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A trubute to 
Umberto Eco

Pete Sutton

On 19th February Umberto Eco, aged 84, 
passed away from cancer. And so, another luminary 
has left the world a slightly sadder, darker place.

Most people will probably have come across 
Eco through The Name of the Rose and probably 
through the excellent film adaptation with Sean 
Connery. I sort of did. I was aware there was a book 

but was pretty satisfied with the film and didn’t seek it 
out. However when I came across a copy of Foucalt’s 
Pendulum and devoured it, I became a fan.

Name of the Rose made its way to my shelves 
shortly after, and since then, I’ve picked up the odd 
Eco book as the mood has taken me. And it has taken 
me irregularly, and seldom, but several other books 
have made their way to my shelves.

Why seldom? Well the great strengths of Eco 
are his vast intelligence and the fact is that he can 
get that across without speaking down, without you 
feeling dumb. Not on par with the author, but not 
dumb. But his books are challenging, not in a ‘what 
does this word mean’ sort of way, but in the rich and 
deeply complex layers of image and meaning he 
weaves so competently. From a genre perspective 
what is most compelling about his books is that the 
reader may lose themselves in whole worlds.

And of course it is no surprise that there is a 
very strong strand of non-fiction. I especially liked 
This Is Not the End of the Book.
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Eco bestrode the world stage; Italy’s culture 
minister, Dario Franceschini, tweeted that Eco was 
“a master who brought Italian culture to the whole 
world.” He was a celebrated intellectual, a respected 
academician, and a world expert on semiotics, having 
written a fundamental text on the subject. In short, he 
was a much loved and well-respected writer. 
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After 
Falling

Ana Marija Meshkova

I sit in a dark and dirty corner, hidden from 
everyone and everything. It seems fitting for my 
state of mind. The half empty wine bottle in my 
hand is going to fall any second now, but I don’t 
care. Eyes closed, I hold the bridge of my nose with 
my other hand. I need to stop thinking. There is an 
overwhelming smell of dust and liquor.

Maybe I can drink enough to blackout before 
someone finds me. No, someone’s coming. Quiet, 
even footsteps, I’ve been hearing them since I was 
little. Not him, not now.

I can tell Timothy is standing in front of me. 
He always dresses lightly, and his clothes are always 
crisp. He’ll clash with the dustiness of the basement, 
as he does with most other rooms. He’s not clean 
shaven, but his beard is neatly trimmed. His blond hair 
is falling over nearly black eyes. His image is seared 
into my mind. 

“There you are.” The exasperation in his voice 
is palpable.

I open my eyes and raise what I hope is a 
snarky eyebrow. “Hello.” Damn, my speech is slurred. 
I bet it exacerbates my miserable demeanour.  I can 
imagine what he’s seeing now—a dusty shape all in 
black, huddled in a corner, reeking of alcohol.

He rolls his eyes. I don’t know if he realises 
yet why I do this, or if he thinks I’ve become a 
drunkard. I don’t know which I want to be true.

He takes the bottle from me, placing it on the 
nearest shelf and grabs my hand, heaving me up. It 
reminds me how strong he is. He offers his shoulder 
for support. I don’t want to go anywhere. I become 
dead weight and collapse to the floor. Maybe if he 

thinks I’m dead drunk he’ll leave me here.

“I know sorcerers have a high tolerance for 
recreational substances. I’m not leaving you here to 
wallow.”

I scoff, still staring at the wall. He grabs my 
waist, picks me up and flings me over his shoulder like 
a sack, to carry me out of the wine cellar.

I hang my head and remain limp. I keep my 
eyes closed. If I struggle, we’ll just alert the whole 
inn. His clothes smell nice. Timothy always does his 
own laundry, more often than most, so he always smell 
fresh. I don’t understand why.

I am tossed onto something soft. So not my 
own cot then. He takes off my shoes, ignoring my 
attempts at kicking him away.

“Hey, hey, hey!” I finally open my eyes and 
speak when he grabs my belt. There’s no point in 
acting drunk anymore.

“You either shower or I wash you.” He puts his 
hands on his hips, determined. I haven’t seen him be 
this direct in a long time. I don’t why. The more direct 
he gets the more serious the situation.

I rise and look for the bathroom. My days 
are awkward enough without my feelings about 
him getting in the way. I realise I’m not in a guest 
room, but in Timothy’s own. It’s filled with books, 
maps, bows and arrows and some other hunting 
accoutrements I don’t know the purpose of. His book 
learning always surprised people, I find that amusing.

I drag myself into the bathroom, drop my 
clothes to the floor and walk into the shower and pull 
the cord. Hot water blasts me, I lower my head into 
the cascade and close my eyes. I don’t deserve to feel 
better. I hope that he’ll stop bothering me after the 
shower. Then I can go back to destroying my brain. 
It’s of no use anyway.

I pull the cord and suppose I should get out. I 
yelp in surprise when I spot Timothy standing close 
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offering a towel. I rarely see him smirk. I grab the 
towel and cover up.

“What the fuck, man?”

“I know how good you are at sneaking out. 
I was there when you climbed down the high tower, 
breaking curfew, remember?”

He hands me some of his clothes. The fabric 
is soft but they swamp me. He ushers me to bed 
and tucks me in. I hear the key turn in the lock. 
“Damnation!” I fall back, head hitting the pillow. The 
sheets smell like… lavender. He must have changed 
them today. I yawn and feel heavy. How long since I 
last slept?

I awake with my face buried in the pillow. 
Someone is next to me. I lift my head. Timothy’s hair 
is wet, and he’s holding a tray of leftover food in his 
lap. He must have finished training and had lunch 
already. How long did I sleep?

“Eat.” He nudges the tray onto my lap once I 
manage to sit up. He shifts to sit opposite me. Under 
his glare, I take a small mouthful and chew.

“I don’t like it when you wallow.”

I shrug. “Wallow is the least destructive thing I 
can do with my guilt.”

“Why do you even feel guilty?”

“Why?” That came out louder than I expected. 
Maybe it’s good to be loud. “My stupidity led to 
deaths. We had to leave with hardly anything to come 
here.”

Timothy shrugged. “It’s not that bad. There’s 
enough room and supplies for everyone. We’re not 
even discriminated against because of where we come 
from. People are nice.”

“They are nice to you. Because you’re you.” 
I mutter. I reach for more food but realise the tray is 
empty.

He observes me, as if picking out the right 
words to say, then takes the empty tray. “They ignore 
you now because you acted like you were being 
tortured when they tried to talk to you.”

“No one should be forced to be nice to people. 
They should leave me alone.”

“They are not forced. They respect you. You 
sacrificed everything to save your people.”

“Not everything.” I hug my knees tight to my 
chest. I catch sight of my now naked arms. I used 
to have some muscle, nothing fancy, but enough to 
handle casting spells mid-battle. Now I see thin skin-
covered sticks. I realise why Timothy is being so 
direct.

“You need to stop. People care you know.” I 
look up. His expression is more ‘I care,’ than ‘people 
care.’ “Look David, if you were the one that cast that 
spell, I’d be the first to blame you.”

“It doesn’t matter if I cast it or not. I should’ve 
stopped him.”

“In that case, I’m as culpable as you. More 
even. I was closer.”

I shake my head. “You couldn’t have done 
anything. I—”

Timothy cuts me off. “I could’ve stopped 
shooting at the enemy and shot him instead.” He isn’t 
smiling anymore. “I mean sure, I’d be dead, but your 
brother would not have collapsed the city.”

“I’m the second in command!” I slump back 
down. “Was, anyway. I should’ve stopped him or died 
trying. It would’ve been better than living with this, 
while everyone hates me.”

“No one hates you, but you.” He shifts until we 
sit side by side. “In fact, most people are worried their 
leader is sick.”

“Me, leader?” I scoff.
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enough on his mind. Something always gets in the 
way, arguments, the war, struggling to survive, and 
now, building our new home. 

David is returning from his fishing trip and 
I rise to greet him. He saunters through the village, 
greeting the people up at this hour. The sun warms his 
face and makes his hair shine.

He considers fishing relaxing, a time he can 
spend alone with his thoughts. I help him clean his 
catch. He finds it funny I dislike fishing, but I’m fine 
cleaning, cooking, and eating fish. We work fast, we 
reek of fish, but we could smell like garbage for all I 
care.

“You want to go to the market? I think we 
need something to go with all this fish.” He says with 
a laugh. A lock of hair sticks to his forehead, and he 
shakes his head to avoid having to touch it with dirty 
hands. I’ve already washed mine, so I don’t hesitate to 
help.

“Sure, let me put these away first.” Why is he 
looking at me like that? I go to put the pot away.

“I have something to show you. I found a 
house that works for our headquarters. It has a room I 
can stay in.”

“Huh.” I try to sound nonchalant.

“And it has enough room for all of your junk 
too.” I almost drop the pot and spin round as he 
doubles over in laughter. 

“What, like I’m going to leave you here alone. 
The innkeeper is five seconds away from trying to 
make you his in-law.” He gives me an evaluating look. 
“You don’t mind?”

“Nope.” I can’t help but grin, and hurry to 
put the fish away. Apparently, I can’t put this off any 
longer. This timing will have to do. “Let’s go.” I 
take a deep breath and join him, my hand finding his 
shoulder.

“Yes, you. You got us out of there, you were 
the one that took their requests to heart, you dealt with 
the diplomats. Not alone, but no good leader does. 
Your brother did far less.”

This took me back to our childhood. We 
would sit behind the castle and I would cry after each 
excruciating lesson. He didn’t know why, but still 
tried to make me feel better. He had a habit of digging 
me out of holes I put myself in. And did his best to 
hide when he fell in one himself.

I  thought that part of my life was over when 
the city fell. He was so disappointed, I didn’t think he 
would be able to even look at me again. And yet, here 
we are. His arm around my shoulders, me leaning on 
him. I feel heavy again.

When I awake, it’s dark. When had I fallen 
asleep? There are arms wrapped around me, Timothy, 
asleep next to me. I feel safe. And, since I can’t get up, 
I convince myself, yawning, I may as well sleep some 
more. There will be time for decisions tomorrow.

***

A year has passed in what seems like a month. 
David has been saying this is the best place for our 
headquarters. But he also keeps asking the innkeeper 
if we are a bother. His inner conflict is amusing.

David hasn’t started practicing his craft yet 
but at least he doesn’t hate himself as much now. 
His recovery started that night. Me swallowing my 
awkwardness was worth it to see him enjoying the sun 
again. Of course it may have been the fact we spent 
the night together, but that could be wishful thinking.

Our community has grown significantly, we 
actually have a village now. My routine turned out to 
be the same as it was in Ashen. But I now have some 
free time. We go for walks. The air is cool here, but 
there is a lot of sun. I’ve even been helping David get 
back in shape. 

I think David doesn’t know why I continue to 
follow him. I’ve been tempted to tell him, but he has 
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Quest for Knowledge 
(Volume 1 of the 
FirstWorld Saga)

Two Wizards
Not only does Manfred have two 

Heroes to worry about, he has the 
Great Sage Dammar wanting to 

take control.  

Two Wizards
Manfred’s chambers in the Wizards’ Keep 

were his private sanctuary. He rarely let anyone 
else in there. As a sop to his vanity, he had taken 
over Adapa’s old quarters when he had returned to 
Elannort at the end of the Dark Ages. Here he kept 
a few important mementoes of his long life. ‘When 
one has lived for almost fifty thousand years, one 
needs to be very selective,’ he always told his friends 
and colleagues. Friends, though, were uncommon, 
especially these days. He rarely got close to people. 
He had learned quickly that beings with such short 
life spans quickly grew old and died. He had had 
relationships with women, but they had been rare and 
all the more special for that. Jhamed, with a longevity 
even greater than his own, was like the son he had 
never had. Although he had known Simon but for an 
instant, he had already begun to feel like a grandfather 
to him.

The furnishings in the main room were 
comfortable without being ostentatious. It had a wheat 
coloured deep pile carpet and pale yellow walls that 
gave the room a warm feeling of summer sunshine. A 
rather weather-beaten old brown sofa and two equally 
moth-eaten old armchairs took centre stage around a 
cracked wooden coffee table. The table was piled high 
with books and parchments, with just enough room 
for Manfred to place a plate and a cup when he needed 
refreshment. A couple of hand-crafted oak sideboards 

displayed his treasures. The walls carried paintings 
by some of the greatest artists FirstWorld and other 
dimensions had ever known.

Manfred lounged on the sofa. The stranger 
walked slowly around the room, taking it all in. He 
stopped in front of a painting. “This work seems quite 
familiar to me, yet I have never seen it before.”

“It is La Gioconda. It was da Vinci’s first 
attempt and it didn’t meet his high standards. He 
was going to destroy it, but I managed to get him 
to let me take it. Personally, I find it superior to the 
version that hangs in the Musée du Louvre in many 
dimensions. It’s funny how da Vinci has never existed 
in FirstWorld, at least not yet,” Manfred spoke to the 
stranger’s back.

The stranger moved on to one of the 
sideboards. “The wheels of time turn at different 
speeds in different dimensions. When you are at 
the centre of things, you turn the most slowly. This 
artefact is not from this dimension either, is it?” He 
pointed to a rather simple looking, ceramic cup.

“My dear Dammar, you are not as perceptive 
as I took you for. That is the Holy Grail. It is the cup 
that Jesus Christ drank from at the Last Supper. Joseph 
of Arimathea used it to catch the blood of Christ on 
the cross. Joseph took it to Glastonbury in Britain. It is 
reported to have miraculous powers. The quest to find 
it has occupied the minds of certain humans for many 
centuries. I was involved with one such quest, myself. 
There are many who believe it will help win the battle 
against evil in some dimensions. There are others who 
believe that the Holy Grail is something else entirely, 
the womb of Mary Magdalene who supposedly 
married Jesus and bore his child. I would have thought 
you would know of it.”

