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City Under Glass 
By M.L. John 

The leper’s eyes glinted with suspicion. “Just 
put on the clothes,” Mikkel insisted, offering the arm-
ful of velvet again. “By order of the emperor.”

Ivor was clean, and for the first time in Mik-
kel’s memory, he had shaved. The sores on his cheeks, 
unobscured now by his usual mats of hair, oozed. The 
old man’s hands were no longer wrapped in dirty rags, 
but were exposed for the world to see the mush of his 
fingers. Even so, the peasants hurrying past them gave 
the old leper and the captain of the emperor’s guard a 
wide berth. The carthorse horse blew out breath and 
nudged Mikkel’s pockets, obviously bored. 

“Tell me again, My Lord.”  Ivor kept his bat-
tered grasp to himself. “Why would the emperor give 
such fine gifts to old Ivor?”

 “I told you before. The emperor wishes to 
give a suit of clothing to every man, woman and child 
in the city. His grief has made him more caring.”

“I never knowed any emperor to start giving 
money away over some dead girl,” Ivor grumbled. 
“More likely to go to war over keeping it, they are.”

Mikkel shook the clothes at the beggar. “Your 
ingratitude has been noted, I assure you.”

The old man took the clothes, still muttering 
under his breath, then shuffled away holding the fine 
fabric away from his body as if afraid it would infect 
him. Mikkel could remember standing in a crowd of 
boys as they cast stones at the leper. When he was an 
adult, he was always the first to drop a coin into Ivor’s 
dented tin cup. He should tell the old man to run, to 
leave the city. He did not. Mikkel had sworn to obey 
his emperor in all things, and in all things he would 
obey.  

Evening cooled with the promise of night. 
Around him, the younger of the city’s guardsmen 
stretched and rustled, chain mail clinking. The last 
day, Mikkel thought.

 “All right, men, back in the wagon,” he or-
dered. 

The people they passed as the horse clomped 
through the city streets were all dressed in the clothing 
of courtiers. A woman carrying a bucket of water on 
her head and one in each of her hands tripped over a 
hem of pastel silk and sloshed her liquid burden into 
the dirt. The butcher’s lad, with his oafish face and 
haystack hair, wore a tunic lined with crystals as he 
swung a hatchet down—thwack!—through a chicken’s 
neck and handed the still-squirming corpse to a girl in 
brocade. They were ridiculous clothes to wear during a 
working day. The emperor, and by extension, Mikkel, 
had insisted on it,  so the peasants wore jewels while 
they slopped their pigs and emptied their chamber pots 
out the windows.  

“They are a sight, Captain,” murmured the 
young sergeant beside him. “Every one of them 
dressed richer than nobility. Why, they’ll have those 
clothes shredded by nightfall, I’ll wager.” 

Mikkel sighed. “Never question the orders of 
your emperor, Sergeant. He is the Son of the Sun. He 
knows better than the rest of us, and he always will.”  

The younger guard saluted. 

The last house was a mile from the city’s core, 
but Mikkel had avoided it carefully. Now there was 
no place left to put before it. The house was small 
and tidy, painted white as a wedding gown. A pair of 
golden-haired children and a dog chased each other 
through rows of carrot tops and dangling peas. As the 
troop of soldiers approached, the children stopped to 
stare with wide-eyed alarm.

The cart pulled to a stop just in front of the 
gate. The dog barked and fell back a pace, stiff-legged. 
Its tail swished through the air in low, nervous arcs. 
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Then the girl pointed and said something to her broth-
er. The boy focused on Mikkel and grinned, revealing 
a missing tooth. Both children waved and ran toward 
the gate. 

Mikkel swallowed hard. “Sergeant. Take the 
clothes up to the house.”

The sergeant shot his captain a questioning 
look. He looked from Mikkel to the children, who 
had stopped waving at the edge of their garden and 
now seemed confused by their grandfather’s lack of 
response. He looked back at Mikkel again. Then he 
reached down for a bundle of silk and hopped over the 
side of the cart without speaking. 

