliar sensation of fear building up in his guts. 
He felt a deep responsibility for his brothers and now 
wished he’d brought some men at arms with them, but 
there wasn’t supposed to have been a real dragon. Ed-
ward on the other hand was quite excited by the whole 
prospect of tackling a dragon. He thought it was the 
best thing that could have happened and his obvious 
enjoyment of the situation had helped; his cheerful as-
sumption that they would all soon be in possession of 
dragon’s teeth and treasure was inspiring in the damp 
gloom. 
  
“Tomorrow is Sunday,” Kevin said in a small voice, 
“are you sure you want to fight on a Sunday?” He had 
a growing premonition that this mission was doomed, 
especially if God was going to be otherwise engaged.
  
“Tough luck, that dragon doesn’t know what day it is, 
Sunday or not, I’m afraid if it leaves its lair tomorrow 
we’ll be doing our best to make sure it doesn’t get 
back in.” John ruffled Kevin’s hair in passing.
 
“Don’t worry kid, we’ll sort it! We’ll be done by this 
time tomorrow and on our way back home.” Edward 
said cheerfully but Kevin couldn’t shake the convic-
tion that something was going to go wrong.
  
The three dragon hunters spent the evening in a cold 
camp, not wanting the dragon to see any firelight on 

its territory. They garnered what fun they could on 
cold water and colder rations, telling impossible tales 
of derring do, laughing and joking well into the night. 
The boys took turns to watch the entrance all night but 
no dragon activity was seen. Night turned to day and 
they prepared for their quest.
  
Most of the morning was spent on reconnoitring the 
area, Edward took his horse and circled the rocky 
mound, John took his place firmly before the entrance, 
keeping his head down and waiting for any sign that 
the dragon was at home. Kevin stayed in camp, clean-
ing armour and equipment. By mid-afternoon they all 
met back up and decided there was only one way to do 
this. Get suited and booted and be proactive, it seemed 
the dragon wasn’t interested in coming to them. They 
prepared  to do battle. 
   
Although they could not see the actual dragon, there 
was plenty of evidence of its thievery all around. 
There were cow, sheep and pig bones, with half eaten 
specimens dotted about, so many in fact that they were 
a hazard underfoot, particularly abundant before the 
cave entrance.
   
The dragon hunters approached as silently as they 
could. Despite Edward’s attempts to persuade John 
to ‘storm’ the entrance, John curtly pointed out that 
storming anything with only three young men might 
prove to be a little difficult. John led the way, sword 
at the ready but also fairly bristling with weaponry, he 
had his armour in place, a longsword, spear and dag-
ger, John was taking no chances. Edward and Kevin 
also carried swords and daggers.
   
This was it, the dragon’s lair. The entrance was enor-
mous, much bigger than it had looked from the oppo-
site hill. The immense claw marks scored on the walls, 
floor and ceiling were inches deep, Kevin shuddered, 
imagining the rapier length of those claws. 
   
Edward nudged him, nodding at the marks, “Don’t 
worry kid, looking at the size of those,” he drew a 
finger across his throat, it’ll be over quick.”
 
 “Shut up Ed, get in front, or it’ll be over even quicker 
for you.” John said.
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They could see scorch marks and there was a faint 
whiff of smoke in the air.
 
 “Come on, but slowly,” said Jack, “let’s try and not 
be silly today.”
   
Edward rolled his eyes and Kevin gave a hesitant 
thumbs up, grasping his over large dagger close, like a 
talisman.
   
The entrance ran deep,  heading into the bowels of 
the earth. They followed the wide path slowly, John 
carrying a torch to light the way. Suddenly the walls 
fell away to reveal a large cavern, the ground covered 
with fine sand, dim light spilling in from some unseen 
break in the jagged ceiling above them. Suddenly, 
there before them, was the dragon. But this was no 
terrifying beast of fire and smoke, this was a gigantic 
creature already moved onto the next life. John crept 
forward; small red lumps covering the body confirm-
ing his suspicions, plague! The dragon had engineered 
its own demise by eating cows whose owners had had 
the plague. The poor beast had died alone in the cave 

and was no longer a threat to anyone.
  
“Gentlemen, I believe our quest is complete,” said 
John, “I suggest we take a memento for the king’s col-
lection and return to court as quickly as possible.”
   
With a whoop of victory Edward and Kevin ran into 
the cavern; even a dead dragon was still a dragon. The 
boys removed some of the claws and teeth, the teeth 
were almost a foot long and the claws razor sharp, 
exactly as Kevin had imagined them. He didn’t even 
mind when Edward chased him with one, until John 
intervened. 
           
 The dragons head and a large container of dragon’s 
blood also headed back to the court. They would be 
well rewarded for these items; everyone knew drag-
on’s blood was a sovereign cure for the plague. John 
once more cursed the lack of foresight that had meant 
that the men at arms had been left behind, but they 
took what booty they could and headed back to the 
castle, sure of their welcome and looking forward to 
the feast heralding their exploits.  Even their coughs 
couldn’t put a damper on their journey home.
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Tamarlan
The four companions were too tired to explore the 
First Delve very far. They carefully descended a 
wide rock stair to the second level. Gamying, who 
was familiar with the layout, led them to some guest 
quarters. They found made-up beds and large jugs of 
water, as if guests were expected. Manfred and Kris 
made themselves comfortable while Gamying took 
Aglaral to find sustenance.

Manfred was extremely tired and found it difficult to 
keep his eyes open. He watched Kris through half-
closed eyelids. The bard was curled up on his bed, 
in the foetal position again. Who is he? What role 
is he playing? What should I do with him? “Is there 
anything that you need to tell me, Kris?” The bard 
just whimpered and curled himself up tighter. I can-
not trust him. I must stay awake until Gamying and 
Aglaral return.

When Gamying and Aglaral returned about twen-
ty minutes later, they found both Kris and Manfred 
asleep. “Do you think we should wake them?” Aglaral 
asked.

“We’d better, Manfred needs to eat. We need him at 
full strength. As for the coward, I couldn’t care less.”

“There may be an explanation for his actions. I prefer 
to extend the concept of innocent until proven guilty,” 
Aglaral declared.

“He was condemned out of his own mouth, as far as 
I’m concerned. When we get to Tamarlan, I intend to 
prosecute him to the fullest extent of the law.”

“That is as it should be. Let’s give him the benefit of 
the doubt until then. But keep a wary eye on him at all 
times,” Aglaral said.

“Agreed, my friend. You fought well today. I am 
proud to have had the honour to stand beside you 
in battle. I fear that there may be many more battles 
ahead of us. I would be proud to have you join the 
elite Tamarlan Palace Guard. I would have someone I 

trust to watch my back in the battles ahead.”

“I am honoured, my Lord. Despite everything, I re-
main a Captain of the City States in the current service 
of Elannort. My family remains at risk in the south. I 
am cast on the seas of fate. Let us wait to see which 
shore I am cast upon next.”

Gamying nodded and moved to wake up Manfred and 
Kris. He gently nudged the old wizard, but was much 
rougher when he shook the sleeping bard. The two 
men sat up and listened to Gamying’s report.

“As you suspected, the halls are empty. Where the 
dwarves have gone, I do not know. Although times 
were hard, there was no talk of leaving when I was 
here recently and Dawit said nothing at the Council 
that would hint at where they might be. There was 
no evidence that they went south, so I must assume 
that they have gone to Tamarlan. I fear that so many 
hungry mouths will not be welcomed there. Whatever 
happened, it is clear that they left in a hurry. Tables are 
set for a meal. Half-eaten food remains on the plates. 
Clothes are scattered about. Chairs are knocked over 
in the rush to leave. We neither saw nor heard any ev-
idence that an enemy has been here or is still present. 
We have collected food and beer. We should eat and 
rest. We can explore further tomorrow.”

The weary travellers feasted on stale bread, dried meat 
strips, last year’s soft crinkly apples, and mugs of 
foaming ale. Gamying and Aglaral chattered about the 
fight with the wargs and what they had seen exploring 
the delve. Kris sat quietly, nibbling slowly on a strip 
of dried meat. Manfred savoured the dwarven ale and 
observed the scene, while his mind was busy on other 
matters. At last, he spoke.

“I have probed the delve, right down to the lowest 
levels. There is no one living here, other than our-
selves. I cannot fathom it. Something or someone must 
have precipitated this, but I can feel no trace. I cannot 
believe that they would head for Tamarlan. I have 
probed as far as I can, but I cannot feel the dwarves. 
They may no longer be in this dimension. I wish I had 
Jhamed here; there may be a hidden dimension portal 
in the delve. At least we can sleep safe tonight. To-
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morrow we must try to get to Tamarlan. Tamarlan is 
nervous, but safe. Let us rest now. I for one am ex-
hausted. Let’s snuff the torches; we will have need of 
them tomorrow.”

“With your leave, my Sage, Aglaral and I will take 
turns to keep watch. We will keep one torch alight.” 
Gamying cast a furtive glance at Kris as he spoke.

“As you wish, Gamying. I’m afraid I am too tired 
to take my turn. Make sure you both get some rest.” 
Manfred rolled onto his bunk, pulled a blanket over 
himself, and was snoring within a few moments. Kris 
pulled a blanket over his head to hide from Gamying’s 
accusing eyes. Aglaral snuffed out all but one of the 
torches. The delve settled into quiet darkness, broken 
only by the ripples of light from the flickering torch 
and the burbles of Manfred’s snores that seemed to 
resonate with the flickers.

Gamying woke them a few hours later. It was still sev-
eral hours before dawn outside. Aglaral was absent. 
They quickly attended to their morning ablutions and 
broke their fasts on the remains of the previous night’s 
provisions. Aglaral returned, laden with new torches, 
filled water bottles and more provisions. Gamying 
took charge.

“Listen carefully. We are going to descend deep into 
the delve. There is a secret back door that will take us 
out onto the Tamarlan Road. We will avoid the Suicide 
Pass by taking this route. We must leave now if we are 
to make Tamarlan before nightfall. There will be new 
torches positioned at intervals along the way. Always 
carry two torches, one lit and another new one, which 
you must light before the first one expires. Do not 
discard your used torch. As soon as you reach a torch 
station, take a new torch and leave your used one 
there. Take up your packs. I’m sorry Manfred; there 
will be many stairs to descend.” Just my luck. I was 
hoping for a long lie in and breakfast in bed.

Gamying led them through the delve with confident 
certainty. It took them several hours, with frequent 
brief rest stops. In the course of their journey, they 
descended through so many levels that Manfred lost 
count. The immense size of Dwarvenhome became 

apparent to them all. They caught only the briefest of 
glimpses of the dwarven halls in the flickering light of 
their torches. The top levels were obviously the living 
levels, full of accommodation and social rooms. As 
they descended lower, by vast staircases hewn from 
the rock, the halls became cavernous. The meagre light 
from their torches was quickly absorbed by the total 
blackness. Just occasionally, their lights would reflect 
off jewelled walls or golden outcrops and they would 
get a glimpse of the hidden majesty of the caverns.

At one of these glimpses, Aglaral gasped aloud. “It 
must be a wondrous sight to see these caverns fully 
illuminated.”

Gamying stopped for a moment. “It is one of the 
Seven Wonders of the World – Melasurej, the Great 
Lighthouse at Rhakotis, the Jewelled Caverns of 
Devil’s Mouth, the One Tree and Hanging Gardens 
at Elvenhome, the Old Theatre at Tamarlan, the Col-
iseum at Kartage, and the Lost Tower. I have been 
fortunate enough to see five of them. I hope one day 
to visit Eden and to be allowed to see the Hanging 
Gardens. No human in living history has seen the Lost 
Tower nor knows its location. I would wager that none 
of them, even Melasurej itself, could hold a candle to 
these caverns. They are fully lit only on dwarven feast 
days. They are a sight to behold.”

As they descended further, the levels became less 
cavernous and more like a mining venture with small 
tunnels and workings. There were piles of rocks await-
ing sorting and other piles that seemed to contain great 
treasures. The light of their torches illuminated the 
wealth created by generations of toil. There were piles 
of jewels, sparkling in all the colours of the rainbow. 
Most of all, there were stacks of gold nuggets. There 
was enough gold in a single heap to fuel the dreams 
of every human on the planet. There were piles as far 
as the eye could make out in the gloom. Surely, there 
were riches here beyond the dreams of avarice. Three 
of the companions appeared to be unaffected by the 
riches before them. Kris, on the other hand, couldn’t 
believe his eyes, which widened with lust. He man-
aged to manoeuvre himself to be last in the line and 
orchestrated a stumble that put him out of sight of the 
rest of the group. Taking his chance, he stuffed his 
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pockets with as much gold as he could fit in. As he 
hurried to catch up with the others, he struggled to 
deal with the excess weight he was carrying.

As they got deeper under the mountain, the tempera-
ture changed. At first the air was at a pleasant tem-
perature and very fresh to breathe. There was a gentle 
breeze blowing through the caverns from some form 
of natural ventilation system. In the lower levels, the 
air was damp and fetid. Condensation ran down the 
walls and rivulets ran along the roughly hewn rock 
floors of the passages. They began to feel a bone chill-
ing cold that was worse than the cold on the mountain 
because it was so damp and cloying. Manfred began 
to wheeze and his breathing became laboured. “Curse 
my rheumatic old bones!” he moaned.

“Don’t worry, old man, we’ll soon be out in the fresh 
air again,” Gamying told him. “We are about to enter 
a tunnel that will take us to the secret entrance. It is 
very small, so it might be a tight squeeze. It was built 
for dwarves and to slow down humans if they found 
the passage and tried to gain entry. There is a mech-
anism at this end to collapse the tunnel on top of any 
invaders should the door be breached. It’s about five 
miles long, so it will be a tough walk or crawl. There’s 
a door at the end. It’s sealed with magic. I couldn’t 
open it when I tried to come the other way, so I had to 
climb Suicide Pass. I’m sure you’ll be able to open it. 
You go first and I’ll bring up the rear. We’ll travel at 
your pace.”

Sure enough, they found the entrance to the tunnel 
almost immediately. It was built for a dwarf to walk 
with difficulty, with head bowed and carrying an axe. 
This meant it was no more than four feet high, al-
though reasonably wide, perhaps six feet. The floor 
was very smooth, as if many people had passed this 
way over the years and had dragged wagons behind 
them. It seemed that this route might be the preferred 
way to trade with Tamarlan. Manfred muttered some-
thing profane under his breath. “As if my old bones 
haven’t been through enough; now you want me to 
crawl for five miles? And what if I can’t open the 
door?” Of course, I will be able to.

 “You will, old man. You are not called The Magician 

for nothing. And if you can’t it will be five miles back 
again, climb all those stairs we came down, and a de-
scent through Suicide Pass. Any more questions? Let’s 
get going.”

“Wait!” Aglaral stopped them. “There must be a better 
way. Wait here for a moment.” He disappeared into the 
darkness but reappeared a few minutes later dragging 
a flat trolley with small wheels. “There are more of 
these over there. The dwarves must use them for mov-
ing trading goods through the tunnel. Get one each and 
we can lie down and use our legs to push us through 
the tunnel.”

Quickly the group assembled its convoy of small wag-
ons. Manfred led the way, Aglaral second, Kris behind 
him, and Gamying brought up the rear. There were 
torch holders on the wagons, which allowed them to 
see what they were doing and freed their hands so that 
they could hold on to the rough wood. They legged it 
down the tunnel, like old canal barge travellers passing 
through a cutting. Fortunately, the tunnel sloped slight-
ly down towards the door. The floor was very smooth 
and the wheels on the trolleys were well oiled, so fric-
tion was not great. Even so, the unusual strain on the 
legs soon caused discomfort and cramps. I suppose it 
is marginally better than crawling. It’s certainly better 
than descending through Suicide Pass. I’ll need a long 
soak in a hot bath when we reach Tamarlan. And a 
massage from that young blonde I saw last time. Al-
though, she’s probably in her dotage by now, passing 
her time in a rocking chair. Like I should be, instead 
of having all these crazy adventures. By the Balance, I 
am tired. If this tunnel collapsed now, I would almost 
welcome it. No! Get a grip, Manfred, your work is not 
yet done. The greatest challenge still lies ahead. Simon 
will depend on you.

Aglaral was young and fit and he found it relatively 
easy to keep up with Manfred’s pace. In fact, he had to 
be careful not to go too fast and bump into the wiz-
ard’s trolley. The monotony of the journey caused his 
mind to wander. He thought about his family, and wor-
ried again whether Velacourt would keep his word. He 
was torn between serving Manfred, joining Gamying, 
and rushing back home. Why have the fates cast me in 
this important part? I’m a simple soldier. What have 
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I to offer? The answer came unbidden into his mind. 
You have always understood the need for balance 
in everything. You believe in fairness and everyone 
getting an equal opportunity. You abhor evil in all its 
forms, whether chaos driven or inflicted by law. You 
are a man of the Balance.

Kris was just the right build for walking in the tunnel 
but he found it very uncomfortable on his wagon. The 
pockets of his coat were stuffed full of gold nuggets 
and however he tried to position himself, they dug into 
his body. His short legs had to stretch to their limits to 
reach the wall. At each push, he squirmed in pain as 
the gold bruised his body. I will look like a chessboard 
after this. But what a story it will make. Provided 
that I can rewrite the bit involving the wargs. Just the 
memory of the events in the hut made him shiver with 
fear. He forced himself to think of better things. I have 
enough gold to live comfortably for the rest of my life. 
I will find a nice place in Tamarlan and live a com-
fortable life – good food, fine wine, beautiful women. 
I’ll write a few stories and perform at the Old Theatre. 
I have done my bit. I have found my reward. If only He 
will leave me alone.

Gamying easily maintained the pace he needed to 
stay with the others. He was a man at the peak of his 
life, ready for the challenges that the forthcoming war 
would throw at him. If he really thought about it, he 
had enjoyed the battle with the wargs. Victory was 
sweet. He was a warrior at heart. Tamarlan must be 
protected at all costs. The Sword must come north. 
How can a puny boy wield such a sword? It needs a 
warrior. A warrior like me! That chain of thought was 
leading into dangerous waters. He changed tack and 
reviewed his journey and what he had achieved. Soon 
he would be home again and would need to report to 
his father in a concise manner. There would be much 
to recount. His father would be pleased that he had 
brought Manfred with him. He would be even more 
pleased were the Sword to come too. If we had the 
Sword, Tamarlan would be a real power in the world. 
No one would threaten us again.

It took them about ninety minutes to traverse the tun-
nel. At the far end, the tunnel widened somewhat into 
a small chamber at the door. They came to a bumpy 

halt in a collision of trolleys, door, legs, and curses. 
No one was seriously injured, because Manfred, by 
now, was travelling at a very gentle speed. The door 
itself looked very strong. It was built from sturdy oak, 
now black with age, with in-built iron reinforcements. 
It had no handle and no visible lock. The sound of 
rushing water could be heard from the other side.

Manfred gingerly extracted himself from the wreck-
age and used his torch to get a better look at the 
detail. “You are correct, Gamying. This door has a 
magic lock. There are dwarfish runes on the lintel. I 
will need a short time to decipher them; my ancient 
dwarfish is rather rusty.” The others stretched their 
legs and inspected their bruises while Manfred paced 
and considered. Come on, Magician. They are expect-
ing great things from you. Concentrate. After several 
minutes, he stopped pacing and addressed them, with 
an appropriate degree of solemnity. “The translation 
of the runes is as follows. ‘If you are a true friend of 
the dwarves speak the name of our god, pass in peace, 
and return safe and sound.’ It is a simple lock, requir-
ing only the speaking of the word Satania, in ancient 
dwarfish.” He turned around, facing the door and in a 
strong clear voice uttered a phrase that sounded like 
‘Bahl Shamim’.” Nothing happened. Bugger! That 
should have worked. He spoke the words again. There 
was no response. He stared at the door for some time. 
“I am confident that I have interpreted the runes cor-
rectly. I cannot explain why the door hasn’t opened.”

The others looked at Manfred in consternation. The 
thought of the return journey to the top of the moun-
tain was not one to contemplate with pleasure. They 
shuffled around aimlessly in the flicker of the torch 
light. The sound of rushing water, so close to them, 
only made their predicament more acute.

“Can the door be broken down or opened any other 
way?” Aglaral asked.

“There is strong magic here. It is old magic, older 
than wizards. There is no way that this door can be 
breached. I don’t understand it. I have spoken the 
words correctly.” Manfred was bemused.

“Tell me what the runes say again,” Gamying said.



32

“If you are a true friend of the dwarves speak the 
name of our god, pass in peace, and return safe and 
sound,” Manfred translated again.

“So it is conditional,” Gamying stated. “The door will 
only open for true friends of the dwarves. I am well 
known here as a dwarf friend. Manfred’s credentials 
go without saying. I would wager my life that the 
magic would recognise Aglaral as a true dwarf friend, 
despite the fact that he has only ever met one dwarf in 
his life. That leaves you Kris.” He stared at the bard 
and his eyes were daggers cutting into his soul. “Are 
you a true dwarf friend?” He drew his sword.

Kris dropped his eyes. He couldn’t meet Gamying’s 
gaze. He said nothing. The silence was only momen-
tary but it seemed to drag on forever. The only sounds 
were the beating of four hearts and the water noise 
coming through the sealed door.

Eventually Manfred spoke. “Act not in anger, Gamy-
ing. There is something going on with Master Kris. 
I had hoped to resolve it in Tamarlan after we were 
well rested. If you have nothing to say, then I shall be 
forced to read your mind. I warn you that if you resist 
me, it may cause permanent damage.”

Kris spoke hurriedly. “That won’t be necessary, Man-
fred. I admit to my crime. It is one of greed, driven 
only by the want to have a secure and peaceful life.” 
He began to remove the gold nuggets from his pockets 
and stacked them by the wall of the alcove. “It appears 
that I have suffered the bruises of carrying these trea-
sures for nothing. I shall live with the regret of what 
might have been for the rest of my miserable life.” As 
the last nugget left his pocket, the door began to swing 
open with a groan. They were momentarily blinded 
by the sunlight and closed their eyes in response. Kris 
moved to sneak the last nugget back into his pocket, 
but hesitated and placed it with the rest.

“Hah!” Gamying snorted. “So it is theft is it? Don’t 
think that this lets you off. Your behaviour with the 
wargs is fresh in my memory.” He sheathed his sword. 
“Manfred will have that conversation with you in 
Tamarlan and if you cannot adequately vouch for 

yourself, I will see that justice is served, one way or 
another.” The threat hung in the air, like thunder on 
a humid summer day. “Come, let us leave these dark 
halls and breathe fresh air and feel sunlight on our 
faces again.”

As their eyes adjusted to the light, they realised that 
the door exited onto a rock platform that was com-
pletely hidden by a cascading waterfall directly in 
front of them. The stream was generated from the 
melting ice and snow in the mountains above so it was 
particularly strong. The cold spray struck their faces 
with a refreshing vigour. The noise from the falls was 
now so strong that they could not speak to each other. 
The door slammed shut behind them. It was indistin-
guishable on this side from the grey rock of the cliff 
face. Without prior knowledge, there was no way of 
knowing there was a door there. Gamying tapped them 
on their shoulders to attract their attention and led 
them off along the ledge parallel to the falls. At the 
edge of the ledge, there was a hole cut into the rock 
face. They stepped through the hole, pushing aside 
thick branches on the other side and stepped out onto 
a mountain track. Gamying carefully replaced the flora 
to disguise the entrance and then led them down the 
track. A steep descent took them quickly to the base of 
the falls, where they stopped to catch their breaths and 
take bearings.

In front of them, the jagged teeth of the Devil Moun-
tains bit into the clear blue sky. The sun was almost 
directly overhead. The falls dropped in a single cas-
cade of well over one thousand feet, through a rain-
bow-fringed cloud of spray into a large, clear pool. 
They had descended a small, steep path to the left of 
the falls. On their right was a larger, well-worn path 
that zigged and zagged as far as the eye could see. It 
led to the infamous Suicide Pass. Behind them, a path, 
wide enough for a horse and cart to pass another with 
comfort, gently descended to the plains below. The 
plains were alive with new grass and wild flowers, a 
lush carpet of green, white, mauve and gold. In the 
distance, the spire of Tamarlan was visible in the haze.

Gamying laughed. “Spring has finally arrived, north 
of the mountains, and it is a welcome sight to a home-
sick man. We call this waterfall Life Falls, because 
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the stream that flows from it is the Life Stream that 
provides the water supply for Tamarlan. The dwarves 
call it Warning Falls, because it marks the boundary to 
their realm. Any who pass here must be dwarf friends 
or suffer the consequences. The path from here leads 
to the very steep and exceedingly difficult climb of 
Suicide Pass. It was good that we avoided it. It was 
so named after the failed attack on Devil’s Mouth 
by Gadiel’s army in 11144. The Dark God’s soldiers 
had enormous superiority in numbers but became so 
dispirited by their failure to make headway against 
a small defence force of dwarves that many of them, 
rather than face the Dark God’s wrath, threw them-
selves off the mountainside. Come, we will make 
great headway now. We will find transport when we 
reach the plains and will be in Tamarlan before night-
fall. We will feast in my father’s court tonight.” Man-
fred’s stomach was already rumbling in anticipation. It 
will be good to see my old friend Gamyon again.

