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First mate reporting as the Captain’s out and about shouting at the scurvy swabs that’re putting the finishing 
touches to this month’s issue, which is our 12th! You know what that means? That means we have our birthday 
next month. One year old already! We’re going to try and make that a very special issue and would love to see 
you, yes you, the Far Horizons fans, contribute.
If you’re on Facebook please head on over to https://www.facebook.com/farhorizonsemag to take part in our 
Readers’ Choice awards. 
Stories from the last 12 months’ worth of Far Horizons e-Magazine are all eligible. Stories from Stacey Welsh, 
Brendan Smith and Pete Sutton however are ineligible for the prizes but are available to receive honourable 
mentions should our fans deem them worthy (Yes, that’s YOU!)
So, please have a look through the last 12 months’ worth of issues, our newstand is here:
http://www.joomag.com/en/newsstand/far-horizons-tales-of-sci-fi-fantasy-and-horror/
M0194431001395480479
If you don’t have Facebook we’d love you to mail us your nominations to info.far.horizons@gmail.com.
March is our Mythological Creatures month and we hope you enjoy reading these tales as much as we have. 
We have our usual mix of standalones and series and we also have a fine tribute to Leonard Nimoy.

We are always looking for submissions but especial-
ly so for next month as we want to have a bumper 
issue for our birthday! Mail us or find us on Face-
book. We don’t bite. Much. 

Submission guidelines: 

We accept 
*Fast Fiction (500-1200 words)
*Short Stories (200-3000 MAX)
*Poems 
*Artwork

Submissions should follow basic formatting:
Times New Roman 12 point font
Indent of 1.25
Standard paragraphing (New paragraphs for dia-
logue)
UK English spelling is preferred

** PUBLISHING DEADLINES **
Each edition of the periodical will come out on the 
14th of each month. Writing submissions should be 
submitted on or by the 1st of the month. Artwork 
submissions by the 7th.

Stories for consideration for the mag in by 1st of the 
month, all edits in by 10th of the month, layout & 
proof by 12th & final copy & publishing day 14th of 
the month
Submissions (artwork & articles/fiction pieces) for 
the periodical should ideally be submitted at least 
TWO WEEKS PRIOR to the intended publication 
date for written articles, and for artworks ONE 
WEEK PRIOR to the intended publication date, to 
the head editor.

FROM THE CAPTAIN’S CHAIR



PAGE 04

A Life Is Like a Garden
A Tribute to Leonard Nimoy

Valery Riddle
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This evening, the 27th of February, I saw the first mes-
sages announcing his death. I dreaded this time would 
come one day. To me Leonard Nimoy seemed both 
immortal and ancient, like a good book. Since I first 
became interested in his work several years ago, he 
changed me as a person. And I consider it an honour to 
have lived on the same planet as him.

Leonard Nimoy was born on March 26, 1931 in 
Boston, Massachusetts. His childhood was harsh, and 
as with every person, it defined who he became. As 
Nimoy wrote in his autobiography I am Spock: 

Who among us does not understand what it is to be 
an outsider? … I did. I was a Jewish kid living in a 
mostly Italian neighbourhood … I learned early on 

that I was somehow “different” from them.

From a young age he wanted to be an actor, and was 
encouraged by his family. He pursued this career, 
doing odd jobs to earn his living, until he met Gene 
Roddenberry. As Mr. Spock would say, this event 
greatly increased Nimoy’s odds of taking on a role that 
would change his life entirely.

His role as Mr. Spock on Star Trek is probably known 
to anyone in the United States and the majority of 
people around the globe. Star Trek has inspired many 
people and changed many lives, and it certainly is an 
essential part of our science fiction history. Leonard 
Nimoy was a part of that small group of people who 
made it happen, despite every difficulty they encoun-
tered in the beginning, and he will be remembered for 
this. But this was not all he did.

Nimoy was an actor in such series as The Outer 
Limits, Mission: Impossible, Marco Polo, as well in a 
number of theatrical plays. He also narrated a series In 
Search of… and directed several films, among which, 
of course, were two Star Trek movies. He was a pho-
tographer and wrote poetry, as well as penned two of 
his autobiographies.

Nimoy was known for his kind heart and great con-
cern.  Once, when he and his friend, and Star Trek 
co-star, William Shatner were on stage to share their 
experience with fans, Nimoy noticed a small rostrum, 

obstructing the view for some people and moved it 
away. Shatner commented on the action: “I told you he 
was a thinking, feeling person.” To which Nimoy in-
stantly reacted, “No-no-no, I’ve got mental telepathy!”

Nimoy talked about the value of love, family, and 
children, the true meaning of art, and most notably, the 
harm of smoking.

“Smoke free days are adding up to many. Congratu-
lations, reward yourself,” he wrote, finishing with the 
usual, “LLAP.”

Today, I have seen a lot of people mourning the loss 
of this great person. Among those, rather often, people 
mentioned how it was the first time they cried over 
the loss of a celebrity. He lived a full life, and yet, we 
wish he had stayed with us for a little longer. He left, 
but his work still remains with us and continues to 
inspire us for greater good and better future.

They say people are alive as long as we remember 
them.

So let us all remember Leonard Nimoy, the man who 
had a beautiful soul.

Let the memory of him Live Long and Prosper.
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   A Hydra Problem

  by Stacy Welsh
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The moon glinted off the ocean as I sat on the jetty. 
My own personal hideaway from everything. And did 
I need it!

I had just started working as a counsellor in the small 
seaside town, and the amount of problems that people 
thought that they had was almost overwhelming.

My one place of solace, of peace, was the little-known 
jetty that stuck out into the bay. 

The tide was high, and the water lapped soothingly 
against the old, wooden, barnacle-covered supports. 
I looked out to the calm ocean and sighed. It was so 
peaceful, tranquil, and I dozed off sitting up.

When I opened my eyes, I was confronted with sever-
al serpent heads staring at me. Seven sets of glowing 
yellow eyes regarded me. I scrambled back from their 
piercing stares.

“Holy crap!” I screamed, as I backpedalled to my feet.

“Hey! Wait!” it cried, as the creature’s tail rose out of 
the water and I was instantly soaked. It used its large 
tail to block the way by smashing through the old 
boards of the jetty. 

“Oops…” one of the heads said, sheepishly.

“You numbskull, now she’s not going to help us!” 

“She looks terrified… can we eat her now?”

“No, you stupid-head, we are not going to eat her. We 
need her to help us!”

“Oh, so she helps us then we eat her?”

By this time, I was convinced I was going mad. I was 
desperately trying to figure out the name of the crea-
ture that stood before me. Medusa? No, that’s a lady 
with snakes for hair, Cerberus? Nope, three-headed 
doggie… Cthulu? Surely I wasn’t that drunk at last 
weekend’s party that I summoned the Lovecraftian 
deity?

My thoughts were interrupted by one of the heads 
leaning down to look at me.

“One of the mer-people told me you were a counsel-
lor?”

“Mer-people?” I said with a squeak.

“Yes, you know, shifters who can become half-human, 
half-fish, then go back to being human in a flash.”

“They are tastier in their mer-form,” piped up one of 
the heads.

“Seriously, do you think of nothing but eating?” anoth-
er said snappishly.

Then it hit me—Hydra, I was facing a Hydra.

“Ok… This is intense,” I said, racking my brain for 
information on the Greek mythological creature.

One of the male heads lowered to smile at me. Wait, 
could that thing actually smile?

“My dear counsellor,” he said, his glowing eyes twin-
kling slightly in the moonlight, “as you can see, we 
have a problem getting along. It’s a big problem as we 
can’t decide on which ships to destroy, what villages 
to attack, or even whom to eat. It’s causing a lot of 
strife between us, and as you can imagine, sharing a 
body with six other heads can be quite trying. I swear 
we have multiple personality disorder!” The creature 
seemed to be exasperated, for lack of a better word, 
with its… What would one call them? Friends, broth-
ers and sisters? Co-inhabitors of one body?

“You all appear to be quite a diverse and varied group 
of individuals,” I said. My knees were shaking incredi-
bly hard so I lowered myself to the ground.

“Can you help us to get along better?”

“Yeah! Work out our issues!” piped up another.

“Or we’ll eat you!” Mr. Perpetually-Hungry said, turn-
ing his head to regard me with ravenous eyes.
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“Ok, so let’s start. Who is the leader of you?”

“I am!” the chorus of voices answered. I flinched as 
their roar was almost deafening, my ears rang and my 
stomach churned as the stench of their breath made me 
want to retch. Then it hit me.

“Uhm, aren’t Hydra supposed to have toxic or acidic 
breath?” I asked.

“Oh, so now she goes and insults us!” one of the heads 
said snappishly. “Just because we don’t have access 
to proper oral hygiene doesn’t mean we have bad 
breath!”

“Speak for yourself!” another said, turning them into 
a mass of bickering heads, snapping at each other. 
One of the heads reached down and bit the offending 
head off at the neck. I watched horrified as the bloody 
stump healed itself and then budded two new heads.

“You insensitive asshole! Now we have another one 
to deal with.” Bemoaned one of the heads. I had lost 
track of who was whom by now, and it was made 
worse with the introduction of a new head.

“You know how much that hurts? I should bite your 
head off and see how you like it!” The head that had 
been ‘cloned,’ as I guess you could call it, opened 
its maw, revealing sharp, yellowing teeth. The head 
moved forward on its serpentine neck and closed 
around the neck of the one who had done the damage 
in the first place. The other hydra heads all started 
to shout at it again, except the new one, who looked 
at itself in the water, humming “I Feel Pretty” from 
Westside Story.

This was getting crazier by the minute.

I put two fingers to my mouth and whistled loudly, 
finally getting their attention.

“Ok, all of you just shut up.” I got to my feet, sick of 
the bickering, and my head was beginning to pound 
with a nice little headache.

“You lot are worse than a bunch of children. Now, this 

is no way for a self-respecting Hydra to behave! You 
each have traits that are essential to the whole. All 
you need to do is work out what they are. You do need 
to eat, and yes, I’m certain that it is in your nature to 
cause death and destruction wherever you go.” I start-
ed pacing, the wooden jetty beneath my feet creaking 
as my weight shifted form decking plank to decking 
plank.

“What you need to do is work together for the bet-
terment of the whole, otherwise you’re going to have 
more heads than you can all handle, especially if when 
one is removed, two grow in place!”

The heads all looked at me, finally listening. They 
each nodded in a symphony of heads, all except for the 
new narcissistic one who was still humming Westside 
Story numbers ad nauseam. 

“Can we eat you now?”

“No, no, we will not eat you… but we will pay you.”

The creatures all agreed with this, and submerged 
themselves under the salty water, drenching me as 
they submerged.

I looked at the damaged beams and planks of the jetty. 
I’d have to wait for low tide to shimmy down one of 
the supports, no doubt. I would have my good jeans 
in tatters and be sore and sorry for myself by the time 
I got back to my tiny seaside apartment. I waited a 
good hour before the sea bubbled and frothed with the 
return of the Hydra. Two of the heads were carrying a 
chest—an honest-to-god pirate-like treasure chest.
They dropped it onto the jetty, and the lock snapped 
open with the expertly placed bite from one of the fe-
male heads. Spanish Doubloons shone amongst jewels 
and other pretty sparkly things.

“Uh…” I said, intelligently. “Wow…”

“A small token of our appreciation,” the more eloquent 
head said. “We are eternally grateful, and as such, we 
will not destroy your little town here.”

“Gee… Thanks…” I said, still dumbfounded by the 



PAGE 09

pretty, pretty shiny things before me.

“These are real?” I asked stupidly as I picked up a 
handful of the coins. They were heavy as one would 
expect gold coins to be and clinked as they fell 
through my fingers into the chest.

“Yes they are.” The male hydra replied.

“Thanks…” I looked at them and then back to the 
beach. “Can I ask a favour?”

“Certainly, we are more than happy to help, especially 
after you helped us.” Somehow I doubted that they 
would co-operate so soon. In fact, I was incredibly 
surprised they did that after one impromptu session, 
where I barely did anything but gawp and bear witness 
to their bickering and a decapitation and double-re-
generation of a head.

“Can you give me a lift back to shore?” I asked.

“Then can we eat you?” asked the hungry one.

“No, Lester, you can’t eat her. We will go and get 
some nice Portuguese fishermen shortly.”

“Oh, goodie! Portuguese!”

Inwardly I groaned, but I was offered a strong neck to 
ride on, and two more heads picked up my ‘payment’ 
though how I was going to lug it up to my apartment, I 
had no idea!

They set me down on the beach, and I waved goodbye 
as they dove under the water. 

Well, I thought, this was an interesting day. 
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PART ONE

The crimson city of Belladain sat in the middle of a 
long valley between two opposing mountain ranges, 
like a ruby cupped in the palms and offered as a gift. 
Khellus figured the trade city’s stature was fitting 
enough for its darker name, Jewel of Thorns. Beauti-
ful, with its elegant towers, verdant gardens, and sil-
ver-etched gates. Yet as many would - be invaders and 
rulers had discovered over the centuries - try to snatch 
it up or grip it too tight and blood would flow.

He’d been there before, six years earlier. Part of a 
retinue ensuring an ambassador’s protection during a 
diplomatic meeting with the barbarian merchant clans 
from the West. Now he returned on a mission of death.

Squeezing his knees, Khellus urged his chestnut mare 
into a trot toward the western gate. The horse nick-
ered as it clopped along, Khellus riding easy in the 
saddle. Wearing simple black leathers and a white 
cloth tunic, grey cloak devoid of any royal insignia, 
he might’ve looked like any commoner but for the 
twin long blades strapped to his broad shoulders. Still, 
any person foolish enough to ride the Bloodrose Road 
without armaments deserved what they got. 

He analysed the outer walls for flaws and climbing 
routes. He marked the locations of lower grates, where 
several sewers and rivers—sometimes indistinguish-
able—snaked out from under the buttresses. Cold 
blue magefires burned in watchtowers ringing the city, 
while webs of buttery faelights clung to a few of the 
larger buildings at the city’s centre, where the Trade 
Justices held court. 

Every obvious point of ingress or egress looked 
carefully guarded, even the water grates. As expected. 
Belladain thrived on the exchange of goods and coin 
within its bounds and kept its secrets as close to its 
jealous bosom as possible. 

Did Abrodail still dwell there? What might’ve become 
of her? Still working in that tavern? Dead of random 
alley thuggery? Or had she perhaps fallen in with a 
better lot? Perhaps he should’ve left a few coins along 
with the note…

Khellus brought his focus back to the task at hand as 
he approached the gates. He blended in well enough 
with the other travellers and caravans crowding the 
area and soon passed through. If anything, Bella-
dain had only grown more crowded and boisterous 
in the years he’d been gone. All manner of man and 
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beast packed the winding streets, filling the air with 
the stench of civilization and roar of commerce. He 
guided his mount through the throngs. The turmoil 
wouldn’t ebb with the encroaching twilight, but would 
just be replaced by another sort of revelry involving 
drink, deviousness, and all manners of debauchery. 

Khellus’s gaze lingered on a woman slumped in a 
domicile threshold. Eyes shut, mouth gaping, one 
would’ve thought her dead but for the occasion-
al twitch of legs under her skirt. Streaks of plati-
num-blonde hair coursed through her otherwise black 
tresses, and blood seeped from cracks in her finger-
nails. Those combined with the leg twitches were 
signs of rampant dravillish use. 

He let his gaze slide past her and oriented himself. 
Dravillish was just one of the many pernicious drugs 
Belladain dealt in below all its other transactions of 
silk, spices, flesh, and soul. She looked like she’d 
crashed. He knew the energy and focus the drug prom-
ised was false. That eventually you’d end up as this 
woman had, with mind-wrenching exhaustion. One 
more addict didn’t concern him. Even though she 
could slip into a life-threatening stupor if she couldn’t 
replenish her supply. She’d made her choices in life 
and now paid the price. He had enough of his own to 
pay to take on anyone else’s debts.

To meet his current obligation, he needed to find his 
contact, get the salient details, finish the job, and slip 
out of the city before the blood dried on the stones. 
Quick, quiet, and yet effective in sending a message - 
king’s orders.

He chose an inn at random and paid for a three night 
stay, though he intended just one. He had his horse 
stabled and tipped the muckboy a half-copper to en-
sure the feed had no bugs in it. As night spread a sable 
blanket across the city and its conjured lights blurred 
the stars, Khellus strode off for the nearest market-
place. 

He found the proper shop an hour later. The engraved 
board above the door displayed T’ings and F’ings. 
He allowed a small chuckle at the crude gutterspeak 
which also served as code among many royal agents 

across the kingdom. He ducked into the alley along-
side the establishment, which stunk of piss and offal. 
Odd patterns of soot and the occasional streak of dried 
blood marked the stones all over. Tucking his gloves 
into his belt, Khellus clambered to the roof, picked the 
lock on the waiting hatch, and dropped into a lightless 
upper storeroom. 

He prowled through stacks of dusty crates and scat-
tered stock until he found another door. Using a tiny 
vial from a pouch on his belt, he dripped oil onto the 
hinges, and then opened it, revealing the living quar-
ters behind the shop. He detected a subtle scent of 
lemons as he slipped though the doorway.

The shop owner, a hefty men, with a permanent flush 
to his pale neck and cheeks, sat at a table lit by sever-
al large candles. He dithered over a simple dinner of 
roasted dogflesh and herb-rubbed bread. A ledger lay 
open on the table beside the meal, and he ticked off 
entries with an inked quill as he picked at his food. 

Khellus studied him for a few minutes, noting the 
sweat gleaming on his bald head and the slightest 
quiver to his fingers as he wrote. Then the assassin 
descended the stairs and leant against the wall directly 
behind the man. To his left, a wooden slat door closed 
off what he assumed to be a closet, while another 
stood half-open to reveal a bedroom with armoire and 
feather-stuffed mattress. A third doorway, blocked by a 
silk curtain, led into the shop front.

He waited until just the right moment, as the shop 
keeper took another bite of bread. Devils above and 
below, he loved this part of the work. 

He cleared his throat. 

Crumbs spewed. Meal and book went flying as the 
man shoved the table away, spinning as he rose, quill 
thrust out like a dagger. His chest heaved and the 
bloodshot whites of his eyes showed as he staggered 
for balance.

“Easy, Dolomun” Khellus rumbled. “Your heart isn’t 
allowed to fail until you’ve given your report. Then 
you can have all the spasms you want.”
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“Khellus?” Dolomun squinted and blinked in relief. 
“You’re early.”

Khellus scowled at having his name spoken aloud. 
In a land of unending suspicion and scryers-for-hire, 
even the tiniest slip of the tongue could unravel the 
most tight-knit operation. He waited while Dolomun 
recovered the scattered food and sat on shaky legs. 
The pulse along his throat remained rapid.

“Schedules are for those who want to be caught,” 
Khellus said, keeping his poise neutral. “When your 
arrival is expected, your enemies can take advantage 
of punctuality.”

“Yes, well, if you’re done with your fun, perhaps 
we can see to our business and I can get back to my 
peaceful evening?”

“Please.”

Dolomun crossed beefy arms. “Your services are no 
longer required.”

Khellus raised eyebrows. “Truly? When High King 
Devdan sent me here, it seemed my orders were rather 
straightforward and urgent.”

“Things can change drastically in a week or two. The 
contract is ended. I was told to inform you as soon as 
you arrived so you wouldn’t errantly slaughter a true 
servant of the king”

Khellus straightened. “So Wescel Asmoran is consid-
ered a true servant, is he?

“New evidence has come to light. The crimes for 
which he was to be removed have been revealed to 
be part of a conspiracy to mar his reputation and 
instigate just such a removal.” Dolomun jutted his 
chin at Khellus. “If you’d killed him, another noble 
would be quick to take his place, one tied tight to the 
Bloodrose’s coin purses rather than the king’s.”

“I see.” Khellus mumbled as he stared into space 
contemplating his next move noting, in the corner of 
his eye,  how Dolomun fidgeted. His gaze shot back 

to Dolomun and he shrugged. “I’m afraid I take my 
orders straight from the king’s mouth, not from a sec-
ondary such as yourself.”

“But I received directions from the High Magus,” Do-
lomun said. “It took them great cost and effort to send 
the message across this distance” 

“I’ll be sure to inform the king he needs better chan-
nels of communication. In the meantime, you can tell 
your new friends they need to work on giving you bet-
ter cover stories.” Khellus headed for the stairs he’d 
snuck down, and then paused. “On second thought, I’ll 
deliver the news myself.”

He drew a blade as he whirled and plunged it through 
the thin slats of the closet door. It struck soft flesh on 
the other side, and a scream wrenched the air. Khellus 
yanked the sword free, now streaked with blood, and 
spun back to Dolomun, but the shopkeeper had flung 
the table between them and disappeared through the 
curtain into the front. Clattering and crashes sounded 
as he knocked shelves over in his panicked escape.

Khellus sighed as he opened the closet. A man dressed 
in dark purple and black leather strips slumped to the 
floor. A velvet mask concealed his features. Khellus 
didn’t bother removing it. A shadesman. A member of 
the killing mob that worked for the Bloodrose faction 
within the city - those dedicated to diverting as much 
profit into their own pockets before they reached the 
capital.