The stranger turned around and faced Manfred. 
He was young, blond and beautiful, a veritable Adonis. 
He was naked, except for a white loincloth that 
barely preserved his modesty. His skin was perfectly 
tanned and unblemished, either by mark or by hair, 
except for the blond curls on his head. He appeared 
powerful, without being overly muscular. There was 
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not an ounce of fat on his lean body. He seemed to be 
around twenty years old. His voice, though, was deep, 
confident, and old. “So, you know me, do you?”

“I must say that you look well for someone 
who is approaching fifty thousand and far better than 
I remember you, or your statue in the Avenue of 
Heroes shows. How did you do that, by the way? I’m 
certainly feeling my age, these days. I’d like to learn 
your secrets.” Manfred was only half jesting. Imagine 
having a body like that again. What am I thinking; I 
never had one that good in the first place.

“I’m sure you would.” Dammar smiled, 
displaying perfect white teeth and sparkling blue 
eyes. “I am the epitome of male beauty. All either lust 
after me or envy me, whether they be male or female. 
Yet, I am cursed never to know the joy of physical 
contact with either sex. It is part of my bargain, part 
of my curse, part of my fate. As are you, Manfred 
the Magician. As are you.” He sighed and took a seat 
in one of the armchairs. Manfred couldn’t help but 
admire his handsome body and the rather large bulge 
that Dammar’s loincloth could not disguise. I wonder 
why he doesn’t wear clothes.

“Let me tell you my story, old man. I doubt 
that you’ll wish for my body at the end of it, for I 
have fallen for my own version of King Midas’s 
folly. Unfortunately, my tears will not wash it away. 
Never mind; let me begin at the beginning. I last saw 
you at the Council of the Wise in 11175. Gadiel had 
been defeated, but not killed, and had fled into the 
Northland. Gilgamesh was dead and Fleischaker lost. 
Bedwyr had fallen at the Battle of Elvenhome. Adapa, 
Al’Alim, Bilal, Cadell, and Calum decided that they 
would seek out Gadiel and destroy him before he 
could regroup. I knew it was a futile quest and so I 
headed off on my own business. I should have realised 
then, how important you were in the scheme of things. 
After all, it was your urging that had led to the forging 
of Fleischaker. Unfortunately, I was blind to the future 
at that time and I lost a great opportunity to discuss 
things with you. Anyway, perhaps it was just as well 
and all meant to be, considering where they sent you 
next and what happened there.”

The events of so long ago for Manfred had 
been so recent for Simon. Manfred felt for the boy’s 
situation. If only things could have been different.

“Did you never wonder why there were seven 
Great Sages?”

Manfred had never thought to ask that 
question. There had always been seven Great Sages. “I 
hadn’t given it any thought,” he said.

“Did it never strike you as odd that the Great 
Old Ones, who were trying to achieve balance, would 
create seven Great Sages? After all, half of the wizards 
were supposed to represent Jeohab and half Satania. 
If decisions came to the vote, one side would always 
win.”

“Now that you mention it, it does seem 
odd. You were the seventh Great Sage, the only 
one representing the letter D. I always thought that 
you were Satania’s chosen one. Was I correct?” I 
can barely remember his twin. I wish I could forget 
Mandred as easily.

“It was an illusion. You were meant to think 
that. Before I say any more, let me ask you another 
question. Do you believe in a probabilistic multiverse 
or a deterministic one?”

Manfred considered the question for a moment 
before replying. “It is a question that I have pondered 
long and often over the millennia. I have wondered 
whether my decisions would have any impact or 
whether everything is preordained. I don’t have a 
firm answer, but I have to believe in a probabilistic 
multiverse, otherwise I would have given up long ago. 
Certain things are deterministic, of course. Day always 
follows night, there is zero probability that the sun will 
not rise in the west tomorrow; except on the last day 
of our existence.”

“Quite so. Another question for you. Do you 
think that planet Earth has the only intelligent life in 
the universe?” Dammar asked.

“I imagine all of these questions are linked 
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in some way?” Although, I fail to see it just at the 
moment. Better to humour him, I suppose. “If it is 
a probabilistic universe, I would imagine that the 
probability is high that there are other intelligent 
races out there. The Great Old Ones came from this 
universe, after all.” It seemed strange to Manfred to 
be discussing issues of such complex philosophy with 
a seemingly callow, almost naked youth. He had to 
remind himself that he was actually talking to one of 
the original Great Sages in a different physical form.

The beautiful youth looked at him and sighed. 
“If only it were as simple as you would like to think. 
You have travelled widely in the multiverse. Have 
you ever come across a realm where the Earth has 
been visited by aliens?” Manfred shook his head. “I 
thought not. Neither have I. Many realms have almost 
reached the end of time, as we know it, yet no human 
being has ever met an alien. Doesn’t that tell you 
something?”

“Well, we are living in a nondescript solar 
system, at the edge of a very large galaxy. We are 
rather off the beaten track,” Manfred ventured.

“There are realms where humans have 
developed faster than light travel and have visited 
countless stars and planets. No intelligent life has 
ever been found and very few planets with any life 
at all have been identified. It seems to me that the 
conditions necessary for life to develop are very 
specific and are very unlikely to occur. They might 
only take place a handful of times in the entire galaxy. 
The probability that primitive life would develop into 
intelligent life would also be tiny. I surmise that each 
galaxy might only give rise to a very few intelligent 
species during its entire existence. Yet here on 
FirstWorld we have at least four different species. It 
doesn’t sound very likely, does it?” Manfred assumed 
it was a rhetorical question and let Dammar continue.

“I was fortunate or unfortunate enough, 
amongst all of the wizards to actually meet the Great 
Old Ones.” Dammar paused for effect. Manfred 
controlled himself and managed to show no external 
emotion though inwardly he was impressed, and 
bursting with curiosity.  “They had developed from 

primitive life on a planet on the other side of the 
galaxy. They had managed, against the odds, to 
survive and reach full maturity. In the end, they 
outgrew this universe and went off to explore new 
horizons. Their greatest achievement, in my view, 
was to understand the need for balance in everything. 
Without balance, there is perennial conflict. This 
conflict prevents a species from achieving its 
potential.”

“Many would say that some conflict is 
essential to drive progress.” Manfred interrupted 
Dammar’s flow with his comment.

“Once again, it’s all about achieving balance. 
The Great Old Ones understood that the natural law 
of the universe is for order to decay into chaos. The 
gradual increase of entropy cannot be prevented.”

“The second law of thermodynamics only 
applies to closed systems,” Manfred interrupted again. 
“If the universe is infinite then it would not apply.”

“The Great Old Ones indicated that the 
universe was finite and that time was linear. However, 
they postulated that time travel was possible but 
extremely hazardous. As a civilisation, they had 
taken a moral decision not to attempt to travel in time 
and meddle with past and future probabilities. They 
held a view that the universe was, at one extreme 
deterministic and at the other totally chaotic. If you 
like, the two extremes represented the probabilities 
of zero and one. It is essentially impossible to have 
a fully deterministic universe. There are simply too 
many variables to control. However, absolute Law 
seeks to achieve that objective. It is also certain that 
at some point in the future the entropy in the universe 
will reach a maximum. At that point, the universe 
as we know it will cease to exist. What will happen 
then is uncertain. Perhaps it will simply exist as a 
completely chaotic system. Perhaps it will result in 
another big bang, the slate will be wiped clean, and 
a new universe will be formed. What is important, 
I think, is that entropy only goes in one direction. 
It increases. This increase in entropy defines the 
direction of time. The Great Old Ones left us with a 
finite, but expanding, universe and a unidirectional 
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flow of time.”

“When they were a young race, they had 
believed in various gods in order to explain their 
place in the universe. As they evolved, they realised 
that gods were simply the creations of lesser beings. 
Ultimately, they evolved into beings that most others 
would consider to be gods. They were to us as we are 
to a mound of termites. As advanced as they were, 
they were not omniscient. They had not answered the 
fundamental questions of how and why the universe 
began and why they were a part of it. ‘Why am I 
here?’ seems to be a fundamental question inherent to 
all intelligent life. Perhaps it is the ability to ask that 
question that defines sentience. Perhaps the reason 
the Great Old Ones left our universe was to seek the 
answers to those questions. Anyway, they developed 
the concept of the Balance. They postulated that if a 
society could achieve a healthy balance between order 
and chaos, it would develop and evolve effectively. 
There was a completely deterministic pathway that 
was designated by fate. If one took that path, one had 
no control over one’s destiny. There was an infinite 
number of other possible paths, all defined by different 
probabilities. Only one pathway, a linear timeline, 
existed through those probabilities. In other words, 
there was only one reality. Once a probability had 
been determined, it would exist forever. How am I 
going? Are you keeping up with me?”     

Manfred was beginning to get a headache. “I 
think so. I’m confused though. If they didn’t believe 
in gods, how did they explain the deterministic 
probability, or fate?”

“They didn’t have to. Because it represents 
a probability of zero, it can’t exist.” Now Manfred’s 
head really started pounding. Something exists, but it 
can’t exist. I think my old brain is going senile. “Don’t 
worry about it. It will become clearer. Think about 
it as a predefined pathway each individual has for 
his or her life. If we all followed those pathways, the 
universe would stagnate. Entropy would not increase. 
The laws of physics would be broken. Therefore, 
it cannot happen, much as many people would like 
to believe it could. Absolute Law imposes a set of 
rules on society so that it does not evolve. It seeks 

to impose a set of probabilities on everyone. Such 
societies, whether they are driven by religious or 
political beliefs are doomed to fail because people can 
only tolerate it for a short time. Absolute Chaos, on 
the other hand, is complete anarchy. Everyone behaves 
just how he or she feels like. There are no structures 
or rules. Society implodes and destroys itself. The 
Great Old Ones postulated that such a society would 
be inevitable before maximum entropy were achieved. 
They did not wish to be a part of it.”

“It is a dismal future.” Manfred was depressed 
by Dammar’s description.

“Perhaps, but if entropy can be slowed, it can 
be postponed for a long, long time. And when it finally 
arrives, it can be thought of as a moment of rebirth and 
therefore a positive thing. That’s where the Balance 
comes in. In my opinion, the Balance was the Great 
Old One’s version of God. Perhaps every species, 
however powerful and evolved needs to believe in 
something greater than itself. The Balance represents 
the pathway of best probability. It can be achieved by 
applying appropriate moral, ethical, and legal codes 
to every decision one makes. There is not one set of 
codes that applies globally. Each society must develop 
its own codes. If you create a garden and then do not 
tend it, the weeds will eventually take over. Keeping 
it free of weeds can be hard work. Sometimes it’s too 
hard and we give up. If we take the right precautions, 
like mulching our flowerbeds, we can reduce the effort 
needed to keep it on track. Life is like a flowerbed, 
if we tend it well we will have a beautiful display. 
If we fail to look after it, the flowers will be stunted 
and soon die. Some of us will achieve balance by 
organic means. Others will impose order by the use of 
dangerous herbicides and pesticides that achieve our 
immediate aims but cause greater long-term damage to 
the environment. It’s a tough universe.”

“It certainly is, in my experience,” Manfred 
agreed. “I don’t see where good and evil fit in. I find 
that there’s a general belief that Law is good and 
Chaos is evil.”

“If there were no evil in the universe, it would 
be much easier to achieve balance. Evil usually causes 
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us to move more rapidly towards chaos, but Chaos 
is not intrinsically evil nor is Law intrinsically good. 
Goodness is difficult to define and it means different 
things to different people. Because what society holds 
to be ‘good’ is often imposed by a legal system, we 
see an attachment between goodness and Law. The 
eternal battle between ‘Good’ and ‘Evil’ is often 
confused with the equally eternal battle between 
‘Law’ and ‘Chaos’.”

Dammar picked up a salt pot from the coffee 
table. “Consider salt.” He looked at Manfred. “Is 
it intrinsically good or evil?” He didn’t wait for 
Manfred’s response. “Salt is essential for our diet. 
Without salt we would die. It is inherently good for us. 
If we try to eat it by itself, it is disgusting. When we 
add it to our food, it enhances the flavour. If we eat too 
much, though, it is bad for us. If we are lost at sea and 
drink salt water, we will go delirious and it will kill us. 
It is therefore inherently evil. Of course, in reality, it 
is neither good nor evil, but it must be consumed with 
the appropriate balance. People are the same as salt. 
Each of us has the innate capacity to act in good ways 
and in evil ways. Very few beings are completely 
good or wholly evil. It is not always clear whether 
we are acting well or badly. There is often a conflict. 
We are genetically programmed to act in ways that 
are best for our own survival and to the benefit of 
our offspring. Such acts may be deleterious to the 
wider community. War is a classic example. It always 
appears that ‘good’ triumphs over ‘evil.’ Perhaps it 
is because the winners write the history books and 
always claim the high moral ground. One man’s 
terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter. Rarely is 
there a black and white situation. Unfortunately, we do 
have such a situation. Gadiel is pure evil. His presence 
complicates matters and makes things much worse.”  

Manfred now thought that his head was about 
to explode. However, there was much more he wanted 
to learn. He used his thumbs to massage his forehead 
above each eye. “Where did the Children come into 
it?”