Buoyed by the beauty of the plains, the relative ease 
of the rest of the journey, and the prospect of a warm 
bath and a hot meal, the weary travellers found re-
newed energy in their legs. The rest of the descent 
went without a hitch and they were soon walking 
briskly through sweet smelling fields of grasses and 
wild flowers. Kris appeared to be susceptible to hay 
fever, because he was soon repeatedly sneezing and 
wheezing. Gamying’s smile just got wider and bright-
er.

After a few miles, they found the first of many farm-
houses. The entire family was at work in the fields, 
making up for lost time. At the sight of the unexpected 
travellers, the women and children were ushered back 
to the house and the men and youths called their dogs 
and approached the group with pitchforks and scythes 
at the ready. Their demeanour changed instantly when 
they recognised Gamying. They dropped to their 
knees and showed great respect to their Heir-Regent. 
The group was welcomed warmly. While the youths 
readied a horse wagon, the women fussed around pre-
paring a meal of fresh bread and cheese washed down 
with mead. Manfred patted his stomach and sighed. 
That was the best bread and cheese of my long life. He 
burped loudly and was not at all embarrassed.

The rest of the day passed in a blur for Manfred, prob-
ably because he spent most of it dozing in the back of 
the wagon. Aglaral drove the wagon with Gamying 
sitting up front with him. Kris snivelled in the back 
with Manfred. The road followed the course of the 
Life Stream. They passed many farms and received 
similar receptions to the first. They respectfully de-
clined all further offers of hospitality with the need to 
reach Tamarlan upmost in their minds.

Manfred woke up as they approached the city. It was 
always a fine sight, entering the city of artists. Tamar-
lan sat in the middle of the northern plains, like a 
fancy jewel set in the middle of an otherwise unembel-
lished brooch. The plains were extensively farmed and 
provided food not only for the city but also to trade 
with the dwarves for their gold and gemstones. These 
treasures were used both for artistic purposes and to 
trade for other goods and services the city needed. Its 
geographic location meant that trade was very diffi-
cult and only possible when the mountain passes were 
open in summer. It also meant that Tamarlan, over the 
long years, had become totally self-sufficient. It had 
become a haven for those seeking to escape the world 
for whatever reasons, but particularly it had become a 
haven for artists of all persuasions. Manfred had visit-
ed the city many times and always enjoyed his stays. 
He liked visiting the theatre to see the latest plays and 
the art galleries to view the works of the city’s fine 
artists both past and present. Manfred craned his neck 
to see more of the city as they approached.

It was an unusual sight for a city in the middle of 
nowhere. There were no city walls, no ramparts, in 
fact no defences of any sort. The streets were wide and 
tree-lined. The trees were mainly deciduous and they 
were now just bursting into leaf. Apple and cherry 
trees were coming into blossom. The city seemed 
to be renewing itself after a long, hard winter. The 
houses were single storey, made of local stone and 
brick. Housewives were busy with spring-cleaning. 
The city’s industry and quarries were located to the 
north, on the edge of the inhospitable and mysterious 
Northland, so that the approach from the south was 
unsullied. At the centre of the city stood the ancient 
precincts. Here was Tamarlan’s heart. Cobbled streets 
wound through the great market and past many art 
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galleries, theatres, and meeting venues. People hus-
tled and bustled about their business. Large, colourful 
signs proclaimed forthcoming shows and displays. 
At the centre of everything were two human-built 
mounds. The Life Stream flowed between the mounds 
and an ornate stone bridge crossed the river and joined 
the two mounds. On one stood the ancient palace of 
the kings, now occupied and maintained by the Re-
gent. As palaces go, it was an unprepossessing place. 
Its one striking feature was its high tower, made of 
local stone that stretched skywards in phallic sym-
bolism. On the other mound stood one of the Seven 
Wonders of the World – The Old Theatre.

Manfred found his eyes drawn to the Theatre Mound, 
clearly the reason why the palace had such a plain 

design. Manfred had seen it many times before, but 
each renewed impression always generated a gasp of 
surprise, even in an ancient wizard who thought he 
had seen everything. The Old Theatre was a circu-
lar construction, or as near to circular as the original 
carpenters could manage. It was perhaps two hundred 
feet in diameter and one hundred feet high. It had been 
constructed from timber originally, but over the years, 

the rotting wood had been replaced with granite from 
the mountains. From the outside, there was no visible 
evidence of what artistic delights its interior held. Its 
most striking feature was that by some feat of engi-
neering or magic it appeared to hover, unsupported in 
mid-air, one hundred feet above the mound. Viewed 
from the correct angle, with the palace spire behind it, 
the Old Theatre gave the impression of an enormous 
child’s spinning top.

Under Gamying’s instruction, Aglaral guided the 
wagon into the palace courtyard, where they were met 
by a fussing crowd of retainers. One spoke urgently 
to Gamying, who took Manfred aside. “I regret that 
we cannot take time to rest and freshen up. My father 
would speak with you urgently in the council chamber. 

Aglaral and Kris will be shown their quarters. I have 
ordered that a guard be placed on Kris’s door until 
such time as we have got to the bottom of his actions.”

Gamying strode into the palace, with Manfred beside 
him, hurrying to keep up. He led Manfred through 
wide, carpeted corridors decorated with great works of 
art, until they reached the double doors of the council 
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chamber. A guard opened the doors, ushered them in 
and announced their presence. A group of people were 
clustered around the large table, poring over maps. 
Their chatter was silenced as Gamying and Manfred 
entered. One man stood. He was an older version of 
Gamying. He was the same build and size, but where 
Gamying’s hair and beard were jet black, Gamyon’s 
showed flecks of grey. Gamyon’s and Gamying’s eyes 
locked briefly. Manfred observed that much was said 
without words. Father and son were clearly very close. 
Gamyon cleared his throat and addressed them. His 
eyes moved from his son’s and locked onto Manfred’s. 
He has received bad news. He has despair in his eyes, 
but I see a small glimmer of hope there.

“Welcome home my son, it is good to see you returned 
safe and sound. Welcome Great Sage, your visits to 
Tamarlan are too few. You are always most welcome 

here. Your timing could not be better. I am at my 
wits’ end. I need your advice and your assistance. The 
omens are not good. Spring came late. The dwarves 
have left FirstWorld. Our city is regularly attacked out 
of Northland. I fear that our peaceful city will fall.” 
He paused and his eyes met his son’s again and then 
began to water with tears. “I fear that Gamying, my 
Heir-Regent, will never get his chance to fulfil his 
destiny. I fear that the time of the Regents draws to an 
end. You are not the only visitors in Tamarlan. Yester-
day, a stranger arrived in mysterious circumstances out 
of the Northland. He carries the mark of Ubadah. The 
King has returned.” 

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

www.FirstWorld.info
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Chapter I 
“TO THE LOST” 

18th April, 1867 

‘To the lost.’ The surgeon raised his tiny glass with a 
gloved and rather bony hand. 

Tonmerion Hark did the same, though he could only 
summon the wherewithal to raise it halfway. He let it 
hover just beneath his chin, as if he were cradling it to 
his chest. The liquor smelled like cloves. Sickening. 
However he tried, he couldn’t tear his gaze away from 
the pistol, that sharp-edged contraption of humourless 
steel and stained oak, lounging in an impossibly clean 
metal tray at the elbow of his father’s body. 

‘The lost,’ he murmured in reply, and flicked the glass 
as if swatting at a bothersome bluebottle. 

A pair of wet slapping sounds broke the sterile, white-
tiled silence as the liquor painted a muddy orange 
streak on the milky vinyl floor. So that was that. What 
precious little ceremony they must observe was over. 
Lord Karrigan Bastion Hark, the Bulldog of London, 
Prime Lord of the Empire of Britannia, Master of the 
Emerald Benches and widower of the inimitable Lady 
Hark, had been pronounced dead. As a doornail. 

Tonmerion could have told them that from the start, 
but such was tradition. His gaze inched from the 
gun to his father’s pallid skin, bruised as it was with 
the blood settling, or so the surgeon had told him as 
he worked. Tonmerion had decided he did not like 
surgeons. They were rude; being so bold as to poke 
around in the visceral depths of other people. Of boys’ 
dead fathers. 
 
His gaze moved to the neatly sewn-up hole in his 
father’s chest, directly above his heart. The oozing 
had finally stopped. The puckered and rippled edges 

of white skin around the black thread were clean. Not 
a single drop of corpse blood seeped through. Not 
surprising, thought Tonmerion, seeing as so much of 
it had been left on the steps of Harker Sheer’s western 
garden. 

For a brief moment, the boy’s eyes flicked to his 
father’s closed eyelids. He thanked the Almighty 
that those sharp sapphire eyes were hidden away, not 
bathing him with disappointment, as was their custom. 
Even then, in the grip of cold death, Tonmerion could 
almost feel their gaze piercing those grey eyelids and 
jabbing him. His own eyes quickly slunk away. In-
stead, he looked at the surgeon, and was somewhat 
startled to find the man staring directly back at him, 
arms folded and waiting patiently. 

‘And what now?’ Tonmerion piped up, his young 
voice cracking after the silence. 

‘The constable will be here in a moment, I’m sure.’ 
‘Is he late?’ asked Tonmerion, biting the inside of his 
lip. The body was so grey … 

The surgeon looked a smidgeon confused. He pushed 
the wireframed rims of his round glasses up the slope 
of his nose. ‘I beg your pardon, Master Hark?’ 

Tonmerion huffed. ‘I said, is he late?’ 

‘No, young Master. Simply finishing the paperwork.’ 

Tonmerion scratched his neck as he tried to think up 
something clever and commanding to say. Gruff words 
echoed through his mind. Get your chin up. Stand 
straight. Look them straight in their beady little eyes.  

Words from dead lips. 

‘Then he must have been late earlier in the day. Why 
else would he not be here, on time, when I am ready to 
leave. Instead I am forced to stand here, stuck looking 
at this … this …’ His words failed him miserably. His 
tongue sat fat and useless behind his teeth. He waved 
his hand irritably. ‘This … carcass.’ 

For that was what it was. A carcass. So callous in its 
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truth. Tonmerion could see it in the surgeon’s face, the 
condemning curl in that hairless, sweat-beaded top lip 
of his. 

The surgeon took a sharp breath. ‘Of course, Lordling. 
I shall fetch him for you.’ And with that he turned 
on his heel, making to leave. The leather of his shoe 
made a little squeak on the white vinyl, but before he 
could take a step, the sound of heavy boots was heard 
on the stairs. ‘Ah,’ the surgeon said, turning back with 
another squeak. ‘Here he comes now. You shall have 
your escape, young Master Hark.’ 

‘Yes, well,’ was all Tonmerion’s tongue could muster. 
He folded his arms and watched the barrel of a consta-
ble emerge from the stairwell. The constable’s bright 
blue coat strained at the seams, pinning all its hopes 
on the polished buttons that glinted in the sterile light 
of the room. Now here’s a man who has seen too much 
of a desk and not enough of the cobbles, his father 
would have intoned. Tonmerion almost felt like turn-
ing and shushing his dead father. 

‘Master Hark,’ boomed the constable, as he shuffled 
to a halt at the foot of the table. His eyes were fixed 
on Tonmerion’s, but it was easy to see they itched to 
pull right, yearned to gaze on the body of Tonmerion’s 
father. Tonmerion didn’t blame him one inch. It wasn’t 
every day you got to meet a Prime Lord, especially a 
freshly murdered one. 

‘My apologies for …’ he began, but Tonmerion cut 
him off. 

‘Apology accepted, Constable Pagget,’ he replied. 
‘Have you captured my father’s murderer yet?’ 

Pagget shook his head solemnly. ‘Not yet, I’m afraid 
…’ 

‘Well, what is being done about it?’ 

‘Everything that can be done, Master Hark.’ 

‘Well that’s not …’ Tonmerion began, but it was his 
turn to be cut off. 

‘Please, young sir, it’s about your father’s will.’ 

Tonmerion threw him a frown. ‘What about my fa-
ther’s will? What and where must I sign?’ 

There was a moment of hesitation, during which the 
constable’s mouth fell slowly open, the ample fat be-
neath his chin gently cushioning the fall. Not a single 
sound came forth for quite a while. 

‘Whatever is the matter?’ demanded Tonmerion impa-
tiently. 

Constable Pagget summoned the wherewithal to shut 
his mouth, and soon afterwards he found his voice 
too. ‘It’s your father’s last wishes, Master Hark, they 
concern you directly,’ he said, his eyes flashing to the 
surgeon for the briefest of moments. 

Tonmerion huffed. ‘Well of course they do! I’m the 
only Hark left. The estate will be left to me,’ he re-
plied, trying to ignore the truth in his own words. It 
frightened him a little too much. 

‘Not … exactly,’ Pagget croaked. ‘That is to say … 
not yet.’ 

‘Yet? What do you mean, yet?’ 

The constable took a step backwards and waved a cou-
ple of fat fingers at the stairs. ‘You’d better step into 
my office, I think, young Master Hark. We apparently 
have much to discuss.’ 

‘This is highly irregular,’ Tonmerion began, his fa-
ther’s favourite phrase, spilling out of his mouth. He 
bit his lip and said no more. Fixing a frown onto his 
face, the young Hark raised his chin and went to take a 
step forwards that said everything his traitorous mouth 
could not: a confident step that said he was inconve-
nienced, displeased, that he deserved respect, that he 
was in command here, and not crumbling with worry 
and fear and disgust and all those other things that 
lords and generals and heroes don’t feel. Sadly, Ton-
merion’s step forwards was quite the opposite. It was 
a step so lacking in grace and dignity that Tonmerion 
would forever shiver at the very thought of it. As his 
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foot hit the floor with a wet slap, not a squeak, Ton-
merion realised his mistake. The liquor. 

His foot slid away from him, betraying him so casual-
ly that his leg, and the rest of him for that matter, were 
powerless to resist. Tonmerion performed an ungrace-
ful wobble and grabbed the nearest thing his flailing 
arms could reach … his father’s dead arm. 

A small wheeze of relief escaped his tight lips as he 
found himself upright, safe. A similar sound came 
forth when he realised what exactly it was that had 
saved him from the most embarrassing fall, though 
this time it was strangled by horror, and disgust. 
Tonmerion’s gaze slowly tumbled down his arm, from 
the expensive cloth to his ice-white knuckles, to the 
dead, bruised, slate-coloured flesh that his fingers 
were squeezing so tightly. Tonmerion gurgled some-
thing and quickly righted himself, red in the face and 
wide in the eyes. He quickly began to smooth the front 
of his shirt, but stopped hurriedly when it dawned on 
him that he had just touched a dead body. He held his 
hands out in the air instead, neither up nor down, close 
nor far. 

‘A cloth,’ he murmured. The surgeon obliged him, 
leaning over to pass him a startlingly white cloth from 
beneath the bench. Tonmerion dragged it over his 
knuckles and fingertips, and nodded to the constable. 
‘Lead the way.’
 
Pagget had not yet decided whether to stifle a laugh 
or to share the boy’s revulsion. He simply looked on, 
one eye squinting awkwardly, his face stuck halfway 
between the two expressions. 

‘Jimothy?’ the surgeon said, and Pagget came to. 

‘Right! Yes. This way if you please.’ He only barely 
managed to keep from adding, ‘Mind your step.’ 

Tonmerion followed him without a word. 

* 
‘America.’ Tonmerion gave the man a flat stare that 
spoke a whole world of disbelief.  

Witchazel was his name, like the slender shrub, and it 
was a name that suited him to the very core. He was 
more stick than man, loosely draped in an ill-fitting 
suit of the Prussian style, charcoal striped with purple. 
His hair was thin and jet-black, smeared across his 
scalp and forehead like an oleaginous paste. Tonmer-
ion had never liked the look of the lawyer. One with 
power should dress accordingly. His father’s words, 
once more. 

Witchazel shuffled the wad of papers in his leath-
er-gloved hands and coughed. It meant nothing except 
a resounding yes. Tonmerion looked at Constable 
Pagget, but found him idly thumbing the dust from 
the shelves of his ornate bookcase. Tonmerion looked 
instead at his knees, and at the woven carpet just 
beyond them. He tugged at his collar. The constable’s 
office was stifling, heavy with curtains, mahogany, and 
leather. The news did not help matters, not one bit. 

‘And this aunt …’ he asked. 

‘Lilain Rennevie,’ filled in Witchazel. 

‘Lives where exactly?’ 

Witchazel’s face took on an enthusiastic curve, a 
look of excitement and wonder, one that had been 
well-practised in the bedroom mirror, or so it seemed 
to Tonmerion. ‘A charming place, right on the cusp of 
civilisation, Master Hark,’ he said. ‘A frontier town, 
don’t you know, going by the bucolic name of Fell 
Falls. A brand new settlement founded by the railroad 
teams and the Serped Railroad Company. They’re 
aiming for the west coast, you see, blazing a trail right 
across the country in search of gold and riches and the 
Last Ocean. An exciting place, if I may say so, sir. I’m 
almost envious!’ Wichazel grinned. 

‘Almost,’ Tonmerion replied drily. 

Witchazel forced his grin to stay and turned to look at 
the constable, hoping he would chime in. All Pagget 
did was smile and nod. 

Witchazel produced a map from the papers in his hand 
and slid it across the desk towards the boy. ‘Here we 
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are.’ 

Tonmerion leant forwards and eyed the shapes and 
lines. ‘It looks small.’ 

Witchazel templed his fingers and hid behind them. 
‘Yes, but it has so much potential to grow,’ he offered. 

‘Very small.’ 

‘You have to start somewhere!’ 

‘And forty miles from the nearest town.’ 

‘Think of the peace and quiet. Away from the hustle 
and …’ 

‘It’s literally the end of the line.’ 

‘Not for long, mark my words!’ 

‘And what does this say: desert?’ 

Witchazel’s temple collapsed and he spread his fin-
gers out on the desk instead, wishing the green leath-
er would magically transport him out of this office. 
What a fate this boy had inherited. Whisked away to 
Almighty knows where. No mansion. No servants. No 
money … 

Witchazel almost felt sorry for him. 

‘Desert, yes. It seems that the territory of Wyoming is 
somewhat wild. Deserts and mountains and, oh, what 
was the word …’ Witchazel clicked his gloved fingers, 
resulting in a leathery squeak. ‘Prairies, that was it. 
But surely that’s exciting, isn’t it?’ 

Tonmerion had crossed his arms. His eyes were back 
on the lawyer, trying with all his might to drill right 
into the man’s pupils, to wither him, as he had seen his 
father do countless times. ‘Do I have any say in the 
matter?’ 

Witchazel made a show of checking the papers again, 
even though he already knew the answer. ‘I’m afraid 
the instructions are very specific. You are to remain in 

the care of your aunt until such time as you are of age 
to inherit, on your eighteenth birthday. Until then all 
assets will be frozen in law, under my authority.’ 

Tonmerion let out a long sigh, ruffling the strands of 
sandy blonde hair that stubbornly insisted on hang-
ing forwards over his forehead, rather than lying to 
the sides with the rest of his combed mop. ‘And what 
manner of woman is my aunt?’ he asked. He had bare-
ly known of her existence until twenty minutes ago. 
Now he was staring down the barrel of a five-year ex-
ile, with her and her alone. He felt a lump in his throat. 
He tried to swallow it down, but it held fast. ‘Is she the 
mayor? A businesswoman?’ he croaked.  

Witchazel flipped through a few of his pages. ‘She is 
a businesswoman indeed, you’ll be pleased to hear.’ 
Tonmerion sagged a little in his chair. 

Witchazel peered closely at one line in particular. ‘It 
says here that she works as an undertaker.’ 

The boy came straight back up, stiff as a board. 

* 
It was a day for wanton staring, Tonmerion had decid-
ed. He may have escaped the body of his dead father 
in the surgeon’s basement, but now he was trapped by 
the dried pool of blood on the steps of one of the Har-
ker Sheer estate’s many vast patios. The stone beneath 
was a polished white marble, which made the blood, 
even now that it had dried to a crumbling crust, all the 
more stark. Tonmerion watched the way it had settled 
in a thick, rusty crimson slick that dripped down the 
stairs, one by one, until it found a pool on the third. 

When Tonmerion finally wrenched his gaze from 
his father’s blood, he turned instead to the thin fold 
of paper he clutched so venomously in his left hand. 
He held the paper up to the cloud-masked sun and 
scowled: tickets for a boat to a faraway land. Tonmer-
ion didn’t know which to hate more: the blood or his 
looming fate. 

‘What have I done to deserve this?’ he asked aloud. 
Unable to bring himself to utter a response, and having 
none to offer, he let the sound of the swaying elms and 
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whispering pines fill the silence. 

During the coach ride home, Tonmerion had pondered 
every avenue of escape. Once his mind had drawn 
out all the possibilities, like wool spilling off a reel, 
neither running nor hiding had seemed too fortuitous. 
He had no money save what he had found in his 
father’s desk: a handful of gold florins, several silver 
pennies and a smattering of bronzes and coppers. That 
would not last more than a few weeks. He had given 
complaining a little thought too, but had come to the 
decision he’d done enough of that in the constable’s 
office. In truth – in horrid, clanging truth – Tonmerion 
was stuck. 

He was bound for America, the New Kingdom. 

That was the source of the hard, brutal lump wedged 
in his throat. He lifted a hand to massage it and tried 
to swallow. Neither helped. He took a gulp of air and 
felt immediately sick. The blood beckoned to him, but 
Tonmerion steered away from it. He was not keen to 
repeat the liquor episode. 

Remembering the water fountain at the bottom of the 
steps, he let his shaky legs lead the way. His wobbling 
reflection in the hissing fountain’s pool confirmed that 
he was indeed paler than a sheet of bleached parch-
ment. Tonmerion put both hands on the marble and 
dipped his head into the water to let the cold water 
sting his face. It was refreshing and calming. He took 
in three deep gulps and felt the coldness slide down 
into his belly. Wiping his mouth, he stared up at the 
pinnacles of the pines. 

‘By the Roots, you’re white.’ 

Upon hearing a voice speak out from the bushes, on 
an estate that was supposed to be emptier than a beg-
gar’s purse, any other person would have jumped, or 
even squealed with surprise, but not Tonmerion. 
He did not flinch, for this was nothing out of the ordi-
nary for him.  

‘He’s dead, Rhin,’ he muttered, still staring up at the 
trees. 

‘Speak up.’ The voice was small yet still had all the 
depth and resonance of a man’s voice. 

‘It’s all going to change.’ Tonmerion looked over at 
the blood, stark against the marble, and nodded. 

There was a polite and nervous cough, and then: ‘I’m 
sorry, Merion, for your father. I truly am.’ 

Merion’s gaze turned to the marvellous little figure 
standing in the dirt, half of his body still hidden by 
the shadow of the ornamental bush – no, not hidden, 
fused with the bush in some way. Merion did not bat 
an eyelid. 

‘It’s all changed, just like that,’ he clicked his fingers, 
and the figure stepped out of the shadows. 

To say the small gentleman was a fairy would be 
doing him a great injustice. Contrary to popular belief, 
there is a great deal of difference between a fairy and 
a faerie. The former are small, silly creatures, more 
insect than human, and prone to mischief. The latter, 
however, are a proud and ancient race, the Fae. They 
are larger, smarter, and infinitely more dangerous than 
fairies, and bolder. For millennia they have lived un-
seen in the undergrowth and forgotten forests, just out 
of the reach of human eyes and fingers. They are now 
nought but folklore, wives’ tales, rubbish for the ears 
of children. No man, in his right mind, would believe 
in such a thing as a faerie. But here one stood, as bold 
and as bright as a summer’s day. 

Rhin stood just shy of twelve inches tall, big for Fae 
standards. He was long of limb, but not scrawny. Be-
tween the gaps in his pitch-black armour, it was easy 
to see that the muscles wrapped around his bony frame 
were like cords, tightly bunched. 

Rhin’s skin was a mottled bluish grey, though it was 
not uncommon to see him glowing faintly at night. His 
eyes were the only bright colour on his person, glow-
ing purple even in the cloudy daylight. The thin metal 
plates of his Fae armour were jet-black, held in place 
by brown rat-leather. His boots, rising to just below 
the knee, were also black. 
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And of course, there are the wings. Thin, translucent 
dragonfly wings sprouted from the ridge of Rhin’s 
shoulders and hung down his back, hugging the con-
tours of his armour and body and glistening blue and 
gold. The Fae lost the power of flight centuries ago. 
Their wings are weaker now, but they still have their 
uses. 

Four years had passed since Rhin had crawled out of 
the bushes and straight onto Merion’s lap, bleeding 
and vomiting. Merion had been just a young boy, only 
nine at the time, and the sight of a strange grey crea-
ture with armour and dragonfly wings, sliding in and 
out of consciousness, would have frightened any child 
half to death, but not Merion. 

Rhin crossed his arms, making the scales of his ar-
mour rattle. He tapped his claw-like nails on the 
metal. It was in need of a polish. ‘It’s not right, what 
was done to your father. Roots know I didn’t know the 
man, but he didn’t deserve this, and neither do you. 
Neither do we.’ Rhin bowed his head. ‘Like I said, I’m 
sorry, Merion.’ 

The lump in the young Hark’s throat had returned, this 
time with vengeance. Maybe it was the faerie’s condo-
lences, maybe it was the crimson streak in the corner 
of his eye, or perhaps it was the crumpled fist of pa-
pers by his side, Merion didn’t know, but he knew his 
lip was wobbling. He knew it was all suddenly terribly 
real. 