The slam of a door made him raise his head. His 
mission might already be compromised, but that didn’t 
mean he needed to let the traitor ruin it further. He ran 
up the steps and back out into the night air. A few roof 
hops brought him ahead of the fleeing shopkeeper who 
took turns at random. Dolomun ran fast for his girth 
and sedentary occupation. Nevertheless, speed availed 
him none when Khellus appeared around the next cor-
ner and stuck a hard arm out at throat level. Dolomun 
gagged and clutched at his throat as he toppled. Khel-
lus glanced around, glad to see how the few citizens 
loitering in the area already scurried away, not wanting 
any trouble.
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As he regained his breath, Dolomun remained on his 
knees. He now looked worn and haggard, as if the last 
few minutes had aged him a decade.

“How... how did you know?” he rasped. 

Khellus kept one sword drawn, the other in its sheath. 
This bastard didn’t deserve both blades. 

“You keep yourself bald so the hair doesn’t show the 
signs,” he said. “The twitching caught my eye, though 
you control it well. The citrus smell is another indica-
tor. Asmoran’s got you addicted to dravillish, hasn’t 
he? You’re on the take. How long?”

The man shuddered. “Three years now. They took me 
in the middle of the night. Tortured me. Filled me to 
the brim with the stuff and then let me go, knowing 
I’d do anything to get more.” His eyes brimmed with 
tears. “Threaten me all you want, but nothing I can say 
will help you now. Ever since he learned the king had 
targeted him, he’s been avoiding any sort of pattern 
with his business, his guards, his staff... it all chang-
es from week to week.” He babbled as Khellus’ grip 
tightened on the sword hilt. “But I know one thing he 
doesn’t. Let me live and I’ll tell you.”

Khellus scoffed. “Tell me, and I might let you live.”

Dolomun pondered this for a moment before bowing 
his head. “Groxley is here. Arrived yesterday. My 
sources say he’s been hired to take down Asmoran as 
well.”

Khellus frowned. “Why would that brute be brought 
in for this sort of work?”

“I don’t know. I truly don’t.”

“But you were going to warn Asmoran.”

“Of course I was.” Dolomun wept at his feet, enor-
mous tears rolling down his crumpled expression. 
“You don’t understand. What it can drive a man to do. 
It’s this constant hunger, this ever-burning need that 
consumes everything. It cuts all ties except to the one 
who supplies satisfaction, however brief.” He held up 

shaking hands. “I can’t help myself anymore.”

Khellus grimaced. “Then let me help you.”

He made the death as swift as possible, though certain-
ly not painless. Dolomun had made his choices and 
had to pay the consequences.

#

Gnawing on a strip of spiced meat, Khellus studied a 
corner of Asmoran’s estate from down the road. Un-
like some of the more sprawling mansions and opulent 
dwellings, Asmoran had built himself a miniature 
fortress inside the already inviolable city defences. 
Khellus’s view of the estate was blocked by high walls 
of red stone, except for the two main towers. Guards 
patrolled the parapets at all hours, crossbows and 
swords at the ready. Three well-defended gates opened 
occasionally to let tarp-covered wagons enter or exit. 
Staff came and went through smaller doors set within 
the gates, under the ever watchful eye of Asmoran’s 
guards.

On the outside, Asmoran appeared to run a thriving 
spice trade, paving the way for wealthy patrons across 
the lands to indulge in exotic flavours during banquets 
and feasts. Plenty of the crates and barrels being carted 
in and out  no doubt held supplies for manufacturing 
dravillish—if not the purified drug itself. 

Complicated things, politics and economics, two 
realms of power that braided together so tightly they 
were often indistinguishable. It was a poorly kept 
secret that most of the nobles in Belladain worked 
with the Bloodroses, taking their cut of various illicit 
operations. Asmoran’s specialty lay in drug trafficking, 
and he dominated the trade with ruthless efficiency. 
Thanks to him, countless languished in drug dens in 
most major cities, and innumerable lives were lost to 
the poisonous brew. Other Belladain nobles invested 
themselves in gambling operations, brothels, slav-
ery, or other peddling that made Khellus’s gut roil in 
disgust.

At the same time, the kingdom relied on such trade to 
fill its coffers. Not only would cleansing Belladain of 
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its rotting infrastructure prove enormously costly to 
the court, but it would also deprive the land of a sub-
stantial source of coin. It proved a tricky balancing act 
to manage such undesirable operations without letting 
the chaos it invited destroy the kingdom from within.

Asmoran had tipped his personal balance away from 
the king’s favour with openly treasonous talk during 
several social engagements over the past year. Appar-
ently, his position of power had emboldened him in 
voicing his true opinions of his liege; rumours spoke 
of his trying to recruit other nobles to rebellion, with 
the intent to turn Belladain into its own city-state. 
Khellus had come to restore the balance and remind 
the other nobles that while they operated with a cer-
tain amount of leeway, limits still existed.

To enforce such limits, though, he needed to figure out 
how best to penetrate the estate and leave Asmoran a 
corpse in his wake. The guard patrols had at least two 
levels of redundancy, so attempting to enter through 
brute force would be foolish. The walls had been 
topped with rows of spikes and shattered glass, mak-
ing climbing a hazardous option. Perhaps he needed 
to sniff around the sewers to see if any underground 
channels offered themselves. An unsavoury route, but 
he’d managed worse before.

Street traffic wound past him as he pondered the 
alternatives. Few took note of the man lounging in the 
shade, one more commoner amidst the daily hubbub. 
However, he took note of them, seeing who came and 
went from the estate. His surveillance allowed him to 
spot one man in particular sauntering down the road. 

With overly long arms and legs, the man stuck up a 
head taller than most others. He had short-cropped 
black hair, with several thin white scars marring his 
otherwise fair features. A loose yellow tunic made his 
gut and arms appear baggy, concealing what Khellus 
knew to be a torso and arms corded with muscle. He 
munched on a green-and-white vapefruit, making one 
of his cheeks bulge as he chewed. 

Groxley. 

The thug passed Khellus without so much as a glance, 

but the assassin knew the indifference to be a farce. 
He wouldn’t have sauntered down this street except 
to make a show of it for the sake of his fellow killer. 
Groxley liked to be seen. He loved to flaunt his work, 
even while leaving no evidence or witnesses in the 
aftermath.

Khellus rose and followed ten paces back. Groxley 
carried no weapons, even to Khellus’s trained eye, but 
he knew from experience how deadly the man’s bare 
hands could be. Groxley stopped and leaned against a 
hitching post outside a tavern, still noshing his snack. 
He peered up at Asmoran’s estate as well, gawking 
and grinning like a country yokel stupefied by city life 
and architecture. 

As Khellus came up beside him, Groxley spoke with-
out turning. “’ello, Khellus. Impressive, ain’t it? Livin’ 
in a palace like that might make a man feel right near 
invincible.” He looked over and grinned, flashing a 
gap where an incisor was missing. Khellus remem-
bered knocking the tooth loose during their last meet-
ing. “Good thing we’s here to put him in his place, 
no?”

Khellus joined him in inspecting the walls again. “So, 
who was foolish enough to hire your witless hide?”

Groxley’s grin broadened. “My client prefers to go 
nameless. Let’s just say I’m bein’ funded by a father 
whose lost a coupl’a kids to Asmoran’s drug pits. 
Poor wastrels just couldn’t keep away, and now they 
be feedin’ flowers. Daddy don’t like that, and wants 
someone to pay.”

“You’re here to make Asmoran a spectacle.”

“And what’s wrong with that?”

“It’s messy. Sloppy. A pointless waste of effort.”

Groxley spat out a vapefruit seed. “It’s fun. Besides, 
what’s it matter? Either way, he’s a deader.” He 
bumped Khellus’s shoulder with his own. “We’re both 
here for the same job. Why not let me get the grunt 
work and you get the glory?”
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“It’s not about glory. You’ve been hired for nothing 
but petty revenge.”

“You’re here for revenge. Just you get to pretend it 
matters more ‘cause it’s royal. Only real difference is 
you ain’t being paid.”

Khellus scowled. “It’s more than money.”

Groxley licked the fruit juice off his fingers. “You 
gotta sad, strange way of seein’ life, Khellus.” 

A subtle gap had formed between them and pass-
ers-by, as if the  crowd were instinctively clued in to 
the predators among them and shied away. Khellus 
stepped closer, in easy reach of the other man’s long 
grasp.

“I know you’re too much an idiot to heed any warning 
to leave. 

Groxley gave him a look up and down. “Business, is 
it? Not personal?”

“There’s nothing personal about this.”

Picking a fingernail between his teeth, Groxley 
shrugged. “You sure did take it hard last time, when I 
got to Lady Ovrida afore you.”

Khellus kept his face calm, though he seethed inside. 
“You slaughtered a dozen innocents and left a house in 
ruins. Only the lady needed to be eliminated.”

“What can I say? I’m efficient.” Groxley straightened 
and put a hand on Khellus’s shoulder. “You’re right. It 
ain’t just about the coin. There’s somethin’ more.”

The assassin met the thug’s gaze, unflinching. “What’s 
that?”

“Seein’ your sorry ass slink off after I beat you to the 
body. Priceless.” He tapped his temple with two fin-
gers, a mock salute. “To the better man go the glory.”

Khellus sighed as Groxley strolled off and soon be-
came lost in the flow of the street. A complication he 

didn’t need. Gone was the luxury of spending days or 
weeks in planning. Groxley wouldn’t bother with such 
means. He’d just look for the weakest chink in Asmo-
ran’s defences and bull through them until he either 
reached his target or got dropped trying. Knowing the 
man’s effectiveness, Khellus didn’t doubt he’d make 
a good show of it. If he attacked before Khellus and 
failed, that’d leave Asmoran locked up even tighter 
than before, making it near-impossible for the assassin 
to reach him. If he attacked and succeeded, it’d be a 
serious undermining of the king’s authority and would 
engender further talk of rebellion.

Khellus needed a swift, sure strike; yet the time con-
straints grated. Perhaps that’s what Groxley intended 
by showing himself. He wanted to push Khellus into 
a hasty attempt, hoping he’d trip up and get caught or 
killed. Maybe he’d even be watching from the side 
lines, observing to inform his own methods. Even so, 
every hour counted now. 

He fixed eyes back to the estate, trying to pierce its 
defences, seeking the hole through which he could slip 
unnoticed. Flaws always existed. It just was a mat-
ter of discerning them. Here, the physical obstacles 
appeared insurmountable. Perhaps he could bribe a 
guard, though, or sneak in on one of the supply deliv-
eries. 

After another hour of observation, he discarded those 
ideas. The wagons in and out were too well-inspected, 
and it’d take too long to figure out the traffic patterns, 
isolate a wagon, and build a false compartment to 
conceal himself. The guards would also be a tricky 
approach, requiring careful study to single out a 
possible patsy, and if he guessed wrong and his target 
refused, he’d have to kill the man or keep him locked 
and bound somewhere; and the estate would be put on 
alert anyways once the guard went missing. 

Not only that, but he picked out signs of dravillish 
usage among the guards as well as a number of visi-
tors. Little mystery then as to how Asmoran ensured 
the loyalty of key people within his operation. As 
Dolomun had proven, such individuals would betray 
country and king to secure a steady supply, whether 
they truly wanted to or not.
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More complications. 

He stilled as two figures in the crowd caught his eyes. 
A young woman held a girl’s hand as they wove 
through the crowd. The woman’s brown hair had been 
done up in a neat bun and she wore a simple dress 
of blue trimmed with golden lace. The girl skipped 
alongside her, tugging at her mother’s hand. She had 
indigo-black hair down to her shoulders, and a red 
dress clad her skinny frame.

Though it had been six years, Khellus recognized 
Abrodail the instant he spotted her. Her lithe gait 
remained the same, reminding him of how she’d 
first caught his gaze with the way she almost danced 
among the tavern tables and patrons as she delivered 
food and drink. When she pulled the girl out of the 
way of an oncoming cart, Khellus glimpsed the same 
curve of her lips, the familiar dip of her collarbone. 
He wondered if her hair smelled the same. 

Shaking off the nostalgia, he glanced at the girl again. 
A child? A father? Married then. He smiled to him-
self. Good for her. From their clothes, they looked to 
be well-cared for, and their easy manner suggested 
contentment with their lot. Well, whatever happened 
during his mission, this glimpse of the past had at least 
given him a scrap of hope for…

His smile faded as the pair aimed for one of the estate 
gates. A guard intercepted them, spoke with Abrodail 
briefly, and then opened one of the smaller doors to 
admit them. When the door shut and cut off Khellus’s 
view, he remained staring for a few minutes. Options 
tumbled through his mind.

She didn’t come with any other deliveries, nor did 
she bear paperwork or materials of any sort, so it was 
unlikely that she represented an outside business, 
especially with a child in tow. Asmoran remained a 
staunch bachelor, though he had his pick of noble dec-
adents who flocked about him anytime he appeared in 
public. Could she be a consort of some sort? Khellus 
tossed this thought aside as quick as it came. Asmoran 
wouldn’t entangle himself with anyone lower than his 
station. The guards obviously knew her, so she came 
to the estate on a regular basis. She must work there as 

part of Asmoran’s staff. 

Now his lips pinched in a thin line, a determined gri-
mace. 

There. There was his in. 

 Khellus the Blackhearted by Joel Lagerwall
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The heat was crushing, it fell on his head and shoulders 
from the sun overhead and came up in waves from the 
sand. 

The sand underfoot shifted and dragged at his feet, each 
step like running in water, his calves ached, his feet hot 
through his leather boots. He wore a baseball cap to hold 
a square of cloth in place, it covered his ears and neck and 
the brim shaded his face but his skin still felt like sandpa-
per.

He had long since given up sweating, hours ago as the sun 
came up and he started this journey droplets had formed on 
his forehead and neck, then the full heat of the sun hit and 
the sweat had vanished as fast as it formed droplets.

His jeep had broken down, something was wrong with it, it 
wouldn’t start this morning, the battery was dead, the radio 

was dead. Everything was dead. He was far from the city, 
his mobile was useless, the empty, hollow bars mocked him 
every time he checked.

He had decided to walk, not understanding what he had 
been told. The desert will kill you they said, the heat will 
destroy you. Do not go alone, hire a guide, hire a proper 
vehicle, but he couldn’t wait, he couldn’t stop, he had to 
know the answer.

They told him to take water, he wasn’t a fool, a shop for 
tourists was next to the car hire company, he rented the car 
and bought two big water bottles, the funny square ones 
that hang from a shoulder strap at an angle. They held two 
litres, he bought two. Four litres of water, just carrying it 
was hard, it should have been plenty.

He had thrown away the first one before ten o’clock, he 
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dropped the second one an hour ago, his head pounded, his 
vision was blurred, his skin felt like parchment, his lips and 
nose were peeling, his fingers tingled, his mouth was wire 
wool and fuzz.

But he had to know, he had to go on, even death was noth-
ing now when compared to the burning desire to know the 
truth.

The story had haunted his dreams since his great grandfa-
ther had told him the tale, of being lost in the dessert during 
the war, of a ruined city that was on no maps, of exploring 
the ruins and finding a building at its heart, a creature of 
myth, a riddle asked and then waking alone in the sand 
beside a road where he was found by a patrol.

Then had come Christmas, the cracker had popped and 
fallen apart, he picked up the hat and the silly little toy. 
And the slip of paper, the same riddle he had heard from 
his grandfather.

The story was true, the creature was real. Now he had 
to see for himself, his grandfather’s tale had lived in his 
dreams every year of his life, now it lived in his waking 
days.

The first plane to Egypt in the new year took him to Cairo 
and then the rented car and the drive into the dessert, an 
overnight sleep wrapped in blankets against the cold, then 
came the dawn and today began.

He staggered up yet another sand dune in this endless land 
of sand and dunes, his feet slipping back as much as he 
stepped forward, his eyes were gritty, the pounding in his 
head was getting so bad he could barely think. Then he 
reached the top and looked out into the haze of heat that 
shimmered before him.

Endless yellow sand, a sparkle of blue water and a handful 
of green topped palm trees. 

AN OASIS!

Right there, in front of him, a circle of date palms round a 
small pool, but it was water, clean blue shining water. He 
started to run down the dune towards it, the sand shifted 
beneath him and he began to tumble then he was rolling 
over and over till he hit the bottom and cried out as he 
landed on his back in the burning sand.

The heat sucked the life from him, his hands, arms and 

neck blazed as if they were in a fire, he scrambled upright, 
fighting to get away from the heat then staggered, his bal-
ance was wrong, he couldn’t focus, couldn’t stand upright. 
But that didn’t matter because the pool was just there, the 
water, the trees, enough to drink, shade from the sun, just 
there, just in front of him, just where he had seen it from 
the top of the dune.

Sand.

Nothing but sand.

The wind moaned across the dunes, was it the djinn of 
ancient legend mocking his foolishness or the spirits of the 
dead calling to him as they waited for him to join them, just 
more bleached bones in the trackless waste?
Shadows moved slowly around him as vultures circled 
overhead.

He tried to stand then fell over again, he was too weak to 
walk so he crawled.

Up a sand dune and down then up the next, he was getting 
slower and slower. The shadows around him got larger and 
larger as the vultures flew lower, expecting the end to be 
close.

Then he crawled to the top of one last sand dune and he 
saw another mirage, this one of a ruined city. Walls and 
buildings, pillars and statures, all bleached white under 
the pitiless sun. The whole thing shimmered in the haze, 
a gleaming delight to the eye. The only thing missing was 
another pool of water or more palm trees. Another illusion, 
another dream.

He crawled on, his knees and hands burning as they 
touched the sand, the cloth of his trousers had fallen apart 
an eon ago, he couldn’t remember when he first knelt on 
the sand with his bare flesh and felt the skin of his knees 
catch fire.

Now it was just another pain, just one more pain. He 
couldn’t go much further, he was near to death.
 
Then his head struck the wall, it wasn’t a dream, the wall 
was real, the ruins were real, the city was real.

The building was almost intact, the roof had fallen in and 
the floor was covered in storm blown sand but the walls 
were intact, and so was the door, the back wall was not 
a wall, instead it was at least ten feet thick, what he had 
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thought to be a room was an antechamber, the door led 
into a solid block of ancient stones, each one massive and 
carefully shaped though now worn rough by centuries of 
weather.

The door was bronze, ancient and stained green, though 
there had been no rain here for hundreds of years. The 
outside had once been carved and shaped but whatever may 
have been there had long since been worn away.

He staggered to the metal and touched it then screamed and 
fell back, blisters formed on the tips of his fingers where 
they had pressed against the metal that had soaked up the 
sun’s fury since dawn.

He tore at his shirt, pulling the tattered rags from his shoul-
ders and wrapping it around his hands. Then the pushed, 
pushed with all his might, leaning his weight into the task, 
his feet slipped in the sand.

The slightest creak. Metal groaned.

Then the door moved, just an inch, but it moved.
He screamed his anger to the skies and pushed again, 
desperation gave him strength, the door swung open and he 
fell through.

Shade, cool air, his head spun, he twisted like a dancer then 
fell to the floor, ancient well-worn flagstones covered with 
no more than dust. He fell and everything went dark. 

#

Pain, a pounding behind his eyes, the ache of his legs, the 
burning of his skin.

He forced his eyes open, sticky and gritty they opened at 
last and he could look around himself, stone walls washed 
with colours, the well-worn flagstones he was laying on, 
the roof overhead long slabs of stone. Light came from 
the open door but it was wan, pale, fading. The sun was 
setting, even the punishing heat seemed to be fading away 
now he was inside and off the sand.
Then like a curtain of darkness the sun was gone and it 
was dark, the air still hot but now he was blind. He had no 
torch, why would he bring a torch when he was driving a 
car. But now as he tried to see in the dark he cursed himself 
for being a fool.

But he had to know, he had to come to the desert to find the 

truth.

He rolled over on the flagstones, his hands reaching out to 
either side. His outstretched hands found one wall and the 
door, still burning hot. But there was something else, an-
other ache, a pain, his thigh, not burning, more like he was 
laying on something with his hip, his pocket.

HIS PHONE!

He rolled over again and fumbled in his trousers, his fingers 
touched plastic and he tried to grab the case. Two tries later 
and he had a grip on his phone, he pulled it out and touched 
the screen with a blistered fingertip. Bright light filled the 
corridor, he could see, he was saved by his phone, thank 
you Apple.

He staggered to his feet then swung his phone around him 
like a torch, the door led outside, the corridor went down 
into the depths of the Earth, at first a gentle slope but quick-
ly getting steeper.

With his phone held in front of him like a talisman and 
his free hand on the wall to his left to keep him upright he 
slowly waked deeper into the stygian depths beneath the 
long lost city swallowed by the sands.

After minutes the corridor levelled out and came to a 
junction, it turned left and it turned right, the wall ahead of 
him was covered in writing, strange pictures in rows and 
columns. The words of ancient people, they meant nothing 
to him. The flagstones here were worn, countless footsteps 
over how many years, a hundred, a thousand? Most walked 
left as it was more worn that way, perhaps other had sought 
what he sought, perhaps others had shared his quest. 

He followed in their footsteps.

The corridor continued, minute after minute he trudged, 
only the glow of his mobile holding back the darkness that 
fled before him and crowded in behind him.

Then he noticed a sound, just a whisper in the air, again and 
again, like breathing, something breathing in and out.