The young guard tousled the boys hair and 
chucked the girl under her chin. The younglings 
trailed him up the cobblestone walk and watched him 
knock on the door. A woman opened the door, drying 
her hands on her apron. Mikkel watched them talk, 
and the sergeant gave her the emperor’s gift. Her 
sounds of delight piped into the air.

Mikkel closed his eyes against tears. As the 
sergeant hopped back over the side of the cart he 
heard his daughter-in-law call, “Thank you, Father 
Mikkel!  They are so beautiful!” 

He did not look at her. “Go,” he said instead, 
and the cart rumbled onward. 

On the mountain above the city sat the Emper-
or’s palace with the city sprawling around it. From the 
town below, it seemed a mirage; at once Mikkel could 
smell pig shit and see a shining spire of glass glint-
ing in the light of the setting sun. Closer, up where 
the nobility lived, that great glass structure refracted 
sunshine into a thousand rainbows to splash against 
the streets and buildings. Everything was awash with 
colour up there. Down in the dirt, beautiful girls died 
all the time, some of dysentery, some in childbirth, 
some murdered by cruel lovers, some by worse. But as 
Mikkel and the other soldiers drew closer to the grand 
structure, he realized he understood something new: 
when one had spent his entire life lit with rainbows, 
ugliness became unbearable.   

Mikkel stood watch as the overdressed 
groomsmen took control of the horses and the cart. 
The setting sun glittering from the palace’s glass face 
blinded him, and he had to train his eyes on his boots. 
The guardsmen at the gate saluted him, squinting. 
Mikkel nodded at each of them as he walked past. 
He had not learned all of their names. That seemed a 
great crime now. They reminded him of himself, so 
very many years ago, when the world was new and his 
responsibilities were less crushing. 

The emperor, he knew, would still be in the 
room at the top of the spire, many flights of stairs 
above the ground. Resigning himself to the long walk, 
he trudged upstairs to make his report. 

This room, too, twinkled with bars of refracted 
light. Red and yellow bands danced across the mar-
ble floor, colouring the young man in the crown and 
robe. Mikkel thought of the emperor’s father, who had 
always been so regal in his sunray crown. He heard 
his own father’s voice whispering, The emperor is the 
son of the Sun. His blood can heal any illness, as they 
stood together to watch Mikkel’s first parade. The old 
emperor had seemed so much like a god to the young 
boy that the man had never questioned it.

 Emperor Alliot sat in the same slumped posi-
tion he had assumed for five days. In a distant corner, 
a chamber pot stank. He defecates like a man, Mikkel 
thought, and wondered if his father would slap his 
mouth for such a blasphemous thought.  

Alliot watched a girl on a bed with embroi-
dered blankets. She was still and pale, long eyelashes 
shadowing her cheeks like traces of butterfly wings. 
Her lips were soft, her cheekbones were high enough 
to cast their own shadows, and her skin was smooth as 
cream. 

Cut flowers piled around her in a fragrant 
array, arranged one on top of the other, braided into 
her long hair. Hidden beneath the cairn of roses was a 
crack in her head wide enough for her brain to show 
through. Under the perfume lingered the dark smell of 
decay. The empress had begun to rot. 
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Mikkel saluted.  Alliot looked up, eyes blank, 
face spangled by the peculiar light of the crypt.  He 
was young, the beard light and thin against his cheeks. 
He looked away from his captain without speaking. 

“It is done, my emperor,” Mikkel said. “Even 
Ivor the leper has been bathed and given a new suit of 
clothes.”

“Well done, Captain,” breathed the emperor, 
voice empty as a wind. “Everything in the whole land 
is perfect now.”

“Yes,” Mikkel agreed. He shifted from one 
foot to the other as he wondered what else to say. 

He thought of the day, so long ago, when his 
ruler had tripped over shoelaces he was too small to 
tie and bloodied his nose against the floor. All of the 
courtiers had looked at the little prince with horror 
while the child screamed. What was a nobleman to do 
when a child of the Sun started to bleed? Would the 
heat of his skin be enough to burn? Mikkel had won-
dered the same thing in the seconds before he acted. 