Real men cannot be seen to cry. 

More of his father’s parting words. 

Merion swallowed hard, and tucked his lip under his 
top teeth, biting down. He nodded and, when he trust-
ed himself to speak without his voice cracking, he said 
‘Thank you.’ 

Rhin shuffled his feet and ran an absent hand through 
his short, wild hair. Jet-black it was, and thick, slicked 
back and cropped short at the sides. ‘Do they know 
who did it?’ he asked quietly. 

Merion stamped his foot and paced out a tight, angry 

circle. 

‘Pagget doesn’t have a clue,’ he groused. ‘Nobody has 
any idea.’ 

‘That’s …’ 

‘An outrage. Yes, I know. And guess what? That’s not 
even the worst part.’ 

‘Not the worst …? What could be worse than …’ the 
faerie gestured at the slick of blood on the marble 
steps. ‘… that?’ 

Merion turned and brandished the folded paper. ‘This! 
It’s an abomination. A disgrace. An insult!’ 

Rhin looked worried. ‘Yes, but what is it?’ 

Merion pinched the bridge of his nose and swallowed 
again. Say it out loud and, who knows, it just might 
sound a little better, he told himself. ‘We have to move 
to America.’ No, no better. 

Rhin’s lavender eyes grew wide. ‘The New Kingdom? 
Why?’ 

‘My father left instructions, Rhin. All of Harker Sheer, 
all of his other estates, all of his money. It’s mine now, 
but not until I turn eighteen.’ Merion aimed a kick at 
the base of the fountain. ‘And in the meantime I, we, 
have to go live with my aunt, in Wyoming.’ 

‘And where the hell is that?’ 

‘In the western deserts of America, the arse-end of 
nowhere, to put it plainly. Full of filthy rail workers, 
peasants, sand, and horses and cows, no doubt.’ 

Rhin rubbed his chin. ‘It sounds perfect,’ he said. Mer-
ion was about to snort when he realised there hadn’t 
been the faintest tremor of sarcasm in Rhin’s words. 
He stared down at the faerie. 

‘You’re serious?’ 

Rhin shrugged. ‘It’s the perfect escape.’ 
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‘Yes, for you maybe. I suspected you might like this 
god-awful fate of mine. Not all of us are runaways and 
outcasts, Rhin. I’m not in hiding. I have a future here, 
in London. I have a great responsibility to inherit, and 
a murderer to catch, for Almighty’s sake! My father 
must have justice. The Hark name needs protecting 
…’ Merion trailed off, flattened by the impossibility 
of it all. ‘I can’t just leave. I can’t just let it fall to the 
dogs.’ 

‘You’re thirteen, boy.’ 

Merion flapped his hand. ‘But I’m the only one left! 
It’s my duty. And don’t call me boy, you know I hate 
that.’ 

Rhin took a step forwards, eyes wide. ‘You would 
still have to wait until you were eighteen, even if you 
father hadn’t been killed.’ 

‘Murdered, Rhin. Murdered.’ The fountain received 
another kick. ‘And no difference, you say? Hah! At 
least if he was still alive, I could have lived my life 
in comfort, in society, within reach of the capital. But 
no, he was murdered, and now we have to go live in 
a shack in some place called Fell Falls. No dinners, 
no balls, no trips on the rumbleground trains, no visits 
to the Emerald Benches. Nothing. Sod all.’ It was at 
times like these that Merion wished he’d asked the 
kitchen staff to teach him more swearwords. 

Rhin was not convinced. ‘All I heard was no tedious 
ceremonies, no politics, and no father watching your 
every move, no offence. We can be free in America, 
Merion. Free to do what we want, safe in the knowl-
edge that you can come back to this, to a fortune and a 
life in high society.’ 

‘In five bloody years!’ 

‘More than enough time to turn you into a proper man, 
to toughen you up. Not like one of these silk-clad dan-
dies you idolise. A man with rough hands and bristle 
on his cheeks—ladies would love that.’ Rhin dared as 
much to wink. Merion pulled a face. 

‘Rubbish.’ 

‘Trust me, I know. Listen to your elders.’ Rhin was 
over two hundred years old. He had a point. 

Merion slumped in every possible way a person could 
slump. He crumpled to his knees and then to his back-
side, letting his shoulders hang like loose saddlebags 
and his hands splay across the marble. ‘I just don’t 
know. I can’t put it into words. The world is upside 
down.’ 

Rhin walked forwards to put a small hand on Merion’s 
knee. ‘It doesn’t have to be a punishment, Merion. It 
could be an adventure, something that could change 
you—put some fire into your belly. Five years isn’t 
that long a time.’ 

Merion snorted. ‘Easy for you to say.’ 

‘Are we in agreement. Adventure?’ Rhin asked. 
With great solemnity, Merion lifted his head and 
stared up at the roiling grey skies, not a patch or 
stray thread of blue anywhere to be seen. Merion was 
going to miss these skies, and their rain, the staple 
of the Empire. He let the cold breeze run its fingers 
across his neck and face, savouring that moment. He 
swallowed one last time, and found that the lump had 
disappeared—for now, at least. 

‘I’ll let you know when we get there,’ replied the 
young Hark. 
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“So, Cass, did your sweetums figure out how the 
oriental cartel is getting the jaguar parts through the 
detection wards?” Chuckie asked her as she crossed 
the threshold into their shared office. 

As always, Chuckie had folded his gangly scarecrow 
limbs into an odd arrangement in his wooden chair, 
and as was often the case, had tipped said chair back 
against the wall at a dangerous angle. Cass shook her 
head, as much for his casual disregard of physics, 
gravity, and workplace safety as for what she imag-
ined Raven’s reaction would be should he ever hear 
himself referred to as anyone’s ‘sweetums.’

Chuckie’s pale brown hair hung over his forehead; he 
seldom bothered with it unless it obscured his view 
of his computer screen. Chuckie, with his too-thin 
build and his obsession with Mundane electronics, 
hardly presented the standard image of a Guardian 
International Investigations agent. Barely twenty-two, 
and looking much younger than that, still he was an 
internationally renowned expert in magical-cyber 
interfaces.

Before his recruitment to GII, he had been the youth-
ful mastermind behind the magical hack of the Mun-

dane central security computer, a hack that had caused 
days of nationwide panic and years of strained rela-
tionships between the Mundane, Art, and Craft com-
munities. And he’d done it on a dare.

She crossed over to his desk and handed him the 
brown bag from which wafted warm scents of cinna-
mon and chocolate. The grease stains had just begun 
to render translucent the smiling sun of the Sunshine 
Bakery logo. Chuckie let the chair thump down to rest 
properly on all four legs and dug through the bag in 
search of the oversized chocolate chip cookie he pre-
ferred to the scones she’d bought for herself.

Though the white walls of the office could be glaring 
in strong sunlight, that was seldom an inconvenience 
in Oregon. Today the room seemed gray as the paint 
picked up the dreary colors outside the window. 
Chuckie’s framed posters of galaxies and nebulas and 
her own recently purchased print of a Mount Hood 
sunrise in rose and purple watercolor could do little to 
brighten the day. 

She made an ineffective attempt to smooth the frizz 
the dampness always brought out in her hair, then 
hung her coat on the rack by the door of their shared 
office and finally answered his question. “He’s figured 
out where they’re unraveling the ward, but not how. 
Not yet.”

A hand fell on her shoulder, a small hand, but strong, 
smelling slightly of imported pipe tobacco. Cass 
turned to her supervisor, standing in the doorway be-
hind her. Though the woman’s given name was Abi-
gail Andrews, everyone in the unit called her Sherlock, 
as much for her Angla accent and her odd pipe habit as 
her admittedly impressive investigative ability. Some 
of the more senior members of the unit swore that 
Sherlock’s fondness for tweed was a later affectation, 
playing up to the moniker. 

Word was, back in Angla, she had earned another 
nickname, one that had sent her to exile in the New 
World in order to escape her history.

“Perhaps if he finally took a position with us and 
worked on it full time.” Sherlock’s tone, though light, 
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covered an edge of frustration.

Cass stepped further into the office to let her enter. 
“You’re welcome to ask him yourself.” She bit into 
her scone. “Though I can’t imagine his answer will 
change.”

When Cass had mentioned to Raven the possibility 
that GII might be interested in recruiting him, he had 
replied that he had tendered his application to the 
Guardian Academy once, when he was young, naïve, 
and still relatively innocent. Said application had been 
thrown back in his face on the basis of his name and 
his ancestry. Which she knew. Since neither of these 
facts had changed, he had added with perfect aristo-
cratic chill, he saw no need to waste anyone’s time, 
not the least of all his own, with further inquiry.

“France sends its thanks for your work on that sto-
len antiquities case, by the way,” Sherlock said. “I 
imagine something more official will come through 
channels later for you and Chuckie both. But they’d 
like you to run a training program for some of their 
elite agents; teach them how to use that counterfeiting 
charm you used to fool the smuggler. And they want 
to talk to Chuckie about what he did with the comput-
er trail.”

“I remember when someone official wanting to talk 
to me about what I did on a computer was my signal 
to start running.” Chuckie broke his second cookie 
into neat quarters before starting to eat it, part of his 
cookie-eating ritual.

Cass retrieved the bakery bag from Chuckie and 
offered it to Sherlock. Her boss had pronounced 
Sunshine Bakery’s attempt at the common English 
delicacy, the scone, to be ‘very nearly acceptable’, and 
so Cass had taken to picking up a couple of raspberry 
scones— Sherlock’s favorite— to go with her own 
preferred cinnamon scones and Chuckie’s cookies.

Cass picked a clean mug out of her mismatched 
collection of artisan pottery drinkware and poured 
her boss a cup of coffee. Like all her mugs, this one 
sported a raven— in this case, a stylized Celtic raven 
in cobalt blue. Cass was through apologizing for her 

past, and she had no shame in what she was now. If 
only Raven would learn to accept his own past with 
such equanimity. 

But then, he had far more to regret.

Sherlock sipped at her coffee, grimacing. “You know, 
you really should pick up some Fortnum and Mason 
Earl Gray for your long-suffering superior next time 
you hit that specialty shop on Hawthorne.” She took 
a hurried bite of her scone. “I know I don’t have any 
standing to ask the man to hurry, since he’s not even 
on contract, but the Craft community has been com-
plaining to Council that we’re not doing enough. You 
know how sensitive endangered species issues are, and 
two of the Craft council members have jaguar totems.”

“I understand.” Cass sighed again. “Though I’m not 
sure he can work any harder on it than he is already. 
He woke up in the middle of the night, said something 
about sub-ward sentry charms, and dashed down to the 
workroom to make notes. I’m not even sure what he 
was talking about, and I’ve worked with the man for 
years.”

Sherlock took another sip of coffee. “Do you have any 
sugar?”

Cass dug out the old jam jar that held the sugar, 
banged it against the desk a few times to loosen the 
clump, and handed it to Sherlock. Like most Pacific 
Northwesterners, Cass held that coffee wasn’t coffee 
if it didn’t put up a fight and sweetener was sacrilege, 
but Ana had raised her to respect others’ views, no 
matter how strange they might seem to her.

Sherlock looked dubiously at the sugar, and cautiously 
shook some into her mug. Cass handed her the spoon 
she kept in her pen cup. Sherlock raised an eyebrow at 
it, but took it and stirred. 

“I suppose I should just be grateful that I have access 
to his talents without having to pay the man.” She con-
templated her coffee for a moment. “I was just hoping 
to get him bound by a contract before he finds himself 
another hobby.”
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Raven was far too in love with research and prob-
lem-solving for that to happen. Cass buried her smile 
in her own coffee. Though he never said so, he was 
amused by unraveling mysteries and undoing wards 
that stumped the organization that had once rejected 
him.

Sherlock took another dainty bite of scone, chewed, 
and swallowed. “Do try him again. Remind him that it 
was not Guardian International that rejected him. 

Though recruitment is generally through the local 
Guardians, you know that I do have some discretion.” 
She flashed Chuckie a look. “It’s not like he’d be the 
only one here with a dark past.”

Chuckie grinned and popped the final quarter of his 
cookie into his mouth.

GII boasted the most talented, powerful, and creative 
mages to ever take an interest in investigation and 
defensive magic. The profile was as likely to turn out 
troublemakers as stars, and when you added youthful 
impulsiveness and lack of judgment. . . well, as Sher-
lock often pointed out with a sigh, if they turned away 
everyone with a past, they’d be renting out an awful 
lot of empty cubicle space.

“Perhaps we haven’t had anyone yet with Raven’s 
level of notoriety,” Sherlock went on. “Still, he might 
find that—”

A knock on the jamb of the open office door an-
nounced Sherlock’s office assistant. “Excuse me, 
ma’am, but your message crystal is flashing red.”

Sherlock shared a look with Cass and Chuckie. Red 
meant ‘urgent’. And ‘urgent’ at GII was seldom good.

She excused herself. Cass exchanged worried glances 
with Chuckie. He shrugged, as if to say ‘we’ll find out 
soon enough’. 

She tried to focus her attention on the case file she had 
been reviewing, but after finding herself reading the 
same sentence over and over without comprehension, 
she gave up and started fidgeting instead, straighten-

ing the mess on her desk, recycling outdated memos.

She still didn’t know which joker had added a second 
‘inbox’ to her desk, one with a life-like plush raven 
stooped over it as though awaiting fresh carrion. 
(She also had never discovered where one could buy 
a lifelike plush raven. She wanted to get Raven one 
for Yule. He’d claim to hate it.) She had yet to prove 
that Chuckie was the one responsible for dressing the 
raven up for the holidays. It wore a Santa hat for Yule, 
and had had a rose crammed into its beak for Valen-
tine’s Day. Paddy’s Day brought a little green bowler, 
and Eoster a ridiculous set of floppy pink bunny ears.

About fifteen minutes passed— but it seemed much 
longer— before Sherlock returned. Her face had 
drained of color.

“Cass.” Sherlock’s voice caught, and she cleared her 
throat. “Can you step into my office for a moment?”

Cass got up and followed Sherlock down the long, 
polished hallway. Ice balled in her gut. What could 
have so thrown the unflappable Sherlock?

Her supervisor had handled with aplomb the whole 
debacle last year, the one involving a senior council 
member’s youngest son and the international smug-
gling of rare and dangerous magical artifacts. That 
mess had very nearly ended in the literal disappear-
ance of a small town in Nebraska. She had a feeling 
that this was going to be worse. Much worse.

Sherlock closed her office door behind her. 

“The Ravensblood has been stolen.” 

The Ravensblood. 

Stolen. 

The words sank into her soul like a cannonball into icy 
water. Her mind refused to make sense of them, but 
her body, her body knew, and it started to shake.

Only the Ravensblood had allowed Raven to survive 
spying for the Council against the dark mage who had 
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been his master, survive the final confrontation with 
William, and live to claim the amnesty for his own 
crimes that the Council had promised for his aid.

Raven should never have let them take it from him. 
He should never have let them keep it. But that was 
irrational; the Guardians had taken the magic-imbued 
stone from him when he was still unconscious. The 
Council had only begrudgingly released him from 
custody with the amnesty he earned, and that because 
her aunt Ana, on the Council, had insisted and Mother 
Crone had backed her up. They had still feared him, 
after all he had done for them. They would never have 
allowed one of the most powerful and infamous dark 
mages of their time loose with the single most power-
ful dark magic artifact ever created. 

Never mind that Raven had been the one who created 
it. Well, Raven and his apprentice Daniel, who had 

died in the making.

“We’re assembling a team.” Sherlock spoke heavily. 
“I’ve been requested. As have you, as the Guardian In-
ternational agent most familiar with the Ravensblood. 
And I’ve already secured clearance for Raven, if you 
can get him to come.”

“I’ll try. He might, for this.” She was surprised at how 
calm her voice sounded. “At least, he should know.”

Though Raven declined to discuss it, she knew he still 
felt some sort of link to the Ravensblood, a link that he 
himself did not fully understand.

She did not look forward to breaking the news to him, 
but she would not want him to hear it from anyone 
else. 
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“The Penis is evil! The Penis shoots Seeds, and makes 
new Life to poison the Earth with a plague of men, as 
once it was. But the Gun shoots Death and purifies the 
Earth of the filth of Brutals. Go forth, and kill! Zardoz 
has spoken.” Arthur Frayn/Zardoz (Niall Buggy)

Zardoz is a thematically rich film. Writer/director John 
Boorman created a cinematic experience that rewards 
careful attention and reflection. It is also a film with 

flaws. The characters are difficult to identify with. 
Some of the dialogue is opaque or pretentious. The 
film’s set designs makes it look like a cheaply made 
production, although its $2 million budget was good 
for the time. Some of the design decisions are odd, 
most glaring the wardrobe designs. The well-known 
image of Zed (Sean Connery) in what looks like a red 
leather diaper is only one of many that fail to impress 
and leave the film open to being unfairly dismissed. 

Cinema Obscura - The Overlooked 

Gems of Cinema

Zardoz (1974) - “Is God In Show 
Business?”
By Jeff Durkin
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However, the story has an impressive number of ideas 
presented in its 105 minute run-time and possesses a 
unique vision of the future that demands to be seen.

“You must know that you’re mentally and physical-
ly vastly superior to me, or to anyone else here. You 
could be anything, could do anything. You must be 
destroyed.”  May (Sara Kestelman) 

In the year 2293, civilisation has suffered a cata-
strophic collapse due to overpopulation and pollution, 
resulting in famine and disease. The survivors are di-
vided into three groups: Eternals, a handful of immor-
tals living in forcefield enclosed Edenic oases, called 
Vortices; Brutals, who live in primitive squalor in the 
wastelands that surround each Vortex; and Extermi-
nators, men who are used by the Eternals to keep the 
Brutal population in check. While both Exterminators 
and Brutals worship Zardoz as god, only the Extermi-
nators receive weapons and orders from the floating 
stone head. 
 
Zed is an Exterminator who infiltrates a Vortex. Zed 
knows that he and his fellow Exterminators have been 
deceived. Zardoz is not a god. Zed wants revenge for 
the lies he has been told. Zed learns that the Vortex is 
technologically advanced, but culturally static. Its in-
habitants are bored with an existence they cannot end. 
When an Eternal dies, their memories are implanted in 
a cloned body by the Tabernacle, a computer system 
that they cannot control.

While in the Vortex, Zed learns that he is the 
end-product part of a multi-generational breeding 
program devised by a pair of Eternals, Arthur Frayn 
and Friend (John Alderton). They have been trying to 
create an ubermensch, combining the mental devel-
opment of the Eternals with the physical prowess and 
ability to reproduce they are lacking. 

Zed is thrust into the centre of a power struggle be-
tween May who wants to use Zed’s genes to reinvig-
orate the Eternals, Consuella (Charlotte Rampling), 
who wants to preserve the status quo and Friend, 
who thinks the Eternals have become stagnant and 
wants them destroyed. In the end, Zed succeeds in 
destroying the Tabernacle, making the Eternals once 

more mortal. With the collapse of the forcefield, the 
Exterminators charge into the Vortex. The most of the 
Eternals welcome the death the Exterminators bring, 
but Zed finds he has lost his taste for vengeance. He 
flees with Consuella to Zardoz, which crashed with 
the destruction of the Tabernacle, making it their home 
and, decades later, their tomb. 

“I am Arthur Frayn, and I am Zardoz…I present now 
my story, full of mystery and intrigue - rich in irony, 
and most satirical…I manipulate many of the charac-
ters and events you will see. But I am invented, too, 
for your entertainment - and amusement. And you, 
poor creatures, who conjured you out of the clay? Is 
God in show business too?”  Arthur Frayn/Zardoz 

Boorman presents a number of thought-provoking 
themes, including the effect on mankind of an over-re-
liance on technology, how mythology is created, the 
interplay of faith, science, and politics, and the need 
for mortality to give existence meaning. Zardoz is an 
exercise in pointing out the negative effects of society 
and technology taken to extremes. Woven through all 
of these themes is a central tension: the role of men 
and women in society and how to balance what Boor-
man sees as inherent gender traits. 

“Sleep was necessary for Man when his waking 
and unconscious lives were separated. As Eternals 
achieved total consciousness, sleep became obsolete, 
and Second-Level meditation took its place. Sleep was 
closely connected with death.” The Tabernacle (David 
de Keyser) 

The Eternals have developed their minds to the point 
they are telepathic and no longer need to sleep or 
dream. Their technology borders on being magical, 
with cloning, engram transference, anti-gravity en-
gines and force fields. These great mental and tech-
nological advances have led to a dead end, where the 
most basic biological function - reproduction - has 
failed. The culturally static Eternals are devolving into 
three camps: Renegades, who have been aged into 
senility as punishment for thought-crimes; Apathetics, 
who are trapped in a catatonic state; and a decreasing 
number of “functional” people. Although they are 
self-appointed guardians of knowledge, they have 
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little interest in rebuilding civilisation. Significantly, 
the Eternals do not have full control over their tech-
nology—specifically, the Tabernacle and the cloning 
process that keeps 
them locked in 
an unending 
existence. Boor-
man presents the 
Vortex as a place 
where technology 
is a trap, having 
drained humanity 
of vitality. 

The lack of tech-
nology, as seen in 
the wastelands, 
may make for 
a more “vital” 
world, but it is 
not a desirable 
one. The Brutals 
live in primitive 
squalor, reduced 
to a hunter-gath-
erer existence. 
The use of all but 
the most basic 
technology has 
ended. Even 
the clothing the 
Brutals wear 
appears to have 
been scavenged 
from the ruins. 
There appears to 
be an ingrained 
Luddism at work, 
an indication of 
another form of 
cultural stasis. 
When Frayn/Zardoz reintroduces primitive agricul-
ture—using the Brutals to grow food for the Vortices 
with the Exterminators as overseers—the idea is so 
disturbing to Zed, that it prompts him to begin to 
question his faith.

“Sexuality declined probably because we no longer 
needed to procreate. Eternals soon discovered that 
erection was impossible to achieve. And we are no 

longer victims 
of this vio-
lent, convul-
sive act which 
so debased 
women and 
betrayed 
men.” Con-
suella 

Boorman 
presents 
starkly drawn 
masculine 
and feminine 
worlds. The 
former are the 
Outlands, the 
wastes that 
are inhabited 
by Brutals 
and Extermi-
nators. Zed 
and his broth-
erhood live 
what they see 
as a pure male 
experience. 
They kill for 
their god, 
Zardoz. They 
eat only meat 
from animals 
they hunt; at 
one point Zed 
is dismissive 
of the idea of 
growing food 

or eating bread. Women exist only for reproduction. 

In the world of the Eternals, by contrast, women are 
dominant. Although ostensibly egalitarian, most of the 
characters shown exercising power are female. Only 
Friend is fleshed out, and he is a rebel who hates the 
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society of the Vortex. Visually, the Eternals are pre-
sented as androgynous. The men are physically slight 
compared to Zed. This is reinforced by the soft, unisex 
(but decided feminine) clothing of the Eternals, partic-
ularly compared to the minimalist leather of the Exter-
minators. Of course, the most obvious expression of 
this emasculation: all Eternal men are impotent.

In the finale, Boorman suggests that a conventional 
family structure, one in which the male is the clear 
leader, is the “proper” life for people. However, a 
less conventional reading is also valid, one that sees 
balance in all aspects of life as the key to a happy 
existence. Zed eventually loses his—in Boorman’s 
terms—masculine urge for violence, refusing to kill 
the Eternals, even though they want him to, and liter-
ally hanging up his gun. The reunited family of man, 
woman and offspring takes place inside the ruined 
head of Zardoz. This is a powerful image, one that 
places a human race in harmony with itself (the male/
female dyad) and nature (the use of technology to 
help, but not replace aspects of human existence like 
reproduction) at the centre of everything. 

The film is constructed as a future fable. Starting with 
Frayn’s fourth-wall breaking introduction, the story 
is more concerned with messages than plot. The story 
narrative devices to enhance the feeling that what 
the audience is seeing is a distorted tale, perhaps told 
around a camp fire in some distant future, about the 
dangers of a world and race out of balance. The use of 
flashbacks, the ponderous dialogue and lack of char-
acter development all create a mythic tone. The final 
image—a pair of hand paintings on a rock wall with 
Zed’s rusty gun hanging next to them—reinforces the 
idea that we are seeing a story that could have been 
told at any point in human history. Boorman made a 
film that was meant to convey ideas, not to be conven-
tionally entertaining.

This can make for a challenging viewing experience. 
None of the acting is particularly good. Normal-
ly strong actors like Sean Connery and Charlotte 
Rampling give flat performances. Only John Alder-
ton seems to have any life in him, and he is bowed 
down by the script. While the ideas conveyed are 

thought-provoking, the script contains many instances 
of speech-making, opaque sentences and needlessly 
ponderous phrases. For example, Zed refers to a beach 
as “the place where the land meets the sea.” While 
lines like this reinforce the mythic nature of the story 
and may have read well, they are needlessly cumber-
some and pretentious. 