Then another sound came to him, a steady beat, again and 
again, like a heartbeat in the distance.

Breathing, a heartbeat, what manner of monster was down 
here, what demon lived beneath this ruined city of the 
sand?
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Ahead of him now he saw a glow, faint light, steady, elec-
trical, far in the distance.

On he walked, step by step, he was almost done now, his 
legs trembled, only his arm on the wall kept him from 
falling.

Closer to the light he could hear voices, they sounded 
human, just the mutter of talking, too faint to make out 
the words. Then there was music, all swirling pipes and 
plucked strings and a wailing voice.

Then suddenly he was blinking, he was at the end of the 
corridor, the light blazed out and blinded him, he staggered 
forward, blindly walking onward, his foot caught some-
thing, he tripped and fell, landing not on hard stone but on 
thick carpet, rugs piled on rugs.

He blinked, his eyes dry and painful, slowly vision re-
turned.

He looked up to see a face looking down at him, smooth 
tan skin, clean shaven, framed by long brown hair, a regal 
nose and eyes that seemed to carry the eons within them.

Below the face was a torso, heavily muscled,  not a scar or 
mark. Then down to the waist and thick tan fur, great paws 
like an enormous cat, behind them the lion’s body, the tail 
swishing in the air.

The man croaked, his voice failed him. The monstrous 
creature looked down at him then reached to one side, 
picked something up and handed it to the dying man. The 
man stared, his mind not understanding what his eyes were 
seeing.

The red can, the swirling white writing, droplets of mois-
ture forming on the cool metal.

The desperate man grabbed the can of coke, fumbled at the 
pull tab then finally opened it and thirstily tilted the can and 
emptied it. As he lowered his head and hand another can 
was offered and he drunk half of that as well.

“Thanks.” His voice was a croak but at least he could now 
talk.

Then he looked at the creature that had handed him the 
drinks and his eyes grew wide.

He stuttered. “You’re… you’re, it’s… it’s true, you’re real. 
You’re real!”
The creatures voice was mellow but strong, its accent 
heavy and carried to echoes of kingdoms long since gone 
from time.

“Yes I am real.” The creature chuckled.

“By why are you hiding here, what is this place?”

The Sphinx glanced at the rack of servers, the large com-
puter screens, the huge TV showing some sort of news 
program, the thick carpets on the ground. Electric lights 
overhead, the music playing from somewhere, a fridge full 
of cans.

“My home.”

“But I don’t understand, you’re a myth. A legend, a creature 
from ancient Egypt, where did you get all of this?”

“The sphinx pointed at one of the large computer screens. 
Word documents were open, dozens of riddles filled each 
page. There was a banner on one of the pages; it read 
‘Great Sphinx Inc, the world’s best puzzles and riddles’.

The creature laughed, a deep booming sound.

“I write Christmas cracker riddles.” 
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Marsha lay on the beach. She felt the cold sand against 
the back of her neck. The waves were invisible, except 
for a sliver of white in the darkness. Their lulling crash 
made her drowsy. She was exhausted, having spent the 
day swimming and drinking with her friends, the sun 
pounding down on her.

The day had been the first good one in a long time. 
Life had been piling on one disappointment after 
another. Her job: downsized, outsourced, reclassified 
into oblivion. Her boyfriend of five years: sleeping 
with another woman, begging for forgiveness, doing 
it again. Her mother: divorced, alone, alcoholic. Her 
father: gone, run off with his 20-something secretary, a 
cliché. All a cliché, she thought, my whole stupid life.

She just wanted to be in the moment, on the beach, 
letting the sound of the surf and the slight chill in the 
salty air lull her to the edge of sleep. She floated in 
the weightless place between wakefulness and uncon-
sciousness. The sound of the ocean became air gliding 
past her as she drifted among black clouds, the world 
below lost in darkness. She felt that she was far above 
the ground, the tethers of waking life cut, rising into 

midnight space.

A squeal cut through the rhythm of the waves, rousing 
Marsha from her half-sleep. Her eyes had adjusted to 
the darkness enough to make out the ocean, the black 
water and the white crest of the waves. There was 
another squeal. It sounded like something made by an 
animal.

Maybe a dolphin, she thought. Not that I know what 
a dolphin sounds like. Maybe a dog. So, brain, just 
sticking with ‘d’ animals?

She giggled at her own joke. She stopped when the 
sound cut through the darkness again.

Whatever was making the sound was definitely in the 
water and almost directly in front of her. She squinted. 
She could make out something on the water’s edge, a 
pale shape with black water lapping over it.

Marsha stood up. Although she couldn’t be sure, it 
looked like a person. 

Kind of late for a swim, she thought. Maybe someone 
needs help? 

She cautiously made her way down the beach. Al-
though she wanted to help, she didn’t want to startle 
what might be a wounded animal. She hesitated.
 
Maybe I should get the guys. Maybe I should just get 
the heck out of here. I don’t want to get mauled by a... 
a... sea lion.
 
The pale shape moved. It made a sound, but not the 
grating squeal of earlier. This was a deep moan, one 
that vibrated through Marsha’s body and made the hair 
stand up on the nape of her neck. It wasn’t exactly a 
bad feeling; but it was odd. It made her feel a little 
excited, a little queasy, an instinctual response to the 
unknown.  

Just a little closer, she thought. 

She was now only a few yards away. The form lifted 
up. A head raised up from the sand, face down. An arm 
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reached out.

“Oh my god,” Marsha said, as she realised the form 
lying in the churning surf was a woman. She quickly 
covered the rest of the distance and knelt down in the 
wet sand.

“Are you okay?”

The woman raised her head, looking up at Marsha. 
Her white hair hung down in wet ropes that seemed to 
glow in the starlight. Her eyes reflected the minimal 
light like an animal’s, flickering from gold to green 
to dull red. Her thin lips pulled back briefly, a flash of 
white teeth. Marsha knew the woman was smiling, but 
it looked wrong, disturbing, as if it was being made 
by someone who had heard of a smile, but never seen 
one.

“Do you need help?”

The woman’s voice was deep and fluid, a cold current 
from the ocean depths.

“No. You called. I heard.”

Okay, this is getting weird, Marsha thought. Maybe 
this chick is stoned. “I didn’t say anything. Look, I 
need to get someone. I’ll be back.”

Marsha started to rise, the wet sand sucking at her 
knees.

“No mother. No father. No love, no hope. So sad. Such 
a strong song. I could hear it in the black depths.”

Marsha stood over the woman. 

“How did you know?”

As the water began to recede, Marsha saw that the 
smooth skin of the woman’s back was almost trans-
lucent. Exposed to the cool of the night air the colour 
of the skin began to change, the pale white turning to 
light grey. Finally, the water was gone, retreating into 
the great basin of the Atlantic. Marsha was shocked 
when she saw that instead of legs, the woman had a 

long column of muscle and grey flesh, like the tail of 
an eel.

Marsha slowly sank back to her knees.

“What are you?”

The tail flipped lazily into the air. The woman’s whole 
body seemed to glow with a dull, emerald light, like 
diffuse sunlight in the depths of the ocean. 

“Not God. Here to help. Heard the song of your heart. 
It is the same as mine.”

Marsha felt sick. Her mind revolted at what it was 
seeing. Ancient race-memories stirred, of dark shapes 
moving through primordial forests, red eyes glowing 
in the night, all the monsters in every closet and under 
every bed. This was something that shouldn’t exist in 
the world. She wanted to curl into a ball, stop up her 
ears, pull out her eyes.

“This can’t be real.”

“Real. Yes, real. Here to help. You... me.”

The woman pulled herself across the wet sand, a little 
closer to Marsha. A part of Marsha’s brain screamed 
“RUN!” but she couldn’t move.

“Let me help,” the woman reached out and touched 
Marsha’s bare leg. The touch was ice, the caress of a 
thing old and inhuman.

“I can help. Pain no more. The world of you, no more. 
I can help.”

The words washed over Marsha. The voice was horri-
ble but enthralling. Marsha felt like she was watching 
a lion tearing the flesh from a gazelle, a thing raw and 
primal and wet and red. Her head was spinning, sink-
ing into the dark waters of the endless ocean. 

“Please, I don’t know what to do anymore,” Marsha 
said. She was sobbing, the tears coming out inexora-
bly, pushed by a tide of disappointment and fear. The 
life she had, the sameness of one day after another, of 
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one failure after another, sank with her fear, replaced 
by a feeling of sadness and reverence. She stared into 
the woman’s eyes, saw herself reflected in two dark 
blue, almost black, orbs.

“Your song is my song. We can sing for one another. 
Need something from you. Give something from me.”

This is insane, Marsha thought, I’ve really gone 
insane. Or I’m dreaming. I drank too much and I’m 
passed out on the beach, dreaming about a mermaid. 
It has to be a dream.

“I’m dreaming... I’m dreaming,” Marsha muttered. 
“Fine, help me.”
 
The woman smiled. The smile was too wide, the teeth 
too sharp. Shark’s teeth. Her eyes locked on Marsha’s 

and rolled back, now dead white, the colour of raw 
bone. 

“My song your song your song my song... my song 
your song your song my song...” The words rolled past 
shark teeth from the limitless depths of an eternal sea. 
In the last moment before everything went black Mar-
sha realised this was no dream, no hallucination.

#

The water swirled around Marsha’s nude body. Flaps 
of skin opened and closed along the side of her body, 
revealing pink gills. Her legs were gone, replaced by a 
long, grey tail.

She bobbed in the water, the tail undulating, keeping 
her in place against the pulling tide. To Marsha, it felt 



PAGE 25

comfortable and familiar, as if the tail were something 
she’d had since birth, her missing legs a fading dream.

In the growing light of a red dawn, Marsha watched 
the woman walk up the beach on new legs. The wom-
an didn’t look back, didn’t look at the ocean, didn’t 
look at Marsha. Her eyes were fixed on a new life.

Marsha watched until the woman was gone. Then she 
turned with a flick of her tail. The timeless waters 
waited for her. Her old world was gone, the new one 
waiting. She smiled, rows of shark teeth sparkling in 
the new sun. Then she was gone.
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From north and south, east and west, from this and 
other planets and from realms much beyond our imag-
ination, came the faeries. This seemingly peaceful 
blue planet drew them to discuss what to do about the 
most troublesome of its creatures - the humans.

The last talk scheduled was a debate between Shenay-
alan, the elf king from planet Nefastus and me, 
Ayurserrat, dwarf King from planet Oblivion. 

Shenayalan, the tall blond king of the elves, started 
talking, “For millennia we have stepped aside and 
watched as they killed each other relentlessly like the 
violent beasts that they are; but now they are destroy-
ing this planet in a frenzy like none seen before. We 
must intervene immediately!”

Enthusiastic applause from half of the gathering fol-
lowed, however I noted that others remained neutral 
or shook their heads. Shenaylan continued, “A few of 
the most promising individuals can be incorporated 
into our people. They should be taught how to live 
peacefully with other creatures and, with assistance, 
be given the chance for self-development. I see that 
not all of them are beyond redemption, but most of 
them must adapt to a better way of living or they must 
perish before they, as a consequence of their acts, 
bring their species and others to their demise.”

I interrupted him, “and would you bring upon us the 
responsibility for their fate Shenayalan? We would 

have to take care of them forever and be forever guilty 
for the ones we would kill. With what authority could 
we invest ourselves for teaching them how to be 
evolved, loving beings if we had their blood on our 
hands?”

“We must save them from themselves!” said Shenay-
alan. “We are already responsible for them since our 
ancestors created them from our and primate DNA 
millennia ago.”

 “The main problem here is that you see them as vio-
lent beasts, unable to evolve beyond a turning point in 
history where they must destroy themselves. All races 
must go through this bottleneck in a milder or harder 
way, and they are exactly there right now. Would you 
invade them and rob them the opportunity to prove 
themselves capable of existing as an independent 
race?” I countered.

“They have already shown that they are violent beasts, 
and thus unable to evolve. Just look at all they have 
done during their history!” Shenayalan said with many 
a sad acquiescence from the crowd. 

I sighed, “The main problem I see with your fervent 
speech Shenayalan is that you use the dire situation 
the humans are in as a justification to continue your 
own agenda with them. How many humans have you 
taken from the planet already without the approval of 
all faeries?”
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“What I do in my realm isn’t in judgment here!” 
Shenayalan said with indignation.

This elf has a nerve. “But perhaps it should be. You 
have no right to abduct humans and take them to your 
realm.”

“I took only the ones my seers knew to be destined to 
die otherwise.”

Oh and how fitting that is to your plans. “Even 
though. You took a full plane away just like that. Even 
humans will notice that something is amiss.” 

“They won’t notice. Humans usually ignore anything 
they don’t have an explanation for and this includes 
this airplane disappearance. They will talk about it 
for some days and then completely forget about it. 
The crew from the plane has already settled down 
happily on our planet.” Shenayalan said with a perfect 
angelic expression on his face. “But even this is too 
little, humans should be incorporated into the faerie 
folk forcibly, we should invade this planet at once and 
secure all beings on it.”

“You mean secure the ones you can use and kill the 
ones who resist?” I said with a sarcastic smile.

The bell announcing the end of the assembly rang. 
The faeries would now vote for Shenayalan’s proposal 
with a yes or no. I could see that many of them were 
enraged at the way humans treated each other and 
their planet, and many more of them were worried and 
thought that mass destruction of the planet’s flora and 
fauna should be avoided at all costs. Some of them 
loved humans and thought that the union of both races 
could only have a positive side, and some of them 
thought it was best to stop humans before they would 
cut down all their trees and set the land on fire. In the 
end Shenayalan’s proposal was accepted by a slight 
majority and me and the faeries met the announcement 
of our future invasion of the human realm with very 
mixed emotions.

Then I heard a high pitched scream in the middle of 
the faeries. A circle was made around a small brown-
skinned human girl and a forest faerie I knew who 

was called Irvina.

“Who brought this human among us?” Shenayalan 
asked, but it was common knowledge that faeries took 
their humans pets with them wherever they went.

The girl was obviously in a trance, as if an entity of a 
higher realm had entered her small and frail body. 

“I am the voice of Gaia,” the girl said in her child’s 
voice. “I warn you not to meddle with humans, not 
only for their sake, but also for yours. I don’t want you 
to die, but I will defend my younger children against 
any who come to invade them.”

I approached Irvina and the girl and asked: “Aren’t 
your children the Fae, the humans being only an ex-
periment conducted by us?”

“No, the humans are also my children.” Gaia answered 
through the child. “They are not only your experiment, 
neither are they your property nor responsibility to be 
dealt with. They are the lost souls that came to Gaia. 
Their bodies might be the mixture of yours and pri-
mates, but their souls are much older and the reasons 
for them to be right here go beyond anything you 
know. They are also an experiment of themselves and 
an experiment of the universe. As such they should not 
be tampered with by you or any others until the time 
of the experiment has come to an end.”

After this surprising turn of events the faeries refused 
to go on with Shenayalan’s planned invasion. I felt re-
lieved that the elves had not been allowed to start that 
mad war. I had a bad feeling that trying to incorporate 
the humans into the faerie would had been a tragic 
blunder for both races involved. I listened as Irvina, 
the faerie who had brought the brown-skinned girl 
with her, told her. “This was very smart, Chéri…”
The small girl looked at Irvina as if she didn’t un-
derstand. As they left the amphitheatre, Irvina was 
stopped by Shenayalan while ten of his soldiers 
surrounded her. “She didn’t fake it,” he told the forest 
faerie. “I will take the girl into custody to understand 
why humans are channelling planetary entities, all of a 
sudden.”
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You wish…“She won’t be your lab rat.” I told him, 
while an equal number of my dwarf soldiers rushed 
to my side to face the tall elf king. “I will take the girl 
and her faerie owner to my planet so that they are pro-
tected there. We must be attentive in case Gaia choos-
es to speak through this girl again in the future.”

When Shenayalan saw that taking the girl was impos-
sible he decided to challenge me. “And this is very 
noble of you… how can I be sure that you won’t study 
the girl for your own benefit?”

The elf king and I were busy standing our ground and 
looking at each other with the distrust we had felt for 
generations when the human interrupted us.

“I am to be returned to my mother on Earth.” The 
small girl spoke again in a trance as the faerie kings 
and all others looked at her. “I must… organize some 
things there and I can only do that the right way if I 
am on the planet I came from.”

Irvina looked at the girl with sadness. “But Chéri…”

“You will put me back in my mother’s house and take 
away the changeling you left there. You will erase my 
mother’s memory of all the time she spent with the 
changeling and you will give her the memories of our 
time together instead. You will do that or all faeries 
will regret it.” After saying that the girl pointed her 
hand at a big decorative ornament hanging from the 
ceiling and set it on fire. 

Irvina had no other choice, but to return the human 
girl to her mother and to give the most precious of her 
memories away. Shenayalan announced he would keep 
observing the girl from afar. I also decided to keep a 
watch on the girl not only to prevent him from taking 
her away again from Earth, but also to know what 
would become of her. Now not only me, but all faeries 
suspected that on the seemingly peaceful blue plan-
et lay a dormant power we should better not meddle 
with.



Part Two – The Land of the Dan

The steady creak of the oar and the splash as it thrusts 
us ever onwards are a counterpoint to my story. My 
eyes are closed, to better see the story, to not be dis-
tracted by audience reaction. Not that the Corvid-like 
Ferryman would show any reaction. Bird-like, remind-
ing me of what I thought the Seventh Magpie would 
look like, so long ago. 

***

The Ferryman asks the man in red, the Storyteller, if 
he had any luggage to transport.

“I have no such belongings. Nothing, apart from the 
weight of stories.”
“And where do you travel to?” The man asks, he can 
see the boy waits patiently for the next story. He thinks 

PAGE 29



PAGE 30

that he ought to let the Storyteller ply his trade, after 
all it is his payment. But, he is curious.

“To the castle of course. But why I travel there is a 
story in itself. Would you like to hear it?”

The Ferryman nods but sees the boy’s expression.

“Perhaps after you’ve told the boy about his fairies?”

“Indeed, indeed,” the Storyteller turns to the boy, 
“you’d like another tale from the Four and One?”

“Yes, please,” the boy says. “The Seventh Magpie 
one, please.” He squirms a little on the bench, get-
ting comfortable. The Ferryman switches to the long 
oar, putting the long pole away into the special set of 
catches on the side of the boat, made for just this pur-
pose. The creak of the oar and the soft splashing as it 
thrusts the boat forward serves as a counterpoint to the 
Storyteller’s voice.

The Storyteller closes his eyes and becomes still. His 
rat teeth flash in a smile as he starts. 

“The lands of the Four and One are a special place, 
nowhere else in all the countries of the world does 
man live in such harmony with the Fey realm. This 
harmony comes at a price though. The Compact. The 
tale of the Compact is a long and twisted one that per-
haps I can tell another time? But the Compact is im-
portant to this tale only that the Fey had signed it, the 
Humans had signed it, and other Powers too. One of 
these Powers was The Dan. The Dan is lord of all the 
dead and he resides in a house the dead call the Feast 
of Lanterns, what the Fey call Ceathru Balla and what 
the Humans call the Inn at the End of the World…”

***

The Seventh Magpie is late, he scampers over the 
dales heading towards his appointment. The Ambas-
sador has sent him especially, showing great trust, 
trust he doesn’t wish to misplace. His thin legs hop 
him forwards and, not for the first time, he wishes his 
wings were wings and not wing shaped arms. If only 

he were a magpie instead of being a Fey in the shape 
of a magpie. He pats the small leather satchel for the 
hundredth time. It is, as it had been the last ninety-nine 
times, still there, still full of the important correspon-
dence. His beak creaks into what he thinks of as his 
secret smile. Imagine. The Ambassador. Trusting him. 
The pleasure of this is tinged with a little fear as he 
realises again that, by the angle of the sun, he is going 
to be late. He tries to hurry even more. 

***

Padraig had led them this far. <Who’s Padraig? Well 
that will become apparent later little man, hush now, 
no interruptions.> 

Padraig had led them this far. Phelan’s Select they now 
called themselves. On a mission to repair the Four and 
One they were. Although they barely comprehended 
what was wrong with it. Padraig was Phelan’s son, and 
therefore, leader. The others were from the Four and 
One. Padraig wasn’t the only bard amongst them, but 
he had won the Bard’s contest, which is another story. 
He squared his shoulders, flipped his white cloak over 
his homespun tunic and sighed a mighty sigh.

“This is the bridge to the land of the dead.” His arm 
swept out and indicated the bridge, arching away into 
the mists, its sword-metal grey stone looking like it 
had been there since the start of the world. “We have 
to cross it.” He said with finality. The others shuffled, 
the Ovate <that’s a Four and One word for sorcerer or 
wizard> Connor coughed. Aiman muttered a prophecy 
that they had heard many times before. The one about 
the dragons.

“We must cross it,” he said and then turned to them. 
“The bridge is guarded by the souls of those who need 
to cross over, but are reluctant to because of their ties 
to this land. They have refused the Wheel of Life, 
Death and Rebirth. They must sustain themselves 
and eat unwary travellers. We must pass in darkness 
and silence. If you see one of their torches, stop as 
still as you can and hold your breath.” He looked into 
each of their faces. “If one of us is taken, we must not 
try to help. Better one taken than all taken.” Having 
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delivered this grim news he turned back to the bridge. 
Sighing again, he set out. The slap of his first footfall 
on the bridge sounding like the knell of a leaden bell.