The young guard had scooped the prince up 
and cleaned the little face with a sleeve, thinking of 
his own children as he did so. The heaviness of the 
courtier’s eyes on him, the weight of their silence, 
made him realize what a grievous error he had com-
mitted by daring to touch this child. He set the prince 
back down on his feet. One of his fellow guards shift-
ed, then another. They traded uncomfortable looks as 
they waited for someone to order him dead. Then the 
child turned back to Mikkel, lifting his chubby arms 
and grunting to be picked up again. Alliot’s laughter 
was taken as a pardon. A month later, Mikkel was 
promoted to sergeant.

Perhaps he should have guessed then that 
Alliot was capable of breaking. Perhaps this emperor 
was too far removed from the Sun to remember what 
it felt like to be a god.  

Mikkel bowed to his monarch with his heart 
aching and turned to go. Alliot did not react. He stared 

at the dead girl’s face as he had for so many days. 
Before the captain shut the door, he looked back once 
more, just in time to see the emperor reach for a cold 
and unresponsive hand.

The wizard Harriman stood in the hallway, 
head bowed low as if in prayer or meditation.  As Mik-
kel crested the stairs that would take him down and 
home, the wizard called, “Did you deliver the leper his 
stack of velvet, then?”

Mikkel paused, foot hovering an inch above 
the top step. He didn’t ask how Harriman knew Ivor’s 
new suit had been of velvet. “Aye.”

“Tell me this,” the wizard called. “If the em-
peror ordered you to take your sword to that beggar, 
would you?”

The captain closed his eyes against his grief. “I 
cannot make him want to live, Wizard.”

“No. But you could refuse to help him die.”

Appalled, Mikkel spun to face the slight man 
in the voluminous robes. “What would you have me 
do? Spurn the orders of the emperor?  Can you expect 
more defiance of me than you possess yourself?”

Harriman did not reply. Instead, he looked at 
the wall and swallowed whatever bitter words had 
formed in his mouth. Mikkel ambled down a few steps 
to put distance between them.

“Do not forget to wear your new clothes.” The 
wizard called. “Come dawn, we must all be perfect. 
‘Tis the will of the emperor, who is the Son of the 
Sun.”

Mikkel fled down the stairs and home. He 
lived at the edge of the city, where houses were sparse 
and surrounded by untamed woodland. He let his mare 
amble along the familiar road at her own pace, hands 
slack on the reins. When she stopped to pull at a patch 
of clover, Mikkel allowed it. You could refuse to help 
him die, Harriman whispered into his thoughts. His 
father’s voice argued, He is the Son of the Sun. 



8

Mikkel owned just enough land to grow a 
vegetable garden.  The house had a thatched roof and 
walls covered in climbing roses. He had raised four 
children in that house and loved the same woman all 
his life. In years past, when his horse clomped into the 
yard his passel of babies would rush out to meet him, 
thrusting frightened frogs and bugs up where he could 
examine them, demanding kisses and tickles, feeding 
little bits of food to his horse. The yard was empty 
now. All of his children were married with homes of 
their own. 

Smoke drifted in lazy billows from the stone 
chimney. Sharla would be making supper now. 
Heart-weary, Mikkel curry-combed the mare and 
poured oats into her feed bag. Then he went inside. 
Sharla hummed to herself in her sweet alto as she 
stirred some fragrant pot. She turned when the door 
closed, smiling. On their wedding day, she had been 
slender and spry, long hair shining in that afternoon’s 
sunlight. Her eyes were the bluest he had ever seen, 
bluer than the cornflowers her sisters had braided into 
her hair. She had laughed up at him, danced in his 
arms. That night, the first time they made love, she 
wept. Now she had gained weight, and her hair was 
as much silver as gold. Her face was soft and lined, 
crinkling up at the edges with long years of laughter. 
Her eyes were still so blue. 