Dammar smiled. “Yes, there is quite a lot 
to take in. The arrival of Jeohab and Satania was 
serendipitous. It gave the Great Old Ones the 

motivation to undertake a vast experiment they had 
long been planning. They sought out a planet with 
abundant life, but no advanced sentient species. They 
found Earth. They used some of their own genetic 
material to create elves and dwarves. The precursors 
of humans were already in existence. Given enough 
time, they would have evolved naturally. The Great 
Old Ones just gave them a bit of a nudge. They were 
the ‘missing link,’ as it were. Elves and dwarves were 
meant to represent the extremes of Law and Chaos 
respectively and try to influence the developing 
humans to follow their way of doing things. The Great 
Old Ones wanted to see whether the pathway to chaos 
was inevitable. They wanted to test their theories. 
Things didn’t go as they’d planned. The Children soon 
got bored and left their charges to their own devices. 
The first and second born contain different DNA to 
the rest of the animal and plant species on Earth. They 
have the Great Old Ones’ DNA in their systems. It 
was the first flaw in their experiment. It was inevitable 
that, left to themselves, both races would reject the 
extremes of their imposed dogma. So, although their 
belief and moral systems are quite different, they have 
moved towards each other a great deal. Very quickly, 
they ceased to represent their original designations. 
Then the Great Old Ones made an evolutionary step-
change and acquired the ability to leave our universe. 
As you know, before they left, they created a group 
of wizards to look after their experiment. Our role 
was to try to preserve the Balance so that Earth would 
flourish and the three races would all survive and 
prosper.”

Dammar paused, looking at Manfred as if to 
see whether he was keeping up.

“I wasn’t aware of the scarcity of life in our 
galaxy. I had always thought that life was abundant. 
I don’t know where I got that belief from,” Manfred 
said.

“It was probably planted by the Great Old 
Ones. They wanted to encourage the races to look 
outwards and seek the secrets of the cosmos. That 
had been their motivation and they believed the key 
to their success. They believed that one has to look 
past the individual, or even the local community or 
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the state to find the greater global good. The Balance 
represents what is best for the entire planet, maybe 
even the universe. We were charged to help the three 
races find that balance, but in particular the human 
race. I think that the Great Old Ones realised that the 
first and second born would have a limited tenure 
on a planet that was alien to their DNA. Their main 
concern was that the primitive humans that they had 
helped along the evolutionary path would get a fair 
chance to achieve what they had done. That was our 
appointed task. It would appear that we have failed.”

Dammar’s last words hung in the air like a 
guillotine about to decapitate. Despite everything, 
Manfred felt there was still some hope. “Things are 
certainly bleak, but I can’t accept that there is no 
hope,” he said.

“That’s why you and I are two of the last three 
wizards alive. We two, alone, share that hope. Weylyn 
is driven by darker motives. Whatever happens, I shall 
be the last of the Sages to pass to stone. That is my 
appointed role, although I have tainted it along the 
way. You see, the Great Old Ones gave me a special 
task. While the other wizards nominally represented 
Jeohab or Satania, I was to be a representative of 
the Balance. My first job was to ensure that the rest 
of the Sages were kept on the right track. Bedwyr 
was a great ally and his loss was a turning point for 
me. Adapa could never be swayed from his own 
opinion. After the fall of Gilgamesh, the wheels fell 
off completely and I decided that I would have to act 
alone to carry out my appointed task. I dared not trust 
anyone else. I regret that I did not seek you out then, 
Manfred.”

“As do I, Dammar. As do I.” It might have 
saved me many years of toil and worry.

“You see, I was party to much secret 
information that the Great Old Ones shared only with 
me. It was clear to me that I needed to apply some 
of that knowledge if I were to serve the Balance and 
save Earth. I do not know whether I did the right 
thing, or whether I am doing the right thing, because 
my judgement became clouded. Only time will tell. 
Except that time itself has been corrupted.”

Manfred was starting to lose the thread. 
What is he talking about? “You are making my head 
hurt. How about we take a break and have some 
refreshments?”

Dammar jumped up and his voice was 
suddenly sharper. “We no longer have the time. You 
must concentrate and you must understand. You 
have to agree with a decision I have taken and you 
have to do it today. Everything rests on this. Do you 
understand?”

Manfred didn’t understand and he rather 
fancied a cup of tea and a piece of fruitcake but he 
didn’t let on. “Very well,” he said. After fifty thousand 
years, it’s suddenly mad panic. Typical!

“The Great Old Ones showed me a number 
of possible pathways. They showed me the pathway 
of total Law, or fate if you prefer. They showed me 
the results of absolute chaos. Most importantly, they 
showed me some of the most probable pathways, and 
the best pathway; the balanced pathway. I was given a 
road map to follow and several routes to avoid. I was 
also told about the equipment at the top of the High 
Tower at Melasurej. I know that you found out about it 
too and that you have used it. Your judgement in that 
matter was sound, although you may still doubt it.”

He knows me too well, Manfred thought.

“The remaining five Great Sages went off on 
a crazy quest that achieved nothing and eventually 
led to their demise. I set off into the Northland to find 
Gadiel. He was the fly in the ointment. His creation 
was the one thing that the Great Old Ones had failed 
to predict. He was going to have a significant impact 
on all of the probabilities. I needed to find him and 
to understand him. I failed to find him. It turns out 
he was hiding in some caves in the Mountains of 
Death, while I was scouring the Northland looking 
for him. I did find the city of Illium, however, and 
I established my base there. It was close enough to 
keep an eye on things, but far enough away that I 
wouldn’t be found. I was driven by a desire to recreate 
Melasurej. I don’t know why. I returned to Wizards’ 
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Keep, secretly, several times and obtained plans and 
copies of important documents. I also visited the elves 
and dwarves and collected as much information about 
the early days as I could. Slowly, I built a replica of 
Melasurej in Illium. I managed to save the city from 
invasion, so they owed me a great favour and they 
willingly provided the materials and the labour. I sat 
in the High Tower and I studied the ancient texts, 
much as I imagine you have done.” Manfred nodded. 
And many a headache they gave me too.

“Eventually I came to a startling realisation. 
The Great Old Ones had planted the Great Evil on 
purpose. They knew it would be released one day. It 
was to be part of the experiment. However, they had 
also provided for a counter balance – the Everlasting 
Hero. He is a product of a special genetic sequence. 
He would have the ability to wield a formidable 
weapon – a sword that would achieve its power by 
consuming the souls of its victims. When it achieved 
a certain level of power, it would be able to defeat the 
Great Evil. The Hero had another power, the ability 
to use the strange portal at the top of the High Tower. 
He was able to travel in time. I was confused about 
these realisations for a long time. Why had the Great 
Old Ones chosen not to tell me about the Great Evil 
or the Everlasting Hero? Why had they provided for 
the possibility of time travel when they abhorred it 
so? I can never know the answers to these questions 
for sure, of course. I think that I have answered 
them though. The Great Old Ones underestimated 
the passion of the dwarves for delving. They didn’t 
expect the Great Evil to be unearthed for many more 
thousands of millennia. I believe it was to be the 
ultimate test, long after my job was done. It was to 
be the final spur to send humanity after the Great Old 
Ones. They planted clues in the information imparted 
to the dwarves and the elves in the early years. These 
clues were deliberately obscure and incomplete, 
but they felt there would be enough information 
conserved to serve humanity when the time came. 
The use of the time portal would be central to the final 
battle. The forging of Fleischaker was predestined. 
The genes for the Everlasting Hero were sprinkled 
through humanity, and they would come together 
at specific times, either by fate or by chance. We 
were indeed fortunate that Gilgamesh came forward 

just when he was needed. Whether that was fate or 
chance, I do not know. However, it was too soon, for 
Fleischaker did not have the power to destroy Gadiel. 
Therefore, we are come to the present situation. We 
must have a Hero to wield the Sword and the Sword 
must have the necessary power. If we do not defeat 
Gadiel this time, there may not be another chance.”

“As well as that may be the case,” Manfred 
replied. “I fail to understand how we can give the 
Sword more power. And, you still haven’t explained 
your apparent death and how you came to be 
resurrected in your current form.” Manfred had 
forgotten his hunger and thirst in hearing Dammar’s 
story and he wanted more.

“I’m just coming to that. I hope you will 
understand about the Sword soon, because it is at 
the heart of our decision. It was the Sundering that 
provided the final clues to bring things together 
in my mind, although it took me many millennia 
to work it all out. The formation of the multiverse 
changed everything. Suddenly, there was a whole 
host of different probabilities that were possible, 
perhaps an infinite number. Anything was possible 
and time was no longer linear. I discovered the 
portals between dimensions and spent many ages 
exploring other dimensions, trying to understand the 
fundamental drivers of the multiverse. Eventually, 
I returned to Illium and generated my final thesis 
there. The multiverse must be preserved at all costs. 
Even if FirstWorld were to fall, there might be 
realms where the Balance could prevail. As Gadiel 
regained strength, he returned to the Northland to 
find followers. Eventually he came to Illium and we 
met. For a time we needed each other and we had an 
alliance. I’m afraid to say that I sold my soul to the 
devil.”

“Don’t tell me there is a portrait of you 
somewhere that ages while you remain forever 
young,” said Manfred with a forced laugh. Dorian 
Gray all over again.

“Unfortunately not. Gadiel required 
information and he obtained much of it from me. 
I didn’t tell him everything, of course. In return, 
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he offered me immortality in a new young body. 
Although I knew what happened to Gilgamesh, I 
allowed myself to believe he would carry out his side 
of the bargain. He needed me, after all, and I knew 
that I was destined to live to see this task through. I 
was fed up being a decrepit, impotent old man.”

I know how you feel. It would be a great 
temptation. Yet he said aloud, “How could you?”

“He changed me physically. But he has an 
evil sense of humour. I must forever take this form. I 
cannot wear any other clothes or the itchiness drives 
me insane. As much as I desire physical contact with 
others, or they with me, I am prevented from sating 
my desires. Should any intimate contact be made, 
we are both repulsed with a shock like we have been 
struck by lightning. I will only be freed from this 
curse when he is destroyed. Do you wonder why I 
want him dead? To be forced to live for eternity with 
such a curse would be the ultimate treachery.”

Manfred had to smile. Oh, the price we pay 
for vanity and lust. Singed genitalia! He tried to keep 
a straight face. “It’s tragic, indeed. How did he secure 
your immortality?”

“He gave me a once-only key to the time 
portal. He sent me forward in time, and I arrived 
here. He said that I had missed the time of my death, 
so that as long as I didn’t go back to a time before 
that I would live forever. I think he wanted me out of 
the way while he planned his attack on Elannort but 
wanted me here when he was strong enough to destroy 
me. He thinks he has outplayed me. However, I have 
one more trump card that he is unaware of. Some 
years before Gadiel arrived in Illium, another stranger 
arrived.”

“Ubadah, King of Tamarlan,” Manfred 
interjected. “Things begin to become clearer to me.”

“That’s right. I was suspicious of how he could 
have survived the journey from Tamarlan. I found the 
secret mark and discovered that he was an incarnation 
of the Everlasting Hero. I knew then that I had a plan 
that I could put into action.”

“So you sent him here. Why here and why 
now?” Manfred was still somewhat confused.

“No, not here, not yet. I knew that the 
Sundering had been caused by a significant event. By 
then, I had gathered a few wizards who were working 
on my behalf. Even in the old days, I had a few on 
my side. Your brother, Mandred, was one of them.” 
Curse the name. I thought he was working against 
me. Perhaps he was. A flicker of concern passed over 
Manfred’s face. “I see that it still rankles with you. I’m 
sorry. I had access to the reports made to the Council 
of the Wise, even though I didn’t attend. It wasn’t too 
difficult to put the pieces together and work out when 
and where the Sundering occurred, or that you were 
there. I knew that the Hero had to be there, so I sent 
Ubadah back.”

The blood drained from Manfred’s face. “You 
did what? I don’t believe it. I sent Simon back there 
too. He is another incarnation of the Hero.”

Dammar laughed. “Oh, Manfred, you are a 
blind old fool. Don’t you see? They both had to be 
there. The old prophecy foretold it. ‘When the two 
who are one return to the son.’ The child who was 
born was theirs, one of them, it doesn’t matter which. 
The child had to be born, carrying the genes of the 
Everlasting Hero so that the future hero would exist 
to come back and be the father. It’s a great time travel 
paradox, isn’t it?”

Manfred was stunned. You stupid old 
dunderhead. How could you not have seen it? It was 
son not sun. How could you have been so blind?

“Don’t tell me you didn’t know? You were 
there. How could you not understand?”

Manfred shook his head, sadly. “I don’t know. 
I was bored and depressed. I only wanted out of there. 
Mandred knew something. I just didn’t believe it.”

“Don’t be too upset. Mandred was in my 
confidence. I sent a message to him with Ubadah. 
It was a risk, but it worked out.” You were lucky he 
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passed to stone.

“But the baby’s birth didn’t cause the 
Sundering. Mandred passed to stone immediately after 
the birth, saying his work was done. Simon came back 
here, in grief over the loss of the mother. I went home 
to my cave. I never saw Ubadah there. The Sundering 
didn’t occur until the next day. At the Sundering, all 
of the wise were flung back to Wizards’ Keep, as 
if by magic. We existed only in FirstWorld and we 
had no copies in other dimensions. As far as I know, 
everything else was duplicated.”

It was Dammar’s turn to be stunned. “That is 
news to me. I had assumed that it was the paradox of 
the child’s parentage that caused the Sundering.”

Manfred let his mind wander back to those 
cold, miserable, boring days with the tribe. “Ubadah 
must have visited nine months earlier. I was away with 
a hunting party and missed him. Mandred spoke about 
it, but I thought he was making it up to tease me. Or 
to explain how the chief’s daughter got pregnant. 
That’s it then, Ubadah must have been the father, even 
though the baby had red hair. That’s odd; I had always 
thought it must have been Simon’s.”