The mists swallowed them; none could tell how many 
there were. The creak of leather, the jangle of gear 
shifting, the occasional cough, were all the sounds 
they made. Padraig led them, he didn’t look back. 
When the torches came he stopped dead still and held 
his breath. Resisted the urge to run. To hide. To crouch 
down with his hands over his head. Three times the 
torches came. Three times they stopped. Three times 
they were passed over. The fourth time someone 
coughed. The torches paused in their aimless wander-
ing and like arrows shot from the same bow converged 
on the sound. The screams of whomever it was they 
caught rent the air like the screams of a bereft child. 
Padraig had never heard man or woman scream so 
loud, so high, so long, before. As stars span before his 
eyes, from lack of breath, the torches rushed away, 
back the way they had come, satiated for now. He 
heard the explosive breaths from the others. As they 
started forward again. Across the Bridge of Death. 
One fewer than when they started.

***

If he took a shortcut, he’d get there faster. If he went 
by the Fief of Dusk and past Hangman’s Corner, he’d 
enter the Dan’s lands near to where the Bridge ended. 
Crossing from the Lands of the Four. He hop-skips 
as fast as he can down the Winding Road. As he gets 
closer to Hangman’s Corner, however, there is a 
mighty crash ahead of him as a tree slams down onto 
the path, missing him by feet. This is followed by 
a massive roar, and out from behind a tree, his club 
swishing circles in the air, comes a massive troll. The 
Seventh Magpie hops backwards a step or two and his 
wing-like arm falls upon the rapier he carries. 

“Oh ho!” the Troll cries. “A tasty bird for my supper.”

“Not if you’d like to remain unperforated.” The Sev-
enth Magpie warns, drawing his rapier.

“What?” the Troll says coming to a stop.

“Not if you’d like to remain unperforated.” The Sev-
enth Magpie repeats.

“What’s Dat?” says the Troll, not one of nature’s 
greatest thinkers.

“If you, Sir Troll, approach within two feet of me, then 
I will use this here rapier to fill you full of holes, so 
that your black and loathsome blood would drain out.” 
The Seventh Magpie swishes the rapier through the air 
to make his point.

“That little pin?” That not hurt me!” the Troll says 
laughing. He is about as tall as two men and the Sev-
enth Magpie is about as short as a third of a man.

“Nevertheless Sir Troll, it would go badly for you if 
you attacked me. I can, and will defend myself.”

The troll guffaws heartily, bends double and slaps his 
knee and then, straightening up, wipes a tear from his 
eye and says, “Come to supper.” And without warn-
ing his club hurtles through the air, held in his meaty, 
green skinned, fist.

The Seventh Magpie hops out of the way and slashes 
the troll across the arm.

“Ow!” the troll shouts.

“Touché!” the Seventh Magpie shouts.

Three more times the troll attempts to crush the little 
Fey and earns himself three more stripes and holes.

“Stand still!” the troll shouts.

“En Garde!” the Seventh Magpie shouts burying the 
rapier to the hilt in the troll’s leg.

“Ow! Ow! Ouch!” the troll shouts, sitting down. The 
Seventh Magpie dances out of the reach of its meaty 
arm.

“Now what? Do you let me go Sir Troll?”
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The troll huffs then flings the club at the Seventh 
Magpie, who only just gets out of the way, the club 
grazing his wing, a few feathers flutter to the ground. 
“Eek!” he says, but spotting the troll is now unarmed, 
he rushes past. The troll lunges for him and grabs a 
bunch of his tail feathers that poke from under his 
coat, and plucks them clean out, but still the Seventh 
Magpie runs. He doesn’t stop running until he reaches 
the top of the hill, the roars of the troll far below him 
sounding enraged.

As he tries to get his breath back the Seventh Magpie 
also tries to see his tail which swishes out of sight if 
he spins his head to the right or to the left. Maybe it’s 
not that bad, he thinks. He pats the leather satchel, 
which he luckily still has, still full of correspondence. 
He looks up at the sky, from what he can see between 
the trees, he’s saved some time but he must still hurry. 
As he skips down the hill, and out of the forest, he 
sees the mists of the valley of the dead below him and 
the end of the bridge that crosses from the lands of the 
four. And stumbling out of the mists that obscure the 
middle of the bridge come a rag-tag band of humans. 
Hello. What’s this? Live men and women in the lands 
of the Dead? The Dan is not going to like that.

***

The man in red pauses, after making the squeaky, 
squawky noise of the Seventh Magpie’s voice. He 
cups his hands and draws some water from the lake, 
taking a deep draught and returning for more. The soft 
splash of the oar pushes them on. The boy can contain 

himself no longer.
“Then what happened? Who is Padraig? And what’s 
Phelan’s Select. Why are they in the land of Death? 
Why—“

“Woah! Woah!” the Storyteller cries, holding his 
hands up. “Shall I continue the story father?” he says 
looking to the Ferryman who nods, the great bird-like 
mask now looking to the boy like a magpie’s head.

“OK then, I’ll tell you about Phelan’s Select and why 
they were going to see the Dan.” The Storyteller takes 
another handful of water, draws his red coat about him 
to stave off the chill coming from the wind above the 
lake, and then closes his eyes ready to continue the 
tale.

***

I open my eyes and look at the Ferryman as he drives 
us effortlessly over the deepest, most secret parts of 
the lake. I cough and wish I had a coat to pull closer. I 
am freezing. The Ferryman’s eyes look over my head. 
I glance behind me but see the usual lake view, other 
Ferrymen in the distance, carrying paying customers, 
ones who wish to go to the castle, ones who have a 
choice. I rub my shoulders and arms vigorously, winc-
ing at the bruises my fingers encounter and awake. I 
close my eyes and, hugging myself, begin again.

“My father had to wait to find out why the Storyteller 
was going to the castle…”

To be continued
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The Vuur’s grip steadily tightened as his speech went 
on and on. Blood was rushing in Margo’s head and 
hands. She knew that when the speech ended, so 
would her life. The pain shooting through her hands 
and neck, though great, paled in comparison to the 
torture of hearing him talk and not being able to roll 
her eyes:

“… and I found the third one in an artist colony. I 
always thought I was rather good at art. After all what 
is more artistic than a masterpiece made from the very 
subject, and then tasting it? It gives a special kind of 
rush, you know? Watching someone’s quiet terror as 
you make their insides turn themselves into mush and 
drink them. Though I must say, simply getting to the 
heart of things is nice too.”

“So, you going to eat me, or absorb me?” Margo tried 
to break the Vuur’s grip.

“I was thinking of doing both.” The Vuur smiled. 
“Any last words?”

Margo suddenly saw something that made her smirk. 
“Yes.” 

Curious, the Vuur let her speak, even lifted her up 
to hear better. Margo spoke as loudly as her almost 
crushed throat would allow. “Next time, aim for the 
head.” A loud bang sounded. The Vuur dropped Margo 
on the floor. His wound started to sizzle. The Vuur 
turned around and looked at Jake standing just a step 
away, looking triumphant, gun in his hand.

The Vuur dropped to the floor. Jake ran towards 

Margo, and lent her a hand. He helped her straighten 
halfway, only to see her clutching her chest.

“Margo?” Blood trickled down between her fingers. It 
started to sizzle. “Margo!”

Jake caught her before she slumped down. He looked 
at the Vuur’s body. There was a hole in his chest. “Oh 
god.” The bullet had passed through him and into her. 
Jake moved Margo’s hand away from her wound, and 
tried to remove the bullet. 

But it was too late.

“No, no, no,” he kept whispering, as her eyes glazed 
over. Margo’s hair curled up, turning back from the 
morphed red into her normal black, the demonic 
lines retreating back into her skin. The amulet slowly 
faded away. Jake dropped her on the floor and got up, 
looking at the blood on his hands, and then the bullet 
wounds on his own torso, which had already dilut-
ed the silver. “I have to fix this.” He turned around 
frantically to only be faced with the Nexus. The green 
energy was spinning like a tornado, but it didn’t 
affect the air around it. Jake suddenly recalled: She is 
half-demon now. He pulled out his beat-up, old, black 
and white mobile phone and pressed a few keys.

A cheery male voice answered on the other line. 
“Jake! What’s up?”

“I need an energy resurrection from you Vincent. 19 
Sherwood Lane, basement. The victim just died; she 
is half-demon. Vuur. How fast can you get here?” Jake 
was trying to go easy on the phone, but his voice still 

Part Eight: New Friend
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sounded harsh.

The voice, hearing the tone, made an effort to sound 
serious, and failed. “Okey-dokey. I’ll be there in three 
hours. I just need to pick up a big enough energy.”

“No need.” Jake looked at the Nexus. “I have one.”

“Then it’ll be an hour. That will give you enough time 
to draw the squiggles.”

“Hurry.” Jake terminated the call and placed the phone 
back in his coat pocket. He bent down, removed Mar-
go’s coat and placed her flat on her back. He searched 
for the daggers, but they must have vanished as well. 
He pulled out a knife and started carving a pentagram 
around Margo, then filled the inside with runes. He 
was working feverishly, checking to see if the large 
jagged figures were well done over and over again. 
Guilt was rising up in him, making him murmur, “I 
need to fix this,” over and over again. If he did it, if he 
fixed it, he wouldn’t be the one that killed her when he 
was trying to save her.

Jake was checking that everything was in order when 
the door opened. A small man, looking as if he was 
in his forties but was actually twenty-two, with a full, 
black beard and matching hair came down the stairs. 
He had a wide good-natured smile and was dressed in 
a monk’s habit. He carried a heavy brown book.

“Howdy, Jake!” Vincent waved at Jake. His voice and 
mannerisms were that of a small child.

“Hey, Vincent.” Jake smiled at him. Vincent was 
one of a handfull of people in the known worlds that 
could channel magic powerful enough to revive the 
dead, if they had enough demonic blood in them. But 
there was a price. His mind had reversed back into a 
childlike state. Jake always treated him nicely, partly 
because of situations like this, partly because of pity, 
and partly because he considered him a friend.

“Oooh, pretty lady. This the one we have to bring 
back!” Vincent pointed at Margo’s body and smiled. 
He then looked at the Nexus. “Powerful god. Wor-
shiped god.”

“That will do right? I mean it has more than enough 
energy to spare for her?”

Vincent stared for a moment, then turned to Jake. 

“Yup.” He flashed a smile again, and opened the book, 
placing it near Margo’s feet, carefully avoiding the 
etchings on the floor. He then took out a small black 
pot filled with viscous, muddy, red fluid. Vincent 
paced around the pentagram and checked the runes. 
He then dipped his index and middle fingers in the 
pot and drew a long line on Margo’s left leg, where a 
fireball had incinerated her jeans, while chanting:

“Cold and clear.” The fluid changed from the muddy 
red to see-through. Vincent moved and drew a line on 
her right leg.

“Arrives with blue.” The fluid changed to an inky 
blue. Vincent moved and drew a line on her right arm.

“Prays to grey.” After the fluid changed colour, he 
moved to her left arm.

“Screams in black.” He drew a circle on her chest 
around the wound.

“Struck with silver.” He made a small vertical line on 
Margo’s forehead. Her head straightened forward, her 
face pointed at the ceiling.

Vincent knelt in front of his book and began to read in 
an ancient language. The etchings on the floor started 
to glow. The Nexus was getting restless.

Vincent’s voice was getting louder and louder. The 
power streamed from the air through him and around 
Margo in the form of lightning, making her corpse 
shudder. Jake stared apprehensively. Vincent was 
getting near the only phrase Jake knew the translation 
of: Gift us your power. When Vincent uttered it, the 
Nexus shook a little, and Jake flinched. Vincent said 
it again; the Nexus stopped spinning. He said it once 
more, and a light mist flew from the deity and touched 
Margo. Jake closed his eyes. He had never been much 
for praying, but right now, he was doing it with every 
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ounce of his being.

Vincent said the phrase again. The mist vanished, and 
the rumbling stopped. Jake opened his eyes in fear. 
Then the Nexus lifted up from its hole in the floor, and 
funnelled in Margo through her eyes and mouth. Vin-
cent yelped from the sudden brightness and collapsed 
in a fetal position. Jake had fallen down and was lean-
ing against the wall. Everything went dark and quiet. 
A gasp was heard.

Jake stood up, staring wide eyed as the viscous fluid 
on Margo’s limbs turned red again, and the 
amulet returned on her neck. 
The daggers 
appeared a 
little ways 
away to 
the floor 
and then 
slid to 
her hands. She 
opened her eyes, star-
ing up at the ceiling.

“Ow...” She winced and tried to 
turn around. Her whole body was 
aching. She placed a hand over her 
wound, her fingers sinking in the 
thick blood. It was still there, but 
couldn’t kill her anymore. As she 
got up, a green sheen flew over 
it, and it closed.

“What’s going on?” she asked Jake as he 
helped her up. His panic-stricken expression 
confused her even more.

“I’m so sorry.” He managed to lift her up and put her 
arm over his shoulders. “I am so, so sorry. I was trying 
to help you.” He didn’t know how much she remem-
bered.

Margo looked at the Vuur on the floor. “The bullet, 
it...”

“Passed through him and into you. I should have seen 

it coming, I mean the gun was only five inches away 
and the enchantments make the gun more powerful. I 
wasn’t thinking.” Jake started berating himself.

Margo smiled at him. “And yet, here I am.” She al-
ways thought that Jake was the best friend she had, but 
that didn’t mean she wasn’t impressed.

“Yeah, because I called Vincent.” Jake motioned 
towards the monk, who was sitting on the floor and 
staring at a plank.

“You called him, and you saved me.” 
Margo said reassur-

ingly. She wasn’t 
going to let him 

berate 
himself 
for this.

Jake smiled. “I 
really am sorry.” Mar-

go started laughing, then 
winced. Jake led her to the stairs 
and let her sit down.

“Something weird happened. We were 
using the Nexus to revive you, but in-

stead of it lending a little energy, it, kinda, 
jumped in you.” He stared at her, trying to see 
if there was anything different.

Margo had a peaceful expression. There was a 
soft tune singing in her head. A new presence. “I 

don’t know what exactly happened but I know I 
could hear you, praying.”

Jake looked at her in amazement.

“I could hear you, from where I was.” Margo looked 
at the hole in the floor where the Nexus used to be. “I 
was sitting in a room filled with greyness, the ghosts 
of witches were buzzing around me. It was as if they 
couldn’t see me yet, as if I was phasing in and out. 
And then I heard you. And something called out to me, 
pulled me back. I guess that was when Malik’s pre-
cognition power took over, because a flash of images 
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came over me, different people and places. But all had 
this.” She pointed to the amulet. “And a soft song like 
voice kept saying something. And that is the last thing 
I remember before opening my eyes. Now my wound 
is gone.” She pointed to the hole in her blouse. Jake 
didn’t interrupt her. “It closed with a flash of green.” 
She looked back at Jake. “What does it all mean?”

It was then that Vincent got up. His smile was even 
bigger now. He walked over to Margo, placing a finger 
on her nose. “Pretty lady.” Margo glanced at Jake who 
motioned to her that it was fine. Vincent removed his 

finger. “Pretty lady not alone anymore.” He smiled 
again. “Pretty lady has a friend.”

“What friend, Vincent?” Jake asked.

“A big and swirly friend.” Vincent’s eyes went out of 
focus for a moment. He lost his balance, and swayed 
to one side. Margo grabbed him by the hand. He 
looked at her, then spoke in a more normal voice. “It 
was lonely. It heard your call. It brought you back, and 
braided your fates together. You and the Nexus are the 
same now. It’s in your head.”

Nevermore - Valery Riddle



Hiroshi regained consciousness slowly. He could feel 
a wet, stifling warmth covering his face. A prickly 
sensation began to spread across his back. A dull throb 
radiated from the top of his head, down through his 
chest, and seemed to leak out of his fingers and toes. 
He slowly opened his eyes. The maddening dull purple 
glow caused his head to ache even more.

He was on his back, his hands tied behind his body. 
He tried to sit up, but this caused an intense, blinding 
pain, so he stopped moving, closed his eyes tight, and 
tried to focus past the pain. As it subsided, he became 
aware of other things.

There was a stench in the air, heavy and wet, reminis-
cent of rotting fish and seaweed. Although it would 
have sickened most people, it reminded Hiroshi of the 
odours of the fishing village where he grew up. This 
thought helped him to push aside some of the aches 
and pains that wracked his body. 

As the pain subsided, sounds began to filter past the 
pounding in his ears. There was a sick, wheezing 
sound. It took Hiroshi a moment to realise it was 
his own breathing. It was soon supplemented by the 
moaning of a person in pain. Hiroshi was certain this 
wasn’t him. Abruptly, the moaning stopped, replaced 
by a fluid noise, like a toothless man slurping soup. 

Hiroshi rolled painfully onto his side, looking in the 
direction the slurping sound was coming from. His 
mind reeled at what he saw. 

He was in a cavern, so large that the far wall was lost 
in purple darkness. A group of Lunarites were standing 
nearby, swaying slightly. Their attention was focused 
on a massive creature that lay on the cavern floor.

Its skin was translucent, the muscles and organs shift-
ing shadows that moved sluggishly beneath the skin. 
Hiroshi couldn’t see the creature’s legs, as the body 
receded into the darkness. However, its long, thin arms 
were visible. And what they held shook Hiroshi’s sani-
ty. Clutched in the long, spindly fingers was a headless 
body, a man in a Japanese uniform. The creature’s 
head, almost lost in the mass of flesh, turned briefly 
towards Hiroshi and glared at him with four black 
eyes. It was chewing slowly, methodically. Its face 
was covered in blood that pulsed from the neck of the 
corpse. The blood looked black in the purple light.

The floor of the cave near the mass of shifting flesh 
was covered in moving things. He squinted and saw 
that they were infant Lunarites. They writhed like 
maggots on the glistening cavern floor. He realised 
with a start that the creature was a female Lunarite.
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Every sense seemed to sharpen and the pain lessened. 
He thought, they brought me here as dinner for their 
woman. It was such an insane idea that he had to sup-
press the urge to laugh. 

He knew he had to escape. He might die from a Rus-
sian bullet or a Lunarite spear; however, he was not 
going to become a meal for the bloated horror before 
him. The last of his pain was replaced by a surge of 
frantic energy.

He was startled by a voice from behind him. “Hey, are 
you alive?”

Hiroshi rolled onto his other side. There was man 
lying next to him. He wore the uniform of a Japanese 
Army Captain. His hands were untied.

“Yes sir.”

“Good. I’m shot in the leg, but I can free your hands. 
Then we get the Hell out of here. Agreed?”

The rush of adrenaline increased. He felt like he could 
run for miles while fighting off a horde of Lunarites. 
He nodded and rolled onto his other side. He saw that 
the Lunarite males hadn’t heard them. They were fix-
ated on the woman. As the Captain worked at the rope 
binding his hands, he had to suppress the urge to vomit 
in reaction to what he saw. 

The female was giving birth. Along the side of the 
body, a sack of flesh rapidly inflated. It split with a 
hideous wet tearing sound and disgorged a pair of 
mewling Lunarites. They flopped onto the cavern 
floor, joining the other squirming offspring. The Lu-
narite males hooted with joy. Hiroshi closed his eyes. 
He was certain that if he saw anything else, his mind 
would snap.

The Captain loosened the ropes enough for Hiroshi to 
pull free of them. He lay still for a moment, letting the 
feeling return to his hands. He then rose slowly to his 
knees, keeping his eyes on the Lunarites. The gaze of 
the swaying males was fixed on the bloated female. 
The female’s face was obscured by the torso of the 

man she was eating. 

Hiroshi turned to the Captain. “Okay, let’s get out of 
here.” His voice trailed off as he looked at the man’s 
legs. The left was intact. The right was not. It appeared 
that a bullet had smashed into the kneecap and shat-
tered it. The lower leg was connected to the rest of the 
body by a few strands of flesh and muscle. Hiroshi 
was amazed the man hadn’t already bled to death.

“What is it?”

“Sir, your leg is badly injured. I don’t know if I can 
move you.”

The Captain reached out and grabbed Hiroshi’s arm. 
“You can’t leave me. I order you to get me out of 
here.” The man’s face, twisted in panic, softened. 
“Please, try. Just try.”

Hiroshi nodded. He had no idea how he was going to 
escape from this nightmare with the Captain’s weight 
slowing him down. He also knew that if the situation 
were reversed, he would want to be given a chance to 
escape. Even if he died in the attempt, anything would 
be better than remaining part of the larder for the mon-
strosity before them.

“Okay,” Hiroshi said. He removed his belt and gave it 
to the Captain. “When I lift you, it’s going to hurt. Bite 
on this.”

The Captain nodded and slipped the leather into his 
mouth. He bit down on it and braced himself. Hiroshi 
took a deep breath and slipped his arms under the Cap-
tain’s shoulders, lifting his body up. A groan escaped 
from the Captain. He was obviously biting down hard 
on the belt. Hiroshi positioned himself on the Cap-
tain’s right side and looped his arm around his body.

“Let’s go,” he whispered.

The two men shuffled towards the nearest opening in 
the cavern wall.  As they reached it, a high pitched 
keening sound arose from behind them. Hiroshi 
glanced over his shoulder. One of the Lunarites had 
seen them and they were now heading towards him. 
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Their pace was slow and stumbling. Hiroshi thought 
they looked drunk.