“Hallo, love,” Sharla said, and stood on her 
tiptoes to kiss him as she had so many years ago. “You 
look heartsick.”

Mikkel wondered what his life might have be-
come if Sharla, like the empress, had been killed when 
they were still young.  Perhaps he would have broken 
into as many shards as Emperor Alliot. Perhaps, if he 
had looked into the future and seen himself without 
her for every one of his days, perhaps he would have 
decided to die beside his wife as Alliot had. But Sharla 
had lived. They had fought together, sometimes, wor-
ried together, grieved together. Life with her had not 
always been easy. But every day had been with her, 
and because of that life was happy.

“It is the emperor,” Mikkel sighed. “He is not 

well, Sharla.”

Sharla’s smile faded. “Have some supper. Ev-
erything looks better on a full stomach.”

Mikkel’s wife cooked food both hearty and 
good. Later, they made love by firelight until they 
were both sated. She lay with her head against his 
chest and he wrapped his arms around her. 

“My love,” Mikkel whispered. “You have nev-
er been so beautiful.”

Sharla laughed, voice husky. “Old fool, you are 
going blind. I am fat and wrinkled.”

Mikkel reached for her chin and tipped her 
face up to his kiss. “Nothing has ever been as lovely. 
Forgive me if I ever forgot to tell you so.”

Sharla’s eyes filled with light and her smile 
with love. “There is nothing to forgive.”

But there were things to forgive, so very many 
things. There were days he had been thoughtless, even 
unkind. Mikkel had taken his tempers out on her and 
made her cry with frustration. He wished now he had 
been a better husband. He wished he had the courage 
to defy his god and save the woman he had always 
loved. 

Mikkel’s wife fell asleep in his arms, snoring 
lightly, but he lay awake watching the dancing fire-
light until the sky in the east turned grey.  He thought 
again of his grandchildren and their confused expres-
sions. Had it truly been the last time he would ever set 
eyes on their sweet faces?  Was it really possible he 
had sacrificed his last chance to hold them to his own 
cowardice?  

Restless, Mikkel shifted. I want it all to stop, 
Alliot had said. 

Even a god has no right, Mikkel thought. Lad, 
there are other things in this world than grief. There 
are more loves than just your own. 
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It would be dawn soon. Emperor Alliot would 
want him to dress in his finery and make Sharla do the 
same. He would want them to sit down to breakfast as 
if everything was perfect. Mikkel drew his arm from 
under his wife’s head. He pulled on his velvet trousers 
and silk shirt, tying the laces with sharp movements, 
then belting on the bejeweled scabbard the emperor 
had gifted him. Sharla’s hair lay in a glinting waterfall 
across her pillow, and her bare breasts lifted and fell 
with the steady peace earned through a lifetime of 
goodness. He would not wake her.

He would go to the emperor.  He would say… 
well. He would figure it out when he got there. He 
saddled his old mare and goaded her into an unaccus-
tomed gallop. By the time he arrived at the palace the 
horse was wild-eyed and lathered. He stroked the poor 
beast and left her in the courtyard, reins trailing. The 
guards at the door saluted him and did not question his 
intent in the palace so early in the morning. 

The wizard Harriman stood outside the crypt, 
drawing patterns on the floor with coloured sand. 
Candles flickered around the edges of his design. The 
wizard chanted in the language of magic. He did not 
stop to talk, but raised one eyebrow instead. 

Mikkel nodded. Harriman smiled, but he did 
not stop chanting. 

The captain made his way around the place of 
ritual and let himself into the crypt without knocking. 
The smell of rotting meat and flowers hit him in a hot 
wave. Alliot stood. His eyes were red from wakeful-
ness and his beard was unkempt. 

“Captain,” Emperor Alliot said. “You should 
not be here. Go home.”

Mikkel opened his mouth, and for a moment 
no sound came out. He swallowed. “No. I will not.”