Although the cinematography is good—the Director 
of Photography is George Unsworth, who was also DP 
on 2001 and Superman—the set design for the Vortex 
is problematic. This is a problem because most of the 
run-time is spent there. The Outlands look appropri-
ately dreary, with muddy fields, ruined buildings and 
a cold, uninviting “place where the land meets the 
sea” conveying a grim, stagnant world. The scenes of 
Zardoz flying through the air or hovering over a field 
of prostrate worshippers are impressive and convey 
a sense of power. The Vortex, however, is visually 
bland, a country estate with a few futuristic touches 
thrown in. While the point may be to reinforce the 
dullness of life in the Vortex that doesn’t make for in-
teresting imagery. In the 1970s, science fiction cinema 
was creating worlds that were visually fascinating. 
Contemporary films like THX 1138, Soylent Green, Si-
lent Running, and Westworld were showing audiences 
visually dense worlds. Zardoz is shot well, but it offers 
few memorable images.

Even with its limitations, Zardoz is a remarkable film. 
Boorman wanted to use the tropes and trappings of 
science fiction to create a movie that asked import-
ant question about where we are heading as a society 
and a species. The film is dense with information and 
ideas and supports a range of equally valid interpreta-
tions, not just Boorman’s rather conventional “nuclear 
family” conclusion. The central themes resonate today 
as much as they did when the film was released. As 
our technology continues to advance and, as a species, 
we become more integrated with it, the idea of creat-
ing a healthy balance is arguably more crucial than it 
was in 1974. Don’t be put off by the one image that 
has entered pop culture: Sean Connery in a red leath-
er diaper. Zardoz is a thoughtful film, one that shows 
how cinema can be used to ask important questions. It 
rewards a careful, equally thoughtful viewing.
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Book reviews 
By Pete Sutton

investigation we also explore the fascinating history of 
the world, the city and the gods as well as Shara and 
Sigrud’s personal histories. It is a lush world, lovingly 
detailed, that is a pleasure to explore.

The world is the real star here, although the plot clips 
along it’s not so groundbreaking. It’s one of those 
books that you read and wonder why no-one has done 
it before (or if they have why have you not read it). 
The gods bend reality so that when they are eliminated 
there is a “Blink” and the history of the gods is su-
pressed by the invaders. The writing is fresh and fanta-
sy is rarely this interesting or compelling for me. This 
is no stale Tolkein homage but an interesting blend of 
what feel like new ideas. 

Overall – A hugely enjoyable fantasy

City of Stairs 
by Robert Jackson 

Bennett

The book opens with a courtroom scene. A man is 
accused of breaking a law imposed by the conquering 
Sayypuri on the conquered Continentals to repress 
any reference to the gods. The Saypuri used to be the 
ones oppressed by the Continentals, with their gods, 
but a Saypuri invents a weapon that can kill gods, 
and uses it, and so the situation becomes reversed. 
The story is set in Bulikov, the centre of the continent 
(and once the seat of the gods) and revolves around 
the investigation into the death of a history professor. 
Shara, our protagonist is a fully rounded character 
and her sidekick Sigrud is kick-ass, I also really liked 
the character of the female general Mulaghesh. Shara 
is a diplomat/spy with personal ties to the murdered 
professor and her investigation reveals much more 
than anyone bargained for. As we progress through the 

The explorer by 
James Smythe
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In the near future commercial interests design a space 
mission to reinvigorate interest in space exploration. 
A crew is chosen, to include Cormac, a reporter who 
will blog the mission, pilots and crew and a scientist. 
The mission is to travel to the furthest point in space 
ever travelled to by a human manned craft and come 
back heroes. We join the mission when Cormac is the 
only crew member left, the mission gone awry, with 
him wallowing in his despair at his own ignorance of 
how to turn things round (literally). As the plot pro-
gresses we get to find out a lot more about Cormac 
and how the crew was picked, Cormac’s relationships 
to them and his wife and more on why, and how, the 
mission goes so spectacularly wrong. The book is 
slightly flawed in that it requires you to just accept 
what’s happening in the middle parts, which don’t 
actually make sense till the later parts so requires a bit 
of trust from the reader. I think this flaw could account 
for some of the poor reviews, as if it hadn’t been for a 
recommendation I may have questioned it much more, 
which would have made the trip a lot more wobbly 
than it was.

Overall – Interesting premise, well executed to make a 
very entertaining read.

Sleeps with Angels 
by Dave Hutchison

Having read and enjoyed Europe in Autumn I jumped 
at the chance to review this collection of shorts which 
was sent to me as an ARC. Hutchison’s prose is 
absorbing and in each short he demonstrates an intel-
ligent take on alternate worlds. They mostly sit in SF 
but quite unobtrusive, even where they rely on hard 
science. The story, and the characters are the thing 
here. There are six fairly long short stories in here 
that deal with themes that will be familiar if, like me, 
you’ve read Hutchison’s previous book. A fragmented 
world, fragmented politics on a truly modern stage. 
In The Fortunate Isle We get a police procedural 
where a man, shot through the head, is claimed to be a 
woman’s husband but his provenance is much, much 
stranger. Dali’s clocks Is a sly story about creativity, as 
provided by drugs. Sugar Engines is a cosy catastro-
phe in a nanopocalypse. Sic Transit Gloria Mundi sees 
an archaeological investigation into the mysteries of 
a Roman merchant’s far-fetched stories and All of the 
news, All the time, From Everywhere has a post-col-
lapse world where the news can only be gleaned 
through animal sacrifice and elves now run the world. 
The last tale in the book The incredible exploding man 
is about an accident in a particle collider and is rather 
excellent – did the editor save the best for last? 

Each story has a note on its genesis from the author, 
which is always interesting. The stories have all been 
published before, except for Sic Transit Gloria Mun-
di and are described as Science fiction, although that 
title does more to obfuscate than reveal what to expect 
from these stories. I’m glad to say that Hutchison is 
as good with a short as he was with the novel and I 
eagerly await his next book & will keep an eye out for 
previous collections.

Overall – Very accomplished writing, it’s well worth 
visiting the many worlds of Dave Hutchison A 
post-apocalyptic novella set in a wold where a fun-
gal disease has wiped out all women, or certainly all 
women in the nearby area to where the story is set. 
The tale follows Nathan, who has been given the task 
of keeping the group’s stories alive. When strange 
fungal entities, in female shapes, come to the group of 
men, everything changes.
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The Beauty 
by Aliya Whitely

The Beauty is written in a sparse style that is also 
somewhat poetic. There are large themes at play here 
– gender is an obvious one that is explored in sever-
al ways but also hope is a thread woven throughout. 
There is an almost Vandermeerian focus on fungus but 
the story stands alone but alongside other gender role 
reversal stories. It is short but proves that good things 
come in small packages. 

Overall – Small but perfectly formed. Recommended.
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Harvest
it is in the bag

rare earth metal treasure
asteroid harvest

Miners
robot shovel grinds

inner metal wealth of the core
asteroid mining

Ark
slingshot to Mars

a hollow asteroid ark
immigration begins

Drop
shot from LaGrange Point

platinum delivery explodes the sand
special delivery to Earth

 Scifaiku
 poems

 by Wendy Van Camp



COnCLuDIng PArT

He struggled in place, but the guards held him as 
surely as iron manacles. Ensnared and disarmed, he 
could only watch as swords were poised over the 
couple’s backs, aimed at their hearts.

He bellowed over the rising chaos. “Listen to me, 
Asmoran. I swear these two are loyal to you. Killing 
them is pointless. Don’t do this.” 

Asmoran didn’t so much as glance his way. He 
remained staring at the couple, looking sorrowful at 
having to eliminate valuable servants—like a hunter 
putting down a pair of rabid dogs. Eogwen beat her 
wooden fork against the guard holding her in place, 
but he didn’t flinch.

At the noble’s gesture, the swords plunged down 
in unison. They thrust into Abrodail and Favriel’s 
backs and out through their chests. 

Khellus roared. Eogwen screamed. Their cries rose 
and mingled, a chorus of horror and loss. The cou-
ple jerked on the blades for a few moments, mouths 
gaping. Then their twitching ceased and all tension 
fled their bodies. They slumped off the blades as 
one, flopping to lie beside each other, blood running 
together. Abrodail’s glazed eyes stared over at Khel-
lus, damning him for his helplessness. 

Sobs shook Eogwen and she thrashed in her guard’s 
grip. Asmoran came over and took her, holding her 
shoulders until she exhausted her efforts and stood 
distraught and drained. 

“Little flower,” Asmoran knelt and took Eogwen’s 
hands in his own. “Your parents’ deaths are this 
man’s fault.” He nodded at Khellus. “He forced 
them to disobey me, and that forced me to kill them. 
He is the monster here, not me. Someday, you will 
understand this.”

He rose and tugged her toward the front room. 
“Now come along. You’ve seen enough blood-
shed for one night. Let’s leave this villain to his 
fate. I believe there is some roast duck waiting for 
us down in the dining hall.” Asmoran glanced at 
Khellus’ captors. “I trust you can see him as cleanly 
dispatched as you did these two?” He nudged Favri-
el with a velvet slipper.

The grip on Khellus’ arms tightened and the guards 
clustered closer.  

“Yessuh,” said one.

Asmoran exited, dragging a crying Eogwen behind. 
The guards who’d executed Abrodail and Favriel 



trailed them, leaving Khellus still with half a dozen 
to contend with. 

Before he could settle on any particular plan, a clout 
to the back of his head sent his vision spinning. 
Rough hands hauled him upright and slammed him 
against a wall. By the time the room settled, three 
crossbowmen had lined up opposite him, quarrels 
aimed at his head and heart. One guard stood a cou-
ple steps to his left, sword raised, two on his right, 
similarly readied. No escape. No more than a few 
moments left to live.

Khellus’s mind raced as he considered a few frantic 
options. Charge them and hope he took a quarrel 
in a non-vital spot? Hope for miraculously bad aim 
and try to appropriate one of the blades, slaying 
them all with abandon?

Or did he accept that death had come for him at 
last? He’d dealt it out so often with mindless ruth-
lessness. He’d lived as the king’s blade for so many 
years, rarely considering the consequences of his 
actions beyond the duty he performed. Now those 
consequences lay dripping blood onto the stones. 
They were being yanked down a hall, screaming for 
a mother and father who’d never answer again.

Khellus focused on his executioners and straight-
ened his spine. Might as well meet his end with a 
measure of courage. 

Then one of the guards winked, turned, and fired a 
bolt into the head of the guard beside him. 

As the rest of the guards spun and gawped at this, 
Khellus dove at the swordsman on his left. The third 
crossbowman fired, but the quarrel ricocheted over 
Khellus’s shoulder. The swordsman turned, trying 
to cut up, but Khellus snagged the man’s wrist and 
spun, driving the man face-first into the wall. The 
sword dropped, but he snatched it up before it hit 
the floor.

A chop across the back of the neck cut his assail-
ant’s head free from his body as Khellus fell into a 
fighting stance as the other swordsmen advanced. 
The treacherous guard was using his crossbow like 
a club, bludgeoning the last crossbowman over the 
head until he dropped.

The two remaining guards paused in mid-charge, 
uncertain which man to attack first. Khellus ex-
changed a look with his unexpected helper. Groxley 
grinned back at him from under a guard’s helm. He 
wore the full uniform, though Khellus noted a few 
discrepancies... such as the blood stain down one 
side and a few gouged leather panels.

“You.”

“Me.” Groxley grinned wider. “Wanna show these 
louts what real fightin’s like?”

They each fixed on one of the swordsmen, who 
looked grim and determined to battle to the death. 
Groxley continued using the crossbow like a mace, 
driving his target back with brute force. Khellus had 
no difficulty slapping aside his opponent’s desperate 
attacks.  

After several brief clashes, the swordsman turned 
and tried to run. However, Khellus lunged and 
pierced him in the lower back. The man stiffened 
and fell. Khellus stepped in and ended him with a 
slash across the throat.

He turned just as Groxley caved in his opponent’s 
skull with a brutal blow. Fresher blood now spat-
tered his leather armour. The two killers eyed each 
other over the corpses. 

“You were here all along,” Khellus said.

“Well, not more than a coupla hours,” Groxley said. 
“Caught a guard taking a piss as he was goin’ off 



duty last night. He wouldn’t be missed ‘till tomor-
row, so I stashed ‘im, took his gear, and came in to 
watch the fun when you tried to give the lord his 
due.” He glanced around the room, amused. “Sure 
didn’t figure I’d wind up helpin’ stop you. Gotta 
say, I’m a little disappointed. You gettin’ caught so 
easily.”

Khellus thrust his sword at the bodies of Abrodail 
and Favriel. “You could’ve stopped him. Stopped 
him from killing them.”

“What? And spoil the surprise? Why would I go and 
do that? Was a good bit of fun seein’ them begging 
for their lives. Like little kitties, mewlin’ and wrig-
glin’ until they got gutted good. Plus seein’ you 
getting all broken up over them. Didn’t think you 
was such a feather-hearted bitch.” 

Khellus scowled. Blood thumped in his ears as his 
fury rose at the other man’s heartless cruelty. But 
had he been any better when he’d singled out Abro-
dail and made her an unwilling accomplice? The 
couple lay dead just as much thanks to him as Grox-
ley’s indifference. “Then why bother saving me?”

“Cause you didn’t deserve to die that way.” Groxley 
wiped a dribble of blood off his armour and sucked 
it from his fingers. “I can respect another profes-
sional, y’know? So here’s what I’s gonna do. Since 
you’s so sad to see your friends lose their heads, 
I’ll snap yours off as well an let you find ‘em in 
the misty paths, where you can spend all eternity 
apologizin’ for being such a bad, bad man. That’s 
the death you deserve. Then... ” He licked his lips. 
“Then I’m gonna go down, finish the job you bun-
gled, and take the lil’ girl and have a bit of fun with 
‘er before making her squeal like her folks did.”

Khellus roared as he attacked. Groxley’s grin didn’t 
waver as he flung the crossbow, forcing Khellus to 
weave aside. When he righted, Groxley had re-
trieved a sword of his own. Their blades clanged as 

they tested each other’s guard. 

Khellus cut low and then blocked a vicious cut at 
his side. He caught an overhead blow, but Groxley 
snapped a leg up and into his chest. He stumbled 
back against the wall and whirled aside as Grox-
ley’s sword struck sparks off the stones. 

They circle each other, shuffling over the bodies and 
avoiding the pools of blood along the floor. Groxley 
lacked Khellus’s fluidity and speed, but made up 
for it with a ferocity that seemed inhumanly strong. 
He battered the assassin’s defences, forcing him to 
divert all his strength and focus into keeping the 
strikes from connecting.

Khellus dashed in and out of range, stabbing and 
slashing when he could spare the effort. He left the 
thug bleeding from several shallow wounds, but 
Groxley acted no more affected than if he’d been 
tickled. All the while, Groxley kept his grin fixed 
like death’s own visage. 

As the fight moved around the room, Groxley start-
ed wielding the sword with one hand while snatch-
ing up random objects and flinging them with the 
other. Khellus dodged a marble bust, which shat-
tered against the wall. Asmoran’s inkwell and pitch-
er of wine splashed past, casting droplets across his 
face. Groxley even tore the helm off his own head 
and whipped it out to clang against the stones. 

Khellus ground his teeth, determined to not let the 
man distract him. Then Groxley threw his sword 
like a spear. Khellus spun to let it pass by. As he 
reoriented, a body filled his vision. Groxley had 
stooped and scooped up Abrodail’s corpse, which 
he’d flung straight at Khellus. 

Khellus lurched aside, but the body still slammed 
into his shoulder. Thrown off-balance, he stumbled 
and braced a hand on the floor. He tried to raise the 
sword, but Groxley knocked it aside, taking another 



cut on the forearm as he did. He grabbed the hilt 
and tore it loose from Khellus’s hand, tossing the 
blade aside.

Long, absurdly strong fingers wrapped around 
Khellus’s throat, squeezing as they drove him 
down. Khellus grabbed for purchase, tried to tear 
the hands away, but they remained fixed as surely 
as iron clamps. Groxley pressed all his weight on 
top of the assassin, grinding the back of his skull 
against stone. 

“Give ‘em my regards,” Groxley said.

Khellus snapped blows up into the man’s face, 
cracking a cheekbone and mashing his nose. Yet the 
thug didn’t flinch. Khellus strained for breath even 
as his vision started to blur and grey around the 
edges. He tried to jab fingers into Groxley’s eyes, 
but the man jerked back, laughing, just out of reach.

Khellus slid one hand around in search of anything 
he could use as a weapon. His sight narrowed to 
focus on Groxley’s hideous grin and strength began 
to seep from him. Just then, his fingers connected 
with a small blunt object. 

Eogwen’s wooden fork. She must’ve dropped it 
when Asmoran hauled her off. 

He snatched the fork up and rammed it up and 
into Groxley’s right socket. The man howled and 
lurched back, hands going to cover the wounded 
eye. Khellus sucked in precious air as he somer-
saulted backwards and up to his feet. He recovered 
the sword and dashed in, driving the blade through 
the thug’s chest.

Groxley screamed and clutched the blade as if 
trying to drag it back out. Blood poured from his 
fingers, but he refused to let go. He bared teeth at 
Khellus and sputtered as crimson bubbles frothed 
his lips.

“That... that wasn’t... ”

Whatever final insult or defiance he intended went 
unfinished as his grin finally slipped off his face. 
He sagged on the blade. Khellus planted a boot on 
his chest to force him off, casting him aside like the 
trash he was. Then he surveyed the corpse-strewn 
room, trying to sort his thoughts through a haze of 
unexpected fury.

As an assassin, he’d always remained aloof from 
his victims, never invested in their fate beyond 
his role in ending their lives. It often didn’t matter 
who he killed or why, so long as he did so under 
the king’s command. Remaining focused within a 
fight... keeping the killing impersonal... taking time 
to plot out every step of the execution... all these 
things had helped him complete dozens of jobs over 
the years with aplomb. 

This time, though, was different. In his haste, he’d 
let things get personal. He’d thought himself able to 
withstand the tug of old emotion, able to consider 
Abrodail as just a valuable resource he could ex-
ploit without consequence.

He’d been wrong.

Asmoran still needed to die, but Khellus felt a new 
sense of commitment in the act. The noble had 
his daughter. His daughter. It didn’t matter that he 
hadn’t known of her existence until just earlier in 
the day. She was his flesh and blood, and now an-
other sought to abuse such. 

Crossing the room, he knelt by Abrodail and 
brushed hair away from her slack face. Kissing her 
forehead, he whispered, “Forgive me, Abby. You 
deserved a far better fate than this. I swear this, 
though. Eogwen will be cared for. She will be raised 
to defend herself so no one—not even me—can 
ever hurt her again.”



Rising, he went over to a fallen guard and retrieved 
a second blade. The guards had taken his usual 
swords, but he’d long ago learned to fight with 
whatever weapon fate offered him in the moment. 
One edge could cut just as well as another.

Possessed now of a singular purpose, Khellus strode 
from the room and out into the main hall. The 
marble busts lining this stretch stared at him with 
dead eyes, as if in judgment, but he passed by their 
gazes and only paused when he reached the top of 
the stairs.

“Asmoran!” His voice echoed through the tower 
depths. “Prepare yourself!”

He smiled to himself as footsteps tromped up until 
several guards appeared at the landing below. They 
looked shocked to see him alive, but then charged 
up to meet him. Impressed by their loyalty and 
courage, Khellus slew them as quickly as he could. 
One man fell missing half his skull. Another gushed 
blood from a severed arm. The third clutched a 
sucking gut wound.

Khellus left them writhing in his wake as he de-
scended. Faint shouts came from further down, and 
he assumed an alarm had been raised. Excellent.

Guards rushed him straight on. Others waited 
around corners, aiming to ambush. Others ran off 
calling for reinforcements. He left some dead, some 
bleeding out, others crippled with broken knees or 
arms. Their screams of pain and fear filled the tower 
the further he went. 

Was this what Groxley once felt when he paved 
a path in mangled flesh and spilled blood? This 
morbid pleasure of dispatching one enemy after the 
next, of knowing one less person stood between 
him and his ultimate victim? A strange feeling 
swelled within him with each guard dispatched. Not 

contentment or happiness, but a growing satisfac-
tion of using his skills to eliminate any obstacle. 
He’d thought himself so different from the thuggish 
killer, yet now might as well have tread in his very 
footsteps.

At last, he took down two guards and marched 
through the doorway they’d been posted at. The 
dining hall held ten long tables, able to hold hun-
dreds of people. Enormous fireplaces lined the 
walls, all dead except for the one at the far end.

There, Asmoran sat at the head table, a greasy duck 
breast being shredded between his plump fingers. 
Eogwen sat across from him, staring at a plate piled 
high with meat, fruit, and sweetbreads. 

The noble rose at Khellus’s entrance. “I’d prefer my 
dinner not be spoiled.”

A band of five guards emerged from the shadows 
and headed Khellus’s way. 

“You should’ve run,” Khellus said.

“Be routed out from my own home by a brute like 
yourself?” Asmoran huffed. “Nonsense. This will be 
entertaining.”

Khellus walked straight up the aisle between the 
tables as the guards spread out to come at him from 
all angles. Asmoran watched, looking anticipatory 
of the violent show.

Two guards drove in on his right, attempting to 
push him into reach of the other three. Khellus de-
flected a strike and his riposte left a guard clutching 
his shoulder. The other kept his distance, trying to 
distract him with constant feints. 

Sensing the others rushing at his back, Khellus 
swivelled and let a swipe slice air inches from his 
face. Khellus flipped over backwards and landed 



on top of one of the dining tables. Blades cut at his 
legs, and he jumped over the attacks, lashing out at 
their heads in return. 

A blow clipped one of the guards across the temple 
and sent him staggering. One guard tried to jump 
up and meet him on equal levels. As he set a foot 
on the bench, Khellus struck his sword aside and 
kicked out. His heel smashed into the guard’s face, 
crunching bone and cartilage. 

Khellus jumped down, but on the other side of the 
table, forcing the remaining guards to split up as 
they came at him again. One rushed around either 
end while the third clambered up onto the table he’d 
just vacated. Before his companions could get back 
in range, Khellus surged back up onto the bench 
and rammed his sword through the table-climb-
er’s bowels. Shrieking, the guard toppled back and 
flopped to the floor. 

The last two attacked Khellus from either side. 
He wielded both swords in tandem, blocking their 
simultaneous strikes. A kick to one guard’s stomach 
gave him enough time to sweep around and strike 
the other’s head off. Then he spun through the mo-
mentum, caught the last guard’s frantic slash with 
one sword and plunged the other through the man’s 
ribs. Gurgling his last, the guard fell away.

Thumping footsteps jerked Khellus’s attention to 
where Asmoran ran for a side door, Eogwen in tow. 
He sprinted that way, vaulted a table, and threw 
himself into the noble’s path. As Khellus intercept-
ed them, Asmoran swept Eogwen up and held her 
against his chest. A paring knife appeared in his 
hand and he pressed his against her throat, dimpling 
the skin. 

Khellus hesitated just one step away from striking 
range. 

Asmoran’s jiggling cheeks creased in a smirk. 

“Shall we wait for more of my men to arrive?” he 
asked, “or would you like me to bleed her now?”

Khellus glanced at Eogwen. 
 
“Shut your eyes,” he told her.

“No.”

He met her stare. Whatever tears she’d shed earlier 
had dried, leaving her face scrunched in determina-
tion. A smile twitched the corner of his mouth.

“Well then? What’re you waiting for, girl?”

Eogwen grabbed one of Asmoran’s fingers, raised it 
to her mouth, and bit hard. Asmoran jerked and hol-
lered. Before he could drive the knife home, Khel-
lus skewered the hand holding it. His blade shot just 
over Eogwen’s shoulder and pinned Asmoran’s arm 
to his own body. 

The noble squalled and stumbled back, trying to 
shake the sword loose as it stuck out from his chest. 
Egowen fell from his grasp, and Khellus snatched 
her in mid-air with his free hand and pulled her in 
close. Frail arms wrapped around his neck as he 
kept his other sword pointed at Asmoran.
 
Asmoran backed up until he struck the door he’d 
been aiming to escape through. His whole body 
trembled. “Wait. I can pay you magnificently. I 
can—”

Bored by the pathetic pleas, Khellus thrust the 
sword through the man’s sagging throat and into 
the wood on the other side. The noble died upright, 
choking on his own gore. 

The whole while, Eogwen held Khellus tight. Once 
Asmoran stopped squirming, he turned away and 
carried Eogwen from the hall. His slaughter through 
the tower must’ve severely depleted the number of 
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into the crisp night air. He carried her through an 
empty courtyard and into the garden on the west 
side of the estate. Once hidden among the thick 
hedges, he paused and set her down. 

Eogwen looked as if she wanted to dart off, but she 
remained rooted in place, dress clutched in her fists. 
“Are you gonna kill me too?” she asked.

“Would I have rescued you if I’d planned to do 
that?”

Her voice wavered slightly. “Why didn’t you rescue 
my mommy and daddy?”

Khellus crouched to meet her at eye level. “I wish 
I could have, but you can’t rescue everyone all the 
time. Your mother was a very brave woman. Are 
you brave like her?”

She nodded. 

“Good. Because what comes next is going to re-
quire you to be very brave. We’re going to leave 
here, understand? Forever. I’m taking you with me 
and going to look after you until you can look after 
yourself.”

“Why?”

“I promised your mother I would.”

Her mouth pinched. “I don’t like you.”