“They see us, sir.”

The Captain looked 
at Hiroshi, eyes 
bulging from the 
pain. He was breath-
ing so hard through 
his nose, that his 
flaring nostrils and 
red face reminded 
Hiroshi of an angry 
bull. The two men 
sped up to a lurch-
ing trot, the fastest 
they could go due to 
the Captain’s use-
less leg. 

The fear, the dull 
pain, and the sickly 
purple light all con-
spired to compress 
time for Hiroshi. He 
felt like he had been 
weaving through the 
caves for hours, the 
grunting Lunarites 
just behind him, the 
Captain moaning 
and whimpering 
with each step. 
He didn’t want to 
look behind him. 
He didn’t want to 
see how close the 
Lunarites actually 
were. 

You have to, you 
have to, he thought.

Hiroshi glanced 
over his shoulder. 
The nearest Lunarite 

was only a few meters behind them. They would catch 
him in moments.
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No no no!

He pushed the Captain away, screaming, “I’m sorry!”

The man fell to the cave floor, bellowing in pain. 
“Don’t leave me!”

Hiroshi broke into a run. His head pounded. His chest 
ached. His legs burned. He jammed his hands against 
his ears, trying to block out the cries of the Captain 
and the guttural hoots of the Lunarites as they de-
scended on him.

The sounds soon faded. Hiroshi kept running. He 
thought he detected a gentle upward slope of the cave. 

“Yes,” he said. “Up, up, back home, back to Earth. 
Back to mama. Back to mama.”

He was still muttering that when he ran into a Jap-
anese patrol. He rounded a corner, one that seemed 
indistinguishable from a thousand others, and found 
himself facing a dozen men, spread out, rifles at the 
ready.

“Don’t shoot!” the squad’s sergeant yelled when he 
saw the approaching figure was a Japanese soldier. 
Hiroshi collapsed to his knees, crying with relief.

He was escorted back to a Japanese controlled cavern, 
where a command post had been set up. Hiroshi sat on 
a folding canvas chair, shaking with each sound made 
by the bustling men. He stared blankly at a tin cup of 
tea that had been placed in his hands. 

One of the soldiers standing near Hiroshi barked, “At-
tention!” A colonel was approaching, flanked by four 
armed men.

Hiroshi placed the cup of tea on the ground and stood 
up. He saluted, hand shaking. The colonel looked the 
dishevelled and bloody soldier up and down. He point-
ed to the blood.

“Yours?”

“Some of it, sir.”

The colonel grunted. “Well, I am told you were picked 
up by a patrol, heading out of Russian territory. Why 
were you there?”

“Sir, there are… there are… ”Hiroshi’s voiced trailed 
off. What was left of his composure cracked, Mon-
sters! There are monsters down there! I’ve seen them, 
their women. I’ve seen what they do to us. Cattle, 
that’s all we are to them. Cattle. We have to leave!”

Hiroshi grabbed the colonel’s coat-sleeve. The offi-
cer looked down at the hand with disdain. One of the 
escorts shoved Hiroshi away.

“You deserted your unit, didn’t you?”

Hiroshi looked around wildly. “No, we were overrun. I 
was trying to get back to our lines.”

The Colonel slapped him across the face. “If you were 
overrun, why are you alive? Why did you not die like 
a soldier with your comrades? A coward, that is what 
you are.” The Colonel spat. “As soldiers all we have 
are duty and honour. You have neither.”

The Colonel straightened himself up. “Sergeant,” he 
said, ”take this deserter away and shoot him.”

Hiroshi turned to run; but he stumbled over the canvas 
chair and fell to the ground. He was lifted up by two 
of the soldiers and dragged off. 

“Please, listen, this isn’t a place for men, we should 
leave, please don’t shoot me, I just want to go home.”

#

The Colonel stood ramrod straight, listening to Hiro-
shi’s shouts as they faded. Moments later, there was 
the loud report of four rifles firing. A few of the men 
stopped what they were doing and looked up; they 
quickly returned to their tasks.

The Colonel nodded. The Empire doesn’t need men 
like that, he thought.
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The air was damp and cool, as a breeze pushed 
through half naked branches making them discard 
their brightly coloured leaves. Inside the woods the 
air was damper and cooler, the colour wheel of the 
canopy swayed above as it partially blocked the light 
reaching the forest floor. A dirt hill overlooked piles 
of moss green rocks that dotted the embankment of a 
stream below. Paths cut into the woods lined by rock 
and fallen tree limbs to help keep those who walked 
upon them to find their way into and out of the for-
est. Chipmunks and squirrels darted up and down the 
slopes, the birds sang and a garter snake basked in 
what little sunlight penetrated to the forest floor. A 
man and his mastiff walked side by side on the nature 
trail on the fall morning.

The man was a bachelor in his mid-thirties. When not 
working in an office he participated in triathlons, city 
wide marathons and tough mudder races. As much as 
he enjoyed the company of his friends, office buddies 
and female admirers he enjoyed none more than his 
trusted five year old Bull Mastiff, named Brute. On 
this day his routine was like any other day off - he 
woke up early to do some exercises from the “Intense” 
program, a two and a half mile jog and a walk with 
Brute in the woods. This had been the norm for a cou-
ple of years now. With his mastiff at his side the man 
walked along the path in the woods maintained by 
the town park officials. With Brute’s leash in hand the 
dog could sniff the air and ground of his own free will 
while the man used this walk as a form of meditation.

As the two walked along, the wind picked up and blew 
through the tops of the tall trees, the sound of wildlife 
filled the air as if nature was reciting a mantra. The 
man checked his pulse as he looked at his fancy watch 

with its digital compass. He relived conversations he’d 
had yesterday: whether or not to take his car in for an 
oil change, should he call and make a dentist hygienist 
appointment, or should he try that protein shake his 
buddy told him about. As thoughts, ran through his 
mind like the marathons he took part in he caught a 
flash out of the corner of his eye. The man stopped, his 
mastiff walking a pace ahead of him before coming to 
a halt, the man looked for the source of the flash and 
saw something gleaming.

Whatever it was, it lay off the trail about thirty feet 
into the woods. The man walked towards the object. 
Stepping on rotting branches and crushing small ferns 
on the way to the metallic shine. As the pair made 
their way closer the man could finally see what the 
source of the flash was. Lying next to a rock, as if just 
dropped carelessly, was a silver hair comb. His desire 
to know why it was there soon faded away at the sight 
of the ornate decoration. The comb was lightly curved 
with a row of eight teeth made for someone with fine 
hair. The comb had a subtle overall shape but with 
remarkable designs depicting vines and flowers. The 
etching seemed hand etched but done so finely that it 
would need to have been done by tiny hands.

Given the craftsmanship it most likely came from the 
head of a bride who’d had wedding pictures taken of 
her in these woods recently. Bride or not, silver was 
silver and worth something, the man decided he would 
hang onto it till he figured out what to do. As he bent 
down to pick up the comb, Brute whined. The man 
snatched up the ornate comb, taking a closer look only 
to suddenly realize, the woods had fallen silent. As the 
mastiff continued to whine in distress the man looked 
around in disbelief, if not for his canine companion 

     The Comb  

                                                   Daniel S. Liuzzi
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hewould have thought he had gone deaf. Just as he 
was about to tell Brute to take it easy, the man heard 
a low groan far within the woods, a sound like a deep 
bass hum that began to build in pitch until his ear-
drums were struck by the most God-awful shriek he’d 
ever heard.

Though the sound came from deep in the forest it 
seemed like someone was right next to him, screaming 
in his ear. The shriek sounded like a woman’s scream 
mixed with the screech of a fox mixed with that of an 
owl. The screaming alone was making his skin crawl 
but what he heard next made all of the muscles in his 
body tense while the colour drained from his face; 
the sound of a muffled laughter. Leaning out from 
behind a tree he saw a form of a woman with pierc-
ing grey eyes looking right at him. This woman was 
roughly one hundred feet away but her ghoulish smile 
stretched from ear to ear and shone in the gloom; her 
black hair looked as if it was ink flowing in water. She 
reached from behind the tree revealing long slender 
fingers with nails, or talons, like ivory.

Before the man knew it, the hag shot up in a form 
of fog or smoke into the canopy, the mastiff yelped 
in fright and darted away leaving his master behind. 
The man realised he was now alone and turned to run, 
but stepped on one of the many rocks along the path 
which shifted under his weight causing his ankle to 
twist. After falling to the ground he let out an exple-
tive, clambered to his feet and sprinted, whilst also 
trying to not put full weight on his now bad ankle. 
He had done this many times during marathons ex-
cept this race was possibly for his life. Panting and 
hop-running the man could hear something whooshing 
above him, in the trees, snapping twigs on the ground 
and knocking rocks to careen off one another; this 
woman was everywhere.

As he escaped on the trail the hag’s laughs, hisses, 
screams, howls and barks surrounded him. He fled 
towards the exit that would lead him back to where he 
parked, where he hoped Brute would be waiting for 
him. All around him the woods remained silent, even 
his feet hitting the ground made no noise, the only 
thing he could hear was his panicked panting and the 
sounds of the ancient crone taunting him. 

At a turn of the trail she was suddenly standing in 
front of him with her head bowed and her freakish 
hands clasped together as if in prayer. The man skid-
ded to a halt at the sight. The hag was wearing a faded 
dress discoloured by time that was laced around the 
midsection with the top part loose but covered by a 
shawl. Her hair was red, unlike the previous jet black, 
it extended past her shoulders to cascade down her 
back.

As he gazed in horror the hag’s head titled up with a 
sound of creaking from her neck. Her face was now 
that of a fair maiden. Her eyes were emerald green 
and slightly slanted giving her the look of one of those 
fairies from old drawings. Across her pink lips a warm 
smile grew, starting small and slowly growing larger 
and larger. The slits of her lips reached ear to ear as 
her eyes widened till suddenly as if possessed they 
turned pale grey. Her red hair blasted backwards, the 
colour draining to black and her lower jaw dropped 
down as her mouth became a black shapeless mass of 
smoke as she shrieked for an agonizing few seconds 
that felt like minutes. As she began her scream the 
man staggered backwards before catching himself and 
turning to run, this time giving off a horrific scream of 
his own. 

Without realising it the man ran off the trail, his 
mind in complete panic. He bolted through the creek, 
blasted through saplings, scraping moss off rocks and 
kicking up mud as he franticly ran and never glanced 
back. Whilst crying out to the saviour he crawled up 
an escarpment viciously clawing at tree roots and dirt 
to pull himself up.

After scrabbling to the top he broke out in a dead 
run before slamming his back against a tree, panting 
as hard as his mastiff probably was back at the car. 
Sitting on the cool damp ground he closed his eyes 
and swallowed hard as he gasped for breath. He hit the 
back of his head against the tree behind him hoping 
that he would wake up in his bed back at his apart-
ment.

As he realised how real everything was he heard a 
woman’s giggle above him. His eyes shot open in 
horror as all the muscles in his body, even his twisted 
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ankle, tensed up again. Shivering with the cool air 
and fear he slowly looked up. Just inches above him 
was the unnatural smile of the hag who let out another 
scream that made her eyes sink into her skull leaving 
empty pits as her skin wrinkled like dried papyrus. Her 
great hands, with skeletal fingers, grabbed him by his 
head. The banshee took him, their screams soon fading 
into the sounds of the woods again as the wind whis-
tled through colour changing leaves, birds sang, water 
burbled and animals wandered in the woods.

It wasn’t known whether or not this young man, who 
seemed to have everything going for him, went to the 
woods to end his life, met with foul play or simply got 
lost never to be found. It was very rare in these woods, 
surrounded by farm fields, for anything like this to 
ever happen. There should have been some trace but 
the only thing searchers could find were a couple foot-
prints and some broken saplings off the trail. 

One of the members of the search party pushed his 
way through the thickets before he caught a glimpse 
of something shiny among the leaves in his search 
area, at first thinking it may be a something belong-
ing to the missing hiker he realised it was part of a 
women’s comb, silver in colour and delicately ornate. 
He came to the conclusion that it didn’t belong to the 
missing man but he couldn’t leave something so nice 
lying around. The searcher bent over and was an inch 
away from picking up the comb when, from out of the 
brush, a mastiff came running at him. 

When the dog proved to be friendly the searcher 
checked its collar and read the name tag, ‘Brute’, the 
name of the missing man’s dog. With his hand on the 
Mastiff’s collar, he began his trek out of the woods 
leaving the silver comb behind.  
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Chapter Eleven

The endless sand and dust were giving way to hills 
and scrub bushes at last; the trip should have taken no 
more than five days but thanks to Greyhound it had 
taken eight long, hot, dusty days.

General Sir Eustace Edward Arthur Summerby settled 
himself more comfortably in the saddle and turned to 
look at the poorly named Greyhound.

Her Majesty’s Land Frigate Greyhound, one of the 
Warhound class of steam-powered land frigates was 
big, ugly, and very very slow—five miles an hour on a 
good day—and so far this trip had yielded three good 
days, two average days, two bad days, and one it’s 
broken down and we need to take the gear box apart to 
fix it and that will take three hours day. 

As it turned out, the shattered gear had twisted a drive 
shaft which required removing a wheel to fix, and ten 

hours of work later, the naval engineers finished long 
after sunset.

Still, they were almost there; the rebel town and fort 
were close enough that they should reach them in 
another hour or two, and after that, things should be 
finished swiftly.

Two hundred British Soldiers, one hundred native 
levy, sixteen lancers of the Cairo Horse, forty-two 
soldiers of the East India Trading company along with 
one siege mortar, one land frigate and its entire com-
pany of support ratings, four Ironsides, two six-pound 
field guns, and six Baker Simpson Rotary machine 
guns. Along with 160 native bearers and a score of 
wagons carrying supplies and the tons of coal that 
Greyhound seemed to consume every hour.

More than enough firepower to deal with one bandit 
chief and a fortified town.

Greyhound clanked past, the general’s well trained 
horse barely noticed the great smoke belching mass 
of iron and steel but the General took the time for a 
careful look.

Land ships were a fearsome thing to face in battle or 
to see for the first time. The smaller land frigates or 
the massive land cruisers, like a house or hall on the 
move, covered with guns and clad in inches of thick 
armour. 

Of course once you had worked with them for a while, 
you came to know just how much trouble they were. 
Stopping to coal and water every two or three hours, 
breaking down twice a day. They required a small 
army of men just to keep them running, would get 
stuck if they went anywhere near woods or boggy 
ground, and the crew were all but blind to anything 
close by.

Still from time to time, they would find a battle that 
suited them, and then they would advance, bullets 
pattering off them like rain, crushing walls, barricades, 
or fences beneath them and raining shot and shell on 
the enemy. Many soldiers simply broke ranks and fled 
at the sight of them.
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Greyhound was described as a general purpose land 
frigate, that is to say it had a 12 pounder in its forward 
turret and a pair of the new maxim automatic weapons 
in turrets on either side. Able to engage both infantry 
and enemy vehicles with its mix of weapons. The Vil-
lage class land frigate mounted a pair of 10 pounders 
and though next to useless against infantry did sterling 
duty against enemy positions.

Both were dwarfed by the huge land cruisers which 
mounted multiple turrets, cannon, machine guns and 
more besides.

Greyhound was an ungainly looking thing. Its body 
was some 40 feet long but only 12 feet wide, it sat 
on a three pairs of steel wheels each six feet tall, the 
paired wheels side by side in the middle of the land 
frigates hull. Another pair of three foot wheels sat 
some five feet forward and aft of the main wheels, and 
a clanking belt of tracks ran around the lot.

The naval lieutenant in command of the thing had said 
that the smaller wheels front and back were high-
er than the main wheels to allow for climbing over 
obstacles. In practice all that happened was that the 
land frigate rocked either forward or back on the crude 
suspension system of the middle wheels until the front 
or rear wheels touched the ground.

Probably why they were crewed by the navy, anyone 
else riding on one would be sea sick in minutes.

The narrow design also caused other problems: the 
steam engine was in the centre directly driving the 
main wheels, the 12 pounder was in a turret just in 
front of the engine, and the hull then narrowed down 
beyond the front wheels. The lieutenant was in the 
front turret along with a gunner and loader. The driver 
was seated in a cramped space just in front of the tur-
ret. The two maxims were in separate turrets mounted 
just behind the steam engine. The hull here bulged out 
to allow them to fire forward around the central smoke 
stack. 

They had no way of talking to the lieutenant over the 
engine noise which led to some natural confusion. Be-

hind and below them, the rear of the land frigate was 
boxier and held the two engineers, the water tanks, 
and the coal bins. The engineers took it in turns to 
shovel coal into the engine literally beneath the maxim 
gunners’ feet since these men sat in seats that hung in 
the air within the smaller turrets.

There were rumours of French land cruisers, and—
even worse—those German creations that stood on 
legs and walked across the battle fields. Or rumours of 
weapons that could throw lightning or fire hundreds 
of yards. The Germans and Russians were reported to 
be working on electrical weapons, the French on fire 
throwers and a new type of small rapid firing cannon.
Science was advancing too quickly; men could not 
keep up. It had been no more than a few years ago that 
electrical lamps had arrived. They were still uncom-
mon in London and rare outside of the big cities, 
and yet men sought to build electrical weapons. New 
metals, new stronger types of steel, new steam engines 
both smaller and more powerful. Land cruisers, walk-
ing fortresses, even reports of some sort of flying ship 
that did not need a balloon.

To an old battlefield officer like General Summerby, 
these were all signs that warfare had changed forever 
and that the new science was making a soldiers life 
bloody murder. Skill and courage counted for little 
against these new scientific weapons and machines.

To an old battlefield officer like General Summerby, 
these were all signs that warfare had changed forever 
and that the new science was making a soldiers life 
bloody murder. Skill and courage counted for little 
against these new scientific weapons and machines.

Which is why he had this entire company trained to 
operate as skirmishers, spread wide and constant-
ly moving in the face of enemy fire. Once he had a 
chance, he would extend such training to the rest of 
the garrison battalion. Not that they should need such 
against a thousand of so local troops with muzzle 
loaders, but times were changing, and Europe was 
becoming a more dangerous place.

War was coming; you could smell it in the air.***
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The bulk of the column had marched past while the 
General sat deep in his thoughts. The clattering of the 
supply wagons bought him back to the dry and dusty 
wilderness and he turned his horse to trot back to the 
head of the formation.

Not long after this a pair of lancers came into sight at 
the trot. Any attempt to go faster threw up so much 
dust that their position would be marked miles away, 
so every rider and vehicle was keeping to a trot or 
walk.

It was Captain Greyling and one of his lancers.

Captain Greyling commanded the detachment of 
lancers that served as scouts for the small army. He 
was old for his rank, but given his reputation, that was 
not surprising. With his many achievements, he should 
be a colonel by now commanding a cavalry unit in 
Europe, but he had two problems.

General Summerby had looked into the records of ev-
ery office under his command when he had taken over 
the Cairo garrison. Greyling had been an odd one, his 
record a long list of notable successes along with a 
few crushing condemnations.

The most recent, from the general who had returned to 
Europe when Summerby had relieved him, had been 
extremely damming. Having met the likeable and ex-
tremely efficient officer, the condemnations made no 
sense so General Summerby had done a little digging.
The first problem was that Captain Greyling liked his 
men to be well-trained, well-equipped, and as capable 
as possible. This included a great deal of training that 
certain more traditional senior officers found unneces-
sary for a lancer unit—training lancers to use rifles for 
example, or as sharpshooters. Training them in infan-
try tactics. Equipping half the unit with carbines, and 
the rest with at least one revolver each.

Certain rather tradition-minded officers had objected 
to all of this as being against rules and procedures. 
Lancers were supposed to, well, supposed to lance. 
Not ride around firing carbines and revolvers from 
horseback or dismount and skirmish on foot like old 
fashioned dragoons.

The other problem was that the man, while an ex-
tremely skilled soldier, was lacking in the diplomatic 
and political skills required as an officer in Her Majes-
ties Armed Forces. 

Most recently he had publicly pointed out that his last 
general’s tactics were inept and that his deployment of 
troops failed to cover the obvious route by which he 
would be outflanked.

As it turned out not an hour later, the general was out-
flanked in exactly that way and lost his camp, half his 
baggage and supplies, and most of his native levy.

The general’s report afterwards placed the blame 
squarely on Greyling’s head, for failure to scout the 
enemy positions, for failure to protect the flanks, for 
failure to protect the camp, and for failure to engage 
the enemy in a timely enough fashion to prevent the 
loss of the native levy.

The report hinted at cowardice without ever making 
such a charge since a court martial would then allow 
the captain to defend himself and bring witnesses who 
were at the battle and had seen what happened.

So the general had blamed the captain for his mis-
takes, then sailed home to England leaving a much 
better soldier behind in Egypt trapped in the country 
and denied well-deserved promotion.

General Summerby bought the lancers directly into 
his table of organisation and trained his infantry with 
them. In the process, he gained a significant measure 
of respect for the lancer captain, and when the orders 
for this little expedition had arrived, Greyling had 
been the natural choice to command the mounted unit.

Captain Greyling reigned in his horse and saluted.