Alliot blinked. It was the first emotion Mikkel 
had seen from his sovereign in nearly a week. “You 
defy us? Today of all days?”

“I defy you.”  Mikkel’s voice was louder than 

he intended. 

He strode to the centre of the room and took 
the boy in a tight embrace. For a brief second, the 
emperor went stiff. Then he reached up and pushed 
Mikkel’s chest hard enough to fling him away. Mikkel 
stumbled against the bier, causing it to rock. The em-
press’s limp hand fell away from her chest to dangle 
over the floor. 

“Are you mad?”  Alliot demanded, voice full 
of fury. “How dare you touch us?”

For a moment, he could not answer. He swal-
lowed and reached down for the empress’s hand. 
Mikkel steepled her fingers back together and folded 
them across her breast. Poor child, Mikkel thought. 
You would have made a beautiful mother. 

While Emperor Alliot stared at him with lips 
parted in offended amazement, Mikkel sat down in 
the chair beside the empress.  He remembered the first 
day he set eyes on her. She wore a red gown and her 
cheeks blushed scarlet as the fabric of her bodice. The 
day of her wedding, she tripped over her long train and 
Mikkel reached out to steady her. The empress, young 
and high-spirited, squeezed his fingers as if they were 
the greatest of friends. She had reminded him of his 
daughter then. At her funeral, she had been too like his 
daughter for comfort. 

“You dare,” Alliot grated, “You dare touch my 
empress?”

“Oh, stop blustering,” Mikkel said. His voice 
sounded weary and sad. “Have you never heard that 
Lord Death loves us all the same? We die today, we 
two. She died last week. We are all equal now, emper-
ors and empress and soldiers and peasants.”

Alliot fell silent. In the quiet, the wizard could 
be heard chanting on the other side of the door.

“I wish we had always been equals,” Mikkel 
sighed. “If we had, I would have told you I loved you. 
I have not only protected you all these years because it 
was my duty. I have protected you because you were 
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as dear as my own sons.”  Mikkel smiled, bitter. “I 
would do anything to take this pain from you.”

For a long moment, Alliot said nothing. He 
looked at the floor. Finally, he whispered, “Nothing 
will ever take it from me.”

Mikkel nodded. “That is just, I suppose. You 
cannot have love without grief. When I say the hurt 
will lessen, I beg you to believe me.”  Mikkel paused, 
considering his next words carefully. “Even if you 
are the first man alive who never finds relief in the 
passage of time, you have no right to make the wizard 
cast this spell. It is not your place to murder a city to 
assuage your own pain. ”

Alliot shuffled to the window, silent again. The 
rising sun struck the reflection of red glass against the 
emperor’s robe. He crossed his arms over his chest 
and looked out at the land below them.

“The empress is rotting,” Alliot said. “If I do 
not stop it, she will be nothing but bones.”

Mikkel blinked. “These are your people, boy. 
It is your duty to protect them, not to destroy them. 
Even an emperor’s grief is not reason enough for this 
atrocity.”

Alliot stayed silent. A muscle in the emperor’s 
jaw clenched, jumping into sharp relief. 

“This city is full of beggars,” Alliot said. “It 
is full of illness, full of cruelty. Since my father died 
I have struggled to keep law in this place. I have been 
unable to sleep, unable to eat from the worry of what 
would become of these people. Until I met her.” 

The emperor took a shuddering breath and cast 
a longing look over his shoulder. “For the first time in 
my life, someone loved me because I was a man, not 
because I was an emperor. Beside her, I could sleep. 
When she teased me, I could laugh.”  Alliot swal-
lowed. “And then… and then she was thrown from her 
horse when some peasant’s children cast a firework at 
her entourage.”

“It was an accident,” Mikkel said. “They were 
children.”

“Yes,” Alliot snarled. “Children! What sort of 
a world is this, when dirty, ill-behaved brats can take 
from an emperor the only thing he has ever loved?  I 
am tired of hearing people make excuses for the cru-
elty and stupidity of fate!  My pain will fade, will it?  
Bah! It will be preserved in crystal just like everything 
else in this city!”  Alliot took a shuddering breath. “It 
has begun. The edges of the city are shining already. 
You should see it, Captain. It is quite beautiful.”