“I know. You can hate me if you want. I won’t 
blame you. But I can teach you how to be strong. 
How to fight so that men like him... ” He jabbed 
a thumb back toward the hall where Asmoran’s 
corpse hung, stuck to the door. “ ...can’t ever threat-
en you again. Do you want that?”

Eogwen looked to the northwestern tower for a 

long moment. He didn’t doubt her thoughts fixated 
on her mother and father’s bodies up in the tower. 
She’d be in shock for a good while, and he’d have 
to deal with the fallout should she choose to blame 
him for their deaths. Whether or not she eventually 
accepted him as her true father would remain to 
be seen—but he was prepared to handle the conse-
quences either way. Time for him to take true re-
sponsibility for his actions. He’d made his choices, 
for good or ill, and now had to pay the price.

Turning her back to the manor, she reached out 
and grabbed his hand. Khellus allowed himself the 
slightest smile, and then led her deeper into the gar-
den, where they could seek out the nearest wall and 
climb over to freedom. 

Like a pair of living shadows, they glided along 
noiselessly and vanished into the night.
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The castle grows in my mind as we draw ever nearer. 
The tale my mouth tells distracts me a little but in the 
gaps I imagine Him looking across the lake. Awaiting 
my presence. It has been a good forty years, or more, 
since I was last there. With my mentor. The meeting 
between Him and the man who I was to apprentice my 
life away with, for ten long years. I remember every 
second. The day advances and my shivers abound, not 
now to do with the cold. He awaits. 

I crack an eyelid and glance at the Ferryman. He 
stares ahead. I resist the temptation to turn and look 
at the castle. Knowing that it dominates the western 
end of the lake. Knowing that its slit-like windows 
are like the eyes of spiders watching the lake, forever 
watching, as the ferrymen bring their little morsels 
ever closer.

“The tale is long.” I say, “And perhaps you will not 
hear the end? But I will tell it until we dock upon the 
western shore.”

***
The man in red clears his throat. “I’ll tell you about 
the Bard’s competition next. But in order to under-
stand I need to tell you a bit more about the Four 
and One. We started in the east, the lands of the Red 
Bull. If you go any further east, then you enter the 
great forest, the lands of the Fair, the One, although 
the One also extends into the wild lands interwoven 
in the Four. The lands of the Red Bull, if you re-
member, are the most civilised, according to Phelan. 
What he means by this is that the men of the Red Bull 
are builders. The houses are well made, the water 
is delivered by ingenious pipes, and there are shops 
and inns and all manner of business. The lands of the 
Green Salmon are the lands of poetry and song. They 

lie to the south, if you continue south then you end up 
in the lands of the Siren, the sea laughs and shouts as 
it meets the land and all who hear its gay song have 
a fire lit in their soul that can only be quenched by 
the sea. Travelling upon it, forever. That is why it is 
named the land of the Siren.

The lands of the White Hart lie to the west and the fur-
ther west you walk the more you’d enter the forgotten 
lands, the grey realms, the home of the Dan. Some-
where in the lands of the White Hart is the bridge 
that crosses from the lands of Man to the lands of the 
Dead. Later in our tale we’ll return there. 

Finally in the lands of the north there is the Black 
Boar. This is the land whose Righ is Cai. The last land 
Phelan must visit. If you travel any further north then 
you enter the lands of the Ice Hag. Cold barren wilds, 
home to great white wolves, snow and ice. The men of 
the north are a hard race, dour and full of spite. Their 
bards recite war poems and dirges to the fallen. One, 
named Donnal, we’ll meet soon.”

***
Elise sat fidgeting in the glade. Teilo was late. The 
pond, the foxgloves, the willow, the drowsy flies all 
irritated her today. Ostensibly the glade was part of the 
One, but Elise doubted that any of the Fair had ever 
visited this place. It was so, well, ordinary. She won-
dered why Teilo was late. A noise caused her to turn.

Teilo, tall, muscled, dressed in the plaid of the north, 
carrying his sword of office nonchalantly across his 
hip stood with a wry smile upon his face. Elise leapt 
up.

“About time!” She accused.

Part Five – Winners and Losers
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“Matters of state.” Teilo said, with a laugh.

Elise came up to his waist. Teilo was a tall man, but 
not excessively so. Elise was “elf-touched,” according 
to popular rumour, some four foot high, short, but not 
stunted. Teilo wore hard leather armour and had his 
hair warrior short.

“Matters of state?” Elise asked, her eyes narrowed and 
her voice was clipped. Teilo spotted that she wasn’t in 
a joking mood. He put both hands up.

“Yes. I was talking to Ceowulf,” Teilo said.

Elise shook her auburn hair and huffed. She sat and 
patted the ground for Teilo to sit next to her.

“And what did the youngest son of the Righ have to 
say for himself?” She asked.

“He’s going to try and join the Wolf Brethren appar-
ently” Teilo said wincing as he lowered himself to the 
floor. Elise couldn’t help but look at his withered leg, 
ritually maimed in his investment ceremony.

“And why would he tell the Summer King such tid-
ings?” She asked.

Teilo wore a silly smile, one side of his mouth turned 
up. “He wanted my advice,” he said. “With a lady,” 
he added. He threw his hands up in mock defence as 
Elise slapped his shoulder.

“You oaf!” she said.

“No-one could take my heart away from you,” he said. 
“You are the sun, the moon and—”

“Yes, yes, why don’t you leave the poetry to me? I am 
Laureate after all.” Elise interrupted.

“For sure!” Teilo’s smile wavered. “I hear that Phelan 
has arrived?”

“With a bard and a warrior, yes.” Elise replied.

“It comes then?”

“Yes, as the seasons dictate. But you are troubled, My 
Love?” Elise tilted her head and shaded her eyes to 
better see Teilo’s face.

“Ever since Rufus died the Lands have felt unset-
tled. Now with Cahal… ” Teilo trailed off, and Elise 
squeezed his good leg.

“Do you think he’ll make it to Fouryear?” Elise asked, 
putting into words the fear they both have felt for 
months. Teilo shrugged.

They lapsed into silence for a few minutes, each think-
ing their own thoughts. Teilo clapped his hands. 

“Come Love, let’s not be down at heart. You have your 
competition to prepare for. I must return to Cahal’s 
side. He may awake and make the succession clear. I 
will come to the singing later, if I can.”

The two lovers embraced and got slowly to their feet, 
Elise helping Teilo up. They embraced again, kissed 
briefly and walked off in different directions.

***
Phelan stalked across Cahal’s Holding like a hunting 
heron. He had woken at dawn. It was now mid-day, 
and he was still being given the run around by the 
house staff. He knew that Cahal was sick. Everyone 
knew Cahal was sick, and his sons were building war 
bands whilst jockeying for political legitimacy. Phelan 
had what was, ostensibly, an easy job. To invite the 
Righ and his court to the Fouryear celebrations. How-
ever with Cahal insensible who was the Righ? The 
Laureate was nowhere to be found, preparing for a 
bardic competition; the Champion was no use, Phelan 
surprising him on the training ground. But Slone <that 
was the name of the Champion> said that the Magis-
ter had taken control. But Weylyn was nowhere to be 
found. 

The fourth member of the court, the Heirophant, 
Phelan’s direct equivalent, one of the Four great 
druids, was somewhere in the One. Phelan had sent a 
few birds as messengers to Kelly <Yes, I did mention 



67

her before. No, it’s not time to meet her yet.> and 
was awaiting a reply. Once he’d got the three Righ’s 
agreement to attend the Fouryear celebrations, a ritual 
courtesy, he’d have to travel to the One, the Fair 
Lands, to get the agreement of the Fair Ambassador. 
Now though, he needed to get Cahal’s agreement. Via 
his proxy.

Phelan surprised a maid, cleaning a section of the 
polished wooden floor of the house and swept into a 
well-appointed room. There was a young warrior, in 
the process of having his toughened leather armour 
being strapped upon him by his squire. He seemed a 
boy on the eve of becoming a man, his dirty straw-co-
loured hair unfashionably long.

“What the…” the young man said looking up.

“Ceowulf,” Phelan said in greeting.

“Heirophant. I did not expect to greet you in my 
rooms!” Ceowulf endured the attentions of his squire 
who was pulling hard on the laces that tied up the 
cuirass he was fitting.

“Your father is indisposed—”

“Hah!”

“Your father is indisposed, the Heirophant is in the 
Lands of the Fair, Champion Slone claims ignorance 
of politics.” Again Ceowulf made a scoffing sound. 
“The Laureate is concerned only with her competi-
tion—”

“That your boy is entered in?”

Phelan nodded. “Weylyn is the proxy, yet he is not to 
be found.” 

There is silence. Ceowulf cocked an eyebrow.

Phelan sighed. “Where is the Magister, Ceowulf? And 
where are your brothers?”

Ceowulf held his arms out and his squire started 
putting on the arm greaves. “Well that is the question 

isn’t it? Where are my brothers? My scouts tell me 
that a war-band approaches, I don’t know which. Fairn 
was supposed to be visiting Lir’s holding on an offi-
cial visit, since my father is… indisposed.” Ceowulf’s 
face took on a vulpine grin at this word, which passed 
swiftly like a cloud across the sun. “And Maelgwn 
was supposed to be on patrol in the south.”

Phelan’s eyes narrowed. “And you are getting ar-
moured because one of your bothers is approaching 
with a war band? Your father’s not yet passed onto the 
Wheel, and already you three are squabbling over his 
domains like crows on a corpse?”

Ceowulf had the good graces to wince. “I was left in 
charge of the Holding.” 

Phelan shook his head in surprise. “… that it has come 
to this.”

“My father was many things, Phelan, but he was not 
clear on who he wanted to succeed him. He played 
us off against each other, always with that possibili-
ty, that one of us would be the Righ one day, without 
telling us which of us it was. Since his, er, attack, it’s 
not clear who is in control. I was left in charge of the 
Holding.”

“Your Majesty…” the squire said.

Both Ceowulf and Phelan’s attention was drawn to the 
squire who was pointing out of the window. Phelan’s 
gaze was drawn to the window and, in the distance, 
the war band coming out of the woods and onto the 
grounds. 

“Padraig!” Phelan said and wheeled about to dash 
through the door.

***
Padraig took his boots off and dipped his feet in the 
small pond at the Bard’s Hall. It had been a long 
walk from Cahal’s Holding and his feet were hot and 
sweaty. There was a buzz of conversation coming 
from the hall, through the door he could see a number 
of other men and women wearing the traditional bard’s 
white. 
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“You may as well give up now and go home,” a gruff 
voice said behind Padraig, who turned in surprise.

A stocky warrior, wearing a bard’s white over a cui-
rass and greaves, over Black Boar plaid, stood with a 
sneer on his face. 

“Leave him alone Donnal!” A blonde haired girl, not 
much older than Padraig, stood with hands on her 
hips staring daggers at the stocky warrior, who put his 
hands up in surrender.

“I was just telling him that he has already lost. There 
will only be one winner here, Cerridwen.” The gravel-
ly voiced warrior said.

“The best bard will win!” Cerridwen said.

“Exactly.” Donnal replied, before giving Padraig one 

last contemptuous glance before making his way into 
the hall.

“Tsk,” Cerridwen said to his back, then, looking at 
Padraig, “you’d best hurry up and register; Elise is 
finalising the order.”

Padraig climbed wearily to his feet, and after wiping 
them dry and putting his boots back on, he sighed long 
and hard and followed the female bard into the hall.

***
Andarta counted the warriors, dressed in Green Sal-
man colours, as they walked past her hiding place. If 
you’d asked she wouldn’t be able to tell you what in-
stinct told her to hide but she was glad she had. These 
were warriors dressed for battle and who walked with 
naked steel. The problem with naked steel, Andarta 
found, was that it thirsted for blood. The war-band 
passed and had made no attempt to hide. Although 
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they wore Green Salmon colours, they didn’t have the 
feel of men coming home to relax.

“Phelan!” Andarta cursed under her breath and slow-
ly emerged from under the ferns. She wondered if 
she could find him in time. Padraig would have been 
devastated to know that she didn’t give him a thought, 
only worried about his father. Andarta padded softly 
in the trail of the men approaching the Holding with 
weapons drawn.

***
The man in red stops and works a kink out of his back. 
As he stands he sees that the castle has grown on the 
horizon. He glances back at the Ferryman.

“What happened next?” the boy asks.

“In a minute, I just want to ask your father a ques-
tion. Why don’t we swap places, I’d like to watch the 
castle.”

The two swap places and the man in red, still stood 
up, now closer to the Ferryman, pitches his voice low, 
so only the ferryman can hear.

“Is it true what they say about Him?” he asks.

“Not everything, but a great many things.” the Ferry-
man answers.

The man in red shudders. “I’d best finish the story?”

 He asks the boy sitting down. The boy nods eagerly.

***
I stretch and click my neck from side to side. My back 
is sore, my knees stiff, I am a series of pops and cracks 
as I move. It has become too much, I must look. I turn 
and gaze at the castle, now close enough to make out 
details. The flag flying at half-mast, the black bunting, 
the rooks wheeling above the turrets, their calls echo-
ing over the lake. I glance at the sun, a pale-white disc 
behind the clouds. It will be dusk when we land I reck-
on. I take a dip of water, saying—I’d best continue. 

To be Continued



70

Damitri finally found himself at the entrance of the 
tunnel and let out a sigh of relief as he felt the sun on 
his face. Turning to Selina he smiled, “He really did 
come through for us.”

“I know,” she replied as she watched the soul stone 
she carried glow one last time.

The sky grew dark from the approaching evening as 
the grey stone walls of Reul Na Maidne finally came 
into view. Damitri afforded himself the luxury of a 
sigh of relief. “Come on” he said, leading Selina by 
the hand, “we need to get inside by nightfall.” As he 
led her down the road he knew that the sun would 
keep the fiends that hunted them at bay, but they 
would arrive in force at nightfall.

Galewyn watched Damitri approach from his balcony 
and let out a sigh of relief. “At least that is one of the 
daughters accounted for,” he sighed as he made his 
way back into his chamber. Moving over to the oak 
wardrobe he produced his priestly robes of Shi’Ara. 
“Best I look the part,” he chuckled to himself.

Selina noticed Damitri’s entire demeanour change as 
soon as they entered the grounds of the ancient tem-
ple as though, he had been carrying a great burden 
which had been lifted from his shoulders. She was also 
tired and exhausted from her encounter in the tunnels 
beneath the forest the previous night, and when  a seat 
was offered she quickly accepted.

“I need to speak with the master of chantry about last 
night, I will return in a while,” Damitri said as she 
seated herself. He pointed to a middle aged monk who 
stood to the side of the room. “Brother Galen will take 
you to a room where you can eat and rest and we can 
talk later, I promise,” and with that he left through a 
large pair of oak double doors. 

With his departure Selina felt herself suddenly over-
come with a feeling of isolation and, as she nervous-
ly looked around the dining hall, her eyes fell upon 
the monk who smiled gently at her. “Do not worry 
Madainn Reul, you are quite safe.” He unfolded his 
arms and gestured towards the doorway: “Come, you 
must be tired from your journey, there will be time for 
answers later.” Selina smiled back and after slowly 
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rising to her feet she realised he was right, she did 
have questions, but she was exhausted  and the chance 
of sleep sounded appealing. “What was that you 
called me?” she asked as he led her to her room.” “It’s 
simply a term of reverence, M’Lady,” he smiled as 
he opened the door to her chamber. “If you need me, 
I will be outside your room,” and with that he left her 
alone.

Selina awoke to a tapping on her door and as she 
opened her eyes she found a single candle glowing 
in the corner of her room. The narrow window in her 
room showed the nights sky and she groaned as she 
climbed up from her bed, the aches and pains from her 
previous night’s ordeal finally beginning to take their 
toll. 

The knock came from the door again. “I’m coming,” 
she called out as she stumbled over to the door. She 
lifted the bolt and opened it to be greeted by the famil-
iar face of Damitri.

“I’m sorry to have woken you,” he apologised, “but 
I have someone who wishes to speak with you.” She 
nodded and, after using the basin to wake herself, she 
followed Damitri down the hall until they stopped at a 
large ornate door.

“Please be patient,” Damitri said turning to her, “we 
will answer all your questions before the night is 
through,” and with that Damitri knocked once and 
opened the door.  

The interior of the room was obviously used by a sage 
or other learned man as ancient tomes and scrolls 
littered the shelves and walls of the room.

A large tapestry ran along the wall and showed what 
seemed to be a climactic battle, and from the archaic 
writing Selina believed to have been in ancient times 
as the tapestry itself showed the wear and stains of 
time.

“Please take a seat,” a voice rang out and she found 
her attention drawn to a robed figure stood in front of 
the window, the afternoon sun hiding his features from 
her.

Damitri moved over to a seat and offered it to her. 
She gave Damitri an apprehensive look before sitting 
down, “I expect you have a great many questions 
Selina, daughter of Sofia,” the figure continued with-
out moving. “Wait, you know of my mother?” Selina 
found the simple statement rocking through her and 
she almost found herself standing.

“Indeed,” the figure said turning back to her, revealing 
his kind features, “I have heard a great deal about you, 
Madainn Reul.”

She shot a glance to Damitri, a confused look on her 
face. “But first,” the figure stated loudly, “let me intro-
duce myself.” His voice seemed to soften as he moved 
from the window to stand next to her.

He held his hand out to her and when she offered him 
hers he took it gently in his aged hands and cupped 
it almost reverently. “My name is Galewyn and I am 
the head of this chantry,” he continued. “Damitri has 
brought you here for your safety and, more important-
ly, answers.” He released her hand and sat behind a 
large desk piled with scrolls and pieces of parchment. 
Her eyes were drawn to a large tome that was open on 
the desk in front of him.

He paused for a moment as if considering his next 
words carefully. “Tell me of the events of last night,” 
he said suddenly. The directness of his question caught 
Selina off guard and she found herself reliving the 
events of the night before. The sacrifice of Davaldion 
came to the forefront of her mind again and she found 
herself reaching for the stone that he passed her the 
last time as she recited her ordeal. 

After waiting a moment for a teary Selina to compose 
herself, Galewyn continued: “I think it would be most 
prudent to start at the beginning.” 

“At the dawn of things there was the void and endless 
vastness of time and space, an arena of infinite possi-
bilities and potential. There was no light or darkness, 
nor was their time or space. 

“For the void existed within a single instance, a single 
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gap between moments and time.

“Yet it is said that within this moment in time there 
existed a being of unimaginable power, a being whose 
power rivalled even that of the gods; however, the 
existence of this being is known only to a few and to 
these few he is known as the Sleeper. 

“No one knows how the Sleeper came to be within the 
void, nor do we know why he sleeps; we do, however, 
know that he dreams.

“For it was the Sleeper’s dream taking form that cre-
ated our world and the very stars in the sky. 

“Though at times the Sleeper’s dreams turned dark, 
and with that the elder gods came into being: they 
were greedy and spiteful and vied for dominion over 
all things.

“With little regard for the creatures and races that 
were caught in their plots, the creations of the Sleeper 
had become pawns in a game they could not compre-
hend. 

“Millennia passed and so vast was the destruction 
and slaughter of the dark god wars, that as ancient 
plots unfolded on the elder peoples of Ollundra their 
screams for aid were heard beyond the world of Ol-
lundra and, for the first in the history of the world, the 
Sleeper stirred. 

“What began as a simple stirring of his sleep became 
a single waking moment and the Sleeper saw all that 
he had created and all that the elder gods had done. 

“In that very moment the Phadrea came into being 
and the great divine war began, as the Sleeper re-
turned to his slumber.

“The divine war ended as suddenly as it had begun, 
with the majority of the elder gods slain or imprisoned 
eternally in the shadows of the world, yet such was the 
destruction of the war that it was decreed that no god 
would again interfere with the mortal world. 

“Yet, for even though the Phadrea had been victorious 

their victory was not complete, for one of the greatest 
of their number had remained hidden and from its 
hiding place it watched the world unfold and flourish 
while it bided its time. 

“It was a thousand years later that the last of the elder 
gods flung himself onto the mortal plane and sundered 
the world, corrupting and changing the world as it 
passed and the Phadrea could do nothing but watch 
in horror, for the lord of the Phadrea enforced their 
covenant. 

“Yet Shi’ara, the lady of light, rebelled and bestowed a 
great power in a mortal princess or a northern empire 
of me, a power that created an order of dawn maidens, 
the Madainn Reul. 

“The war of the darkness and light ended when the 
last of the elder gods was shattered across the world 
and with the passing of the first of the dawn maidens, 
though her daughters carried on the sisterhood, a 
sisterhood that exists to this very day.”

Galewyn closed the book as he finished. “The reason 
you are being hunted, my dear lady, is due to the fact 
they suspect your lineage,” he glanced at Damitri, 
“and from what I understand from the events of last 
night, their assumptions were true.”

“Wait,” Selina interrupted, “you’re telling me that I 
went through hell last night because of something that 
happened a thousand years ago?” Her anger boiled 
within her as she growled, “Where was my choice in 
this?” she stood up and turned to leave.

“Selina,” Galewyn said, his voice now carrying a tone 
of authority causing her to stop. “Regardless of your 
thoughts of the legitimacy of heritage, the danger you 
are in is all too real.” 

She turned back to him, tears in her eyes. “But why 
me” she pleaded. “All I ever wanted was to be married 
and cared for by a husband.”

A glance from Galewyn gave Damitri his cue and he 
moved to stand beside her. “They hunt you because 
they fear what you will become.” Reaching to her 
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clenched hand Damitri turned it and gently opened 
her fist revealing a crystal. “Davaldion gave his life to 
protect you because he understood your importance.”
Damitri gestured back towards her chair. “Please, 
listen to what he has to say, I promise I will not let 
any harm come to you.” The look in his eyes made her 
soften and though she couldn’t understand why, she 
reluctantly returned to her seat and Galewyn contin-
ued. 

“I need you to understand, today has only been a re-
prieve.” Galewyn sat down, his hands face down upon 
the table. “This chantry was built centuries ago as a 
place of refuge against the minions of the fallen, but 
tonight, despite our best efforts and our defences, they 
will come for you with everything they can muster.” 
Seeing the look of fear crossing her face Galewyn 
smiled. “I promise this to you, that you will see the 
morning come.” He suddenly looked towards the 
door. “Galen,” he called suddenly. The door opened as 
Brother Galen quietly entered the chamber.

“Galen, Selina is in need of a guardian as we are ex-
pecting unwelcome guests tonight.  Are you up to the 
task?” Damitri looked betrayed and though to Selina 
Galewyn’s words were phrased as a question he knew 
that it was nothing more than a concealed order.

The monk quietly bowed. “I understand, I will let no 
harm come to her,” he reverently replied. “Thank you 
Galen, she will join you shortly.” The monk bowed 
again and left the chamber as Galewyn brought his 
attention to a shocked Damitri, “You will be needed 
elsewhere, Galen will be more than capable of protect-
ing her.” The finality of his words caused Damitri’s 
face to darken and he lowered his head.

“I think it would be an idea for you to get prepared Se-
lina, it’s going to be a very long night.” He motioned 
to the door: “Galen will arrange everything for you.”

Surprised by the sudden dismissal, she stood and 
turned to head towards the door when she stopped 
and turned towards him. “May I ask you a question?” 
she asked. “Anything you wish, Madainn Reul.” He 
nodded. “What does Madainn Reul mean? Several 
people have called me this since I arrived.” Galewyn 

smiled. “It’s an ancient term that goes back to the first 
war of Shadow. It roughly translates into the Imperial 
tongue as Morning Star, for the light of the daughters 
of Shi’Ara gifted the world with a new dawn.” Seli-
na was stunned by his answer; Galewyn continued: 
“There are people here that believe in you Selina, even 
if you doubt your role yourself.” She nodded quietly 
and left the chamber.

“Why wouldn’t you want me by her side?” Damitri 
started as soon as the door was closed. “They will 
send everything they have Damitri, I cannot spare 
you to sit at the heart of the chantry when you could 
be of far more use at our defences.” Damitri began 
to argue but Galewyn continued: “And I would fath-
om that there are some who would happily seek you 
out in order to further their own ends.” Shaking his 
head Damitri sighed, “So I’m to be bait.” For all he 
detested Galewyn’s orders, in his heart Damitri knew 
that Galewyn was right. “As you wish,” he solemnly 
replied.

Selina was joined by Galen as she left Galewyn’s and 
stormed towards her room. She was angry and fright-
ened, she missed the luxuries and the feeling of safety 
of her home and most of all she doubted what she had 
been told. Yet what frustrated her most was that after 
her meeting with Davaldion she couldn’t help but feel 
that maybe Galewyn was right.

She stopped suddenly and looked behind herself where 
ten steps behind her stood Galen, his head bowed. 
“You don’t need to follow me,” she said sharply, her 
hands moving to her hips, “it’s not nightfall yet.” 
“M’Lady, you are my ward and I will be at your side 
until someone replaces me or someone removes me 
against my choosing,” came his softly spoken reply.

Stunned by the sincerity of his reply Selina felt her 
hands drop from her hips.  “Look at me, Galen,” she 
said, her tone now gentle. Galen’s soft blue eyes raised 
to meet hers. “Do you really believe that I am this 
grand saviour?” Galen simply smiled.