“General, the rebel town is just around this last hill. 
The road turns to the east into a flat valley. The rebels 
are about a mile across the valley. The town at the 
foot of the hill, the other side and a small fort built on 
thehill, the other side and a small fort built on the hill. 
Walls, towers, exactly as the intelligence report stat-
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ed.”
The general chuckled at Greyling’s tone of voice as he 
said the last. “Now Captain, those intelligence types 
do get it right some times.”

Greyling grinned at that. He had a great deal of re-
spect for the crusty old General, and they worked well 
together. Each an expert in their own field, and each 
happy to trust the other when needed.

“Let us have a look then, Captain, a first sight of this 
enemy that has dared to defy the Empire.”

Both broke into a trot and pulled ahead of the march-
ing and clanking column, alongside the last hill then 
turned aside and up the slope to get a better view of 
the enemy stronghold.

***

Through binoculars, the enemy town was a tight-
packed mass of mud-brick houses, most a single 
storey with a few rising to a second floor. All had flat 
roofs. The town was surrounded by a wall, some parts 
with old plaster and the rest bare and weathered brick. 
It was between eight and ten feet high, and from this 
height, looked to be no more than a foot thick. Cannon 
fire would quickly smash it, and the land frigate could 
drive straight through such a wall.

The fortress was a different matter. It was set higher 
on the hill, and steep sides and a wall some twelve feet 
tall made getting to it a much more difficult prop-
osition. The cannon could breach the wall, but just 
climbing up there would be slow, and the men would 
be exposed to fire from the many narrow turrets and 
towers that seemed to rise every ten yards along its 
length.

Access to the gate house was by a dirt track that ran 
along the side of the hill; this was open to fire from a 
number of the towers and turrets.

The town could be taken easily, but that fort would 
need to be bombarded for a time. Fortunately, the East 
India Company had a siege mortar. Or more correctly, 
the General had requisitioned the siege mortar, and the 

East India Company had sent along their soldiers to 
protect it.

General Summerby turned to shout at the officers at 
the front of the column as they came to the end of the 
hill and drew level with him.

“Captain Charterhouse, deploy the infantry in line 
fifty yards in front of the road where the ground dips 
a little. Cannon over here by me. Land frigate on the 
road. Mortar and ironsides between the second and 
third platoons. I want to commence bombardment 
within the hour. We shall soften them up this evening 
and attack tomorrow.”

“Right you are, sir.” The captain turned to call orders 
to the other officers who in turn shouted orders to the 
sergeants who in turn made everything work.

“General, mind if I take a few of my lads and head 
down the valley? I’d like a look at the other side of 
that town and hill just in case there are any surprises.”

The general nodded, and Greyling and his lancer trot-
ted off, collected two more lancers from the column, 
and set out down the valley while the lines of infantry 
began to deploy and the land frigate began the labori-
ous task of coming about ninety degrees to present its 
narrow front to the enemy.

It took twenty minutes for the infantry, cannon, and 
mortar to take up positions. Then everyone stood and 
waited, while the sound of navy ratings swearing drift-
ed over the sand.

Crack. Distant and quiet, barely heard. 

BOOM. A tower of sand and noise rose from the des-
sert some fifty yards in front of and some sixty yards 
to the left of the East India company men who held 
that end of the line.

Sergeants shouted at their men to stand steady. Offi-
cers took up binoculars to look for the source of the 
lucky shot. Some native cannon firing at extreme 
range.
Twelve seconds later. Crack.
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BOOM. The explosion was thirty yards to the left and 
only twenty yards in front of the East India men who 
shifted ranks nervously.

“There. Base of the tower with the red pendant.”

Binoculars swung to bear, a spreading cloud of gun 
smoke marked the position.

Tiny figures of men were seen standing by a cannon. 
Its long, thin barrel was very different from the bulky 
and primitive muzzle loading smooth bores. The crew 
were all standing behind it, loading another shell.

“Ruddy hell, that’s a modern breach loader!” The 
shout came from the lieutenant who commanded the 
small artillery detachment.

“Captain, withdraw the infantry two hundred yards. 
Cannon and land cruiser target that gun.”

Crack.

BOOM. The tower of sand and dust erupted just in 
front of the East India line, and men went down.
The order to fall back was given, and the well trained 
soldiers began to withdraw, faces to the enemy as they 
went. Most of the fallen raised themselves or were 
helped to stand and walk, but three were left behind.

Crack.

BOOM. This shell fell where the soldiers had been 
standing no more than seconds ago, and another two 
men went down as shrapnel scythed across their legs.
Three more shells were fired before the infantry was 
beyond the road and finding cover.

The land cruiser had fired several times. Its heavier 
cannon had a shorter barrel and so lacked the range 
to hit the fort; its shells fell into the town so the lieu-
tenant had ordered his gunner to cease fire.

The six pounders had the range but the enemy gun 
was at the base of a tower, protected by battlements 
and what looked to be a wall of gabions, sand-filled 
baskets tall enough for the cannon and crew to hide 
behind. They could get lucky of course, but the Gen-
eral did not rely on luck and ordered them to fall back 
as well.

Orders were given to set up camp, set guards, and pre-
pare defences against attack. All the ease of soldiers 
facing an inferior enemy was gone now.

General Summerby remained on the hill, his binoc-
ulars tracking across the town and fort till the light 
began to fade, looking for some sign of the enemy.

A modern, breach-loading cannon! If they had one of 
those, then what other weapons did they have hidden 
behind their walls?

This easy campaign to punish some ill-equipped rebels 
had suddenly become far more dangerous.
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The air is stale and warm, and it’s getting harder to 
breathe every second. The narrow space is taking its 
toll; my muscles ache. I don’t know how long I’ve 
been here, but it feels like forever. Everytime I hear 
footsteps, I involuntarily clench my body, a move that 
has started to hurt so much I have to stop myself from 
wincing.

I was fine when I first got into the barrel. The straw 
was soft, and light was streaming down on my face 
from the air holes in the lid. But when I was moved 
from the docks to the ship, they stacked something on 
top, and now it’s just me. I managed to survive on the 
bread and water I was able to steal from the bakers. I 
could always deal with hunger.

It has probably been days; I can’t tell. All I know is 
that every minute is spent in praying. Please God, let 
me be free.

I hope I can get out of the barrel and hide someplace 
dark before someone finds me.

I hear footsteps and laughter. Muffled talking. I flinch 
and close my eyes. The footsteps come closer and 
closer.

“I’ll bring some up.” A male voice sounds right in 
front of me. Something scrapes the lid of the barrel. 
Faint light shines through the holes on the lid. Please 
don’t put anything on top of the lid.  Please God, make 
him leave now.

I hear rustling. A metal bar wedges under the lid. I stop 
breathing and pull my knees up to my chest. They’ve 
found me.

The wood splinters, and the lid jumps up. The light, 
however faint, blinds me. I squint.

“What ‘ave we got ‘ere?” The man grins. I recognise 
him; he visited the house. Lina said he dropped a lot 
of coins on her. He reaches in. I put my hand up so he 
grabs it instead of my hair, and he pulls me out of the 
barrel.

“Seems we got a stowaway.” He pushes me up the 
stairs. I feel a sharp pain in my shoulder. I fall, bruis-
ing my arms. He picks me up by the hair and drags 
me. I have failed. I don’t know what they’ll do to me. 
Send me back? I’ll be beaten to death as an example. 
Or maybe we are too far. Then they’ll either kill me or 
keep me for the crew.

I get pushed out on the deck. There are men all around 
me, whistling and hollering. Some reach out and yank 
on my clothes, ripping my already tattered dress. I 
turn around, trying to avoid them. Finally I see him. 
The captain. He is grinning ear to ear, walks up to me, 
and grabs me by the hand. I wince at the pain, and 
a thought flashes in my mind. Fight back. All these 
years I suppressed that thought, knowing it would lead 
to me bloodied and them still getting their way. Now 
I have nothing to lose. I will die either way. Might 
as well show them my anger. I sink my teeth into the 
captain’s hand as hard as I can. He yanks it out, yell-
ing, and I spit the blood out of my mouth at him. I can 
see anger in his eyes. He punches me, and I wind up 
on the floor.

“The little harlot thinks she gets to fight back.” The 
captain towers over me. Without his scarf and jack-

          Freedom
                     Ana Marija Meshkova
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et he looks the same as he did when he came to the 
house. Why did this have to be his ship?

“Touch me again, and I’ll show you fighting.” I snarl 
at him, and stand up. He reaches for me again, and I 
kick him between his legs as hard as I can. I won’t let 
that man have his way with me again.

Several men hold me back while I kick, claw and bite 
everything I can reach. I hear the captain yell out, 
“Toss her overboard; let the sharks deal with her!”

Someone ties my legs and hands with some rope. I 
feel my hands and feet go numb as they lift me up and 
carry me to the fence. The water feels hard, like I have 
crashed into a wall. It engulfs me. I start to sink down 
fast. Looking down, I notice two cannonballs tied to 
the ropes.

I need to set myself free, I need to untie the knots.

I want to be free. Maybe this way I will be. I can’t 
swim away. I open my mouth and let it fill with water. 
Maybe this is the only way.

Something grabs my arm. I jump up when I see her. 
She is like a blur in the water. She puts something in 
my mouth. It’s a shell.

A sudden gust of air surprises me. I can 
breathe. I feel the ropes being untied. My legs 
feel stuck together. My eyes clear. Now 
I can see the girl in front of me. I look 
down.

The skin sheds of my legs, revealing slimy 
scales underneath. I see my feet slip off 
and fall, a bright blue fin appearing in its 
place.

When I touch it, I notice my fingers are 
now webbed, and my face no longer feels 
bruised.

“Come on!” A jingly voice reaches me. I turn around, 
and I see an entire shoal of girls giggling and waving. 
They all have fins.

I look down. I am not human anymore. No one can 
reach me, no one can make me do anything, no one 
can punish me. A rush of happiness comes over me.

I’m free.
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No More Running!
It is unknown to many why we hide our pasts. To 
some it’s a way of moving on, and looking towards 
the future. To others it is a way to make ourselves 
look like someone else. Our little nerd friend Freddy 
has been hiding all of his life due to his status as a 
Powered citizen of the United States. However that 
will soon change with the ghost from his past that has 
come back to life.

#
Freddy awoke in his room from an almost sleepless 
night. His hand was still shaking uncontrollably as 
he tried to get a handle on his returning powers. He 
had lost them in an accident when he was younger… 
yet they returned now, but were uncontrollable. He 
calmed enough to quickly dress and walked slowly 
downstairs to join the rest of the Nerds and Powered 
in the abandoned dormitories that acted as their head-
quarters. 

The school’s warzone had gone through a change 
recently; The Jocks were defeated in a surprise attack 
by The Shop Kids. The leader of The Jocks was killed 
by a nail bomb and most of his small force followed 
him to oblivion soon after. The remaining Jocks had 
retreated to their base in the gym, while The Preps 
seized the opportunity to initiate a surprise attack with 
their Goth allies. Freddy watched the battle and was 
able to save Rin using his powers briefly. The Goth 
leader had been very grateful, but didn’t know who 
saved her because Freddy had ran off.

Freddy joined the rest of the alliance to see Smog, 
Agnes and their scouting parties looking for infor-
mation. Freddy smiled at Fire-Bird, and waved back 
as she waved to him. Freddy had disclosed what had 
happened to him, and she had begun to help him 
control his abilities, the two becoming close friends. 
“You ready for our little training session Freddy?” 
She asked him telepathically as they got their scouting 
assignments. Freddy and Fire-Bird were in the same 
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squad as Brickhouse and another Powered called 
Demonito. The four were tasked to go find out if The 
Preps were intending to make an alliance with The 
Jocks to claim dominance over the school again. 

The team, led by Fire-Bird found a small patrol of 
Preps near the football field.. “Y’all wanna see some-
thing cool?” she asked with a small smile on her pale 
face as she watched The Preps walk by. Fire-Bird 
looked at Freddy with a smile. “Freddy I need you to 
see if you can control your speed to knock down those 
Preps.” Brick and Demonito looked confused. Freddy 
closed his eyes and breathed deeply before using his 
super speed to knock The Preps down and run back to 
his team. “You didn’t see that alright?” Freddy said to 
the astonished Powered. “So you’re one of us?” Brick 
asked even though he could already see the answer. 
Freddy nodded before Fire-Bird ordered the group to 
move on. 

The Team kept moving through the campus to The 
Prep’s base of operations. To the annoyance of De-
monito there were little etched runes around the 
archway leading to their yard. “Shit, a freaking bar-
rier spell around the arch,” he said in annoyance as 
Fire-Bird looked at it. “Wait how did they do the spell 
without magic?” she asked before forming a horrify-
ing theory. If they couldn’t use magic that meant that 
someone… possibly a Powered had betrayed them. 
Freddy relaxed for a moment as Fire-Bird kept them 
psychically cloaked. Demonito sat down next to Fire-
Bird and looked utterly downtrodden. “I can’t help 
you guys in there. Those wards are made specifically 
to keep Half-Demons out of an area, and last for a 
while.” He said as he scratched his head in annoyance 
over his situation.

Brickhouse had a bright idea. “Those enchantments 
have to be connected, right?” Brick ran up to the bar-
rier and slammed his large stone hands onto it, knock-
ing it down. “I can’t believe you guys didn’t think of it 
before.” Brick said as Fire-Bird looked at him angrily. 
“We didn’t wanna alert the Preps inside,” she said as 
The Preps and Goths walked out of the house armed 
with old cricket bats. The rival factions were staring 
at the four with seething hatred as Fire-Bird ordered 
them to split up and run. However Demonito noticed 

something; their rivals weren’t leaving their doorstep. 
Demonito stopped running and laughed as he realized 
that the baddest clique on campus were too afraid to 
leave their home. 

Everything was thrown into utter chaos as a black blur 
ran across the yard, grabbing Freddy slamming him 
into a wall. Demonito was next as The Blur ran by him 
and snapped his neck. Fire-Bird and Brickhouse fend-
ed off The Blur as Brick grabbed their unconscious 
team members and ran with Fire-Bird following. The 
team barely made it back to the old dorms. Fire-Bird 
reported to Smog and Agnes. Freddy awoke soon 
afterwards in some pain as he stood shakily. “Where is 
he?” Freddy asked Brick. 

“Who?” Brick asked.

“The Black Blur.” Freddy answered.

Smog and Agnes came to see if Freddy was alright. 
Demonito, unconscious, not dead was taken by Flora 
and Carmelita to be healed; whilst Freddy’s wounds 
closed on their own. Agnes watched him heal, the 
shock of him being a Powered was plain. Freddy si-
lently reached out to Agnes, but she turned away from 
him and left. Smog patted Freddy on the shoulder. “If 
you’re not allowed to stay with them you are welcome 
with us.” Freddy nodded with a hint of sadness in his 
eyes, ”Tell me about this Blur Freddy.” Smog said.

 *The School Attic*

Rin opened a secret ladder to the attic of the school, 
and climbed up. The Goth Leader hadn’t been up in 
the undisclosed spot in two years since the death of 
her old lover. When she was a Prep she fell in love 
with a Goth, who was revealed to be a Powered. They 
used to meet and make love. However she betrayed 
him in this very spot, and let him die. His resurrec-
tion worried her greatly, so she came back to see if 
he was there. All she found was a shrine. Pictures of 
her from over the course of two years, each picture 
had a switchblade stabbed through it. Around the 
middle picture however was an old locket. The locket 
she gave him on their six month anniversary. “I’m so 
sorry Frankie… I didn’t want to betray you, but I was 
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a coward. Please forgive me, my love?” She asked in 
tears as she heard the attic door close and lock behind 
her trapping her.

Shattered Lives
*May 14th 1985*

The war between the Humans and the Powered was 
almost at a standstill. The two armies had been suffer-
ing losses and the Powered had recently lost territory. 
Their army was pushed all the way back to the upper 
northeast of America, and the leaders of the Powered 
had called in an old villainous foe for help. The help 
required was not a matter of advice, but a matter of 
internal assassination. 

The three primary leaders of the Powered sat in a 
disused parking garage awaiting the person they con-
tacted for help: The Mighty Sentry, a formerly proud 
and masculine man but now withered by the constant 
war effort, his lover Roina’s hair was now grey instead 
of the usual wavy red hair she kept in a loosely bound 
pony tail, The Techno Knight, his armour mostly 
broken in a fight earlier that day. They were all, by this 
point, barely able to stand as The Nemesis flew in as 
quietly as possible. 

“Why have you called me here?” he demanded.

There was a moment of  silence before Roina spoke. 
“We received intelligence from the human camp that 
puts us in a horrifying position. We need to know, 
before you are fully informed of the situation, if we 
can trust you.” The Nemesis gave a swift nod to show 
he could be trusted. The powerful huntress continued. 
“The Night Prowler’s autopsy showed a small circular 
device that was releasing a mind controlling elixir into 
his brain. This device happened to be created by our 
infamous ‘Golden Boy’ The Cyber-King. Upon exam-
ination there are prints that match his, that basket case 
is now the direct cause of the war, we have decided to 
try for a peace treaty with the human leaders.” Roina 
was about to explain further before The Nemesis cut 
her off from speaking. “Oh let me guess the rest… you 
expect me to run in during a battle and betray every 

single one of you. You want me to make a grand spec-
tacle of myself, and silence our favourite little incest 
born abomination.” Roina nodded as The Nemesis sat 
down on an partially destroyed Oldsmobile to contem-
plate his decision.

The Nemesis looked at them with an odd fervent 
rage. His eyes red as flame in stone silence, hatred and 
malice like an inferno swelled inside of him before 
he finally spoke. “I will do this for you, I will be your 
“traitor”. However I do not do this for you, nor for my 
own child, nor even for myself. I do this for the fact 
that it was you who delivered this order. It was not me 
who betrayed my own kind, it was their three leaders. 
It was their shining examples of truth and justice that 
destroyed their hope to be a free people.” The Nemesis 
turned into black smoke and flew. However he had no 
idea that the events he had set in motion would lead to 
his grandson’s war with The Cyber-King years later.

 ((End Part 1))
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Flying creatures

Alkonost
Everybody wants to be happy. But boundless happi-
ness is known to be harmful. If you see a bird with 
light-coloured feathers and the head of a woman, 
then you might soon find out why. When Alkonost 
starts singing in her heavenly voice, humans know no 
trouble or grief. They can’t 
stop listening to her and 
it soon drives them crazy. 
You might try closing your 
ears, of course, but if you 
are still looking at Al-
konost, it won’t help. The 
mere sight of her makes 
people want to listen. 
Because who in their right 
mind can refuse to be hap-
py even for a split second?

Sirin
Sirin’s voice is just as 
pleasant, and she looks 
like Alkonost, except that 
her feathers are black. But 
beware.However, whilst 
just as captivating, listening to her will make you lose 
your memory. But choose your own fate, because what 
Sirin really makes you forget is the sadness and the 
sorrow of your life. However, she always flies away, 
indifferent to human future. A person who has once 
listened to her soon dies, as troubles start following 
him or her everywhere. 

Gamayun
Unlike the previous two birds, meeting Gamayun is 
a stroke of luck. You can tell her apart from the oth-
ers by her multi-colored feathers. She doesn’t sing so 

much as talks. Worthy heroes meet her, and she helps 
them find the right way to solve a problem, or tells 
them the future or shares her infinite knowledge. She 
is also the messenger of our Slavic gods and often 
comes to tell their wish to the humans.

  Firebird
If I told you that the feathers of this bird can light up 
the darkest room, and its singing cures blindness and 

diseases, would you want 
to have one of your own? 
In that case, bring a gold 
cage with some apples 
inside as a bait because you 
can’t catch it with your bare 
hands. It also hurts to look 
at its plumage which burns 
brighter than any fire. Un-
fortunately, there’s only one 
of its kind in the world, and 
it lives in a highly secured 
garden. The Firebird itself 
guards something else—the 
Apples of Youth—so it’s no 
wonder many brave heroes 
have tried to acquire either 
and failed, one after anoth-
er.

Zmey Gorynych
  You know when you think you have one problem, 
and you try to solve it but it turns out there are more 
where that came from?  This creature causes the same 
trouble to passing travellers. At first glance you’d 
think it’s a dragon, and if you are brave enough, you 
might try to chop its head off. Except then it turns out 
it has three. Or five. Or seven. Or nine. Or twelve. 
Clearly the people who lived to tell the tale were 
sensible enough to run away instead of wasting time 
on the math. Zmey Gorynych’s hobbies are burning 
villages and snacking on young girls while it’s at it.

Excerpts from “A field guide to the Russian 
Wilds”

Valery Riddle
Several pages found scattered in a forest glade. Author unknown.
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Spirits

Vodyanoy 
There is literally no safe place around if you aren’t 
cautious. Let’s take a look at bodies of water. Keep 
away from the reeds and the small forest lakes cov-
ered in something green. 
The green is not what 
you think it is. It’s Vody-
anoy’s hair. If you get 
stuck in it, there’s no way 
back. If you manage to 
get on his good side, he 
can help you by sending 
fish into your nets. But, 
it’s unlikely for you to 
get on the ill-humoured 
Vodyanoy’s good side, 
so outsmarting him is a 
better option.. Surpris-
ingly, he keeps his part 
of the deal well. Until it’s 
springtime. That flood is 
his fault every time.