Sharla. Mikkel hoped she had not awakened, 
had not had time to be frightened as her body became 
encased in rock and there was no longer air to breathe. 
He closed his eyes against the sudden pain. 

“My wife is dead,” Mikkel whispered. 

“So is mine,” said the emperor. 

Mikkel thought again of his wedding day, of 
Sharla’s sweet, bright laughter. He thought of the day 
his first son was born, his wife’s sweat-caked hair and 
exhausted face. She had been glorious. 

“She was the love of my life,” Mikkel mur-
mured. “I have loved her since I was no older than you 
are.” 

“You should be grateful, then,” Alliot snapped. 
“Now your grief can be preserved with mine, perfectly 
acute for all time.” He paused. “Look out the window. 
The spell has nearly reached the base of the palace.”

Mikkel stood. His hands shook. His children 
were dead, then, their wives and husbands and his 
grandchildren. He had not said goodbye to them. He 
had been unable to face them from his guilt, and he 
had given away the last opportunity he would ever 
have to hold them. 

Mikkel heard the rasp of hilt against scabbard. 
He found the blade in his hand as if it had leapt there 
on its own. Alliot turned to face him, eyebrows arch-
ing. 
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“Captain, what are you doing?”  

Mikkel did not answer. He moved around the 
flower-laden corpse of the empress. You wanted to die, 
Little Sun, he thought. 

“Put the weapon away,” Alliot ordered. “Cap-
tain! Mikkel!”

The emperor took a step backward and 
thumped against the wall of the tower. His eyes wid-
ened, went wild with fear. Mikkel remembered the 
bright curtain of blood pouring from Alliot’s nose. 
He remembered the lace of his daughter’s eyelash-
es against her fat baby cheeks. He remembered his 
grandson’s gap-toothed smile.

Mikkel drew back his arm and plunged the 
sword hilt-deep in Alliot’s belly. 

Bright blood poured over gasping lips and 
down the lightly bearded chin. It was hot on his hands, 
and for a moment Mikkel wondered if his sins had 
caught up with him, if he was burning. Alliot reached 
up to wrap his fists around the sword’s handle as if he 

would pull it out, but after a weak tug he let go. Mik-
kel tasted tears and realized he was weeping. 

“Please,” the emperor choked. “Please.”

Alliot coughed once more, spattering his 
murderer with blood. Then he shuddered and his legs 
collapsed beneath him. The smell of shit mixed with 
the smell of death and roses. 

Mikkel did not bother to remove his sword 
from the body of his lord. He walked back to the chair 
beside the empress and sat down in it. His hands were 
bloody, he saw, and the clothes Alliot had so carefully 
chosen for him were stained. The legends were not 
true, he thought. Even when bathed in the blood of his 
emperor, he did not feel healed. 

The crystal appeared at the base of the door, 
climbing the wood, spreading to the walls like a shin-
ing malignancy. It covered the tile and the bottoms 
of his shoes. It took the edge of the bier, encasing the 
flowers as if they had frozen. The crystal swallowed 
the empress’s feet, then her gown, then her hands. As 
glass filled Mikkel’s mouth and nose, he thought, we 
will all be perfect now.   



12

Dead Woman’s 
Hand:

A Carolina 
Daemonic Short 

Story

Part 2
By Brian Barr

“If you were a slaver, I would have let them 
kill you.”

Bana didn’t doubt the black woman’s words. 
The creatures she called zombies were most intimidat-
ing, the bodies of previous intruders and Christine’s 
former enemies reanimated as mindless guard dogs.

With her lantern held before her, Christine 
guided the way up a mountainous jungle path. The 
zombies followed. 

Bana recognized the woman as an African 
with short cropped hair and striking brown eyes. 
Bana knew quite a few Africans in her pirate family, 
brothers she would never see again. She remembered 
hearing of one in Columbus’s entourage, known as El 
Negro, but Bana had never met him. 