“There has yet to be a time when the master of the 
chantry has been wrong, but the enemy believes you 
are what they say you are and as such they will come 
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for you.” He took a further step towards her. “But the 
master has asked for you to be guarded and regardless 
of you being the one they seek or not, we will defend 
you to the end.” 

“The end?” she asked, “what end?” her words shaking 
as her anger left her and with the realisation of the 
magnitude of the coming night, she knew the answer 
before he replied: “Everyone within this chantry has 

taken an oath to stand before the darkness no matter 
the cost, you will see another dawn, M’Lady.”

Gesturing again for her to continue walking, he said, 
“I would suggest you get something to eat and some 
sleep, we are expecting a very long night.” Selina 
nodded softly and headed down the corridor, Galen 
following ten steps behind her.

To be concluded in July



75

The Final Battle
By K. M. Herkes

On his way to victory, the hero had waded through 
hordes of faceless minions, and danced through the 
booby-trapped halls of the arch-villain’s stronghold 
without a single misstep. He even passed like a ghost 
through the command centre where flunkies monitored 
the progress of their master’s fiendish plans. Now, 
at last, he stood on the threshold of his archenemy’s 
inner sanctum.

Hinges wailed as he pushed the door open.

“Come in, come in,” a querulous voice ordered him. 
“Don’t dilly-dally.”

The long narrow room had a muddy stone floor and a 
sweeping skylight. Tables full of seedlings in trays and 
pots crowded the walls. Two muscle-bound minions 
near the doorway eyed the hero suspiciously. At the 
far end of the room, a thin old man wearing a black 
robe made snipping motions with a pair of trimming 
shears. 

“Spit it out,” he shouted, “What are the quarterly fig-
ures on insurrectionism? Are they up or down?”

“Uh,” one minion said.

“Sir,” said the second, “that isn’t your secretary.”

“It isn’t?” The villain squinted, and then he shrieked, 
“What is wrong with you idiots? Why haven’t you 
attacked? That’s a hero! I pay you to kill heroes! Do I 
have to do everything myself?”

“It’s a tree,” the second minion said loudly. “Sir.”

“Of course it’s a tree, you imbecile! It’s Spruce Tree, 
Master of Cone-jitsu! ”  The villain waved both hands 

in a commanding gesture of unspeakable evil. “Kill 
him!”

The minions lumbered forth to do their master’s 
bidding. They were clearly no students of either gar-
dening or martial arts, or they would have chosen a 
different fate. Spruce Tree sent the first one to his final 
reward with one sweep of his lowest bough.

His exultant cry of “Bonsai!” shook dust from the 
rafters.

 The second minion, clearly cut from a more intellec-
tual cloth than his companion, hesitated. “Bonsai?” he 
said. “Don’t you mean ‘banzai?’”

“You know nothing of bonsai!” cried Spruce, charging 
forward on roots as strong as the earth itself. They met 
in a slow-motion clash of punches, kicks and spins.

It was a cinematic masterpiece of a fight, complete 
with a soundtrack of grunts and battle cries. At last, in 
a breath-taking demonstration of botanical dexterity, 
Spruce sent the second minion’s body flying after the 
first. Meanwhile, the villain had ducked behind his 
experimental plantings.

“Flee while you can, you misbegotten cabbage,” the 
villain called from the safety of his cowardly retreat.

“Threats don’t frighten me,” said Spruce. “Come out 
and fight, old man.”

“Me? Fight you? Oh, no.” The villain cackled madly, 
then leapt for a large red button concealed behind a 
pot of geraniums. A hidden portal in the wall opened. 
Black smoke swirled, and an indistinct figure emerged 
from the inky shadows.

The monster’s cloudy form oozed dark smoke and 
pale vapours. Noxious tendrils crept along the floor to 
pool near Spruce’s roots. He drew back from the hazy 
apparition in horror. 

His limbs rustled. “Agent Orange? You dared summon 
the ultimate abomination?”
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“I have nothing to fear,” the villain said with pride. 
“But you do. I see that news of his powers has reached 
even your... uh... leaves.”

“All that live 
should fear him.” 
Spruce shuddered 
in disgust, and a 
shower of brown 
needles pattered 
to the floor. Fear 
touched him for 
the first time in 
his long life. He 
could not fight 
this bodiless, 
poisonous foe. His 
branches drooped, 
and his sap ran 
cold. 

Agent Orange 
oozed closer, 
until his va-
porous shroud 
enveloped them 
both. In mere 
moments, Spruce 
Tree — valiant 
defender of Good, 
undefeated in fair 
combat in all the 
centuries of his 
life — toppled 
helpless to the 
floor with a splin-
tery crash. 

Even as he began 
to decompose, 
Agent Orange 
returned to its 
master’s side. “I 
have done as you 
commanded, master,” it said in a guttural monotone.

“Yes, yes. Now go away.” the villain jumped up and 

down, rubbing his hands together in maniacal glee. 
“Now I’ll be the greatest evil mastermind of all time! 
Only the threat of Spruce Tree stood between me and 
global domination. I will... ack!”

Seeping abscesses 
had erupted on 
his skin. Before 
his eyes, the rot 
ate away his flesh. 
“Noooooooo... ”

“You should’ve 
read the fine print 
in your summon-
ing manual,” 
Agent Orange said 
with great satis-
faction. “At last, I 
am free!”

He gave a boom-
ing laugh, and 
then he disap-
peared in a puff of 
story logic. The 
villain clawed at 
his decaying face 
before dissolving 
into a puddle with 
a last, despairing 
shriek. His re-
mains seeped into 
a crack between 
flagstones and 
disappeared.

From the pile 
of humus that 
marked Spruce 
Tree’s corpse, a 
single tender shoot 
of green emerged. 
It wavered up-

right, and then, like a ray of hope, the first needle 
appeared. 



77

Part Eleven: Lucas
A girl shrieked and burst through the door, running 
across the hallway. People were quickly moving out of 
the way, ducking into the doors opened by curiosity.

“Angela, wait!” A young man ran after her, buttoning 
his shirt.

Angela saw him running after her. “Stay away from 
me!” He stopped dead in his tracks. She swerved to go 
down the stairs and tripped on her own feet. Bystand-
ers came to her help, one phoning the ambulance. The 
young man stood frozen on the landing, his breath 
getting shallower by the minute.

“What the hell happened, Lucas?” A boy in a jersey 
punched the young man on the arm. Lucas glanced at 
him and left, followed by confused glances.

He locked his door and stood in front of the mirror. 
He was trying to control his shallow breath. Come on, 
focus. It didn’t work. His blue eyes turned completely 
black. Thin lines spread across his face, branching all 
over his body. When his vision cleared Lucas sighed 
and sat down on the bed, running his still lined hands 
through his dark blond hair. “Great,” he mumbled.

A week was all that was needed for all sorts of theo-
ries to develop about what happened between Lucas 
and Angela. Nothing was close to the truth, though 
“boyfriend is half-demon” was not something a sane 

person would think.

He spent most of the time in his room after that, 
becoming an even bigger black sheep in the process. 
That meant he was lying on his bed when a slight 
whooshing sound prompted him to move his head 
from the spot where two daggers fell, instead of sitting 
in the library. Lucas picked one of them up, then 
automatically dropped it when he noticed the Nexus 
symbol. He looked at his hands, surprised they hadn’t 
been burned. That was when he noticed a necklace 
resting next to the daggers. When he picked it up and 
realised what he was holding, he nearly fainted.

Lucas rifled through his books. He finally found a 
sketch of the Nexus coven’s holy items to confirm his 
suspicions.

“Why are you here?” he picked up the daggers again, 
twirling them in his hands. The white dagger elongat-
ed in his hand. Lucas jumped. “Whoa.” He practiced 
retracting and elongating the daggers in different blade 
styles. He had just managed to figure out how to con-
trol them when they vanished.

“This is strange.” He didn’t know why one would send 
the daggers here, or why they worked for him. He 
obviously didn’t know something about himself. But 
he did know how to find out. Lucas quickly mixed a 
locator potion, then dipped a picture of one of the dag-
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gers in the thick green fluid. The potion turned clear, 
the green colour sinking to the bottom.

“No, mom. I can’t stay. Even if they don’t revoke my 
scholarship, I still can’t stay here. Yes, I know there is 
an easy way out, but there is no way I’m telling peo-
ple Angela is crazy.” Lucas was talking on the phone 
as he was staring at the words in the bowl. He had to 
figure out what the daggers meant before he told her 
anything. He didn’t have a life here anymore, if you 
could call acting normally while hiding half of who 
you are a life. If this would help him find his way, it 
was worth it. “I don’t know what I’ll do. Probably 
take some time to clear my head, visit some friends 
from high school.” He wrote the words from the bowl 
down on a piece of paper. It was strange how easily 
he could lie to her right now. “I’ll call you when I get 
there ok? Take care. Bye, mom.”

He tossed the phone in his 
open suitcase and closed it, 
then took the fastest route 
from the campus. People 
whispered around him as 
he walked to his car. He 
tossed the suitcase in the 
back and drove off, not 
saying a word. There was 
no need to hide behind 
niceties. He stopped at the 
local florists and bought a 
bouquet of white lilies.

Angela was sitting in the 
living room, staring at the 
table. The doorbell rang, 
making her jump. Her 
mother entered, carrying 
the bouquet of white lilies.

“Look, how wonderful. 
There is even a card.” She 
placed it in front of her. 
Angela took it, but when 
she recognised Lucas’s 
handwriting she threw it 
on the table.

“Just, read it. He left them on the porch. I don’t say 
forgive him, just read.” Angela looked at her mom. 
She knew her mom didn’t believe her when she told 
her what happened. She still saw it when she closed 
her eyes. The black eyes, the lines. Maybe there was 
an explanation. So she picked up the paper.

Dear Angela
I know you probably don’t want to see me now and I 
don’t blame you. I am not asking to see you, I know 
better than that. I am leaving school and going away 
today. If you ever want to talk, or just find out what 
happened, you can call my old phone. I promise you 
there is an explanation.
I am truly sorry.
Lucas
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*** 
Margo was walking across the mall, her hands filled 
with bags. Jake and Patrick were walking on either 
side of her:

“Did we get everything?”

“Yeah I think so.” Patrick lifted up his hands, both 
filled with bags. “We all have enough clothes for 
now.”

“And I have the toiletries and potion ingredients we 
were low on.” Jake lifted the bags he was carrying. He 
then turned his head to Margo. “Are you sure —”

“For the last time, yes, you can stay with me at Ma-
lik’s place. I did invite you.” Margo interrupted Jake.

“As long as we are not intruding,” said Patrick.

“You are not.” Margo stopped to look at a store win-
dow with a red leather jacket. “In fact, I would prefer 
if you moved in.” She had thought about it ever since 
she heard Jake praying. She never realised how much 
she hated being the lone wolf. How much she wanted 
to have people she could trust. So, as soon as they 
woke up in the morning, she asked them both if they 
wanted to stay with her.

“You want us as permanent roommates?” Jake 
laughed. He had always liked Margo, and he would 
jump to the chance of he and Patrick living in a place 
where they would not have to hide. It still felt weird 
when Margo was openly nice. He never doubted their 
friendship and how much she cared, but it always 
came with abrasive comments and smirks. She was 
the type to save you from drowning and then punch 
you, calling you an idiot.

Margo pointed to Jake. “You are one of the handful of 
people I trust.” Margo then pointed to Patrick. “And 
if Jake risked that much to save you, it’s enough of 
a guarantee. Plus, you are a very good cook.” She 
winked at him.

Then everyone around them froze. Margo dropped 
the bags and took out her daggers. She had seen this 

before. A warlock would cast a spell on a facility, 
surrounding anything non-magical in a protective 
aura that stops all movement, and keeps everyone 
safe while a team would go in and extract the magical 
party. Or, in this case:

“Get down!” Margo extended her daggers, blocking 
an energy ball. Jake moved in front of Patrick and 
punched the demon coming at them. Margo spun 
around and, turning one of her daggers into a throwing 
knife, managed to take out one of the demons targeting 
her. She turned around just to notice a bug-like demon 
come down from the ceiling right behind Patrick.

“Look out!” she screamed, but she got fired at again. 
Patrick turned around and extended his hand. The light 
blue shield extended from it, stopping the demon’s 
hit from connecting. Patrick expanded his shield and 
knocked the demon off her feet. The shield vanished 
and Patrick ducked. Jake extended his hand and the 
same shield appeared, stopping the energy ball coming 
at him, and trapping the demon that fired. He pulled 
out a gun, turned around and shot the bug demon in 
the head. By that time Patrick was already next to him. 
Jake dropped his hand to pull out another gun and 
Patrick raised his hand. The shield merely blinked. 
Jake aimed at two different directions. A small hole 
formed in the shield for just long enough to let the 
bullet in. The other bullet took out the demon behind 
Margo. She turned into her demonic form and diverted 
an energy ball coming at her. That gave her attackers 
something to think about. To drive the point home she 
telekinetically moved one of them in range, grabbed 
the demon by the neck and slammed him against the 
floor, intending to crush his neck. Suddenly she felt a 
strange rush, as if she was holding electricity. Before 
she could stop herself, flames engulfed the demon 
she was holding. His body vanished, and the flames 
retreated up her hand, getting absorbed through the 
lines on her skin. Before the demons could deal with 
the shock, Jake fired at them. Even if a demon was 
immune to most gunshot wounds, if the bullet hit the 
spine or the brain with Jake’s accuracy, the damage 
done would cause a state close enough to death to 
count as one.

“You alright?” Jake asked her, hand on her shoulder. 
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Margo was bent over, breathing deeply. “New experi-
ence.” 

A yell made them turn around. Another group was 
coming at them. Lead by another half-Vuur.

***
Lucas was walking through the mall, with a crystal in 
his pocket. He was following magical energy emanat-
ing from the daggers and amulet. The warmth from 
the crystal pulsated in his hand, making him feel like 
he was playing ‘Hot or Cold’ with someone.

The crystal turned hot, causing Lucas to take his 
hand out of his pocket. He looked around, realising 
everyone was frozen. His confusion turned to panic 
when an energy ball was fired at him. He broke into a 
run, dodging blasts. Lucas felt his pulse racing. Keep 
moving. Keep moving, he thought as his sight was ob-
structed for a moment. His Vuur half was taking over. 
He still felt the crystal in his pocket getting hotter. He 
was on the right track.

***
Jake was about to fire at the Vuur when he realised 
something. “He isn’t leading, he’s running away.”

“Well, then.” Margo tossed one of her daggers at a 
demon in the group that was heading straight for her.

***
Lucas fell on his knees and slid several feet. A fireball 
incinerated one of his attackers, and another got hit by 
a bullet. But he was still in danger. Just then, he saw a 
Nexus dagger fly by and grabbed it. Armed is good.

***
Margo stopped in shock. The Vuur not only broke her 
telekinetic grip, he was controlling her dagger. It was 
strange seeing the white handle in a stranger’s hands. 
It was so strange she didn’t even notice the demon 
behind her.

***
Lucas was new at this. Luckily, he had good reflexes, 
and most of his attackers were busy avoiding the hail 
of bullets.. He knocked out a demon with his elbow, 

and just then noticed the half-Vuur standing behind 
him. Noticing the demon right behind her, he reacted 
on instinct and chucked a fireball at them.

***
The fireball snapped Margo out of it. She extended her 
hand, making the ball hit the demon behind her. Half 
witch, half demon. The melodic voice rung out in her 
mind. She ran up to him, blocking a hit from a demon.

“Who are you?” Lucas was now back to back with 
Margo.

Margo threw her dagger at a demon and then jerked it 
towards herself. “We’ll talk after.”

***
Jake was aiming and firing. Patrick was standing right 
behind him, controlling the little holes that let the bul-
lets pass through the shield protecting them from the 
onslaught of attacks.

***
A demon was hiding behind some beams near the 
ceiling, firing at Margo and Lucas. “Take him out al-
ready!” Margo yelled as she snapped a demon’s neck. 
She had several burns on her hands, and her clothes 
were singed.

“I. Can’t. Get. A. Clear. Shot!” Lucas was running 
around, avoiding hits.

Margo sighed and fired a fireball at a human in a 
business suit. Lucas’s eyes widened as the fireball 
ricocheted from him, hitting the demon from below. 
Margo grabbed the dagger from Lucas and attacked.

***
Patrick was now sitting on the floor behind Jake, 
crushing some herbs. Jake was firing with only one 
gun and holding the shield up with the other. “Are you 
done?”

“I just need to mix this...” Patrick poured water in a 
small bottle filled with paste and shook it. “Ready.”

“Clearance sale!” Jake yelled and opened the shield. 
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Margo grabbed Lucas and tossed him inside, then 
jumped after him while Patrick threw the bottle.

The bottle exploded, expelling thick smoke that 
engulfed the demons around them. Their skin turned 
grey and they crumbled. Margo waited for the smoke 
to clear, and then fired fireballs at the stragglers. 
Margo knew the warlock would stay close to the fray, 
controlling the spell, casting it again if necessary. The 
warlock would probably be invisible, hiding behind 
something.

Something was guiding her movements. Not a feeling 
or hunch. The melodic voice was nestling around her, 
gently pushing her. Margo turned around, grabbed 
something and cut straight across, under her hand. 
The invisibility cloak fell, and a dark haired woman 
crumbled to the ground. Lucas only had time to notice 
the white insignias on her dark brown skin before her 
body vanished.

People started moving again. There was no evidence 
of the fight. Margo, now human, sheathed her daggers 
and walked over to the three men, while trying to look 
normal in her tattered clothes.

“How did you know?” Patrick asked, amazed.

“A hunch.” She extended a handshake to Lucas. “I’m 
Margo.”

***
Lucas took a deep breath, managing to turn back be-
fore anyone noticed him. He now had time to observe 
the girl. She was as tall as him, with dark unruly hair 
that matched her rigid expression, and the physique 
of a kickboxer. But what caught his attention were her 
eyes. Dark grey, exactly like his father’s. She must be 
related to him in some way. But why would a demon 
have two half-witch progeny. And she also had the 
amulet.

“Lucas Gale.” He accepted her handshake.

Margo didn’t know why she trusted this man. Nothing 
as trivial as blood has ever swayed her. The melodic 
voice was trying to mellow her down.

“Your mother was a witch.” She stated.

Lucas nodded. “So was yours.”

“And your father a Vuur.”

Lucas smiled. “The same as yours I believe.”

“Yup. The daggers show we are related.” Margo put 
her hands on her hips. “And one of my uncles told me 
there was one left besides me.”

“Uncle?” Lucas got confused.

“Well, clan member. With the inbreeding I assume all 
Vuur are somehow related. He told me he was sent to 
kill us all.”

“And he failed.”

“Well, we are alive, aren’t we?” She picked up the 
bags from the ground. “These are Jake and Patrick. 
What you are doing here?”

“I came to find you.”

The voice whispered to her, and Margo said it outloud. 
“The daggers and amulet.”

“Yup, they found me. I don’t understand how.”

“I was dead for a while. And you are the next in line. 
When I got revived, they came back.” 

Margo put a hand on Lucas’s shoulder “We can finish 
this talk after we get out of here.”

Lucas tried to hide his excitement but was failing hor-
rendously. He had been concerned about this meeting. 
Him being half-demon half-witch was the reason the 
magical community avoided him. But now he had 
found someone like himself. Someone he could talk 
to.
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Daniel knew he should use this time to attack and 
finish his target off before he changed, but his body 
wasn’t back to speed yet. His arms and legs felt like 
pins and needles as they continued to wake back up. 
Plus, he was worn out from his fire blast. Controlling 
fire was a hard trick—he had to focus a lot of energy 
to do it. Daniel didn’t have a choice; he was forced 
to wait and watch. At least it’s one on one again, he 
thought. Ivan’s hands turned back into claws as he 
ripped off his own clothes and flesh, a naked, bloody 
corpse before he began to grow. At first it was only a 
few extra inches here and there, and then he doubled 
in size, then tripled. Where his skin once used to be, 
were now dark black scales. Daniel had seen more 
than a dozen dragons in his time, and each one looked 
different. He was really glad this one didn’t have 
wings—the flying ones were the worst of all to kill—
but still, at full-size this dragon was the size of a large 
SUV. Add on the long tail with a bowling ball on the 
end and you had a pretty large beast, not to mention 
the spikes that were about two feet tall and stood up 
along its back. Of course, Daniel had faced bigger and 
scarier dragons before, but he had never faced a lizard 
from Mother Russia.

There was a blur of movement and Daniel was hit by 
a wrecking ball. The impact sent him flying through 
the air to crush into the back wall of the hallway. The 
breath was knocked out of him, and judging by the 
pain, it seemed he broke a couple of ribs.  

“Note to self: avoid the tail,” Daniel said through 
clenched teeth.

Ivan barreled through the door like a bulldozer, tearing 
down a large selection of the wall. Daniel bit down 
on his pain and reached over for his sword. He could 
already feel his ribs healing, but it still hurt like a son-
of-a-bitch. One of the perks to being a half-breed is 
super-fast healing, just like a dragon. Daniel couldn’t 
help but to think about the old commercials of the 
Kool-Aid guy busting through a wall, Oh Yeah! He 
fought through the pain, stood up, wobbled a moment, 
and then took off running as fast as he could. The 
dragon was huge and fast. Daniel knew he couldn’t 
outrun it for long so he had to outsmart it. He learned 
long ago that big creatures don’t turn well, so Daniel 
slid around corner after corner, keeping a good dis-
tance between him and the beast that wanted to eat 
him. Flames soared passed him as he ran. Old habits 
die hard, Daniel thought as he ignored the fire. Up 
ahead was a maze of cubicles, filled with lots of busy 
worker bees. This is not going to end well.

A pretty young woman came out of her cubicle, with 
a cup of steaming coffee in one hand and papers in the 
other. Her mind was on her work, and she didn’t see 
Daniel or the fire breathing demon coming towards 
her. Daniel tried to miss her, but he ended up bumping 
into her as he sprinted passed. She spilled coffee all 
over herself and her paperwork.

“Hey!” the girl yelled, and then froze when she no-
ticed the man who had bumped into her was naked. 
“Oh, my.”

“Run!” Daniel called back.

The Last Slayer
By Dustin Coffman

Part 2
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“What? I don’t…” The worker stopped speaking when 
she turned to the noise behind her and saw the dragon.

The young woman barely got out of the way as Ivan 
pushed his way through the crowded office. Unfor-
tunately not everyone was as lucky; most were tram-
pled to death or barbecued in the wake of the dragon. 
Daniel was the type of man who made things up as he 
went, and that was actually what he was doing here. 
He had a plan, but he didn’t know if it would work. 
Only get one chance, Daniel reminded himself as he 
ran towards the windows. Hope this works.

Daniel didn’t slow down or turn at the last second. 
No, what he did instead was put his right foot on the 
glass and pushed off with all of his strength. He didn’t 
know if the glass would hold, but it did. He flipped 
over in the air as Ivan crashed into the windows; they 
didn’t hold for him. As the dragon went through, he 
rolled over, claws slashing for Daniel. Ivan hung half-
way out of the building, with his hind legs dug into 
the floor to keep himself from falling all the way out. 
Daniel came down with his sword and sunk it into the 
beast’s unprotected chest. Ivan cried out as the blade 
pierced his heart. Daniel twisted his sword around 
then pulled it free.

The deed was done. It was only a matter of time 
now. Daniel had friends blocking the entrance to the 
building, and they were waiting for their chance to 
come in and get rid of the body. These people were 
members of an old group (a secret society), who had 
been covering weird shit like this for years. They had 
been helping slayers keep dragons in story books and 
movies. This nameless order is in every branch of the 
government, every part of the church, and has pawns 
in any place of power. Daniel was pretty sure they 
wouldn’t be happy about see a dead dragon hanging 
out of a skyscraper, but it couldn’t be helped. They 
would cover it up, a gas explosion was one of their 
favorite lies. As for any eyewitnesses…well they had 
this mind scrambler that did the job. Daniel looked at 
a clock hanging on the wall; he guessed he had about 
two minutes before this place was packed with the 
cleanup crew. He still had work to do. One down…one 
to go, Daniel thought with a sigh.

Now, if this was a normal job Daniel would be done, 
but that wasn’t the case here. See most hits are simple, 
find and kill a male fire breathing monster. But just like 
mundane life, everything is more complicated when 
a female is involved, Daniel thought. When you’re a 
dragon slayer, it’s kind of important to make sure there 
aren’t any new ones born on your watch. Nowadays, 
it’s rare to even find a female dragon. Since the species 
is almost extinct, the males outnumber the females 
almost twenty to one. In fact, in all of Daniel’s life, 
he had only ran into one other female dragon before. 
With all of this on his mind, Daniel walked through 
the carnage left behind by Ivan. The frightened lady 
from before came out from under a desk. She looked 
pale and scared out of her mind. Her hair was a mess, 
and her dress was ripped open. There were a few cuts 
on her legs, but other than that she looked fine.

“W-was that a d-d-dragon?” she whimpered.

“Yep,” Daniel said as he walked by, still naked.
 
He knew where he was headed. See Daniel knew drag-
ons better than anyone: they liked power, they liked 
authority, they liked high places, but most of all—they 
loved gold. Daniel made his way to the master safe, 
but came to a halt when he saw that the door was 
open.

“Back to the nest,” Daniel said under his breath.