Bannik
Do you think the bath-
house is a nice cozy place 
where you can relax and 
clean yourself? Wrong. 
It’s the place where you 
wash off all your sins 
and bad thoughts along 
with that grime. A good 
host would never build a 
house where there once 
was a bath-house. And out of all that filth comes Ban-
nik. If you anger him, you aren’t coming out of there 
alive, or at least you’ll require a lot of medical help. 
And after humans have used the bath-house for several 
rounds, they better keep away from it for some time, 
because Bannik loves to throw parties for other nasty 
spirits and you don’t want to be in the middle of that.

Leshy

So our forests are these terrible, scary places, so don’t 
even try to go in there… one day every year, you 
will not come out of it alive! Leshy, the forest spirit, 
is actually rather amicable and helps travelers find 

their way out. He is 
solitary, but there is 
always one Leshy in 
every forest. When 
he decides it’s his 
time to go to rest, he 
steals a human child 
and brings the boy 
up as his successor. 
But that’s because 
even Leshy gets 
lonely. The wild 
rampage one day a 
year is unexplained, 
but I suppose ev-
erybody needs to 
unwind every once 
in a while.

Domovoi
When you visit 
somebody, be care-
ful how you treat the 
host and his house-
hold. Be polite, 
thankful, thoughtful, 
and show your good 
manners. The family 
can forgive you if 
you slip, but Do-

movoy won’t. These small bearded men live in every 
house behind the stove or under the threshold. The 
family leaves him food at night and sometimes asks 
him to do easy chores. If the neighbours or the guests 
who stay overnight aren’t nice, Domovoy can wreak 
havoc on them, for example set the neighbours’ cows 
free or throw their farming tools around. It’s the whole 
new incentive to love your neighbour. 
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Animals

Kolovertish

It’s very cool to be a witch because, with all the spells 
and the potions, you can even have this little helper, a 
familiar. Kolovertish is like that, although this animal 
is your ordinary petty thief. It looks like an overgrown 
hare or sometimes a black cat, but its distinctive 
feature is a big bag-like goiter on its neck. Kolover-
tish follows the witch around and puts everything she 
gathers into that ‘bag’. At home it belches everything 
onto the plates the witch puts out for it. That’s a neat 
idea of a bottomless bag you don’t even need to carry, 
if you don’t mind the slime.

Buka

When parents are 
tired and their kid just 
wouldn’t go to sleep and 
keeps bouncing on the 
bed, one of the easy op-
tions is to tell them Buka 
will come and take them 
if they don’t behave. 
Buka is a small, nasty, 
furry creature that lives 
in a wardrobe or under 
a bed. (Sound familiar?) 
It either grabs the child’s 
legs and drags them away 
or swallows them whole, 
because apparently Buka 
is bigger on the inside. 
Children are so scared 
of Buka, they immedi-
ately calm down and go 
to sleep, which leaves 
adults enough time to 
wonder about their par-
enting choices. 

Cat Bayun

Everyone,  bar a few odd exceptions, loves cats. So try 
not get too excited about the next character. Firstly, it’s 
bigger than an average horse. Secondly, it tells tales. 
Those tales must be really boring, though, because 
everybody falls asleep immediately when they hear 
them. That makes the Cat terribly angry because it 
kills everybody who fails to resist that sleeping spell. 
Honestly, I’d be angry too. However if you resist the 
desire to sleep, listening to those tales will heal you of 
all ailments. 
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Villains

Baba Yaga

Let’s say you are walking in the forest and you see 
a small strange house. What’s so strange about it? It 
stands on two chicken legs! What a weird thing to 
find, right? And there isn’t even a door! Don’t hurry. 
You need to say, “House, house, turn your back to 
the forest and your front to me.” And before you can 
wonder if you are crazy to talk to houses, it will obey. 
The door will 
open, and a 
very old lady 
will invite 
you inside. 
Be careful, 
Baba Yaga is 
known to eat 
humans that 
come her way, 
but you can 
often trick her 
into doing you 
some favours. 
Then she 
might send 
you to her sis-
ters who live 
nearby. Once 
they find out 
who’s sent 
you they will 
be happy to 
help you too. 
Message? Be 
kind to elderly 
people, but 
keep your 
eyes open!

Koschei

If you are on a quest to meet Koschei, he must have 
stolen your fiancée. But there is a plot twist, because 
you should watch out who you are going to marry. 
Chances are, this woman was with Koschei first, kept 

him locked away in a dungeon and promised him her 
eternal love and then ran away. Some women are like 
that. No wonder he looks like a skeleton with just 
some skin left on his bones. If you are looking to kill 
Koschei, stories say you must first get a lot of help, 
because Koschei’s death is in a needle, that needle is 
in an egg, that egg is in a duck, that duck is in a hare, 
that hare is in a chest, the chest is on a tall oak, which 
is on a black mountain on a far away island. You might 
want to consider if you want a wife like that first, now 
that you know her story.

Vij

If you don’t 
drink enough 
coffee in the 
morning, 
some days it’s 
hard to even 
keep your 
eyes open. Vij 
can relate to 
that problem. 
Vij’s eyelids 
are so long 
they reach 
the ground 
and he can’t 
see anything. 
He has a lot 
of minions 
who help him 
move around. 
Now, before 
you want to 
try and be 
helpful, listen 
to this. If Vij 
wants to look 
at somebody 

he shouts to his minions to lift his eyelids. They start 
scrambling about, looking for pitchforks they use to 
fulfill his order. It’s the first hint you might want to 
take an exit right there and then. If Vij looks at you, 
you die. And that gives the whole new meaning to the 
phrase, “If looks could kill.”
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Quest for Knowledge 
(Volume 1 of the First-

World Saga)
Book 2 A Test of Courage
In which Simon Redhead will learn whether he truly is 

a manifestation of the Everlasting Hero.

“When the two who are one
Return to the sun

When the flame-haired child
Is first become

While the guardians sleep
Humankind will weep.”

Ancient Prophecy

The Quest is Defined
When Simon awoke, he was tucked up in his warm 
bed. His headache was gone. He was naked. Who 
undressed me? Jhamed sat in an easy chair by his bed, 
gently sucking on a pipe and blowing smoke rings. 
Not Jhamed, please? “What happened? How did I get 
here? Did you undress me?”

Jhamed laughed. “Don’t worry, my friend. You don’t 
have anything that I haven’t seen before. In fact, as 
heroes go, you have nothing to worry about in that 
department.” He laughed again at Simon’s blushes. “I 
have seen beetroots with paler complexions. You had 
a small seizure, brought on by the stress of the day, I 
shouldn’t wonder. Manfred organised a stretcher party 
to carry you here. The nurse has checked you out. 
You’ll be fine after a good rest.”

Jhamed remained silent for a while, puffing on his 
pipe. Simon tried to collect his thoughts. Very lit-
tle seemed to make much sense and he struggled to 
differentiate between his dreams and his reality. Am 
I dreaming now? He struggled with the covers and 
sat up, embarrassed again by his skinny physique and 
white, hairless chest.

“How are you feeling?” Jhamed asked. “Are you 
feeling well enough to get up and meet the others for 
dinner? If you like, you can eat here instead, I’ll order 
a tray?”

“If you don’t mind, I’d rather stay here and try to 
understand what is happening. It’s all rather a shock. 
I still think I’ll wake up at home soon.” I don’t know 
whether I would prefer that or this. I have never had 
a fit before, I should see a doctor. But it cleared my 
head. “Could you order some food for us both and 
stay and talk with me?”

So it was that they spent a long evening talking over 
all of the things that they had learned that day. Jhamed 
filled in details, where he could. Dinner was again ex-
cellent and the wine that came with it made Simon feel 
relaxed and mellow. Manfred popped in at one stage 
to check on Simon’s well-being and they chatted about 
trivia, ignoring the topics that burned in Simon’s mind. 
After Manfred left, he could hold back no longer and 
just blurted it out. “Jhamed, what is your ancestry?”

Jhamed smiled. “You’ve been burning to ask that 
question all day, haven’t you? You always do. In the 
Beginning, the elves were supposed to represent Jeo-
hab and the dwarves Satania. But the First and Second 
Born were too strong willed and the Children soon 
lost interest in their game. The only real results were 
that elves had lots of rules, dwarves couldn’t care less 
about rules and the two races hated each other. I think 
that the elves have gotten over it by now, but as you 
saw today, the dwarves still have very strong feel-
ings.”

“It’s also to do with the fact that the two races have 
very different interests and priorities. The elves love 
sunshine, trees and fresh air. They live in the forests. 
All living things, even dwarves, are precious to them. 
They care deeply about the environment. The dwarves 
hate the sun and live in the dark, delving deep into the 
earth. They are motivated by amassing great wealth in 
the form of gold and jewels. They don’t care if their 
digging destroys the environment. Trees are meant to 
be chopped down to provide them with energy. Both 
races keep very much to themselves. Elves have very 
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little to do with anyone 
else unless they really have 
to. Dwarves do have a 
passable relationship with 
humans, but only because 
they need to trade some 
of their treasures for food 
and other necessities. So 
it would be very unlike-
ly, don’t you think, that 
a dwarf and an elf would 
ever fall in love?”

Simon had to agree, unlike-
ly indeed. Jhamed was now 
in full flow. “My father, 
Gair son of Gale son of 
Gannon, was a dwarf and 
my mother, Kachina, was 
an elf. They were both un-
remarkable people, except 
that by chance they met 
and fell in love. They were 
both servants, on a mis-
sion with their superiors to 
Elannort. They were hurry-
ing through the corridors, 
arms full, and ran into 
each other. Bits and pieces 
went flying. Quite a cliché. 
They were initially angry 
with each other, but they 
both saw the funny side of 
things and started laughing. 
One thing led to anoth-
er and before you could 
say ‘Great Sage’ they had 
fallen madly in love. Their 
respective people were 
outraged, of course. There was even talk of war. The 
Great Sages intervened. They saw the possible union 
as a great advance for the Balance. They allowed my 
parents to stay in Elannort, where I was eventually 
born.”

“They told me that conception was very difficult. My 
father was very old by the time they had me and no 

further children were possible. They didn’t want to 
name me in either elfish or dwarfish fashion. The 
wizard Dammar suggested that I be called Jhamed 
al Suraqi, meaning Firstborn of the Balance in the 
ancient language of the Wise. Manfred always took 
a great interest in me. I was only a tiny baby when 
the Sundering took place. Manfred says that the fates 
must have intervened to ensure I was born before the 
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Sundering. That meant there were many versions of 
me spread through the multiverse, unlike wizards who 
were returned to Melasurej and were not duplicated. 
You’ve already met one of them!”

“Exactly how old are you?” Simon interrupted.  
 
“Well, you know that elves have very long life spans. 
Dwarves, on the other hand live only for about two 
hundred years. My father died when I was a child. I 
remember little about him, just a few memories of 
him bouncing me on his knee and me pulling on his 
long grey beard. And I remember his smell.” Jhamed 
paused for a moment and Simon thought he saw a tear 
in his eye. Jhamed didn’t know his father either.

“My mother lived a long life. She was already very 
old when I was born, but she lived for nearly another 
five thousand years. Thankfully, she died before the 
dark ages began. I grew and developed very slowly. 
Manfred says that I am a creature of the Balance and 
have inherited a lifespan that approaches or exceeds 
that of wizards. When my mother died, Manfred took 
me under his wing. I was really still a naïve youth at 
that stage. When he was exiled, I went with him and 
we spent many years wandering FirstWorld, doing 
what we could to preserve the Balance. Eventually, we 
returned to Wizards’ Keep. Nearly all of the wizards 
had passed to stone. The Keep was in disarray. We 
worked hard to re-establish it and Manfred began to 
study the ancient texts, which had previously been de-
nied him. I discovered my talent for moving between 
the dimensions. I have been a wizard’s dogsbody ever 
since.”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“Very well, if you must know, on my last birthday, 
had I still been counting, I would have been thirty-one 
thousand two hundred and seventy-six years old. And 
you wonder why I could do with a rest?”

Simon was astounded. How could he live so long?

“And before you ask, yes I’m the only one of my kind. 
No, I have never married or had children, at least to 
the best of my knowledge! Manfred says that I’m 

unique and have a special role to play in the events to 
come. He usually says that when he wants me to do 
something particularly nasty or difficult for him. My 
role, other than dogsbody to wizards, as best as I can 
tell is to be a companion to the Everlasting Hero. I 
have spent many thousands of years chasing different 
versions of you through the multiverse. I have had 
this conversation with other versions of you countless 
times. Or another version of me has. Confusing isn’t 
it?” 

Simon was indeed confused. “So there are multiple 
versions of you? Are they all the same? What about 
the Everlasting Hero?”

Jhamed sighed, like someone who had been asked this 
question many times before. “Whether the multiverse 
is infinite, I cannot say. Regardless, it’s very very 
large. Almost all probabilities seem to be possible. 
That means that there are potentially an infinite num-
ber of heroes and their companions. However, there is 
a fundamental difference between us. The Everlasting 
Hero is perhaps easier to understand. I don’t know 
why but somehow at just the right time in just the right 
place a hero emerges. Manfred says it’s genetic, what-
ever that means. I guess it somehow runs in families 
but can skip tens of generations, even more. There 
are minor heroes and major heroes and, I suppose, 
everywhere in between. They all look and behave 
differently. The Everlasting Hero is the pinnacle, the 
person you call on when all hope seems lost. You 
heard about Gilgamesh today. He was a manifestation 
of the Everlasting Hero, but as far as I can tell he’s 
not related to you. In the multiverse, there are many 
dimensions similar to your own. Each of them has or 
had a Simon Redhead similar to you. Manfred got it 
into his head that a Simon Redhead could be a mani-
festation of the Everlasting Hero and we could really 
do with one about now. It must be true because our 
enemies have been seeking you out as well. It’s not an 
easy job trawling the dimensions, even for someone as 
especially skilled as I am.”

Jhamed paused and looked at Simon. “Are you follow-
ing this?”

Simon nodded and managed to stifle a yawn. “Keep 
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going.”

“Well, even if all Simon Redheads are heroes of one 
description or another, only one can be the Everlasting 
Hero. We’ve been through most of them and here we 
are.” The gravity of Jhamed’s statement slowly regis-
tered in Simon’s sleepy brain.

“I’m different because I was around at the Sundering. 
For some reason that I don’t know and Manfred won’t 
speculate on, I’m special. Many Jhameds in many 
dimensions have lived out their lives and died without 
ever meeting a hero. Many have had families and their 
descendants look nothing like me; well not much and 
certainly not as handsome!” Jhamed laughed and Si-
mon smiled at his friend’s humour. “Some of my- their 
descendants may be companions too. Only I have the 
great lifespan that was spoken about today. In a few 
dimensions, close to FirstWorld, we found Jhameds 
who are relatively unchanged and very similar to me. 
They joined us in our quest. The last one of them was 
murdered by Dring in your dimension.” Simon want-
ed to ask about Dring but his eyelids seemed to have 
minds of their own.

Jhamed must have noticed Simon’s eyes beginning 
to glaze over again. This is going to do my head in! 
“I think we both need a rest now. Tomorrow will be 
another big day. We have made enormous progress 
today. We have finally found Gilgamesh’s heir. I know 
it’s hard to believe and understand, Simon, but you 
are the final incarnation of the Everlasting Hero. The 
future of the multiverse depends on you. I’m sorry it’s 
such a huge load to bear, but understand that I’ll be by 
your side to help as best I can. Manfred will be too. 
You are no longer alone. You have a new family now.”
These were the last words Simon heard before he 
drifted into a deep sleep. He dreamed of being part of 
a happy family; picnics on the beach, presents under 
the Christmas tree, hugs and cuddles from his father, 
and kisses from his mother. For a few hours, at least, 
he was safe and warm.

Next day, immediately after breakfast, they assem-
bled again in the domed hall. The seating arrange-
ments were different though. Today, they would all sit 
around the table as equals. The number of people pres-

ent was smaller, Simon noted. There was no sign of 
Lord Velacourt, who had apparently stormed out after 
a late night meeting with Manfred. Nor was Zenethyr 
present. No one seemed to know where he had gone. 
Ceridwen, having given her warning, had returned to 
her people. She had left one of the twins, Taran, as her 
representative. A group of nine people sat down to de-
termine the fate of the multiverse – Manfred the wiz-
ard, last representative of the Sages; Simon Redhead, 
final incarnation of the Everlasting Hero; Jhamed al 
Suraqi, Companion to Heroes; Gamying, Heir-Regent 
of Tamarlan; Rheanna, Custodian of the Great Library 
of Rhakotis; Taran, elven warrior; Dawit son of Dia 
son of Din, Prince of the Dwarves; Aglaral, Captain 
of the City States; and Kris the Bard, storyteller from 
Karo.

They sat around the outside of one quarter of the huge 
black table. A large letter W was inlaid into the table 
close to where Simon and Jhamed were sitting. Non-
chalantly, Simon let his hand be drawn to and then ca-
ress the shape. The effect was immediate. As if receiv-
ing an electric shock, Simon sat bolt upright. Images 
flooded his mind. An old man, like Manfred but differ-
ent. The eyes, look at the eyes, so red yet cold, like the 
eyes of an animal gleaming at night; a dog, no a wolf. 
A name, Weylyn.

The fine red hairs on Simon’s body stood to attention. 
His entire skin seemed to erupt in goose bumps. He 
shivered. In his mind a wolf howled, then words began 
to form. Who are you? Why do you disturb me? A hero 
is it? Another of Manfred’s fools’ errands. You will 
die soon Red Boy. Pity it won’t be me ripping out your 
throat and drinking your blood. Your fate will be far 
worse than that.

Simon screamed as a savage laugh exploded in his 
mind. Both Jhamed and Manfred saw what was hap-
pening and dragged his hand away from the carved 
letter. Simon sat back in his chair, breathing heavily, 
but otherwise unhurt.

“Curse our stupidity!” Manfred exclaimed. “Jhamed, 
how can you be a companion of heroes if you can’t 
even protect your charge in the safest place in the 
land? What did you see, Simon? What did you tell 
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him? What did he say to you?”

Simon quietly told Manfred everything he had seen 
and heard. Jhamed looked on with concern, clearly 
upset by Manfred’s barb.

“We have learned something today,” Manfred said. 
“There are schemes afoot that I had hardly dared con-
template. Whether the remaining wizards are aligned 
with Gadiel or pursuing some plan of their own, I 
wonder. Weylyn means ‘son of the wolf’. He was ever 
a cunning fellow, as I recall, though very minor in the 
overall scheme of things. Zenethyr was close to him 
once; I wonder if he could shed some light on things? 
Where is he, the Balance take him? Unfortunately, we 
have alerted them, whoever they may be, that we have 
found the Hero. Perhaps they won’t take us seriously. 
We have been here a few times before. Simon, please 
take care. You clearly have exceptional talents that we 
are just learning about.”

Simon sat back in his chair, unnerved by the unex-
pected experience. I’m not safe, even here. Where can 
I go? I want to hide. Some hero, you are! The others 
present looked on with concern. 
  
Manfred brought the meeting to order. “While the 
number is disappointingly small, it may be significant 
that nine people will today determine actions that will 
have significant impact on the fate of the multiverse. 
I fear that yesterday’s meeting was the last meeting of 
the Wise. I cannot feel Zenethyr’s life force today. I 
know not where he is. When there is no longer more 
than a single wizard present, I’m afraid we cannot 
have a meeting of the Wise. Nevertheless, we nine 
have been charged with doing what we can to save the 
Balance. Melasurej must not fall. It is our sacred duty 
to protect it to our final breath, if necessary. Let us 
determine a course of action.”

Manfred paused and looked around the table at the 
expectant faces. In some, he saw hope. In most, he 
saw fear. In Simon’s he saw a mixture of incredulity, 
excitement and fear.

“I have spent much time in recent millennia research-
ing the ancient texts. In that time, I have travelled of-

ten to Rhakotis and conferred with the scholars there. I 
know that Rheanna, the current Custodian, has made it 
her life’s work to study these mystic words. Therefore, 
I cede the floor to Rheanna to tell us what she and the 
scholars have learned.”

Rheanna stood and bowed low to Manfred. She was 
dressed immaculately again. It looks like she’s going to 
a fancy concert or dinner party.

“I am honoured, my Sage, to present the work of the 
finest scholars in FirstWorld. The writings we have 
studied are but fragments of texts that date back to 
the brief time after the creation of the first and sec-
ond born; before humankind, as we know ourselves, 
came into existence. They predate the Balance by 
several thousand years. They are predominantly elfish 
in nature, although a few dwarfish texts do exist and 
these have been used to try to corroborate the interpre-
tations. They are the writings of the priests of Jeohab. 
We believe that these priests were the link between 
Jeohab and the rulers. Through them, Jeohab tried to 
force his laws on the elves. After the establishment of 
the Balance, the role of the priests diminished rapidly 
and they soon disappeared. The ancient texts were dis-
carded. We have been lucky to find as many fragments 
as we have. We are grateful to the elves for providing 
them to us for study.” She bowed low again, this time 
towards Taran. The elf stood and responded in kind.