“There are quite a number of my people here,” 
Christine revealed. “We came here together. Nearly a 
hundred of us survived. Most of them speak French, 
some English, Spanish, and a few still remember our 
Ewe tongue.” 

Christine was beautiful. She had a tall, petite 
body, with a small, healthy waist accompanied by a 

well-developed bust and backside. She was only a few 
inches taller than Bana, her cheekbones sharp, her lips 
as soft as delectable fruit.

“I came here years ago, when my master tried 
to sell me a plantation owner in the Americas,” Chris-
tine explained.

“The Americas?”

“Yes. I was to be taken by ship to an English 
colony far away from the Islands. I saw the circum-
stance as the perfect opportunity to escape. From the 
guidance of my ancestors, I felt a shifting dimension 
that existed in the waters, some passage away from 
the hell of the mundane world. When one of my new 
master’s hired shipmates came to check upon me and 
the other slaves I was housed with, we ambushed him, 
choking him with our chains. He had the keys upon 
him, and with them, we won our freedom. We had a 
mutiny on the ship, slaying the slavers and taking over 
the wheel. The death of our oppressors gave us the 
blood sacrifice we needed.”

“Blood sacrifice?”

“Yes. It is blood that opens the portal to this 
world.”

So that’s how I arrived here, Bana reflected.

“From there,” Christine continued, “with my 
guidance and insight, we were able to find the pas-
sage that the ancestors and the loa revealed to me. My 
religion saved us, a religion long underestimated and 
misunderstood by my masters.”

“So you are not a Christian?” Bana had terrible 
memories of her slavers beating her and her people, 
forcing their crosses upon them. They justified every 
action they pulled under the guise of their spiritual 
beliefs.

“No. I do respect the tradition, even as my 
former master’s people used it to humiliate and subju-
gate my own. But I follow the ways of my people. The 
religion of spirit. Vodun.”
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“Vodun?”

“My people’s religion. My mother taught me 
the ways, and her mother before her. I had lost my fa-
ther long ago, when he was sold, as was my love when 
we were united on my master’s property. In a life of 
losses and stolen loves, Vodun is the only thing that 
has remained in my possession. It has also been the 
one thing that led to my liberation. And you—do your 
people have a tradition? A connection to your ances-
tors or the spirit? You look like an original Islander, 
before the influence of the Spanish.”

“I am Taino. Our people did have our own 
way, our own traditions, but... that was all stolen from 
us. When Columbus arrived.”

“I see. Columbus was far before my arrival to 
Haiti. Interesting to see just how far apart our times 
truly are. We’ve lived on this island for nearly three 
or more years. The pain of Africa and the Caribbean 
are far behind us. We established a new community, 
where we could worship our gods and ancestors with-
out fear. Every now and then, we’ve had a few outsid-
ers land here, besides you.”

“Who else?”

“Military men lost at sea. Vagrants and mur-
derous pirates. They usually come in small numbers, 
floating adrift from shipwrecks, aboard wooden planks 
and rafts. I never imagined that I would have to use 
the skills the gods granted me for such stern purposes 
but... the gods are capable of great good and harsh 
justice, what some of the ignorant would dare call evil. 
These intruders haven’t come in peace, and that was 
when we had to use the powers of the gods to punish 
them.”

Bana didn’t need an explanation. She looked at 
the zombified servants, walking slowly behind them, 
moaning and groaning occasionally, soulless.

“And what about me?” Bana asked. “What 
makes you think I am trustworthy? Didn’t I point a 
gun at you?”

“I trust my instincts. The loa have guided me 
well to this point, and I could tell you were only pro-
tecting yourself from uncertain danger. Besides that, I 
feel we could become sisters, allies. Well, I have told 
you my story. Why don’t you tell me yours? The story 
of your Taino people?”