“The Hero’s genes are recessive, like red hair 
and left handedness. When they are there, they don’t 
always show. Now we have two problems. We must 
identify what needs to be done to ensure that the 
Sundering occurs.” Dammar paused and looked a bit 
worried.

“What is the second problem?” Manfred 
asked.

“We must decide which of our two heroes 
must die.”

For further information on the FirstWorld multiverse 
including free downloads please visit 
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day’s hunt.

Because Robert Morgan is the last human left 
on a planet of vampires.

The Last Man on Earth follows the book fairly 
closely. Of the three direct adaptations – the other two 
are The Omega Man (1971) and I Am Legend (2007) – 
The Last Man on Earth is the most faithful. There are 
a few changes in the protagonist’s background. Instead 
of being an average man who happens to be immune 
to the plague, Morgan is a scientist who was working 
on a cure. Also, in the finale to the film, Morgan 
discovers his blood is a cure for vampirism; in the 
novel, there is no cure. 

The Last Man on Earth does include significant 
plot elements from the novel. The most important of 
these is the inclusion of two types of vampires; the 
almost mindless, zombie-like monsters that surround 

The Last Man on Earth is the first film 
adaptation of Richard Matheson’s classic horror novel 
I Am Legend. The American-Italian co-production 
opens promisingly enough. It begins with scenes of a 
deserted city – Rome standing in for Los Angeles – at 
dawn, filmed in washed out black and white. Bodies 
and abandoned cars litter the streets. A sign in front 
of a church proclaims that ‘The end has come.’ Inside 
a boarded-up house, Robert Morgan (Vincent Price) 
wakes up to the ringing of an alarm clock. The story 
follows him through his daily routine. He begins by 
marking off the date on a makeshift calendar scribbled 
on the wall – the year is 1968. He then checks for the 
pungency of garlic strings hanging from the front door. 
Morgan proceeds to top off the fuel in his generator 
and clear up the bodies on his front lawn. After that, 
it’s time for some coffee and checking the shortwave 
radio in his living room for any sign of life. There is 
nothing but static. After a brief moment of anger, he 
starts making stakes on his lathe, stocking up for the 
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a small part of his city. It is never explained why he 
thinks the vampires wouldn’t migrate back into these 
cleared areas. It appears that the entire human race has 
either died or been turned into monsters and, until the 
finale, there is no indication that there may be a cure. 
He is faced with having to stake millions of vampires. 
And, in the end, even if he were somehow successful, 
he would have won a dead, empty world.

Morgan’s house, his island in the sea of 
vampires, at first glance is impressive with its living 
room lathe and radio, huge refrigerators filled with 
years of food and garlic and the garage generator 
allowing for some comforts (home movies and a 
stereo). On closer examination, however, this staple 
of survival fiction (the comfortable and safe home 
hacked out of a dangerous wilderness) is shown to be 
lacking. After three years, Morgan has yet to board 
up his windows with anything more than a few two-
by-fours. While adequate to keep out the vampires 
(another indication of how little they actually threaten 
him), this seems laughable as a defence. Why not 
install shutters or even bars? The vampires have 
little strength, pitifully pounded on his front door 
with whatever debris they can find. Why not put 
up a fence to keep them away from the house and 
provide Morgan with a little peace and quiet, since 
he is obviously bothered by the constant pounding? 
While one could write this off as an issue of the film’s 
budget, everything about the home mise-en-scène 
points to a purposeful goal, a visual theme. The walls 
are hung with askew paintings. There is no division 
between work space and personal space. Morgan 
sleeps fully-clothed on an unmade bed in a cluttered 
room. This is the environment of trauma. It is survival 
stripped of purpose, the mechanics of daily life when 
there is no future.

When he inevitably finds his ‘Friday’ (Ruth 
Collins, played by Franca Bettoia) the film turns 
this genre staple on its head. Instead of becoming 
the faithful companion (and mother of a new human 
race with the help of a potent hero), Ruth is revealed 
to be an intelligent vampire, sent to spy on him. Her 
ultimate mission is to set him up to be killed by her 
brethren. She provides him with no comfort, telling 
him his daily hunts have resulted in the deaths of 

Morgan’s house and the intelligent, almost human, 
vampires. The latter is in the process of forming a new 
society, and views Morgan – who, unaware that there 
is another strain of vampire, has been indiscriminately 
killing both types – as a threat. This is the meaning 
of the title, I Am Legend. Morgan realises that by his 
actions, he has become a boogeyman-like figure in the 
new vampire civilisation, and will live as such in their 
stories forever. It also provides another perspective 
on Morgan’s struggle to survive, in the sense that 
societies look at any outsider as a threat – as a monster 
– even if they engage in the same actions to ensure 
their survival. In the case of the book and film, the 
vampire society is hunting down their feral cousins 
with brutality that equals Morgan’s. 

Although hampered by a low budget and 
poor dialogue, the film does have a number of 
strengths. Vincent Price turns in a strong performance, 
conveying a shell-shocked numbness, as well as 
giving way to moments of rage and despair. He is 
someone suffering from an ongoing traumatic stress 
disorder. 

Morgan’s struggle for survival is presented 
as a monotonous series of daily tasks, not an 
exciting Robinson Crusoe-style adventure. Instead 
of highlighting ingenuity and resolve, the story 
is presented as that of a man going through the 
motions of life. While there are elements of the more 
optimistic strain of survival fiction presents – we see 
how Morgan has transformed his home into fortified 
a workshop, how he has stockpiled food, etc. – the 
film deconstructs these, presenting them as ultimately 
meaningless. Morgan’s daily chores, such as replacing 
garlic, making stakes, his door to door search for the 
undead, the endless nightmare of staking and burnings, 
are necessary for his survival, but pointless because 
there is no one left who isn’t a vampire. His attacks 
on the undead are not rousing actions sequences; 
they are presented as Morgan descending on lone, 
sleeping creatures, who have been shown to be 
weak, uncoordinated and of little threat on their own. 
Compounding the pathetic nature of his adversaries, 
his crusade to destroy the undead is shown to be 
without end, a Sisyphean struggle. In the years since 
the plague, Morgan has only managed to clear out 
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consisting of little more than a microscope and a 
couple of beakers on a lab table. And, due to the lack 
of menace and action, the film does drag at spots, 
which can make its 86 minute runtime seem to go on a 
bit longer.

The Last Man on Earth is a worthwhile 
adaptation of Matheson’s book and a satisfying horror/
sci-fi film. While not without flaws and betraying its 
low budget, the story is engaging. Price, who is on 
screen the entire film and who has to carry much of the 
story on his own, does a good job. He plays Morgan 
in a manner that suggests an emotionally shattered 
survivor, not a square-jawed hero, ready to rebuild 
the world. The harsh black-and-white film stock 
gives the entire movie a documentary feel, but at the 
same time it contains a number of disturbing scenes. 
Thematically, the deconstruction of the Robinson 
Crusoe survival adventure makes for an intellectually 
story. The Last Man on Earth is a rewarding viewing 
experience. 

Recommended.

many of her friends and that he is viewed by the new 
society as a monster worse than the shambling corpses 
outside his door. 

In the world of The Last Man on Earth human 
survival is, at best, a lonely, agonising exercise in dull 
terror and endless, repetitive tasks with no ultimate 
meaning. 

Even with its solid lead and thematic richness, 
the film has its weaknesses. The day-for-night 
sequences are painfully obvious. The flashbacks 
which show life before and during the plague are 
bland; while they serve to explain the background of 
the world, they are dull, hampered by poor dialogue 
and overacting by the cast. Some of the Italian cast’s 
dubbing is poorly done and makes the film seem 
more amateurish than it is. While the slow-moving 
vampires serve the film thematically, they don’t 
make for a very compelling menace. At no point does 
Morgan actually seem to be in danger; at least, until 
the spear and machine gun toting intelligent vampires 
show up. While Morgan’s home is an interesting set, 
his workplace – a virology lab – is sparsely dressed, 
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Part 3
“Keilara…?”

The young elfmaid looked up at the sound of 
Kryssania calling her name, startled from her mad 
packing. After speaking with her sisters, she decided 
to grab what little possessions she had and attempt 
to find a way to leave Ahila. It was insanity, madness 
really, but she could no longer stand to be within the 
city walls. For, while Ahila lived with nature and 
embraced the flow of the earth. It was still walls. And 
she could no longer be caged within walls, even walls 
of trees and ivy leaves.

 
“Mother.” Keilara straightened from her 

hunched position, a handful of soft, tanned leather 
falling into her pack.

 
Curious light eyes took in the sight of the 

minor chaos in Keilara’s room then shifted to the 
beloved face of her daughter. Kryssania felt a painful 
wrench in her heart. A release, of knowledge that only 
a mother could hold. “You’re leaving.”

 
Keilara paled, her eyes widening. “W-what? 

No… no, of course not!”
 
“Do not lie to me, Keilara.” Kryssania was 

calm, steady, as she approached her wild child. 
Somehow, she knew that this day would come. Keilara 
was not meant to stay in one place; her destiny lay 
elsewhere, wherever it could be. That was something 
Alandir had refused to accept. “I can tell.”

 
With a stifled cry, Keilara sat down hard on 

her bed and buried her face in her hands. Gently, 
Kryssania joined her and laid a hand on her daughter’s 
back. Waiting a moment, her mother continued. “I 
have prepared for this day since you disappeared to 
run with the pride. I knew you could not, cannot, must 
not stay in one place. You have learned all you can 
about the Wildsong. You feel it Calling you. You must 
find the why and where, my daughter.”

“But...” Keilara looked up, her eyes bright with 
tears. “Father… he has always denied it.”

 
“That is your father.” Kryssania felt a spark 

of anger in the pit of her stomach. They had argued 
time and time again about this. Except this time, she 
suspected she would have to pull rank on her beloved 
mate. Millennia of marriage, of love and faith, and 
it would be their children that would come between 
them. She never would have thought it would happen. 
“This is you.”

 
Keilara took a steadying breath, swallowed 

hard, and managed to whisper, “But where do I go? 
I know the length and breadth of Ahila. The Call is 
coming from somewhere else.”

 
Kryssania tilted her head slightly, intrigued. 

“Where?”
 
“I don’t know. When I try to ask where it is 

coming from, it’s…” Keilara closed her eyes, reached 
out, and sent a wordless request. The response was 
powerful: East. The elfmaid turned her body to follow 
the angle and pointed. “That way.”

 
Her mother’s brows arched slightly. “It has 

been so long since we have left this island…” She 
sighed quietly. “I suppose it was time. We could not 
ignore the outside world forever. No matter how much 
we wanted to.”

 
“Mother...” Keilara caught her hands, 

overflowing with questions. “Why have we been 
forced to stay? Why could we not leave and explore? 
What is out there? Who is out there? Why is it, if we 
choose to leave, we are never allowed to return?”

 
“Peace, child,” Kryssania said with a laugh. “I 

will answer what I can.” She took a deep breath, and 
began. “Ahila was our sanctuary. There is so much out 
there, my dear daughter. There are trorcs, dwarves, 
humans… So many different other beings. We could 
not tolerate their ways. So the High Priestess prayed 
and was given guidance to here, Ahila. We have built 
our walls and turned away the world. Perhaps it was 
foolish of us, but they are so different. The dwarves 
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mine their mountains and live underground. The trorcs 
destroy forests to build their homes. The humans… 
Oh the humans! They are worse. They will be very 
different to you, my child. They may not trust you.”

 
“Are there others?”
 
“Many others, but I confess I do not know if 

they are still in existence. We left a long time ago...” 
Kryssania shook her head. “A foolish decision, 
perhaps. We are most afraid of what we do not know.”

 
“But I must know this, mother!” Keilara met 

her gaze urgently. “I can feel it! There is something 
out there and it’s Calling me! I cannot ignore it any 
more. Please, help me!”

 
“Do you sense that this may be for the good of 

our people?”
 
Keilara’s mouth opened and then closed 

thoughtfully without a word. She considered it for a 
long breath, then shook her head. “No, I do not think 
it’ll be for the good of our people.”

 
Kryssania’s expression darkened.
 
“Mother...” Keilara gripped her hands intently. 

“I believe it’ll be for the good of the world.”
 
The First of Ahila slanted a look at her. “You 

sound so sure.”
 
“I am.” Keilara brushed back a lock of her 

white-golden hair. “Mother, I can’t explain it. I 
just have this feeling that we must join together or 
something awful will occur. And when it does, we will 
not be able to defend against it.”

 
“You are getting this from the Call?”
 
“It’s….” Keilara searched for the way 

to explain. “It’s a kind of awareness. A feeling. 
Impending doom, but it can be preventable.”

 
“I see...” Kryssania rose to her feet, paced 

the cosy room. “Keilara, you are about to embark 

on something that so very few have ever done.” She 
turned, faced her daughter. “I am frightened for you.”

 
“I know, mother,” Keilara said softly. “But I 

cannot stay here. I cannot be priestess. I must go, I 
must leave, and I must know what is out there. Maybe 
there is a reason why those with the Wildsong have 
been vanishing. This is something I have learned as I 
have run with Shadowfire and lived outside of the city: 
Stagnation will be the death of us. The world is there 
out, and we can no longer reject it.”

 
“So wise for one so young,” Kryssania 

murmured. She took a deep breath, released it slowly. 
“I can help you depart the city. But it must be now.”

 
Keilara bolted upright, shocked. “What? 

How?”
 
“Just trust me,” her mother said quietly. “If I 

tell too much, it may be jeopardized. Pack your things. 
Meet me at the north gate in an hour. Do not dawdle. 
Do not say goodbye to your sisters. Do not speak to 
anyone. Do you understand?”