“We think that the texts describe Jeohab’s vision of the 
future,” Rheanna went on. “A vision that is likely to 
occur if his followers turn from his path. It is a vision 
of a future where Chaos is the victor. A vision of the 
future that is not set in tablets of stone, but one that his 
charges can escape from by doing as he prescribes. It 
seems that his charges ignored his pleas and his vision 
may be coming to pass. When Jeohab was giving this 
information to the priests, it may well be that he al-
ready had a prescience that the Great Old Ones would 
be leaving and that the Balance would be established. 
He talks of the Guardians, which we believe are the 
Sages. We believe that Jeohab foresaw the Sundering 
and the formation of the multiverse. He foresaw the 
collapse into Chaos and the faltering of the Balance. 
He foresaw a final battle between Law and Chaos. As 
the god of Law, we believe he was trying to give his 
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followers one final chance to defeat Chaos, when all 
would seem to be lost.”

“It is our interpretation that we are now rapidly ap-
proaching that time. We must act according to what 
is written, if we are to avert total Chaos victory. The 
texts speak of a great talisman that was lost and must 
be found. We interpret that to be the Sword. ‘A great 
hero shall come forth, who will bear the mark of 
Gammon, and he shall claim his talisman. He will be 
as the flame and shall burn everything before him. Of 
neither Law nor Chaos will he be, nor shall he respect 
them.’ So it is written. The Hero will be of flame – we 
interpret that to mean red-haired. We cannot fathom 
who Gammon is or was, but we have determined that 
the mark is in the shape of a five-pointed star, a penta-
gram, and it is written that it will be in a place where 
few shall spy it. By your leave, my Lord Avatar, do 
you have any strange marks on your body?”

The question was clearly addressed to Simon. What 
does she mean, Avatar? I don’t have any strange 
marks. Well, only one. She can’t mean that, surely. Just 
the thought embarrassed him.

Before Simon could speak, Jhamed was on his feet, 
talking excitedly. “The Avatar has such a star shaped 
mark. It is the final proof, if the scabbard were not 
enough yesterday.” Jhamed sat. How the hell does he 
know that? Simon blushed.

Rheanna continued, obviously pleased by the re-
sponse. “Excellent. The long hours poring over the 
texts have been worthwhile. The more I see and hear, 
the more confident I become that we are on the right 
track. Unfortunately, I can shed little light on the 
whereabouts of the Sword. I have only this fragment 
that may be relevant. ‘Far away, an evil queen shall 
rise, more powerful than the greatest elven queen. 
Around her, she shall gather all things powerful, pro-
tected by her spells. No mortal creature shall vanquish 
her. All shall fail, for she shall be the Druids’ Bane.’ It 
seems you must defeat this queen to find the Sword, 
before the Hero can take his place in the defence of 
Elannort and the free world.”

“How you do that, I can offer no ideas. However, 

something more perplexing seems to be at the heart of 
the prophecy. Our translation, as best we can under-
stand is thus. ‘When the two who are one, Return to 
the sun. When the flame-haired child, Is first become. 
While the guardians sleep, Humankind will weep.’ We 
believe it is a reference to the Sundering because it is 
included immediately before a passage that seems to 
describe the multiverse. ‘Where there was one, there 
shall be many. Where there was order there shall be 
chaos. But they shall be as shadows of the first and 
if the first fall so shall they all.’ We know that many 
of the primitive human tribes worshipped the sun as 
a god. We think that the flame-haired child may refer 
to the Hero. We cannot explain the two who are one. 
The guardians refer to the Sages. That’s all I have, my 
Sage.” She bowed once more towards Manfred and sat 
down.

Manfred rose and stood deep in thought for a few 
moments. “I thank you, Rheanna, for your precise and 
I believe accurate assessment of the ancient texts. I 
understand how much hard work has gone into what 
seems such a brief report. I agree that we have two 
imperatives. The first is to find the Sword, which may 
be very difficult as we have few clues to follow. The 
second, on which I can report the results of my re-
search, is for the Hero to return to the Sundering. It is 
my interpretation that the sun in the ancient text refers 
to the Sundering. However, I’m afraid that I too have 
been unable to fathom the meaning of the two who are 
one. I have spent much time thinking about the Sun-
dering. Was it inevitable? Will we be the cause of it? 
Should we try to prevent it? Are we fated to take part 
in it, regardless of our choices? I have been plagued 
by these questions for what seems like an eternity. I 
was, you see, there at the Sundering.”

Manfred paused to let the shock of his revelation sink 
in. What is he talking about? Simon wondered, seem-
ingly as surprised as everyone else.

“I didn’t realise it at the time, unfortunately. However, 
I have had over thirty thousand years to think about it. 
After the fall of Gilgamesh, the Council of the Wise 
decided it must act to prevent the recurrence of hu-
mankind creating false gods and the re-emergence of 
Gadiel. Five of the six remaining Great Sages: Adapa, 
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Al’Alim, Bilal, Cadell, and Calum, undertook to find 
and destroy Gadiel. They all passed to stone without 
achieving their aim. The last Great Sage, Dammar, left 
Elannort on a personal quest and eventually passed to 
stone without further proven knowledge of his actions. 
The remaining wizards were sent out, mostly in pairs, 
to live secretly within the redeveloping communities 
of humankind. Our charge was to preserve the Bal-
ance with minimum interference.”

“My colleague Mandred and I were sent to a land 
far away to the north west, called Albion, where we 
became druids amongst a group of primitive hunt-
er-gatherer humans. We rotted away there for thou-
sands of years. I was bored out of my mind. Mandred 
was no fun either. He always seemed to be plotting 
and scheming against me, trying to make the tribe 
hate me. At the time, I thought he was just taking his 
patronage of Satania too far. On reflection, I see that 
it was much more. Foresight is a wonderful power to 
have. I have discovered that hindsight is even stron-
ger. There is almost no action that can’t be judged to 
be flawed in the revealing light of hindsight.” 

“I now believe he was working secretly for Dammar 
in some crazy scheme. Whatever it was, he believed 
that he had achieved his objective because before the 
Sundering he passed to stone. I cannot explain why 
I, Manfred the Fool, should have been so important 
in the history of the multiverse. Why was I, the least 
amongst the Wise, chosen to be there that day and 
to be the last of the Wise struggling with the burden 
today? It’s true. I have been a fool. The most critical 
events in the history of the multiverse were unfolding 
around me and I failed to act. Now I finally have a 
second chance. But should I take it? Will it do more 
harm than good?”

Manfred paused briefly in his monologue. He was 
sweating profusely and his normally pallid complex-
ion was flushed. I’ve never seen Manfred like this. 
He’s losing it big time. Jhamed shuffled nervously in 
his seat beside Simon. He was obviously worried too. 
Manfred seemed to compose himself somewhat and 
continued, looking directly at Simon. “You see, Si-
mon, we have met before. Over thirty thousand years 
ago.” He really has lost it.

“A few months before what I now believe to have 
been the Sundering, a strange, pale, red-haired boy 
appeared amongst the tribe. The tribe had never seen 
anyone with your size or colouring before. They were 
all small, dark, and hairy. You carried a sword, which 
I never saw unsheathed. You guarded it and your 
secrecy closely. How could I have been so foolish? 
Fleischaker was under my very nose and I never saw 
it. You participated in the events that led to the Sun-
dering. I will say no more at this time, for I fear that I 
will contaminate the time stream if I speak more of the 
events that took place.”

“It is clear to me now that we have come full circle. It 
is from here and now that the events that precipitated 
the Sundering were caused. I have unlocked the time 
portal. Only one person, the Everlasting Hero, may 
use it. It is a paradox. How could the Sundering be 
caused by what we do now, for we would not act un-
less the Sundering had already occurred? It has given 
me many a headache I can assure you.”

“We can choose to act in a number of ways. We can 
refuse to do anything. Perhaps the Sundering will not 
take place. Perhaps we will all cease to exist. We can 
act to ensure that what took place really happened. 
Perhaps we will go around the circle again. We can act 
to try to prevent the Sundering. If we are successful, 
the multiverse may not come into existence. Billions 
of people who would otherwise have lived may never 
exist. Or the Sundering may come later, because of an-
other cause. Perhaps the Sundering is inevitable, what-
ever we do. We can act to try to alter the impact of the 
Sundering in some way. Perhaps we can change the 
course of history that has led to us being here today.”

“I am open to all suggestions, for we must decide how 
to act. Until we decide, I will speak no more of things 
that occurred long ago, or perhaps, for one of us, will 
occur very soon. What I will say though, is that Simon 
clearly had the Sword with him. Therefore, we will 
find it. Does anyone have any ideas? Kris, perhaps 
you know a story that will guide us?” Manfred sighed 
as he sat down. The efforts of so many thousands of 
years were evident in his posture.
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Everyone was still stunned by Manfred’s revelations. 
Simon observed the faces. Most were open mouthed. 
Kris muttered something about knowing nothing. 
Gamying was the first to get to his feet.

“There is a third imperative. Tamarlan must not fall. 
I say this not just for myself and my people, but also 
for the dwarves and ultimately the elves and Elannort 
being attacked from the north. Do you not think our 
present need is most urgent? We cannot and should 
not attempt to tamper with the past. Let the Sword be 
found and taken north.”

Aglaral was quickly on his feet too. “No! The im-
perative lies in the City States. The attack will come 
from the west. The Sword must be found and taken to 
Kartage, where we will soon face the Evil on behalf of 
all FirstWorld.”

The two warriors stood chin to chin. They look like 
two stags about to fight. Before anything further 
could happen, there was a banging on the doors and 
they opened to reveal a servant carrying a silver tray 
on which rested a scroll or manuscript of some kind. 
Manfred was quickly on his feet again. “I gave strict 
orders that we were not to be disturbed. What is the 
meaning of this?”

The servant stopped and bowed low. He seemed 
unperturbed by Manfred’s outburst. “Forgive me, my 
Sage, but something of extraordinary importance has 
occurred and I felt that you would need to hear of 
it immediately.” He waited for Manfred’s signal to 
proceed. “Today, there is a new statue in the Avenue 
of Heroes.” More surprises. Who can it be? Zenethyr? 
“It is my sad duty to report that the Sage Zenethyr 
has passed to stone. When we could not locate him 
this morning, we searched his quarters and found this 
letter. It is addressed to you, my Sage. It is sealed with 
the Stamp of the Wise.”

The servant moved forward to present Manfred with 
the tray. At his side, Simon heard Jhamed mutter 
something about it being very important as the seal 
was only used for critical documents and could only 
be opened by another wizard. Manfred took the doc-
ument and broke the seal, which took the familiar, to 

Simon, form of a five-pointed star. He slowly opened 
the letter and began to read. The room was in total si-
lence. The servant slipped out, backwards, and closed 
the doors. At length, Manfred looked up and addressed 
them.

“It appears that I am well named, for I have been a 
bigger fool than even Adapa realised. I wonder what 
Bedwyr saw in me. I shall read you the letter from 
Zenethyr in its entirety. Whatever he may have done 
or not done, he was one of the Wise and should be 
honoured as such today. He has taken his place in the 
Avenue of Heroes and, through his final actions, he 
has earned great honour. I ask you all to stand and 
observe one minute’s silence to respect his passing.”

They all stood and, in their respective ways, showed 
respect and honour to the Sage Zenethyr. Jhamed 
removed his hat and brushed back the cascade of curls 
from his face. The warriors in the group displayed 
their weapons while holding one hand over their 
hearts. Rheanna stood erect and still. Manfred held his 
staff in both hands in front of him and looked straight 
ahead. Kris stood with eyes closed and head bowed. 
Simon shifted uncomfortably from one foot to anoth-
er. How can I honour him? I wish I had known him. I 
wish I had a sword to hold. No! I wish I had my sword 
to hold.

The minute seemed to take forever. Eventually, they 
sat down, with the exception of Manfred who began 
to read the letter. “It appears that Zenethyr wrote this 
before he retired last evening. I trust that he slept well 
and passed peacefully. There remain but four spaces 
for wizards in the Avenue of Heroes. I observe that, 
other than myself, the only Sages who have not passed 
to stone are Weylyn the Wolf, Frisa the Curly-Haired, 
and Hroc the Crow. This is what Zenethyr wrote.”

‘My dear Manfred, it is true that we have never seen 
eye to eye. I have been among the loudest who called 
you Manfred the Fool. I regret that now. You were 
never the fool. After Bedwyr, you were always closest 
to understanding the truth. I was corrupted. I strayed 
from the path that was appointed to me. It was only 
listening to the meeting today that I realised this. I 
do not deserve your forgiveness, nor do I seek it. I 
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only hope that my final act might serve to make some 
amends for my previous actions. I have been a bit 
player in a larger conspiracy, along with Weylyn, Frisa 
and Hroc. You may find this hard to believe, but Dam-
mar still lives. I do not know how he achieved it, but 
he managed to fake his own death. Although his statue 
stands in the Avenue of Heroes, he did not die. For a 
time, Dammar was the head of our group. However, 
we have not heard from him for many millennia. Wey-
lyn leads us now. He is plotting to become immortal 
and a god. He seeks to rule all of FirstWorld and the 
multiverse too for all I know. My personal view is 
that he has gone insane. My role has been to search 
for the Sword. Dammar had foreseen the return of the 
Everlasting Hero and Weylyn believes that only the 
Hero stands between him and FirstWorld domination. 
Therefore, he sought both the Sword and the Hero 
across all the multiverse to ensure that they would not 
be reunited. After great travail, I located the Sword. It 
is held by the Witch Queen Freda of Dishley. She is 
very powerful. Weylyn dispatched Hroc and Frisa to 
recover it. They have not been heard of for some time, 
although their pedestals remain empty in the Avenue 
of Heroes. I fear for their safety. I do you this service, 
Manfred. I have shown you the location of the Sword. 
The rest is up to you. By the time you read this, I shall 
have taken my appointed place in the Avenue of He-
roes. I ask only that you speak no ill of Zenethyr the 
Seeker on the day he passed to stone.’

Manfred paused and stood in silence for a while. 
The room was hushed, each caught up in their own 
thoughts. As if Gadiel isn’t enough, now we’ve got an 
insane Sage to deal with. It never rains but it pours. 
We know where my sword is, though. That’s good. Si-
mon was reminded of his experiences in the dungeons 
of Dishley and he knew that even then Fleischaker had 
been calling out to him. I’m coming!

Manfred spoke again. “Whether this is amazing syn-
chronicity or we are being played as pawns in a game 
of chess I do not know. However, it’s clear I must 
leave for Dishley immediately.”

“No!” Rheanna was on her feet. “You must not go. 
Freda has greater power than you do. It is written that 
she is the Druids’ bane. If you go, she will destroy 

you and with you, our last hope. From what Zenethyr 
wrote, she has already vanquished two wizards.”

“You speak well, my lady. However, I fear that Simon 
is not yet ready for battle and Jhamed can only do so 
much.”

“You cannot defeat Freda by force of arms unless 
Simon first acquires the Sword. Your plan needs to be 
one of cunning strategy. You cannot go in with your 
staff blazing. Simon must go as he is the only one who 
can wield the Sword. Jhamed must travel with him. 
Others will be needed to protect him.”

“I will go with them!” Taran spoke loudly. “The First-
born have the ability to travel between the dimensions. 
My bow and my sword will protect them.”

“So will my axe and shield.” Dawit too was on his 
feet. “It is said that the Second-born can also traverse 
the dimensions, though we have rarely sought to do 
so.”

“Well spoken, both of you,” Manfred replied. “It is 
well. A group of four – a first-born elf, a second-born 
dwarf, a third-born human, and a fourth-born being 
of the Balance. Never has such a group been formed 
before. It has much power, maybe enough to steal the 
Sword from Freda. Make ready for your trip. You shall 
leave at first light tomorrow. But what of the rest of 
us?”

“I shall return to Rhakotis and redouble my efforts to 
seek further guidance from the texts. I must alert the 
authorities to the troubles ahead,” Rheanna said.

Manfred spoke again. He had made a decision. “We 
are attacked from the west and the north. The City 
States are powerful and their army will hold as long 
as it is able. Until we have the Sword there is little we 
can do there.” Manfred saw Aglaral’s obvious agita-
tion. “Don’t worry Captain. I spoke long with Lord 
Velacourt last evening. He will do what must be done. 
Your family will be safe, as safe as any other family 
at any rate. You are seconded to the City of Elannort. 
Gamying, we shall return with you to Tamarlan. I 
would learn something about the comings and goings 
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in the Northland and need to visit the King Beneath 
the Mountain. We too shall leave at first light. There is 
much to be done. Let us away to our preparations.”

“My Sage?” Kris the Bard spoke. “With your leave, I 
would like to travel north with you. I am no warrior, 
but I can travel quickly and it is often said that words 
are more powerful than an army. I would like to be the 
first to tell the new stories that will come out of this 
quest. I shall call it the Quest for Knowledge, for we 
seek answers to what happened in the past to guide 
our future actions. May I join you?”

Manfred glanced at Aglaral and Gamying for their 
assent. “Your presence will enliven many a cold night 
around the camp fire. Let us hope that your new sto-
ries will be told for many generations to come. Please 
join us.”   

The meeting broke up. People hurried off to get ready 
for the next day. Manfred took Jhamed aside and spent 
a long time talking quietly with him. Simon sat bored, 
waiting for something to happen. Well this is where 
the proverbial hits the fan. I wonder if I’m going to be 
covered in it?

Eventually, Manfred came over. “Simon, I have 
explained to Jhamed about the time portal. If you 
return to Wizards’ Keep before I do, you must take the 
Sword and travel back to the time of the Sundering. 
It’s clear to me now that this is the path we must fol-
low. I must not tell you anything about what you will 
find there. What was will be again, unless the Fates 
conspire to change the outcome. For some reason, 
the Sundering is important to Dammar and perhaps 
Gadiel too. The past has a link to the future, but my 
foresight is clouded and I cannot see it. Your quest is 
to do what must be done and return to Melasurej. In 
the process, you will learn something about yourself, 
which will prepare you for the struggles ahead. Build 
your strength and practise your swordsmanship. Don’t 
be away too long, events are moving quickly in First-
World now. It’s very important that you don’t speak 
to anyone about the future, especially to Mandred 
or me. Do not let me know that we have met previ-
ously or will meet in the future. If you do, the time 
line may change and we may all cease to be. Do you 

understand?” Simon nodded. “Good. I’ll see you in 
the morning. Have a good rest tonight. What is ahead, 
I cannot tell. Except that, it will change you forever. 
Good luck, Simon, and the Balance protect you.”

Manfred gave Simon a long hug. If I had a grandfa-
ther, I would want him to be like you. Manfred smiled 
and a small tear ran down his cheek as he hugged the 
boy.

The plans seemed to be settled. Everyone had a role. 
There was a general air of confidence now that de-
cisions had been made. Simon wondered whether it 
was justified. Did they expect him to just walk into 
Dishley and pick up the Sword? They needed a plan or 
they were going to join Juliana in the dungeons. The 
thought of seeing her again cheered his mood although 
he had no idea what they were going to do when they 
got there.
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Katina French has written a whole series of books in 
a world she calls the Clockwork Republic. It’s more a 
collection than a series, in that the books do not need 
to be read in any specific order. Supporting characters 
and events overlap, but each tale stands well on its 
own.

The book I’ll cover in detail here is titled Bitter Cold, 
but my opinions on her writing hold true for the other 
books in the collection. Yes, I have read them all.  De-
ciding where to begin a review can be the hardest part, 
but Katina French makes that simple.  I start with this 
advice: go read them all right now. There. Dusts off 
my hands. All done.

What, you want more? Fine.  Here’s a basic de-
scription: steampunk fairy tale. It’s right there in the 
subtitle of Bitter Cold, and if you enjoy the tropes of 
steampunk and the story of the Snow Queen, that’s all 
you’ll need to hear about this book to make you want 
to go buy it. (Have I mentioned how highly I recom-
mend these books? No? Well then, I’ll demonstrate—
gesturing way over my head—I recommend them this 
highly.)

Let me offer a bit more detail on the plot. Picture an 
alternate world where the existence of magic compli-
cates the Age of Enlightenment and fuels the Industrial 
Revolution. Start the story during the era when tech-
nology was developing fast, but gadgets were still in 
the Really Cool Handcrafted Items phase. Now plant a 
devoted pair of young adults in that world. Add a vil-
lain with a complicated global domination conspiracy 
plan and a need for some technical expertise only the 
young man can provide. 

End result:  the young woman heads out on a rescue 
quest after her kidnapped best friend/almost-fiancé. 
Adventures ensue. There are airship chases. Clock-
work wolves. Mind control. Explosions. Revelations. 
Betrayals and reunions. I won’t spoil the ending, but it 
is a fairy tale. 

Here’s my books-as-food analogy: Bitter Cold is on 
the complex side, with a lot of flavourful side plot 
development and a nice crunch of action. It’s easy to 
devour in one sitting. 

Every one of the Clockwork Republic books is fun 
and serious at once. The collection is light, fluffy, and 
filling, but the themes are a lot more complicated than 
they seem at first taste, like excellent mousses. Each 
book is a different flavour, so it’s a dessert smorgas-
bord of delicious reading. 

Now, go grab a spoon and get started anywhere on the 
buffet. Read all the Clockwork Republic books.  It’s 
a wonderful world to visit and revisit, and the soon-
er you get started, the sooner you’ll be enjoying the 
experience. 

Book Review: 
The Bitter Cold 
by Katina French
- K.M. Herkes