He slowly walked up to the open safe, ready to strike 
at any second. Once inside, he looked down the shaft 
to see a mountain of gold, but no dragon. This place 
looks like it belongs to Scrooge McDuck, Daniel 
thought as he stared at the riches below. Of course if I 
try to dive in for a swim, I’ll break my neck. This fun-
ny thought went away when Daniel felt a cold chill on 
his neck, he quickly turned around to attack, but it was 
too late, a powerful ice-cold blast hit him in the chest 
and sent him falling to the mountain of gold below.

Daniel landed on his back with a load thud. He stared 
up at the platform where he had stood a moment ago; 
Humpty Dumpty had a great fall. If Daniel was a 
normal man, he would have surely broken his back. 
Lucky for him, that wasn’t the case, but that didn’t 
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mean he still wasn’t in a whole hell of a lot of pain. 
He looked up to see a lovely woman step onto the 
platform. Lisa smiled down at Daniel and began to 
strip out of her clothes. For a moment Daniel took in 
her naked glory but had to remind himself what lay 
behind that false mask.   

“It’s time to end this,” Lisa said then jumped and as 
she fell, beauty became the beast once again.

Daniel rolled out of the way as the dragon landed 
close by. Gold coins flew into the air by the impact, 
leaving them to rain down in a golden shower. Dan-
iel crawled on his hands and knees till he reached his 
sword. He quickly turned around to face the dragon 
as it stood up. The beast looked more like a long 
white snake then a dragon. Its long, slender, white 
scaly body would blend right into a snow-covered 
background. No wonder these things were so deadly, 
Daniel thought. The frost dragon reminded Daniel of 
one of the Chinese devils, serpent-like with a big head 
and small legs. He had slain many of that kind, so this 
one shouldn’t be too hard. Only the whole ice-breath-
ing thing worried him; frost bite didn’t sound fun.

“We could do this the easy way!” Daniel called out.

In answer, the Ice Queen shot out another blast of 
winter; Daniel moved out of the way and brought his 
sword up. Fine then, he thought as he ran towards the 
dragon. The snow devil fired a couple more icy blasts, 
but missed every time. Fed up with this, the beast 
used her tail as a weapon. Unlike her lover; who had 
a wrecking ball on the end of his, Lisa’s tail was more 
like a giant whip. Daniel leaped over the dragon’s tail, 
but froze when he landed. During the fight the gold 
coins shifted, and Daniel’s eyes focused on something, 
and his heart jumped up into his throat at the sight of 
this now uncovered object. It was an egg! The egg was 
a light greenish-gray color on the outside, but from 
within came a faint orange glow. Daniel knew that 
meant only one thing, it was almost ready to hatch. 
I can’t let that happen, Daniel thought. The dragon 
followed Daniel’s eyes and wasn’t happy to see that 
her secret was out. She turned back to the slayer and 
let loose another storm. Daniel dodged this arctic 
blast, and slid on his stomach over the gold, head-first 

like a kid at a water park. He missed the dragon’s tail 
by only a couple inches as she desperately tried to stop 
him. Daniel came to a stop, rolled onto his feet and 
sunk his blade into the egg. A loud roar echoed off the 
thick walls of the safe. Mommy wasn’t happy. 

The frost dragon unleashed all of her fury on the 
would-be knight. Daniel didn’t have time to get out of 
the way, so he faced the blast head on. The air turned 
to winter all around him, and for a moment, his breath 
froze in his lungs. Daniel’s blade was the only thing 
saving him from a cold death. The magic in his sword 
was being used as a shield, but shields can’t block the 
temperature. Daniel clenched his teeth together and 
held tight to his sword, its cold hilt was biting into 
his flesh, and the pain was almost unbearable. Dan-
iel closed his eyes and began to take deep, relaxing 
breaths. He blocked out the freezing temperatures 
around him and focused on his inner warmth. Dan-
iel continued to use the breathing method, while he 
worked on that warm spot inside his chest. He molded 
it, pushed it, and brought it to life. This was the same 
trick Daniel had used when he was trapped in the ice 
cube, but this time it was a little different; he had other 
plans in mind. When it was ready, Daniel opened his 
eyes and blew out a cloud of smoke on his last exhale. 
His eyes burned bright with his inner fire, and then 
he blinked them back to normal. Fire began to flicker 
to life along the length of the frozen blade. At once 
Daniel could feel its warmth, and the flames grew hot-
ter. Hot steam began to form, like fog from the battle 
between ice and fire.

The female dragon hissed in rage and in pain as the 
steam reached her. Daniel waited till her winter blast 
stopped, then he leaped into action. He ran head-long 
into the cloud of hot mist, and the dragon within, and 
he didn’t mind the fact that he couldn’t see a thing in 
this sauna. Daniel judged by the hissing noise where 
his target was, and when he came in range, he swung 
his flaming sword like a pro-baseball player. The luke-
warm liquid that covered Daniel’s face told him that 
his sword had struck home. Daniel held his weapon 
up, ready to strike again, but nothing was moving in 
the stream. It felt like time stood still. After a couple of 
minutes, the room cleared out, and Daniel saw that the 
gold around him was stained red. To his right laid the 
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beast, minus its head. Daniel took a deep breath and 
lowered his sword, and as he did the flames died out, 
leaving only smoking steel. To his left laid the severed 
head, a good six feet from its body.

“And that’s a wrap.”

Daniel looked down at his manhood and cringed. 
Damn, it’s really cold in here. Oh well, no time to 
worry about the little things now. Daniel headed 
towards the ladder on the wall, he wanted out of this 
cold hell as soon as possible. He was only a couple 
feet away when stopped; he saw something out of the 
corner of his eye. It can’t be, his brain screamed. But 

as he walked over closer he knew it could. Another 
egg laid unburied behind its dead mother. Their final 
battle had uncovered it. It was rare for a dragon to lay 
more than one egg, but not unheard of. Daniel stood 
over this new egg, sword held high to strike, but there 
was no need to strike. The egg looked like it belonged 
on the set of Aliens. The top was wide open, where 
the creature inside had broken free. Somewhere in the 
world there was a new dragon, a cross between a fire 
and an ice breather.

Daniel let out a deep sigh. “Well, shit.”
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My spirits soared high as music pounded out of my 
car’s speakers. I was on the open road; it was almost 
midnight, and I was finally free. My entire life I had 
worked for a small shipping company in Ennis, Texas. 

The hours were long, the pay was pathetic, and every-
one that worked there was miserable. I thought that 
my fate would be to stay at that place forever when the 
unthinkable happened: I found another job. 



PAGE 0088

A small company in a similarly small town in East 
Texas needed people to perform mundane, yet compli-
cated tasks, for their company on a computer. The ex-
perience and knowledge they required were just close 
enough to what I had studied at a Jr. College to qualify 
me for employment. The pay was three times what I 
had been making, and I’d be sitting down, inside an 
air conditioned office, performing tasks I found almost 
enjoyable. 

As soon as the company called me and informed that I 
had the job, I gave my two weeks at work and patient-
ly waited for the day that I was free, and it had arrived 
at last. I practically flew out of work, jumped into my 
car, and sped off like a madman with my radio pump-
ing almost at max volume. My belongings had been 
moved to a new apartment during the last two weeks 
and all that was required to begin my new life was 
myself. 

I was on cloud nine, driving down a small country 
road, so ecstatic in my liberation that I was becoming 
careless. I drifted into the middle of the small two lane 
road, singing along with the music and drumming my 
hands on the steering wheel. Trees crowded in around 
me but I could still see the full moon high in the sky. 
I hadn’t passed another car, gas station, or anything 
remotely known to man as civilization for what felt 
like an hour. 

Suddenly something darted out across the road in 
front of me. I panicked and swerved to my left into 
the oncoming lane, trying to avoid it. My car squealed 
into the night as I realized I had turned too far. I tried 
to compensate, and again found myself skidding on 
the pavement. Just as I was about to attempt a third 
correction, my front tires hit the soft mud just off the 
road, and there was no hope of salvation. My car spun 
in a full circle, with me inside clinging to the steer-
ing wheel and clenching my eyes shut. With a loud 
noise and a large jolt, I found myself thrown side-
ways against the arm rest as the seatbelt strained tight 
against my chest. 

I didn’t open my eyes for at least five minutes, or at 
least it felt that long to me. Shuddering and shaking, I 

finally looked upon the resulting crash I had just been 
a part of. My windshield was cracked but not shat-
tered, and my view was filled with nothing but trees. 
I could see that the front of the car had impacted a 
particularly large one, with smoke pouring out of the 
hood. Despite never being good with mechanics, my 
expert opinion was that I was not going anywhere in 
that car again. Shakily, I opened the front door and 
climbed out, wanting to get some air and attempt to 
avoid vomiting on the grass.

For a time I found myself unable to do more than 
slump against my car and watch the desolate road for 
signs of life. I had never been in any sort of accident 
before, and being thoroughly shaken, I was at a loss 
for what to do next. Eventually, I began to survey the 
damage to my car, wondering if my insurance would 
cover it. 

The car was totalled, and I knew it. My previous 
nausea became replaced with rage at the turn my night 
had taken. I placed my hands to my head and sighed as 
I looked up to the sky. I became aware that a column 
of smoke was rising into the night. It wasn’t large, and 
it didn’t seem to be some kind of forest fire. My spirits 
raised slightly as the thought of human contact began 
to seem more agreeable than my current surroundings. 
The thing that dashed across my vision was not lost in 
my anger. 

Recalling the blurry shape that had rushed across the 
road, I begin to remember details that I had been too 
scared to register at the time. It was large, too much to 
be a mountain lion and not enough to be a bear. I re-
flected on the fact that I did not know if bears lived in 
Texas. I decided that it was better to avoid finding out. 
Whatever had ran across the road, be it bear or moose 
or Sasquatch, it seemed to be moving in the opposite 
direction of the smoke. I decided that this was a good 
indicator that I should consider heading towards the 
black plume melting into the night sky. 

It didn’t take long to discover the remains of an an-
cient path through the forest that appeared to be the 
remnants of a gravel driveway. I could tell that it lead 
to the old house and that I would make decent time 
using it. I walked on for about thirty minutes, enjoying 
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the sound of my feet upon the gravel, when I decided 
to stop and take a quick rest. I leaned against a tree, 
checking to make certain the smoke was still billow-
ing up into the sky. 

I started up walking again and became acutely aware 
that something was off. I wasn’t sure what as my 
brain was still rattled from my crash. I stopped for a 
second and glanced around, yet found nothing out of 
the ordinary. Something was still not right, and it was 
scratching at the back of my brain. A little voice was 
screaming that I should run, but I did not know why. 

Tripping on a rock brought the revelation I sought. 
A large stone on the gravel path caught my foot and 
caused me to fall forward suddenly, and I barely 
caught myself by throwing my leg forward. My prog-
ress came to a sudden halt, but the sound of feet on 
gravel continued. Finally it dawned on me that some-
thing was trailing behind me on the small broken path. 
For a moment, I stood frozen with silent fear as the 
echoing steps quickly faded into the night. 

Without a word I broke into a run, cutting myself on 
branches that had overtaken the old road. The steps 
behind me quickened as well, and now that I was 
moving swiftly I could tell that whatever was behind 
me was large and heavy. I knew it had to be whatever 
had caused my car crash, and I knew that I had to find 
shelter soon. If civilization rested with the smoke on 
the horizon, I had to put my entire existence towards 
reaching that goal. 

I do not know at what time the large beast behind me 
turned from my path or how long it took me to reach 
the clearing containing the old house. I only know that 
by the time the branches moved aside and revealed the 
destroyed abode, I was so winded that the only action 
I could take further was to collapse on the ground. 
Panting heavily on my hands and knees, I weakly 
pulled myself to a nearby tree and rested with my 
back against it. 

I surveyed the old house, crumbling and decayed 
with the ravages of time and nature. Most of it was 
intact, but many of the windows were broken and a 
portion of the roof on the top floor had collapsed. It 

was an older home, although lacking knowledge of 
such things I could not place its date of origin. It was 
mostly brick and looked like it had at one point been 
connected to a power line. The smoke I had witnessed 
before did not come from the old house, but from the 
doors of a storm shelter that were thrown open. It was 
now merely a few wisps floating up into the night. 

Regaining some strength in my legs and calm in my 
mind, I decided that the house would be the best place 
to find refuge from whatever hunted me until it was 
daylight at least. Despite its age and declining condi-
tion, I preferred the dusty, dark safety of a roof and a 
door to a smouldering hole in the ground. Stumbling 
to my feet, I limped to the wooden door and tried the 
knob. It opened with little effort, and to my surprise I 
found that the inside of the house was in fairly good 
condition. It was definitely not occupied, but someone 
had spent time inside recently and even had a spare 
bed and electric lantern set up in what would be the 
living room. 

It didn’t take long to make up my mind that this would 
be where I would hide from whatever creature lurked 
in the night beyond. I knew that even if it was a bear, 
it would most likely not attempt to follow me inside, 
and the windows here were not broken but clouded, 
providing me with good cover. Despite my assured 
safety I couldn’t help but feel a bit of apprehension 
over finding a recently abandoned bed, and I couldn’t 
rest until I was sure someone wasn’t prowling around 
inside the house. 

I picked up the electric lantern and switched it on, 
happily finding it full of power as it illuminated the 
dark surroundings. I could see more of the house now 
and discovered that indeed the inside had been made 
to be as comfortable as possible by someone recent-
ly. I found that less disturbing than the signs that the 
person had quickly vacated the area for some reason, 
evident by the hastily discarded pyjamas and dishev-
elled bedclothes tossed aside. 

The light showed that the only other doorway led to 
a small kitchen, and with a surprising rush of cour-
age, I decided to check it out. The kitchen was also in 
surprisingly good repair and I could tell that someone 
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had taken care to keep it that way. Water dripped out 
of the nearby faucet and the sink was wet. I began to 
wonder what I had stumbled upon. The pantries were 
well stocked with canned goods and a half-eaten can 
of beans rested on the counter.  

From the kitchen, three doorways lead away from the 
main room I had entered from. The first door I tried 
lead to what was probably a small bedroom, which 
was dilapidated and crumbling much like the outside 
of the house. None of the care the kitchen or main 
room had been shown was evident in here. The closed 
off space was dusty and dilapidated. The last door 
way, adjacent from the one through which I had orig-
inally entered the kitchen, lead into a small darkened 
hallway that most likely lead to the rest of the house. 
I could make out stairs leading up to the next floor the 
house on the left side of the hallway with what was 
probably a closet door underneath. The rest of the 
small passage was shrouded in shadows that I could 
not disperse with my lantern.

I was about to turn around and retreat to the main 
room once more when suddenly I heard the unmistak-
able sound of a human cry. I froze, suddenly feeling 
the remoteness of the broken old house surrounding 
me. I was far from the road, a bear or some large 
animal was stalking outside, and my only refuge was 
a crumbling abode with a possible dying squatter. De-
spite my fear, however, I found myself unable to leave 
a possibly injured human without assistance. I knew 
that whoever had taken this place as their residence 
had no one else to help. 

Taking the lantern, I moved down the dark hallway, 
the light a bubble of protection against the rot and 
dark that filled the place. The hallway had several 
rooms leading off from it, and I was unsure of where 
to go. At the end I saw stairs leading down, and at the 
bottom lay heavy wooden door with faint, flickering 
light around the edges. Cautiously I made my way 
towards it and touched the door, finding it unnaturally 
warm. Opening it produced a cloud of black smoke 
that worked its way up into the house. I guessed that 
this door must lead to what I had originally thought 
was a storm shelter, tied to the room the smoke had 
billowed out of from the twin doors outside. The 

smoke had abated enough, however, that I felt con-
fident moving through. What I saw has haunted my 
dreams ever since.

The room I found was obviously not part of the orig-
inal house. The walls were metal, and large tables 
with shackles and straps lined the floor. Steel cabinets 
adorned the corners of the room filled with strange 
vials filled with coloured liquids. Fluorescent lighting 
flickered overhead, barely enough to bathe the scene in 
a pale blue glow. Everything had a black film over it, 
and a few computer terminals still smoked or burned 
with fire. There were several bodies around the metal 
tables adorned with white lab coats with the words 
“Project Ravage” written on the left side. I was drawn 
to a still moving figure near a set of steps leading to 
the open doors I’d seen outside. 

The man’s clothes were soaked with dark red blood, 
and I could tell he did not have long left in the world. 
He raved hoarsely how they should have known better, 
how they should not have made “it.” When I asked 
him what he was referring to, he pointed behind me, 
and I turned around. On top of the steps, standing 
at the entryway of the double doors, a huge creature 
stood, illuminated by the moonlight. It looked like a 
bear, standing on its hind legs, glaring down at me 
with glowing yellow eyes. The thing had four upper 
arms, and a snout with teeth that were over two inches 
long. It roared and leapt towards us and as I rolled to 
one side as it fell upon the dying man, and began to 
tear into him. 

I ran as fast as I could from that house. I do not re-
member anything more until I was discovered wander-
ing along the road, covered in blood and rambling. A 
few days later, under the safety of daylight, I returned 
with authorities to the abandoned house. I found it 
razed to the ground with only a smoking, charred hole 
left to show that anything had been there at all. While 
I could never convince anyone of what I saw, I have 
not forgotten it. I do not drive at night anymore unless 
I can’t help it, and every time I do I fear I’ll see some-
thing standing on the road waiting for me under the 
moonlight, looking with harsh yellow eyes. 
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The Wolves’
Guardian 

by Nikki Yager
We left Angwenth hiding from a troll. Her 
story continues in The Wolves’ Guardian 

Part Two…

With a sigh she looked around to make sure there 
were no other beasts nearby, before heading back 
towards her original destination.

 “Need to be more careful. You’re not on your game.”  
She muttered to herself. “Oh and now you can offi-
cially say you’re crazy, talking to yourself out loud.”

Shaking her head she walked the rest of the way in 
silence. Hours passed without running into any more 
beasts, but Angwenth was starting to get frustrated. 
The peacefulness of the sunrise was gone, and the sun 
was starting to creep closer to the time when normal 
people started to wake up. She had accomplished 
nothing and was furious with herself for going too 
slow. As she grumbled and muttered a curse she heard 
voices in the distance. 

She slipped behind a tree, peering out to find where 
the sound was coming from. There were two distinct 
voices coming from north, north east. Angwenth 
shifted to keep herself hidden as the voices got louder, 
coming closer to where she hid.

“Why the hell do we always have to go check the 
damn stuff? It’s his job.” Muttered the first his voice 
nasally with a whining higher pitch, maybe a kid, defi-
nitely no older than puberty. 

“Oh shut up. It’s too early to listen to you whine about 

this.” A deep, low-pitched voice grumbled. “Just do 
your damn job, and ya won’t piss off the boss.”

The kid snorted nasally, though it seemed more out of 
nerves than laughter. “What’s he gonna do? Fire us. 
Hell, I can find another job any time I want. And it’d 
be a lot safer, too. There are tons of ways to die out 
here.” His voice was hushed and shaking slightly: a 
coward. Angwenth already didn’t like him. At least be 
a man if you’re going to do something illegal like this.

The other man seemed to agree as he snarled. “Shut 
your damn mouth, kid. Get us both in trouble, and 
some of us have mouths to feed at home. Ya damn 
well know you’re not going to find something that 
pays as well as this gig elsewhere.”

They kept heading West, Angwenth moved to remain 
hidden behind the tree. As the voices started to carry 
farther she risked a peek. The two men faced away 
from her, walking in the same direction, bickering 
back and forth. On the right was the younger kid, who 
looked like he was barely old enough to hold a job. He 
was a head taller than the other man, but his face was 
smooth and his head was full of black curly hair. 

Beside him was the shorter older man with a gut 
that said he never missed a meal.  His hairless head 
gleamed in the sun, as he muttered something to the 
boy and shoved him slightly to make him stop talking. 
Angwenth wondered if they realized how loud they 
were being. Creatures out here would be eating it up if 
they caught wind. Too many creatures out here would 
take them as easy prey and a quick, rather filling, 
meal.

Angwenth followed them as quietly as she could. She 
stepped around fallen twigs and leaves, staying just 
close enough to hear the conversation. The men were 
about twenty feet ahead of her, and she easily followed 
without them noticing since they were being so loud. 
They continued to walk for about ten more minutes 
until the older man motioned to the boy to be quiet 
and looked up.

Angwenth held her breath and hid behind the tree, be-
fore he glanced back towards where she stood. Damn 
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it! I was being quiet! How did he hear me with all 
their loud talking? After a few moments she heard the 
man talk again. “That trap is around here somewhere. 
Do you hear that whimpering?” 

Straining she tried to listen for the whining, but heard 
nothing from this far away. The boy gave out a loud 
cheer. “Haha! We caught one! Let’s see if it has any 
friends with it for the games.”

The other man let out a chuckle but muffled it with a 
hushing noise. “Keep it down. Don’t want no damn 
company.”

Her chest tightened in anger as she heard that, won-
dering if they meant the dog fighting games. As they 
started to walk again she let out a breath and forced 
herself to slow down instead of racing in to tear them 
apart. Peeking around the tree she saw that they were 
gone, the edges of a bush fell into place where she as-
sumed they disappeared. Angwenth pushed away from 
the tree and inched her way to the bush.

Through the spaces between the leaves and branches 
the two men were standing with their backs to her, 
looking down at the ground. Now that she was closer 
she could hear the whimpering of a wounded animal 
mixed in between growls of protection.

“Looks like we got ourselves a new contender for the 
games.” The older man said. 

He reached down to pick something up but a loud 
snarl and growl were heard. A wolf. The man jumped 
back, pulling his hands away from the animal. “Damn 
bitch.” The older man muttered.

“What do we do, Jack?” Mumbled the younger man as 
he moved nervously back and forth on his heels.

“Kill it. We don’t need the bitch, just her pup.” 

Pup? Angwenth opened her eyes wide and realized 
what they were doing. They’re trapping the mothers, 
killing them, and stealing their pups? For dog fights? 
No! Angwenth’s heart began to race and when she saw 
a gun in the young boys hands it was too much.

“No!” She screamed and ran through the bush.

Both men turned in surprise, the boy pointing the 
gun straight at her neck, ready to shoot. Angwenth 
grabbed his arm, and with her shoulder slamming into 
his chest, tackled him to the ground. The gun slid a 
few feet away. She pushed herself up to pin him to the 
ground, but he wriggled around too much for her to 
get a good grip. “Stop moving!” She growled.

She threw a first toward his face and he dodged it.  Her 
knuckles slammed hard into the forest floor. Growling, 
her face hot, she  grabbed at his hair to keep him still. 

The older man, Jack, stood off to the side as if para-
lyzed with confusion. He frowned and stepped in to 
help his young partner, muttering. “Damn crazies.” 

Angwenth felt a hand on her hair, yanking her back 
from the boy’s face, one punch slamming into his 
jaw before she was pulled too far back to hit again. 
The kid groaned as he pushed himself up. Angwenth 
reached up to grab the man’s hands who held her hair, 
but his grip was too far away. Damn long hair! I knew 
I needed to cut this off.

“Ray, kill the dog. I’ll deal with this one.” 

Ray nodded and rubbed his rapidly bruising face as 
he glanced around for the gun. Jack watched him, and 
when Angwenth noticed his attention was elsewhere, 
she yanked her head forward.  He toppled over in 
surprise. Angwenth pushed up and got out of his way, 
as he fell to the floor. She ran towards Ray, his atten-
tion on the dog as she grabbed his arm and slammed 
it over her knee. A loud snap echoed against the trees, 
followed by Ray’s high pitched scream of agony. Defi-
nitely hadn’t hit puberty yet.

He fell to the ground, grabbing his arm with his un-
broken hand, tears running down his face. Angwenth 
turned back to face Jack. The handful of hair dropped 
from his hand, letting it fly away in the wind. “Now 
you’re starting to piss me off.” 

“Good, because I’m way beyond that point.” She 
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responded.

Jack ran towards her, scowling, his fist flying toward 
her face. Angwenth dodged, her hand grabbing the 
back of his shirt and pulling him off balance. As he 
spun around, he lost footing and landed on his back. 
Angwenth towered over him, her foot pressed to his 
throat to keep him from standing. Wiggling under the 
pressure, his face showed that he was losing his air. 
He grabbed at her foot desperately.

When his face started to turn blue Angwenth couldn’t 
help but smile. “Now you know how those dogs feel,” 
she hissed. “Tortured, in pain, no control.” The man’s 
grip weakened and his hands dropped to the ground. 
A soft whimper broke her focus, bringing her back 
to reality. Angwenth looked to see a beautiful black 
mother wolf, white sprinkled along her nose and 
around her eyes.  She stepped away from the dead 
man, and over to the animal. 

Her front right paw was stuck inside a metal bear trap, 
the sharp edges slammed into the leg, making it use-
less, the paw hung limp. Behind her was a solid black 
pup, licking his mother’s other leg in fear and protest. 
As Angwenth took a step towards her, the mother 
wolf let out a growl. Angwenth paused, crouching 
down and waiting for a moment. The wolf sniffed the 
air and, as Angwenth grew closer, tensed. When her 
growling didn’t continue, Angwenth took it as a sign 
she could continue. 