 
Keilara nodded, speechless. After that, 

Kryssania departed with a purpose. Left to herself, 
Keilara glanced around the room, deciding what to 
take with her. She lived a minimal life, kept so little 
for herself. There was the necklace Danaesy gave 
her that she would take with her; the knife sheath 
that Kythsharra specially made and decorated for her 
when she hit her third centennial. Other than her tools, 
which she would also take, and her scant few pieces of 
clothing, Keilara would need nothing else.

 
*You are troubled, child-mine,* Shadowfire 

murmured within her mind.
 
Another thing she needed to do. Keilara felt 

her heart clench at the idea. Would he come with 
her… or would he remain and break their bond? She 
could not force him to leave his pride, his family. 
Closing her eyes, ignoring the sting of tears, she 
replied. *I need to leave, Shadowfire. I need to leave 
Ahila, answer the Call.*
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*As you should,* Shadowfire agreed. *I will 
come with you. It is best for us.*

 
Relief rippled through her. *Thank you, 

Shadowfire.*
 
With the support of her shadowcat behind her, 

Keilara quickly gathered her things. She made sure 
her weapons were secure, her pack was stuffed with 
all that she needed, and then threw on her cloak. She 
was ready, even if her heart pounded and fear seized 
her. She did not want to leave home, but she could not 
resist the urgency. Ahila was not her home.

 
So she would have to find a new home. One 

that was hers, which was accepting of how she had to 
live. One that would be her place to stay when she felt 
like staying in same place, but still be there when she 
left.

 
Without a backward glance, Keilara slipped 

out of her family’s home and headed to the north 
gate. With dawn approaching, many were retiring for 
the day. It was easy for her to evade the guards and 
any stragglers residing in the pathways. Many were 
accustomed to seeing her preparing for a run with 
Shadowfire and did not think twice about spotting her. 
Keilara was absurdly glad that her habits assisted in 
her escape. For it was escape. If any were to suspect 
her departure, she could face a grave sentence. The 
High Priestess, for all her compassion and gentleness, 
did not tolerate those who chose self-exile.

 
Shaking with anticipation, Keilara nearly 

collided into Kryssania at the gate. Her mother caught 
her, glanced at her quickly and nodded in approval. 
“Good,” Kryssania said. “You are ready. Come with 
me.”

 
Baffled as to what her mother had planned, 

Keilara followed her as she passed through the gate 
and down to a pathway that had been forbidden to all. 
But Kryssania was The First; no one dared to deny 
her anything. The pathway slowly sloped downward, 
going further and narrowing as it went. Before long, 
it turned into a deck, built into the water. Stunned, 
Keilara realized what she was walking on: the pier. 

“Boats?” Keilara whispered in awe. She 
never knew Ahila had ships; they were sleek, built 
for speed. Several Aryvadsi milled about, dressed for 
sea. One stood among them with an air of command, 
ordering them around. Supplies were being loaded; 
sea-enduring food and water were the largest that she 
could see.

 
“They will take you to the nearest continent. 

I wish I could do more for you, my daughter,” 
Kryssania said as they drew near. “But this is all the 
risk I can afford to take.”

 
Keilara swallowed hard. “H-how far is…?”
 
The captain overheard the question and spoke 

up. “Three days. The Druids will lend what power 
they can to speed us there. If we take longer, there 
will be suspicions.” The Aryvadsi female glanced at 
Keilara, weighed what she saw. “You must be Keilara. 
I am Aalani. This is my ship, the Crescent Moon.”

 
Keilara nodded, found herself unable to speak. 

Aalani glanced behind her and her eyes widen. “Is that 
a shadowcat?”

 
Kryssania smiled tightly. “I told you she had 

the Wildsong.”
 
“So you did, First. I apologize for not believing 

you.” Aalani straightened; her attitude toward Keilara 
changed, a subtle reflection of respect. “Your cat 
will have to remain inside. It would be dangerous for 
him—or her—if we were struck by a storm as we head 
east.”

 
Puzzled, Keilara asked, “How so?”
 
Aalani smiled. “I should rephrase that. 

Dangerous for us. If the ship were to tilt, as it might 
in a storm, and your ally loses balance, he—or she—
could strike one of my crew. No one would be able to 
survive such an experience.”

 
Keilara was struck with the mental image of 

Shadowfire flailing and colliding into one of the crew 
members. Knowing how fierce his claws and fangs 
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were, she could understand the concern. He would not 
mean it, but a shadowcat was not meant for ships. She 
nodded to Aalani. “I understand.”

 
“Say your farewells,” Aalani stated as she 

turned to head to the ship. “We leave in ten.”
 
“Mother...” Keilara turned to Kryssania. She 

was suddenly pulled into an embrace, her mother’s 
strong arms almost crushing her. Keilara didn’t mind; 
she returned it desperately. “I’ll miss you,” she choked 
out.

 
Kryssania kissed her cheek, gently withdrew. 

“Be brave, my child. You are loved. Please remember 
this.”

 
Keilara nodded, her throat tight. She gestured 

to Shadowfire, and the pair quickly embarked. When 
the ship finally sailed off into the rising sun, Keilara 
could see her mother watching them depart, never 
leaving until they were too difficult to see upon the 
horizon. It was the first time Keilara left Ahila; it 
would not be the last.
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KIC 8462852
fifteen hundred light years

human warp drive propels ship
odd pulses promise life

Dyson Swarm
hold my place forever

lonely swarm of graphene sails
wireless energy transfer

Dyson Ring
one by one we encircle

statites self-replicating ring
star energy captured

Abandoned Sphere
lack of radiation

dead statites enclose alien star
we claim all salvage rights

 Scifaiku
 poems

 by Wendy Van Camp
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Six Horror Haiku
Denny E Marshall 

 
read menu 

only item listed 
your name 

 
misses her so much 

he had to see her again 
grabs worn out shovel 

 
greedy undertaker 

startled that you came back to life 
fills body with fluids 

 
snapped from the abuse 

stabs her husband with large knife 
wounds expose wires 

 
alien garden 

lettuce, celery, and corn 
four rows of humans 

 
raining arms and legs 
people run from aliens 
floating farm combines
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Six Fantasy Haiku 
Denny E Marshall

 
an evolution 

at the speed of zero and one 
computer life form 

 
oxygen doubled 

flies now the size of large birds 
move to Alaska 

 
fly on the wall 

is observing you closely 
spying nano-bot 

 
post office using 

androids as mail carriers 
still losing money 

 
is worse than cable 

had to wait all daylong for- 
robot repair tech 

 
cell phone towers strung 

spread all the way to the moon 
now can make call home 
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Six Science Fiction Haiku 
Denny E Marshall

 
as meteorite nears 

all can see a close up view 
of planet Saturn 

 
you had no idea 

your dog is an alien 
followed into trap 

 
billion years later 

SOS arrives too late 
their world now extinct 

 
space moth creature flock 
luckily don’t notice earth 

fly towards the sun 
 

out of reach giant 
star size of ten thousands suns 

eighty globes orbit 
 

universe not flat 
surprised million years later 

falling off the edge
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The Huntress
Part Twenty: Victory

by Ana Marija Meshkova
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“Think of the word ‘chartreuse’, but start with 
an m and soften the last letter, more like truce.” Jake 
paced, hands behind his back, focused on Patrick, who 
practised the pronunciation sat at Malik’s desk. Jake 
smiled. “Yes, you got it!” 

“Great, that was the last line.” Patrick jotted 
the pronunciation down. He hadn’t thought he’d 
ever need to know this, but translated spells rarely 
worked, especially when the demonic language was 
so different in rhythm. “We have the spell.” Patrick 
couldn’t believe it, he kept staring at the papers, 
expecting more work to pop out. At one point he had 
thought he just wasn’t smart enough to figure it out. 
“We are actually done with this.”

“You realise that it relies on you channelling a 
tremendous amount of power?” Jake halted.  “Painful 
stuff.” That’s the understatement of the year, he 
thought, Patrick already knew about the pain. 

“Well, we knew that would be the case. We 
are opening a door between dimensions, not a jar of 
pickles.” Patrick laughed and pulled Jake towards 
him. 

Jake looked at Patrick with a stern expression. 
“Be a bit more serious, this is dangerous.”

“Says the man that bled out for me almost a 
year ago.”

Jake sat down in Patrick’s lap. “You’re 
supposed to be smarter than me.”

“Since when?” Patrick wrapped his hands 
around Jake and leant back in the comfy beanbag 
chair at Malik’s desk.

“Since always. You’re the smart guy, I’m the 
smartass.” Jake stifled a laugh, snuggling closer to 
Patrick. “How long till we tell Lucas and Lindsey?”

“Eh, give them a few more minutes. Hell, give 
us a few more minutes.” 

***

Ted stared at Aksel with an open mouth. 
“Seriously, how did you know this would happen? I 
was sure we were going to have to mail the stone to 
them or something.”

Aksel lay on the couch with a cup of tea. Ted 
sat on the chair next to him, hands on knees, the fuzzy 
grey slippers on his feet clashing with his ripped jeans 
and plaid shirt.

“I thought you had learnt not to underestimate 
me.” Aksel’s face was as carefully neutral as ever, but 
the slight shift in voice caused Ted to grin, Aksel was 
being smug.

“I assumed you know Lindsey pretty well, I 
mean you dated the woman for a year, that does give 
you a unique insight. But how’d you know she’d 
figure it out? She doesn’t know a lot about magic.”

“But she is observant. She knows about the 
grey coils that show up when I use my power, and she 
saw you in front of the van.”

“So, I’m a big ‘Aksel’s here’ sign as well as a 
‘Keep out’ sign?” Ted raised both his eyebrows. Aksel 
was always amused by the fact Ted couldn’t raise just 
one of them.

“Well, yes. In this case.” Aksel reached for the 
remote and turned on the DVD player. “Now, eat your 
popcorn without making a mess.” Ted settled in his 
seat with the bowl in his lap, so that Aksel could easily 
reach for it.

***

“Wonderful!” Babura clapped. The Huntress 
stood in the middle of the arena, drenched in blood. 
Her opponent, who’d split in eight, had just vanished. 
The fights were ever harder. She’d have to determine 
how much strength she needed to win, it required 
more every time. Five matches one after another: 
X’tchala, a green reptile called Liex, a demon 
resembling an armadillo, a large invisible flesh eater, 
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and the last, a duplicator. It was curious how varied 
the champions were. The fights were more frequent, 
he didn’t even let her leave the arena anymore.

“And now for your last fight.” The Huntress 
cast an eye over the entrance Babura pointed at. A 
muscular man two heads shorter than her stalked in. 
He held an ornate axe, its surface etched with runes. 
“Meet Eldon, the millennia old one.” Babura grinned. 

Had he truly been here for a millennia? She 
could believe it. He looked like he’d been moulded 
to fight in this arena, like he knew every crack in 
the walls. He had long greasy hair, tied with a piece 
of fabric, and a beard that appeared as if it had been 
cut with a blade. His clothes consisted of a pair of 
dishevelled pants and a shirt with no sleeves. He had 
another piece of fabric tied around his arm.

“The Huntress here has only been here for 
three months,” Babura spoke again, hoping Eldon 
would comment something. Apparently Eldon didn’t 
like to indulge in conversation because Babura wasn’t 
surprised at the silence.

“Well, have at it then,” Babura said, grinning. 
Eldon unsheathed a broadsword and tossed it to the 
Huntress. His move amused her. Almost all of these 
fighters were opportunists, none had ever given her a 
weapon. Eldon assumed a battle stance, and attacked 
with one fluid motion.

***

“We’re ready?” Lucas didn’t wait to enter the 
room to say this. He’d bolted out of the basement, 
closely followed by Lindsey and Jake. 

“The spell is.” Patrick nodded. He sat on a 
dining room chair re-reading the scrolls.

“We have to do it as soon as possible then.” 
Lucas said. He knew he was going to be met with a 
barrage of ‘are you sure you’re ready.’ He focused so 
much on defending himself, he didn’t notice he had 
crossed his arms in front of his chest and taken up a 
wide stance, his face rigid with determination.

Jake stifled a laugh. “Well, you might not be as 
deadly as her, but you sure have Margo’s ‘I’m going to 
do this even if the world implodes’ look down.”

Lucas frowned. 

“We should do this at the bar, exactly where 
the portal was last time,” Patrick said, “we can do it 
whenever Jeffrey says it’s alright.”

Lindsey nodded. “Sure, I’ll ask him. I think he 
was expecting you guys to say he wasn’t ready,” She 
said pointing at Lucas.

“If we wait until we’re sure you’re ready to 
take on a Vuur general, we’ll never do this,” Jake said.

“The only one that can decide whether you’ll 
do this is you.” Patrick nodded.

Lucas couldn’t appreciate his friends more. 
“We do it as soon as possible. Even tomorrow.”

“I can make that happen.” Lindsey picked up 
the phone.

***

Aksel and Ted stood amongst a sea of Vuurs 
and half-Vuurs. Avalit stood in front of another one of 
his massive chairs. Zetal knelt in front of his leader.

Avalit gestured at Zetal in a grand sweeping 
motion. “This is what we should all aspire to be. This 
is why Zetal is, and will be, our head general. He 
faced a deity head on and saved us from that deity 
using an abomination to wipe us out. He will wear 
these scars with pride.”

A Vuur discreetly yawned. A half-Vuur 
standing next to Aksel rolled his eyes. Only half 
the demons paid attention with interest. The others 
didn’t look at their leader with awe and respect. Many 
appeared tired, as if they’d been called to a mandatory 
meeting at six in the morning.

Aksel appeared interested. He focused on 
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Avalit performing his usual antics, rarely blinking. Ted 
could afford to look flaky, the character he portrayed 
around everyone was always uninterested.