It took a moment for Angwenth to get her fingers in 
the trap and pry it open. It released with a snap, and 
the wolf grabbed her pup by the neck, limping off 
towards the forest. Angwenth smiled as the animal 
glanced back at her. She closed her eyes, feeling her 
blood cool, her pulse settle. She let the anger fade 
from her system. 

When she opened her eyes she saw it happen in a split 
second. The mother wolf, mid-stride, dropped to the 
ground.  An ear shattering shot blasted past the side of 
her head. She could feel the wind of the bullet rustle 
her hair. Jumping up and spinning on her heel, she 
faced Ray, his unbroken arm shaking, still aiming the 
gun at the wolf.  He pointed the barrel towards An-

gwenth. “You killed him,” he said.  

Angwenth glanced down at the bigger man and nar-
rowed her eyes. She looked back up at Ray. 

“How many animals have you killed for your games?” 
Her voice was a harsh, edgy whisper. It tore through 
the air like the bullet. She clenched her fist to keep 
herself from snapping at him, worried her sudden 
movement would make him pull the trigger.

The young boy shook his head in disbelief. “They’re 
just dumb animals. Should have been smarter not to 
get caught in the traps.”

Angwenth growled and took a step closer to him.

His arm raised a bit higher, the gun pointing towards 
Angwenth’s head. “Don’t come any closer, I will shoot 
you.”

“You’re going to shoot me anyway.” She said between 
gritted teeth, forcing herself to stand still. “Might as 
well take you with me.”

Angwenth saw the bush move behind him, but flicked 
her eyes back to Ray. From the corner of her eye she 
saw the black pup that wolf was carrying sneaking be-
hind the boy. She readied herself, as the pup opened its 
mouth and chomped down on the boy’s side. Startled, 
the boy lowered the gun and went to smack away the 
pup. With the gun no longer pointing at her, she ran 
towards him, and yanked the gun away from his hand. 
She tossed it away, and grabbed him by the head as 
she dragged him to the ground. 

She  quickly straddled him and pulled his head up 
before slamming it into the ground. “Where is your 
camp?”

Ray looked up at her, and spit in her face in response. 
Angwenth slammed his head into the ground again 
wiping her cheek off on her shoulder in disgust. 
“Where?” she growled.

He didn’t respond. Angwenth slammed his head into 
the ground a few more times. “Tell me!”
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He laughed in defiance while blood pooled into his 
mouth. In a final move of anger she punched him in 
the face, feeling his nose crunch beneath her fist. Ray 
lay limp beneath her, and she stood up after a moment, 
kicking him in the side, and picked up the wolf pup 
beside him.

“Thank you,” she said softly to the wolf pup. The pup 
licked her hand gently. 

Angwenth sighed and walked over to the mother 
wolf. She dropped into the dirt by the mother’s head. 

The wolf raised her nose and looked up at Angwenth, 
whimpering softly. She placed the pup before the 
mom, “He’s okay,” she said softly, her voice a bare 
whisper against the air. “He saved me.” 

The mother wolf licked her pup, before putting her 
nose against his rear and pushing him slightly towards 
Angwenth. With a nod Angwenth picked up the pup 
and gave a soft weak smile. “I’ll keep him safe.”

She wasn’t sure the wolf understood her, but a look of 
relief seemed to cross over its eyes. The mother wolf 
rested her head on Angwenth’s knee. Angwenth ran 
her fingers through her thick coat. The wolf closed her 
eyes. Angwenth felt her breathing slow and grow jag-
ged. She stayed there with her until the end. The sun 
was high in the sky when the black wolf let out her 
last breath. Angwenth sighed. “Rest now. I’ll protect 

the little one.”

The wolf pup was sleeping in her lap, and Angwenth 
knew that now was not the time to keep hunting for 
the fights. She would need help locating their games, 
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and wanted to keep the pup safe as she had promised. 
Sighing, she knew she was going to need to ask Grey 
for help. Gently, she placed the mother’s head on the 
ground and pushed herself up, scooping up the pup 
into the crook of her arm. 

The sun was setting by time she got home. Thankfully 
the beasts in the forest seemed to have hidden from 
the sound of the crying troll. Smart creatures. The 
pup had woken a few hours prior and was running at 
Angwenth’s heels, seemingly oblivious to the loss of 
its mother as he chased butterflies. 

When they did arrive home Angwenth sighed and sat 
on the bed. With a small whine, the pup scratched at 
her feet to get help up onto the furniture. She smiled 
and lifted it onto the sheets. “I need a name for you, 
pup. I’ll think of a good one first.”

He tilted his head at Angwenth and barked playfully. 
Angwenth grinned and ruffled his ears before getting 
up. “I should go find Grey. I’ll be back little guy.”

The pup whined and barked at the edge of the bed, 
being too high to jump off. Angwenth smiled with a 
shake of her head and headed outside. It didn’t take 
her long to find Grey. He was at the his usual hangout, 
the Old Mills’ Tavern. 

The tavern was built in a sturdy grey stone on the 
outside, but the inside had lovely wooden arches deco-
rating the ceilings and the walls. There were beautiful 
hand carved tables  with matching chairs arranged 
around the room. Someone had spent a lot of love and 
time on this tavern, and it showed in the friendships 
that were built inside these walls. 

No one was quite sure if Old Mills was the man 
behind the counter, or his great grandfather. Either 
they all looked alike or everyone who ever entered the 
tavern promptly forgot if Mills the bartender, had a 
family. He was a plump older man, with greying short 
curly hair. Mills’s smile always seemed genuine and 
his interest was always held when anyone told him a 
story. He was the first to laugh at a joke, and the first 
to offer an ale in times of celebration or sorrow.

Angwenth hadn’t come very often, choosing the life 
of solitude over that of buddies with ale. She had met 
Mills enough times throughout her life that he gave 
her a friendly wave and shouted out to her. “An-
gwenth! What brings ya to my little paradise?”

Angwenth greeted him with a warm smile. “Hail 
Mills! I’m here to see Grey.”

She scanned the room and saw him in the back corner, 
flirting with a lady that looked too young to be in the 
tavern, she couldn’t help but roll her eyes. Mills let out 
a small chuckle and nodded. “Well, you know where 
to find him. Don’t be a stranger, haven’t seen you 
since you were a young’n. Do you remember?”

Letting out a warm laugh of her own, she nodded re-
spectfully. “I remember being too young to be in here, 
sitting on my pa’s lap, listening to stories I was too 
young to understand.” 

Mills ran his fingers through his curly hair and 
smirked. “I kept it clean, no worries.”
 
“It wasn’t you I was worried about.” She glanced over 
at Grey again, who seemed to be making friends with 
the young woman’s lips. “Speaking of clean. Excuse 
me.”

Angwenth walked over to the couple, pulling up a 
chair and making herself comfortable. She stared 
pointedly at Grey and the young woman. When they 
were getting into the kissing, Angwenth smirked and 
cleared her throat. Grey jumped and spun around, 
blocking his face from the expected punch. “She said 
she was single!”

Roaring in laughter, Angwenth shook her head as she 
watched Grey’s face turn red. The woman stood up 
in anger and smacked him across the cheek before 
storming off. Angwenth was having problems catching 
her breath. 

Grey muttered something under his breath and 
slumped down in his own chair. “Are you done?”

It felt good to laugh after the day she’d had. Wiping 



96

away tears that were streaming down her face, An-
gwenth grinned. “That was priceless.”

In a mocking tone, Grey muttered, “That was price-
less.” He rolled his eyes. “Hello to you, too.”

“Oh, lighten up. Consider it payback for the cheering 
crowd at the market.” 

That made him smile and he shrugged. “Okay, okay. I 
guess we’re even.” He leaned forward. “I take it you 
have news?”

Angwenth nodded before telling him about the day. 
She made sure to explain that there were two men, 
glossing over the fact that she brutally killed them, 
and then brought up the pup. 

Grey interrupted, excited. “You got a pup? Where is 
the little guy?” His eyes searched behind Angwenth, 
as if she was hiding the pup somewhere.

She rolled her eyes. “He’s at home. I left him there 
while I came to find you.”

Frowning Grey shook his head. “Well then what are 
we doing here? Let’s go meet the little guy.”

His chair pushed back and scraped against the floor. 
Before Angwenth could get up from her own chair, 
Grey wrapped his arm around her arm and pulled her 
out of her seat. Her own chair toppled over to the floor 
and she attempted to pick it up, but Grey was already 
pulling her towards the door before she could right the 
furniture. 

“Sorry, Mills!” she called out as the door closed to the 
tavern.

It wasn’t long before they reached her house and Grey 
was playing with the puppy on the floor. It chased 
his hands back and forth as Grey moved them across 
the wood. There were a few times that that the wolf 
nipped at his fingers and Grey yelped in pain, though 
it was quickly followed by a laugh. 

Angwenth started pacing around the room as she told 

him about what happened throughout the day. The pup 
had stopped chasing Grey’s hand and started chasing 
Angwenth’s feet as she walked around the room. She 
had almost stepped on him a few times, not realizing 
he was there. “You just like to be under my feet, don’t 
you?”

Grey chuckled. “It’s like he’s your shadow.” A large 
grin appeared on his face as his eyes lit up. “That’s it! 
That’s the name you should use.”

“Shadow?” Angwenth reached down and picked up 
the pup. “Are you a Shadow, boy?”

The pup barked and licked Angwenth’s nose. She 
grinned. “I guess that’s your new name. Welcome to 
the family, then, Shadow.”

She let him back down and went back to talking to 
Grey. “The guy wouldn’t tell me anything. He was so 
stubborn!”

“Reminds me of someone.” Grey said under his 
breath. “Couldn’t you find him and get him to tell you 
the information in different methods?”

Angwenth blushed. “He’s, well, he’s not around to tell 
anyone much of anything anymore.” 

Grey shook his head. “Surprise, surprise. You lost your 
temper.”

Angwenth shot him a look. “It doesn’t matter. I’m 
thinking the camp wasn’t far from there, though, if 
they were setting up traps. They looked too scared to 
go too far in and they only had the one gun as a weap-
on.” 

With a nod, Grey added. “They didn’t seem that 
skilled with it either, if they couldn’t kill you.”

“Exact-- Hey!” Angwenth turned in protest.

Chuckling he waved her off. “I kid, darling.”
 
She shook her head. “I need to get farther north. I’ll 
try looking out there tomorrow, but I may need your 
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help.”

That perked an eyebrow. “My help?”

“Yes. I almost got myself killed twice today. I need 
your help to keep me on the lookout. We’ll stay close 
to the edge, and just look for the location.” Angwenth 
added.

With a sly grin, Grey added. “Plus, if we’re together, 
it will seem like we aren’t spying, we are just out for 
a friendly stroll. Two really good friends looking for a 
quiet place to keep each other company.” He winked.

Angwenth’s face blushed before she turned away. 
“That wouldn’t work.” 

“Only one way to find out! If it comes up, that will be 
our cover story. I’ll get a date with you even if it’s a 

cover story and fake.” 

With a groan she faced him again. “Oh, drop that 
whole date thing. I just need your help to find the lo-
cation, then I can come back tomorrow night and take 
care of things, so that the fighting can end.”

“Whatever you say, darling.” His smirk showed his 
true intent. 

Angwenth kicked him out a little later. She had been 
up for almost two full days, due to this mess with the 
dog fights. Originally she had wanted to go straight 
out to find the hunting grounds, but a curled-up Shad-
ow on her lap caused her to realize how tired she was 
and changed her mind. Shifting her position, An-
gwenth climbed into bed, Shadow curling up behind 
her legs as she slept soundly.

Available on Amazon
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Trouble at the Docks
Chapter Thirteen

By Jim King
The story of the dead body had gone round the camp 
within minutes, the guard outside the general’s tent 
knew about it before the three officers arrived to re-
port.

A few minutes later General Summerby stuck his head 
out of the tent flap and shouted for a nearby soldier to 
go fetch Captain Greyling and the other Lieutenants.

It took several minutes to locate them all and for them 
to arrive at the tent for the meeting. 

“Gentlemen, for those who have not yet heard the gos-
sip, Captain Charterhouse found a dead body outside 
our picket lines this morning. Captain, if you will.”

The captain’s briefing took only a few minutes, the 
speculation that followed took longer until General 
Summerby harrumphed and got the meeting back on 
topic. Plans were drawn up, squad level patrols around 
the camp while the Lancers scouted all around the 
rebel town and could detail the ways in and out. Lieu-
tenant Engler of the artillery along with Lieutenant 
Houseman was to take a squad and set up on the hill 
beside the road to observe the town and fort, specifi-
cally to locate the breach loader. 

Details were being finalised when, “Oi you, clear off. 
You shouldn’t be here.” The shout came from just out-
side the tent and interrupted the speculation.

“I must speak to the general!” The voice had a strong 
accent, Egyptian or Arab.

“Clear off.”

The general looked up then nodded to the lieutenant 
closest to the tent door, Fowler. “See what that is 
about.” Fowler ducked under the tent flap and stepped 
out into the bright sunlight. His voice reached the oth-
er officers inside.

“What’s all this about?”

“I must speak to the general. Last night, the book was 
opened. We must stop him before he grows in power. 
He will call more to walk!” The voice sounded close 
to the tent and both angry and afraid.

“Be off with you before I have you shot.”

“I must speak to the general.”

“Guard prepare to fire!”
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Silence for a few seconds, the last words came from 
further away. “He has opened the book! We must stop 
him before it is too late!”

Fowler came back into the tent. “One of the Arabs Sir, 
he’s gone now. Looked like one of the drivers. I think 
he was the one with the lamp last night.”

The general grunted and turned back to the map. 
Pointing to several spots.

“Greyling, sweep along here and here, the rest as you 
wish but I want every way in and out found. This is 
now a siege and I don’t want any damn rebels slipping 
past us.”

Then he looked up and his gaze met that of Lieutenant 
Digby.

“Now, what’s the situation with the Levy, are we going 
to get any use out of them today or are they still refus-
ing to leave the camp?”

“It’s odd sir, as soon as the sun came up they were 
happy again, I have them digging more trenches facing 
the road. Not one of them complaining about curses 
today. Certainly not like last night anyway. I’ll keep an 
eye on them but they seem back to normal. Of course 
what happens tonight I cannot say.”

Summerby grunted and looked at each officer in turn. 
“Any questions?”

The officers all shook their heads no and the general 
sent them on their way.

#

Thirty minutes later Lieutenant Engler, 10th Battalion, 
Royal Artillery had found himself a nice shady spot 
with a good view across to the town and fort. He had 
brought a blanket with him and was busy making a 
comfortable observation post when a clatter and voic-
es coming up the hill alerted him to the arrival of the 
Royal Navy.

“Watch what ya doing ya useless seaman, that’ll come 
out o’ ya pay if ya drop it.”

Four men came into sight around the outcropping 
Engler was using as shelter from the harsh sun. Lieu-
tenant Houseman in front followed by two naval 
ratings struggling to carry something large and bulky 
wrapped in canvas. The source of the shouting was 
bringing up the rear, the Boatswain’s Mate from the 
naval ground party that supported Greyhound.

Engler watched, at first in curiosity, and then in dis-
belief as the men put down the bundled item, opened 
out the bottom to form a tripod and then removed the 
cover completely to reveal a four foot ship’s telescope.

“Good grief, where did you find that?”

Houseman stepped up to the telescope and turned it 
to face the town. “Ship’s telescope, issued pursuant 
to naval regulations. Every ship in Her Majesty’s 
navy has at least one ship’s telescope. Greyhound is 
a Frigate in royal naval service and therefore has one 
issued.” Houseman glanced across at the Artilleryman 
and grinned. “Even if we are a ‘Land’ Frigate. Rules, 
don’t ya know.”

Both men chuckled then found comfortable spots to 
settle down while using the telescope and Engler’s 
binoculars to observe the rebel held town.

It turned out Engler was a dab hand as an artist and he 
took a turn at the telescope then proceeded to while 
away the morning sketching the town and fort. Lines 
of approach, probable fire arcs, everything he would 
need to reduce the place to rubble if need be.

#

Captain Greyling had two patrols of lancers out; he 
was leading seven men to the southeast while his 
sergeant led the other seven men to the northeast. 
Each patrol was to circle the town and fort, hopefully 
outside of cannon range and get an idea of the lay of 
the land.

Both patrols rode at a trot to keep the ever present 
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dust down to a tolerable level, at the canter, or faster, 
the men would be choked by the sand and dust, not to 
mention producing a cloud that would alert the rebels 
to the patrol’s location.

The dark blue jackets of the lancers became grey as 
they were quickly covered with dust, their white pith 
helmets had been stained with something to darken 
them to the colour of weak tea and they quickly be-
came as dull as the jackets. The horses likewise quick-
ly became covered in dust and the lancers seemed to 
vanish against the desert background.

The northern patrol spent several hours trying to circle 
the town through the hills and broken ground. They 
quickly found themselves reduced to a slow walk and 
spent most of their time back tracking when one trail 
or another came to a dead end. By the time they had 
reached the far side of the hills and reached the valley 
behind the town it was mid afternoon. They had found 
and made note of two trails that seemed to lead to the 
town and fort, both suitable for men afoot. No route 
for horse or cart could be found to the north.

Captain Greyling and the southern patrol made better 
time. They were riding along the road then out into 
the valleys and open ground several miles south of 
the rebels. The ground was broken by many wadis 
and hillocks, men or horses could cross it with care 
but no cart could possibly come that way. By mid-day 
they had reached the far side of the rebel valley and 
the hills behind the town stood in front of them, they 
paused here to water the horses and several men were 
posted on higher ground as guards while they rested.

“Captain, captain. sommat up this way sir, sommat 
died by the look o’ them birds.”

 Captain Greyling climbed up to where the guard stood 
and shading his eyes with one hand looked to the 
north. Vultures, a dozen or so. Some flying just above 
the ground in a circle. Others seemed to be landing 
and taking off. Whatever was of such interest to them 
was hidden from sight by the broken ground.

The captain returned to the rest of his patrol and once 
they had finished resting the horses he called the 

guards in and mounted, then he turned north, weaving 
between the outcrops of rock and the banks of dirt that 
made up the ground there.

After a few minutes of travel they found themselves 
alongside a steep wall of rock and dirt, several of the 
vultures could be seen circling something on the other 
side of this wall.

The captain quickly ordered the lancers to dismount. 
He told two to remain with the horses while he led 
the others up the steep slope. Each man left his lance 
behind, instead they carried swords and either carbines 
or pistols. Greyling’s insistence on training and equip-
ping his men to operate as anything but traditional 
lancers proved its worth yet again.

The slope was steep and made of loose rocks and 
dirt, the men took several minutes to scramble up the 
steepest section but once did they found bushes and 
scrub grasses gently sloping up to the top of the hill. 
The lancers were able to crawl up to the top of the 
hill and look down the other side. What they found 
was a clearing perhaps seventy feet across set within 
the hills, almost completely flat and with a wide path 
allowing exit to the north.

The ground in the middle was where the vultures were 
concentrated though there didn’t seem to be anything 
there. Greyling ordered the three men armed with 
carbines to remain on the hill top on watch and then 
led his remaining two men to scramble down the steep 
slope on the other side of the hill.

All three made it down to the dust and sand that made 
up the floor of this flat and open bowl, each drew and 
readied a pistol, and then with the captain in the lead 
they carefully walked across to the open area toward 
whatever was attracting the vultures.

The birds squawked and screeched and launched 
themselves into the air where they circled low over-
head, calling nosily. With them out of the way the 
three men could clearly see the middle of the bowl, it 
was empty, other than some dark patches on the sandy 
soil.
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It took no more than a few minutes to search the area. 
Nine odd marks on the ground, a single set of cart 
wheels coming into the open area then turning and 
leaving again. Many foot prints in the sand. Closer ex-
amination showed the marks to be stains, each several 
feet across, something liquid had been spilled here and 
had soaked into the ground. Not water, the sun would 
have destroyed all such traces hours ago. No this was 
something thicker and darker.

Captain Greyling knelt down and took a closer look, 
then the smell hit him. This was blood, mostly soaked 
away into the sand and dried by the sun but spilt blood 
none the less.

Nine people had been killed here.

The path to the north was easily wide enough for a 
cart or wagon and showed signs of having been made, 
several times dirt banks had been hacked through to 
keep the way open. It led to the edge of the hills and 
came out no more than a few hundred yards from the 
closest wall of the town, the cart tracks led from the 
path straight towards the town.

Keeping low to avoid being seen the captain and his 
two men made their way back to the open area and 
then climbed the hill to join the guards there, the entire 
group then returned to the hills and back to the patrol.

The two groups met up in the valley behind the rebel 
town and both turned to make their way back to the 
camp using the more open southern route.

It seemed that besieging the town would require infan-
try to the north, the lancers to the south and the bulk of 
the force by the road. Any large body of rebels would 
be easily trapped and no carts or wagons could leave 
except by the road. The rebels looked to be nicely 
bottled up in their own town.

#

At the camp the defences were being improved. A pair 
of redoubts were being dug out, one at each corner 
facing the road. Each was home to one six pounder 
and one Baker Simpson Rotary machine gun. Another 

redoubt formed the centre on the side facing the road 
and housed another pair of the Rotary machine guns.

The remaining two Baker Simpsons were placed at the 
back corners of the roughly square base, each set into 
its own redoubt. The redoubts were made by digging 
out sections of trenches and ditches, then piling the 
dirt behind them to form a raised platform. Excess dirt 
and sand was packed into old grain and meal sacks 
that had been bought along for this purpose, a wall of 
such sand bags some four feet high surrounded the 
redoubt on all sides with lower firing positions where 
the sand bags were only three feet tall. Access from 
inside the camp was through a single gap in the sand 
bag wall just wide enough for the wheeled carriages of 
the weapons. 

Lines of trenches surrounded the camp and the spoil 
piled up to form protective banks. Against a rabble 
armed with primitive native weapons it was a solid 
fortress, against modern European weapons it was sad-
ly lacking. Something far too many within the camp 
were aware of.

The levy was mostly employed digging these trench-
es during the day along with many of the drivers and 
other civilian labourers. The British infantry worked 
on the redoubts and maintained pickets and patrols of 
up to a mile around the camp.

It was well past lunch when the steam engine on the 
land frigate came to life, the whistle of full pressure 
echoing across the camp. It had taken most of the 
day to repair the damage, the sand and dust had been 
mixing with the grease and forming an abrasive paste 
that was wearing away at every moving part. The 
naval engineers had a plentiful stock of spares but they 
were running through them a lot faster than had been 
planned. They barely had enough to make the return 
trip. 

A day or two of combat use would deplete the remain-
ing stores and leave Greyhound immobile. Since the 
closest source of such spare parts was five days away 
by cart a message would need to be sent with the daily 
courier. That was something that Lieutenant House-
man would need to request but he was at the observa-
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tion post and not expected to return until sunset. The 
message calling for additional stores and spares would 
now go with tomorrow’s courier meaning it would be 
at least eight days before a cart could arrive.

Three days for the courier on a fast horse and five days 
for the cart to make the return journey. Then there 
would be the delays in the city as the request was pro-
cessed, forms filled in, quartermasters authority sought 
and received.

Greyhound and her crew would be lucky if the re-
quested spares arrived in less than ten days.

An hour before sunset the lancers returned to camp.

The evening officers’ meeting started just before sun-
set. Captain Greyling filled in the map of the region 
marking the possible routes into the town and also the 
strange sight of the deaths in the hills. Lieutenant En-
gler had drawings and maps of the most likely layout 
of the town and fort, a general idea of the streets.

Best of all Lieutenant Houseman had spent the day 
looking through his telescope and had found the 
cannon that had fired on them the day before. As far 
as he could see it was the only modern weapon in the 
fort, another half dozen blocky muzzle loaders were 
mounted on the walls and gate house. The cannon was 
situated at the base of one of the towers to the south of 
the fortress gatehouse, it was the broadest part of the 
fort wall and gave a wide arc of fire across the valley 
and town. Its position would also allow it to fire down 
along the length of the sloping road that led up to the 
gate.

Greyhound would be under fire from the time she 
crossed the road all the way up to the fort gatehouse 
and while her armour was good she would not fare 
well against the continuous fire of a modern fast firing 
cannon. At the sort of range she would be at, within 
the town and on the path up to the fort, solid shot from 
a cannon the size of the one they could see would most 
likely breach her armour.

Return fire would be problematic. The rebel gun was 
mounted behind a low wall, in the shadow of a tower 

that would block all fire from the south and further 
protected by a line of gabions. Wicker baskets no 
doubt filled with sand or dirt, an excellent defence 
against weapon fire.

Still with the camp and its many weapons blocking 
the road and so few routes that the rebels could use for 
resupply they were nicely under siege already. This 
would take longer than expected but given the pres-
ence of at least one modern weapon a forward attack 
would cause unwarranted casualties.

The next morning’s courier would carry the days 
reports along with requests for not just the land frigate 
spares but also enough addition food and water to keep 
the entire force supplied for another two weeks.

Various sergeants were running the camp while the 
officers were in the meeting, night guards were set but 
there was a problem, the levy had outright refused to 
take up posts along the graveyard side. Once the offi-
cers came out, they found themselves facing another 
problem with the levy. In the end it had been easiest 
to post British troops along that side, the native troops 
along the other three sides and for second platoon to 
move outward to form double sized pickets and to 
man the trenches on that graveyard side.

With the watch set for the night and the sun now long 
since set the camp settled down to a quiet night.