Avalit drew a long curved knife.

***

“Alright, let’s do this.” Patrick dropped the bag 
on the floor. Jake thanked Jeffrey.

“It’s alright. Hell, I won’t be fixing this place 
for a long time, a few more scuffs won’t make any 
difference.” Jeffrey scanned the place, longing in his 
small, watery eyes.

“Why?” Jake inspected the place as well. As 
in every situation he found himself in, he could see 
potential all around.

“Don’t have the money. This is a shelter for 
some, a kinda home for others. But I don’t have 
protection. Things like this happen a lot. Well, not 
really like this, usually just good versus evil fights.” 
Jeffrey chuckled. “You don’t see this every day.”

Jake saw safety here, a place for people that 
didn’t quite fit, or didn’t want to. The ‘eternal battle’ 
didn’t sound like a real thing to a lot of people. And 
those people needed a place for themselves. There 
were times in his life when he really could have used 
a place like this. He smirked, “Jeffrey my good chap.” 
He put a hand on Jeffrey’s shoulder and walked him 
out. “After we get the assassin out of the gladiator pit, 
we have to talk about a business proposition.”

Lucas calmed himself with Lindsey’s help 
before she went to stand a bit farther away from the 
circle he then walked into. Lindsey held a small bag 
close to her chest.

Patrick settled in, sitting on the floor with legs 
crossed. He placed the stone in front of him, along 
with a hunting knife and a bottle of sand. He took a 
deep breath and began his chant.

***

They were both fast, a mortal would have seen 
a confused blur, even Babura had to concentrate to 
follow the fight. When the Huntress was a few meters 
away she hurled a few fireballs to test Eldon out. He 
extended his thumb, index and middle finger and drew 
a circle in the air. Runes appeared, sucking the fireball 
in. Ocaran magic. He must have learned that during 
his time here. Ancient dimension magic that infused 
and influenced the caster, allowing casting without 
preparation based on the strength of their essence. 
Powerful stuff. He may have mastered Ocaran magic, 
but I was moulded by its principles.

Eldon didn’t appreciate the flying fire. He 
made a zigzag pattern and a white spear flew out. As it 
flew towards her he dodged to the side. The Huntress 
put her hand up and the spear vanished. But Eldon was 
now behind her. He buried the axe deep in her back. 
She rammed the broadsword in his stomach and used 
it to push him off. 

Eldon jumped away, axe in hand. He stopped 
the bleeding by wrapping the wound with the fabric 
that was tied to his arm. The Huntress took a deep 
breath, her wound partly healed. She didn’t have time 
to heal it fully, Eldon attacked again.

***

Avalit carved a large sigil in Zetal’s horn. Zetal 
squinted and tried not to move, grateful his back was 
to the crowd. As soon as Avalit urged him to get up, he 
felt a tingling sensation. The same tingling sensation 
he felt after his big win. He looked down at his arms, 
the marks on his body were glowing.

“What the—” Zetal vanished in white smoke.

Avalit looked livid. Aksel was grateful that 
Ted could look utterly confused when he wanted to. 
He would have hated for either of them to smirk evilly 
right now, like those bad TV shows Ted watched. 
Inside, Ted was cackling like an old school villain 
tying girls to train tracks. 
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***

Babura’s grin threatened to split his head 
in half. He hadn’t had this much fun and delicious 
violence in forever. Blood splattered the arena. Eldon 
stood at one end, panting. He placed a hand on his 
chin and snapped his head into place. He bared his 
fangs as blood dripped from his mouth. The old 
tattered shirt he’d worn was now torn in half and 
wrapped around large wounds on his legs. 

The Huntress held her hand against her neck, 
feeling the deep puncture wound. Her hands dripped 
with blood and the broadsword in her hand had its 
blade was snapped in half. The fight had lasted for 
over an hour, and she’d had enough. This was all that 
stood in in the way of freedom. She raised her hand 
and an apple green rune appeared in the air, making 
waves in the dimensional fabric. Eldon stopped 
breathing, dropping on the ground. He vanished, and 
reappeared after a few seconds. When the Huntress 
put her hand down, he got up and breathed again.

***

As soon as Zetal showed up, Patrick stopped 
chanting the summoning spell and cut his hand to let 
blood drip on the ground. He poured sand over the 
blood, writing runes with his index finger. He pulled 
out the grey stone, cupping it in his hands right over 
the runes, and focused. Grey energy streamed through 
his body like lightning, followed by searing pain that 
slowly increased inintensity.

Lucas, wielding the daggers, ran at the Vuur 
general as soon as he appeared. Lucas swung at 
Zetal’s head, telekinetically enhancing his hit. Zetal 
moved, so the hit merely made him stumble back. The 
Vuur needed time to figure out where he was, but he 
didn’t allow himself to get hit again.

Zetal blocked Lucas’s next hit with his 
telekinesis, making Lucas stumble. Zetal grabbed one 
of the daggers away from Lucas. He felt the burning 
in his hand, so he didn’t try to break the dagger, 
instead throwing it to sink hilt-deep in the ground. He 
swung at Lucas, who found his balance again, then 

sank into the ground before popping up behind Zetal. 

Lucas stabbed with the remaining dagger. Zetal 
blocked, took it from him and smacked Lucas in the 
head, making his brain rattle inside his skull. Lucas 
ported, grabbed onto Zetal’s horns, half climbing on 
his back, and electrified him.

Zetal fell to his hands and knees as Lindsey 
dipped her hands in the small bag and tossed a handful 
of small yellow crystals around Zetal. Bright yellow 
energy coiled over him, keeping him down.

Lucas couldn’t get the daggers from the ground 
and keep up the attack. He also couldn’t kill Zetal with 
the electricity alone, it was just a glorified Taser, so he 
went for the daggers. Before he could grab one, Zetal 
shattered his bonds and charged.

***

“Human vampires only drink human or animal 
blood.” The Huntress’s voice was as calm as always, 
and yet could be heard over Babura’s thunderous 
claps. He didn’t seem to care that the last spell was 
almost more than what the dimension could take.

“You see any humans around?” Eldon’s 
voice had a strong unplaceable accent, and was like 
sandpaper. She got the impression it was because he 
didn’t speak often and lived in a desert.

“Not because they like it that way.” The 
Huntress continued as if Eldon never said anything. 
“They can’t drink demonic blood.” Eldon’s look of 
confusion confirmed her suspicions.

Babura stopped smiling. It was optimistic to 
think she could leave without him finding out what she 
was.

***

Patrick focused on directing the energy. His 
limbs felt like tense strings. He looked down at his 
arms. Hs skin was cracking open, and his muscles 
were fraying like fabric, blood flowed, pooling around 
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his knees. The runes on the ground vanished and 
an oval frame appeared next to him. The portal had 
begun to weave itself. I did it, he thought. The power 
flowing through him increased, and Patrick doubled 
over in agony. He bit his tongue, but he couldn’t stop 
himself from screaming. He only had a few minutes 
left.

Jake had just unholstered his gun when he 
heard Patrick scream.

“Here!” Lindsey yelled at Jake. He tossed it to 
her and ran to Patrick’s side. Lindsey aimed and fired 
several rounds at Zetal’s back.

When Jake grabbed Patrick’s hands, the 
power cemented him to the ground. Pain shot through 
his body and Jake could feel his eyes tearing up. 
But Patrick could breathe again. “We can finish 
this together,” Jake said through clenched teeth, 
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encouragement in his eyes.

Zetal winced at the silver bullets. He glared at 
Lindsey and she flew at the wall, slamming into it at 
bone-breaking speed.

Zetal grabbed Lucas’s hand and broke it like 
a twig. Lucas, screaming in pain, swung at empty 
air. Zetal picked Lucas up and slammed him on 

the ground. This pest thought he could kill him. He 
wanted nothing more than to break his tiny little skull 
in his bare hands.

The Huntress will no longer appear in Far Horizons 
magazine. A full, remastered version, will be published 

as a book courtesy of Far Horizons Publishing.
Details soon.
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The Indefinite
Reading 

Christopher Priest
Ian Millsted

The first thing I read by Christopher Priest, 
but not the first example of his work, was his novel 
Inverted World. I bought this from a secondhand 
bookshop in Great Yarmouth, mainly because it had 
some internal illustrations by a friend of mine (which, 
sadly, the more recent editions have dropped). I knew 
of Priest prior to that in as much as I’d read of his 
being a science fiction writer sometimes described as 
‘not really a genre writer anymore’ and as ‘literary.’ 
My feeling was ‘well, that’s up to him’ with regard to 
the first point and ‘good’ with regard to the second. 
In any case, I enjoyed Inverted World with the slight 
reservation that the female characters were more 
objectified than characterised. The central concept 
was an interesting one and the story played out to 
a satisfying conclusion. I didn’t warm to the main 
protagonist – I don’t think we are meant to – but I did 
want to know what happened to him.

Some months later I encountered Christopher 
Priest in the flesh at a science fiction convention; 
my first. I presume he was there mainly because his 
novel The Separation was up for best novel in the 
British Science Fiction Association awards to be 
announced that weekend. On two occasions over the 
weekend I was listening to some panel or other when 
Priest and Ken MacLeod came in and sat right in 
front of me. I continued to mind my own business. 
On another occasion I was getting a drink at the bar 
when I noticed Priest had also arrived to get a drink. 
I offered my congratulations on winning the best 
novel award (which he had by then). He looked like 
he would rather I had offered to pay for his drink. The 
Separation was the second Priest novel I read, and I 
raced through it. The ambiguity, the questioning of 
history, the metafictional structure were all things 

that appealed to me. I don’t remember if it was me or 
someone else that suggested for the local (Norwich, 
where I lived then) science fiction reading group 
but it got a mixed reception. Chris, whose reading 
was mainly military sci-fi, took one look at the 
cover featuring two small boys, and begged a prior 
engagement with his Xbox. Maybe if we’d had the 
edition with the spitfire on the front he may have 
given it a go. Robert, a big reader of alternate history, 
enjoyed it but wasn’t sure he completely understood 
it. Andrew, who was an old friend of Priest’s, didn’t 
make it to the discussion evening but said nice things 
on another occasion. 

Next I read The Prestige, which I found a 
compulsive read. Like much of his work it makes use 
of unreliable narrator(s), which some people find off-
putting, but I’ve always found that adds to the richness 
of the reading experience. I like to think while I read. 
I don’t need everything explained. The Prestige is the 
one that was made into a film, successfully I thought, 
by Christopher Nolan. I recommend both but read the 
book first.
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At the 2005 World Science Fiction Convention 
in Glasgow, having just returned from a holiday in the 
south of France where I met my now wife, I bought 
a copy of The Glamour, much of which is set in the 
south of France. I bought that novel from bookseller 
Rog Peyton who was always keen to promote Priest’s 
books. I also lined up and got it signed by Priest who 
seemed genuinely pleased to see someone who had 
actually bought a new copy of one of his books rather 
than bringing an old copy in. I also saw Priest talk on 
a panel about John Brunner which sparked an interest 
that led to my pieces on Brunner in Relapse and my 
own fanzine Griff. The Glamour is another great read, 
investigating issues of invisibility and epistemology. 
Priest’s novels are always ambitious in their ideas but 
not at the expense of highly readable, clear prose and 
page-turning plots.

Speaking of fanzines, Priest once produced his 
own, entitled Deadloss, in which he demonstrated a 
willingness to say what he thought about the literary 
figures of the day (late 70s). Doris Lessing (“heap 
of redundant wordage”), Iris Murdoch (“I made the 
mistake of reading The Sea, The Sea”) and Margaret 

Drabble (“the second worst writer in the English 
language”) all come under fire, as do sci-fi types like 
Robert Heinlein. And since I know you are asking 
the question, he names Melvyn Bragg as the worst 
writer. If you look at the blog on his website, you 
will see he keeps this tradition going to the present 
day with swipes at the likes of Julian Barnes and Ian 
McEwan. His favoured long standing dislike seems 
to be both the work and person of Martin Amis. And 
then there is Harlan Ellison. Priest devoted the final 
issue of Deadloss to investigating the non-appearance 
of The Last Dangerous Visions, which was supposedly 
being edited by Ellison. This was later developed into 
book form as The Book on the Edge of Forever and is 
something of an education into the publishing world. 

The Affirmation introduced me to the Dream 
Archipelago. This is an Earth which is not Earth; a 
system of islands which may extend the length of the 
globe and is populated by humans of a very twentieth 
century sensibility. Priest has returned to this setting 
several times since; indeed it has become the main 
setting for all his most recent books, such as The 
Islanders and the collection The Dream Archipelago.
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Appropriately for such a metafictional writer 
there are the novels under different names. Priest has 
acknowledged writing film novelisations, for example 
Existenz but did he also write, when in need of quick 
money, such 70s exploitation as Girls of the Night, 
The Sexploiters and Bed and Bawd? Information in 
The Paperback Fanatic magazine and the Bear Alley 
website suggests he did, under the pseudonym Petra 
Christian. Then there were the 80s post Falklands 
Harrier and Thunderbolt books, as by Donald 
Mckenzie, which seem to run contrary to the pacifist 
stance of the author of The Separation.

I managed to talk to Priest at the London 
Worldcon in 2014. For a man with a reputation for not 
suffering fools, he seemed friendly enough to myself 
and fellow punters if less enamoured of some of the 
sci-fi establishment. I sort of hope that he was being 
pleasant for public performance. He seems like the 
sort of person who should be awkward and unwilling 
to conform. Anyway, I’ll read whatever he publishes 
next.

Novels: Indoctrinaire (1970), Fugue for a 
Darkening Island (1972), Inverted World (1974), 
The Space Machine (1976), A Dream of Wessex 

(1977), The Affirmation (1981), The Glamour (1984), 
The Quiet Woman (1990), The Prestige (1995), 
The Extremes (1998), The Separation (2002), The 
Islanders (2011), The Adjacent (2013).
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The stairs led down into the earth. A cellar 
that seemed the same size as the building above, the 
walls of hard packed clay, the ceiling of thick wooden 
planks held up by a mixture of brick pillars and 
wooden struts.

The cellar was half filled with boxes and 
barrels, stacks of woven baskets falling apart and 
covered with dust. Some crudely marked, others dark 
with age and unidentifiable. Closest to the stairs were 
several crates of more modern style.

“General, I reckon these be lookin’ like rifle 
crates like what the quartermaster has.”

The first soldier down had stopped by the 
crates then moved deeper into the gloom as the others 
came down the steps. The pair of Ironsides waited 
till last, stairs were… interesting… for the lumbering 

steam-powered suits.

Abdul was carrying a large lantern and he held 
it over the crates to allow the three officers to see them 
clearly.

Lieutenant Ambrose leaned closer and peered 
at a tattered sheet of paper, glued to the lid of the 
uppermost crate. “It’s German, General, the writing is 
German.”

The general stepped closer and carefully 
peeled off what remained of the sheet of paper. “Can 
you translate it Ambrose?”

The junior office took the paper and turned 
slightly so that the full light of the lamp fell 
on it. “Infanteriegewehr, Produkt von Potsdam 
Munitionsfabrik, enthält sechs, auf diese weise bis. 

Chapter Twenty Two
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Infantry rifle, made in Potsdam weapons factory, six in 
the case, keep this end up.”

General Summerby glanced down at the crates. 
“Four of these, that’s twenty four modern rifles. 
Explains some of our casualties. There may be some 
cases of shells for that cannon somewhere here as 
well.”

“Over ‘ere General.” The call came from 
sergeant Troutman, who had moved to the edge of the 
light from the single lantern. “Three more o’ them rifle 
crates.” He lifted the lid of one. “Empty just like them 
you be lookin’ at sir.”

The general swore under his breath. “We 
haven’t found that many rifles, this means there are 
more of these rebels out there with modern rifles. Has 
anyone found any more German crates?”

The soldiers and junior officers spread out to 
check the piles that were hidden in the gloom. Abdul 
lifted the lantern above his head to cast the light as far 
as possible then walked a few steps further into the 
room as the Ironsides carefully made their way down 
the creaking and groaning wooden steps.

“Someat here General. I reckon there be more 
of them over here.” Private Green had moved to the 
very edge of the light and was standing by one of the 
brick pillars that held up the roof. He was pointing to 
a shape in the darkness beyond him, regular like boxes 
stacked one on top of the other.

Abdul started towards him then paused and 
turned to look at the general.

“Go ahead with the light, everyone follow and 
stay together.” The general matched his words with 
action by starting across the room.

Private Green turned back towards the 
darkness then in a flash of movement he was thrown 
off his feet and into the air like a rag doll, flying 
towards the main group in a spray of blood and 
entrails. A claw like that of a giant cat had slashed 
through his tunic and his chest.

For a long second everyone stood stunned, 
then rifle and pistol fire rang out as every man with a 
weapon opened fire at the shape that was now to be 
seen beside the pillar. Both Ironsides lumbered closer 
and the shape in the darkness roared like a lion then 
advanced into the light to meet them.

The body was that of a great lion, pelt like 
dirty sand now splattered with the soldier’s blood. 
But where the head of the lion should have been, rose 
the upper half of a woman, the lion’s pelt ending just 
below her breasts. The creature roared again and the 
seeming woman’s mouth opened far too wide and was 
filled with teeth far too long and sharp to have ever 
been human.

Both Ironsides opened fire, but the rounds from 
the maxim either missed the creature as it moved or 
bounced off its hide as if the creature were made of 
stone.

The two-inch cannon boomed in the enclosed 
room. Every man was staggered by the sound but all 
save one were seasoned soldiers and fought on. Abdul 
Rashid had never heard the like, the sound deafened 
him and left him staggering like a drunk but he 
managed by strength of will to keep his lantern high so 
that there was light to fight by.

The shell smashed into the torso of the 
creature, and a spider web of deep cracks spread 
across the lion-like chest and left shoulder. The 
creature hissed and leapt, a single bound that scrapped 
the ceiling of the room and slammed the half-lion half-
woman into the cannon-armed Ironside.

Both went down in a tangle of metal and 
animated stone, all four of the lion’s legs slashing at 
the steel-and-steam soldier.

Every man was firing and reloading but the 
bullets did nothing more than flake off pieces of the 
hide, exposing grey stone beneath. It was a statue but 
it looked real and moved like a living creature.

The second Ironside, seeing that his maxim 
was useless in this fight, took two steps closer and, 
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using his steam enhanced arms, tried to smash the 
creature sideways and force it off the fallen Ironside. 
But it did not budge – stream screamed and pistons 
hissed but the creature was too heavy.

With the last slash of the claws the Ironside 
under it thrashed and stopped as its side caved in and 
the boiler was torn from the frame. Then the creature 
spun and threw itself on the second suit that had dared 
to lay metal hands on it.

More movement at the edge of the light, 
Lieutenant Fowler bought his pistol to bear then 
turned quickly back to continue firing at the creature 
trying to tear its way into the struggling Ironside. He 
did not understand the how of it but he recognised the 
shape that was coming towards them – the missing 
Ironside had somehow arrived.

The two remaining soldiers resorted to beating 
the creature with the butts of their rifles, bullets were 
useless but they were striking a statue of living stone 
and their efforts were futile.

The creature used its front claws to grab hold 
of the arms of the second Ironside pinning it in place. 
It lifted one of its human-seeming arms and drew 
it back then punched forward. With the ringing and 
tearing of steel what looked so like a woman’s hand 
tore through the breastplate of the Ironside and blood 
poured around the ragged edges of the hole.

Then trooper Delany arrived – his boiler was 
dying as he’d been running it at full power, the last of 
his steam and water being used in this last charge. He 
had seen the fight and he had seen the other soldier try 
to push the creature aside. He had seen the cannon hit 
and he could see the deep cracks across the creature’s 
chest as it reared up to hold and kill his fellow 
Ironside.

The creature heard the scream, the boiler and 
the hiss of pistons. It tore its hand out of the chest of 
the Ironside it had just killed and spun on all four feet 
to face this new threat.

Trooper Delany did not slow down, instead 

he charged the creature and, in a demonstration of 
piloting skill that the suit creators would have thought 
impossible, he turned his last step into a kick. Several 
tons of Ironside, the full power of the boiler and the 
great metal plates that made up the Ironside’s foot 
crashed into the creature’s chest, right in the middle of 
the web of deep cracks from the cannon hit.

The lion’s torso shattered, the whole front end 
came apart and the human torso and rear suddenly 
became lifeless and collapsed to the dirt floor in a 
clatter of rubble.

Then with a dying hiss the one standing 
Ironside used the last of its steam and locked up, 
falling in a clatter of metal much louder than the stone 
statue.

#

Several of the men prodded the shattered 
stature or struck it with the butts of their rifles to make 
sure it was now nothing more than stone.

Then the silence was broken by the choking 
and heaving of a man suddenly overcome by the 
urge to vomit. Private Taylor fell to his knees as his 
stomach emptied itself and the room instantly rank 
with the stench of the man throwing up out of shock, 
fear of his first battle.

Once his stomach had finished spasming and 
he was doing no more than gasping, the Private looked 
up to find a battered army water bottle in front of his 
face. Looking to the side he saw sergeant Troutman 
holding it for him to drink, the cap already unscrewed.

The soldier gasped his thanks and drank 
quickly, almost choking himself again.

“Easy there lad, drink it slow. Wash some 
around ya mouth and spit it out.”

While the sergeant tended to the collapsed 
man, the others stood guard in case anything else 
came out of the darkness. General Summerby used his 
right thumb to press the release on his pistol, opening 
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the cylinder. One by one he worked the lever to eject 
each spent cartridge then once his pistol was empty 
he reached into the pocket of his jacket for the loose 
rounds he carried there.

He took the first round and started to load it 
into the cylinder then he noticed just how badly his 
hand was shaking. Glancing around to see if anyone 
had noticed, he then clenched his hand into a tight fist 
until the shaking stopped and he was able to load the 
pistol properly.

Only Rashid was close enough to see what had 
happened, or to hear the Generals mutter that he was 
getting too old for this.

Lieutenant Ambrose took a moment to check 
the three downed Ironsides. 

“General, those two are both dead, the armour 
is wrecked. This chap is still alive though, it’s Delany, 
our missing trooper. I think we can get him out.”

It took several minutes and involved sending 
the one remaining private upstairs to bring a hammer 
and a pick but the men were able to force open the top 
hatch of the battered Ironside and help trooper Delany 
to crawl out.

Exhausted and barely able to stand, he emptied 
two water bottles before he could speak and he 
was clearly not fit for any more fighting without a 
significant rest.

General Summerby ordered him upstairs and 
sent private Taylor to help him, which removed the 
two weakest men from harm’s way. The company was 
now reduced to six men.

#

Moving as a tight group, careful for any attack 
from the shadows, they slowly explored the limits 
of the room and found two ways out. One a crude 
corridor that ran level with the room towards the town, 
the other a tunnel that went down at a steep angle and 
curved round as if it ran under the hill.

Pointing at the corridor towards the town 
lieutenant Fowler spoke. “Delany came out of that 
one.”

Summerby looked down the corridor into the 
darkness beyond the lamps glow and grunted. “We 
will try the other one first, the evil we seek will, I 
think, be in the deepest, darkest place it can find.”

General Summerby took the lead. The 
surprised officers followed him, then Rashid holding 
his oil lamp and finally the sergeant and the remaining 
soldier watching the back.

The tunnel was barely wide enough for two 
men to walk side by side, the roof and walls of clay, 
ancient wooden beams and braces held back the dirt 
which still bore the marks of the crude tools that had 
carved the tunnel many lifetimes ago.

It curved round and straightened then curved 
again, going downwards all the time. Then it turned 
sharply and opened into a small room. The general 
was in the lead and found himself stepping through the 
doorway before he even knew the room was there.

Along the back wall of the room were several 
crude wooden chairs flanking a single low table; both 
side walls held shelves, wooden planks sitting on 
struts that had been driven into the clay walls. The 
floor was bare clay, dry and dusty, but covered with an 
intricate pattern of what looked like coloured chalk. 
A circle, then inside that another circle, some sort of 
writing filling the gap between the two lines. Inside 
the inner circle was a star and on its knees inside the 
star a figure, shapeless in a long leather coat, its face 
hidden behind a gleaming mask.

The kneeling figure looked up. Summerby 
looked into the silver mask, saw his own face 
reflected, distorted, like a sideshow mirror at a 
carnival. All except the eyes, those were not his 
eyes. Black pits, no sign of life, or feeling, or mercy. 
Inhuman eyes, blinking, unfocused, blinking, 
focusing.

Summerby felt the weight of those eyes settled 
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on him, a gasp escaped his lips as he felt crushed 
beneath that terrible gaze, he could not move his arms 
or legs. He felt something, pulling, tearing, inside his 
head and chest, a cold was sweeping into his body, and 
his warmth – his life – was being torn from him.

The first pistol shot was not heard, the flash 
came from behind the general as both lieutenants 
looked into the room and felt the evil of the gaze 
being directed at their commander. Both raised their 
revolvers and fired without as much as a word between 
them.

Fowler pulled the trigger first, his round struck 
the figure which jerked a little but remained kneeling. 
The eyes moved, slowly, like death, from the general 
to Fowler.

Ambrose fired a second later and his first 
round hit the leather coat. Again it jerked slightly from 
the hit, but still it would not go down. Then Fowler, 
feeling the eyes fall upon him and the cold forcing 
itself into him, fired again, and again, and again. His 
second round struck the chest and did nothing, his 
third was higher, below the collar and still the figure 
knelt before them, terrible black eyes unblinking.

Then Fowler’s fourth and fifth shots rang out 
and both bullets struck the silver mask, the fourth in 
the mouth and the last on the forehead. It sounded like 
a great gong echoing through the room, and the mask 
shattered like glass. Suddenly everyone could hear 

and move again. The figure in the leather coat, now 
reveal to be a man, was thrown backwards and fell out 
of the circle, his legs smudging the lines as he did so. 
A sound like a great sigh was heard as it faded away 
down the tunnel and into the darkness.

General Summerby could barely move, his 
heartbeat was slow and unsteady in his temples, his 
vision was blurred, his right arm was bound down 
with chains of iron. He fought to raise his hand and 
fire, his arm barely moved, his hand trembled. Then 
light flooded the room and suddenly he could move 
again. He fired and fired till his revolver clicked 
empty, every round shot from no more than ten feet 
and every round placed into the head and face of the 
man in the leather coat.

Slowly Summerby recovered – the cold would 
not leave him but his limbs became his own again and 
his vision returned to normal, his heart seemed to beat 
again as a flood of adrenaline set his heart to racing.

He looked around to find the rest of the group 
crowded into the room with him, sergeant Troutman 
was standing close by, his face betraying his concern. 
The two officers seemed to be searching the room. 
Rashid stood by the door as if on watch but holding 
the oil lamp high enough to light the small chamber.

Suddenly exhausted, the general sagged 
against the wall and a long whistling breath escaped 
him.
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Witch Hunter
Part 2

Jim King

The village was no more than a handful of 
houses, set close together either side of a dirt track 
with a well at the nearest end. As Obadiah approached 
he was suddenly struck with a thought: they huddled 
so close, as if seeking safety from the darkness and 
woodland that surrounded them.

He cast aside such thoughts as his horse drew 
to a halt. There was something else. Five houses on 
one side, four on the other. Where the middle house 
should have been on that side was a tangle of bush 
and grass growing wild around a pillar of stone. Taller 
than a man and seemingly carved from a single piece 
of granite, it was rounded, of such a size that a man 
could reach around it and barely have his fingers touch 
on the far side.

The side toward the path was carved flat and 
marked with a symbol. Chiselled lines a finger width 
across and deep—a star. But strange, the lines were 
curved, each point a different distance from the centre.

Obadiah leaned closer, his hard grey eyes 
peering beneath the drooping rim of his felt hat. 
He had not seen this but had seen its like often 
enough. Such pentacles and marks from the book of 
Solomon were used for the binding of demons and for 
protection against creatures from beyond. 

Witchcraft!

The witch hunter swung his leg over the saddle 

and dropped to the ground. He could feel evil; it was 
pressing down upon him. The air was heavy with the 
stench of rot, of damp soil and of old trees. He could 
feel eyes upon him, his shoulders twitched with the 
need to clear his rapier from its scabbard.

He walked the few steps to the pillar and 
more closely examined the carving. In the centre 
of the misshapen star was a mark like a flame with 
half circles on either side; he had seen the like of 
this before too. Back when he gave up his life as a 
soldier and served with the witch finder himself, he 
had looked upon the Malleus Maleficarum, turned its 
pages and seen a symbol much like this, a mark of 
those who dabbled with dark and terrible demons and 
creatures called elder beings. Creatures cast out of 
God’s light long ago.

Hammer of witches, most appropriate, God 
was with him and inspiring him. He turned to his 
horse, the pack and bundle across its back. He opened 
the bundle, a woollen sack where he kept the tools of 
his trade and within he found the hammer he used to 
drive nails of iron or wood into the flesh of those who 
refused to admit their guilt.

With the hammer in hand he returned to the 
pillar, he lifted the iron tool and swung it with all his 
strength, the broad head striking the stone and flaking 
off a great chunk of the surface. Again he struck it and 
again as his fury against evil gave him strength. Part 
of the face of the pillar broke away taking with it an 
entire arm of the twisted star. 

“NOOOOOOOOO. You must not destroy the 
sign! You doom us all.”

A man burst out of the hut to his left, rough-
spun woollen shirt and leggings, much patched over 
the years, his sallow skin, wide almost lipless mouth 
and bulging eyes marked him as a man of the levels 
and the fens. A simple peasant, but the rough-hewn 
blade clenched in his fist made him a threat.

Obadiah dropped his hammer and turned in 
a single smooth movement, his right hand swinging 
down to his belly and rising with his fingers wrapped 
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around the grip of a wheel lock pistol.

The local stopped in his tracks at the sight 
of the weapon then backed away hesitantly. “Please, 
don’t destroy the sign. You doom us all. She will come 
for us in the night. We will be defenceless against her 
children.”

“God is your defence. Pray to him that he 
forgives your sins and grants you absolution for your 
heathen ways unbeliever.”

“You do not understand. Your god has no 
power here. She will come for us, from the woods. 
She will take us, and nothing can stop her.”

Obadiah sneered at the peasant, “She, she. It 
is the lord God that will judge you. It is he you should 
fear, not some pagan spirit.” Then he transferred the 
pistol to his left hand, stooped to take up the hammer 
and set to smashing the rest of the symbol upon the 
pillar.

With his last blow, a crack shot through the 
pillar and the flattered face with the carved symbol 
fell apart and crumbled to the sodden earth and weeds 
below. A wind sighed through the trees as if they had 
released a long-held breath.

The peasant turned, his face white, his eyes 
wide. Then he hissed at the witch finder. “Fool, 
madman! You have dammed us all. She will come for 
us and come for you.”

“Enough! Where is the witch? Tell me, and 
you will not share her fate.”

The local seemed puzzled, thought it was hard 
to tell, his jaw seemed too wide, his lips narrow and 
bloodless. “There is no witch here.”

“Then who made this mark, who carved this 
blasphemous symbol, who traffics with demons here?”

“That mark was here before my grandfather 
was born, there are none here who carved it nor 
remember it being carved. For generations it has 

protected us till you came, and now we are dead. Our 
lives forfeit by your stupidity. A curse upon you for 
your actions. May the father damn you for your deeds 
against...”

Obadiah Sawyer raised his right arm, bent it 
back, then cast it forward. The hammer released to fly 
across the distance and strike hard upon the skull of 
the peasant. Bone shattered, and the half-man pitched 
backwards, a hissing rattle of death the only sound.

A cry, the sound of movement, and a flash of 
homespun garb heralded another man who came out of 
the same building, his fists clenched and his lips pulled 
back to reveal far too many teeth. More movement, 
a woman, children, another man, each clearly kin for 
their faces bore the same appearance as the dead one.

Obadiah called upon God and drew his rapier. 
One of the children was too close. He lifted the heavy 
wheel lock pistol and bought it crashing down like a 
club. The rapier point floated up and thrust forward, 
and two more bodies lay in the mud.

The battle was short for the witch finder was a 
soldier hardened by many a war upon foreign soil and 
the peasants lifted unskilled fists against hard steel.

Obadiah drew a deep breath and looked 
around. These people, whoever they were, would 
blaspheme no more. He reached into the pack still tied 
behind the saddle and pulled out a scrap of cloth then 
carefully wiped clean the tip of his rapier. The blood 
was strange, unholy. Clearly these were demon spawn. 
He had done God’s work this day. “Praise the Lord.” 

With his sword clean once more, he turned 
to his pistol and took care to clean all of the 
unwholesome blood from it, not wanting to taint 
himself or his weapons with such evil.

The buildings were crude, old beyond 
counting. Strange marks and writings upon the walls; 
witches’ marks scratched onto every surface. Obadiah 
cast his gaze upon the largest such mark and, with a 
cry for salvation, jumped back as the spell twisted his 
mind and sought to drive him mad.
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At that, he hurried from the hut to gather 
the small flask of oil and a tinderbox from his pack. 
Old rags soaked in oil and wrapped around a hefty 
stick formed his torch, and he set to work, bringing 
cleansing fire to every hut. Not till the flames blazed 
high from every door and window did he consider the 
work done and cast the torch aside to land, hissing and 
spitting in the mud.

With that he mounted his horse and set it to 
walk back up the hill, following its own muddy tracks 
back to the shrine and perhaps a night out of the rain.

#

The gate stood open as he had left it, the mud 
thick and deep. The horse once more walked across 
the courtyard and under the lean-to where it stopped, 
its head dropping once again.

Obadiah slid from its back and turned to wade 
across the mud to the building. Then a thought came 
upon him, and he threw the foul hay to the dirt. Then, 
he loosened the saddle strap and lifted down his 
pack and bags. A few handfuls of good grain bought 
the horse’s head up, and it began to eagerly eat the 
offering.

With his remembered duty as a soldier of the 
cavalry done, he walked across the mud and pulled 
open the door. He stepped in to the candle light and 
pulled the door closed behind him.

“It is done. The witches’ mark has been 
destroyed, and those who trafficked with the devil 
have been slain. I saw the marks of their corruption 
upon their flesh. Fire took their dwellings. Thanks be 
to God, the taint is lifted from the land.”

“Good, you have done well young lord. Well 
indeed. Now they can be dealt with. They will not 
long continue to follow their father. We can hunt down 
the rest. They have nowhere to hide. My sisters can 
clean their foulness from the low lands. At last, Her 
will shall be done.”

Obadiah Sawyer heard the words and the voice 
that spoke them, but something was wrong, different. 
The timbre of age had faded, and now it was replaced 
with a breathless hiss, each word spoken so quickly 
it merged with the next. He peered closely at the old 
nun. She stood now in the middle of the room, and the 
light of the candles fell upon her this time, whereas 
she had cowered in the shadows before.

How had he not seen her hands, the fingers 
misshapen and bloated. Her face, how had he missed 
her face, unlined skin, not a wrinkle or mark, the face 
of a young woman, perfect, like a painting.

“What is this place old woman?” He looked 
around once again, but this time his gaze fell upon 
bundles of herbs he had not noticed before. A few 
he recognised, not from the gardens of any kitchen 
or hospital but from books and scrolls describing 
alchemy and the potions of witches.

She spoke, her voice more normal than it had 
become before. “A humble temple to Cybele, mother 
of the woods. She who brings forth many children.”

“I have never heard of such a saint, which 
bishop gave authority for this...” His words faltered 
and stopped. Outside he heard the horse, it was 
whinnying, frantic with fear. There was the sound of 
movement, not steps, not walking, instead it was a 
slithering sound, as if something was being dragged 
across the mud.

“I did not say she was a saint, witch finder. She 
does not owe allegiance to your god or to any mortal 
faith. It is we who serve the mother who birthed us 
into this world.”

“My God!” Obadiah Sawyer’s hand moved 
with great speed, a blur of movement down and back 
up to point the wheel lock at the nun’s face. “My God! 
Not your God. What blasphemy is this woman?”

The woman laughed, a truly evil sound that 
never touched her face. A sound that changed as the 
voice changed until there was no trace of humanity 
left. Obadiah stared at her. She still laughed with her 
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hissing voice, but her face was unmoving, as if he 
stared at painted mask.

With a twitch of his finger, he fired the pistol. 
The hammer snapped down, sparks flew, and with a 
puff of weak smoke, the wet powder fizzled and failed 
to fire. He stood shocked; he had been soaked in the 
rain and had not thought to reload.

The nun twitched and twisted. Her dress 
seemed to swell as if filled with snakes, her hands 
were pulled up her sleeves, and her face seemed to 
float forward then fall away as the dress and wimple 
were thrown into the air. Beneath was a demon from 
hell. It stood upon a legless body, like the trunk of a 
tree. No, it rippled with muscles, like a snake cut in 
half and stood upon its end. From the waist up, it was 
a nest of writhing tentacles weaving back and forth, 
reaching for the witch finder.

With a start, he came to his senses. The useless 
pistol thudded onto the hard packed dirt of the floor, 
and his hand reached for his rapier. His fingers settled 
around the hilt, and with a practiced movement, he 
slid the well-used blade free of its scabbard. The 
basket hilt wrapped around his hand and wrist, the 
guard standing out to defend him from an enemy 
blow. The blade was honed by countless hours to 
mirror brightness and an edge that could cut flesh with 
ease.

He bought the sword up as the longest of the 
black tentacles reached for his face and bought it 
slashing down. Two were cut through and fell to the 
floor while the others thrashed to and fro. He bought 
the sword up again, twisting his wrist to cut with the 
rising stoke, and another tentacle was sliced in twain. 
The creature backed up, the body or foot stretching 
out and pulling back like a slug as it moved.

Obadiah saw his chance; the hell spawn was 
hurt and trying to flee. He lunged forward, a cry 
of exhalation to God upon his lips. The remaining 
tentacles came up to block the blow, and the severed 
halves fell to the ground. It continued to withdraw, 
but when it reached the back wall and the door, one 
tentacle tried to lift the bar on the door. It was gushing 

thick, black inhuman blood and flapping back and 
forth more than moving. It could not lift the bar; it was 
trapped.

The witch finder used the length of his arm and 
blade and thrust his rapier into the demon spawned 
fiend, a full hand span of good steel plunged into the 
creature’s body. It twitched and gave forth a hissing 
cry, half scream and half hell spawn rattle.

He thrust again and again then slashed deep 
into the foul form. Black, stinking blood splattered 
his face and clothes. Flecks touched his lips, and 
he tasted corruption and iron and ageless darkness. 
Then his blade thudded against the dirt, and he drew 
a shuddering breath. He had hacked the foul creature 
into pieces and scattered its blood across the room.

His arm trembled. His whole body ached as it 
had after a full day’s fighting when he served in the 
war against the papists. His well-honed blade was 
blunted and nicked though on what he had no memory. 
But he had triumphed. God’s will was done. Evil was 
defeated and cast down. He lifted his voice in prayer; 
words he had last spoken upon a field of battle came 
back to him now. 

Then his horse screamed, a sound loud and 
filled with fear, a sound that was suddenly silenced. 
The sound of dragging and slithering came from 
outside, something dragging itself across the mud, 
many something’s.

He turned and ran to the door then pulled 
it open to stare upon the strangest of sights. The 
courtyard was filled with trees, trees no taller more 
than a man, with black branches stabbing into the 
overcast sky, scores of trees.

Then the tentacles curled down, reaching 
for him. The creatures moved toward him, dragging 
themselves across the mud. The courtyard was filled 
with them, more pushed in through the open gate.

Obadiah stared, his jaw hanging slack, his 
mind struggling to understand what he saw. Then 
tentacles reached for his face and what little remained 
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of his mind screamed at him to flee. He staggered 
back a step then slammed the door shut. Without 
thinking, his hands reached for the stout bar, and he 
slid it across, nesting it within a hole in the wall. 

Tentacles slapped against the wooden planks, 
a wet sound that echoed across his mind. He staggered 
back till he struck the shelves, then he slide down till 
he was seated upon the floor, his knees drawn up to 
his chin, his rapier forgotten in his right hand by his 
side.

He could not remember any prayers. Try as he 
could, his mind remained empty, no words to sooth 
him, nothing to give him courage. Songs that he had 
sung a thousand times as he lifted his voice in church 
fled and hid from him. His mind was blank; tears 
trickled down his sharp cheeks, cutting clean lines in 
the spattered black blood.

#

Outside, it started to rain once more.
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