Feeling at ease with Christine, Bana obliged. 
She told the Vodun practitioner about her past on His-
paniola, her people, her family, the slavery, escaping 
to join pirates, nearly a decade of plunder, the recent 
overseas battle in which she lost those closest to her. 
By the time she had reached the end of her story, Bana 
was in tears. She hadn’t realized how much pain she 
had been carrying, all of those years.

“Dreadful,” Christine noted. “You’ve been 
through many hardships, just like us. I want to wel-
come you into our camp.”

Christine and Bana soon came to a clearing, 
where many African peoples had gathered, focusing 
on an assortment of activities—making food, playing 
instruments, dancing and singing around a communal 
campfire. They had created tents and carved sculp-
tures. Herbs burned, creating pleasant aromas.

A big, strong man with broad shoulders and a 
shaved head turned from the fire and stared at Chris-
tine with some astonishment. Obviously, he was sur-
prised to see the woman in pirate’s clothing beside her. 
He walked towards them.

“Who is she?” the man asked in a mixed ac-
cent of French and Ewe. “Why is this outsider in our 
quarters?”

“She is a friend, shipwrecked from the beach.” 
Christine glared at the man’s eyes with an intense, 
challenging fire.

“We’re supposed to deal with outsiders on 
the beach! That’s what your vigils are for.” The man 
looked hatefully at the zombies behind Christine and 
Bana. “And what are they doing up here? Send them 
back! Those undead watchdogs cannot spoil the peace 
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of our camp!”

“For the years I’ve run this community, has 
anyone ever spoiled our peace?” Christine was en-
raged, her finger pointing in the man’s face. “I’ve told 
you before, Jacque. I didn’t get to run this community 
by foolishness and arguments. I follow the gods, and 
they have never steered me wrong. This woman is not 
an outsider. She is a friend escaping her own torments. 
She has known the hell of being a slave as well.”

“A slave? Ha! I have never seen a slave before 
that wasn’t black.” Jacque eyed Bana up and down 
with judgmental eyes. “I don’t know exactly who you 
are, or what you are, but you shouldn’t be welcomed 
on this island. This island is a place of refuge for 
Africans.”

“This island is a place of refuge for anyone 
coming in peace!” Christine pushed the man on his 
chest. “Her name is Bana, and she stays.”

The big man cocked back a fist.

“If you hit me, our family and my zombies 
will stand for me.” Christine pressed her hand against 
the man’s fist. “Bana stays. She is my guest.”

Jacque bit his lip. His fist trembled and low-
ered.

Christine offered a smile and turned to Bana. 
“Come. I promise that no one else will give you trou-
ble.”

Christine and Bana walked past Jacque. The 
zombies sunk back into the depths of the jungle.

Christine walked Bana around the camp, intro-
ducing her to people. Some eyed her with suspicion, 
while others seemed to honor Christine’s guest. Many 
couldn’t communicate with her, only knowing French.

The songs around the campfires were beauti-
ful. The words, the elegance of the dancing, and the 
sonorous compositions of voices brought a powerful 
feeling to Bana’s heart.

Bana was suddenly transported to her child-
hood, when her people lived in peace. She remem-
bered people swimming freely in the waters, living 
peacefully among the island, playing their own in-
struments, singing their own songs. She remembered 
people being happy.

Then, the Spanish invaded. Foreign friends re-
vealed mongrel natures—dogs tore the limbs of Taino, 
gunpowder burning their faces and chests, swords 
gutting them, women stolen from their lovers.

Bana wept. Those painful, demonic images of 
the past would forever be implanted in her mind. 

Maybe in the comfort of people Bana strange-
ly related to, she could let the hurt out. These people 
were from another time and culture, yet they were 
joined together by some mysterious rift in the ocean, a 
hole through the fabric of space and time.

Bana tried to figure out the moment she 
must have left the real world, the time where things 
had suddenly changed. From the first night she was 
forced to take the wheel, she had noticed the sky 
had changed, that the stars were not the same stars. 
Christine had remarked that the stars above them in 
this dimension were the precious loa, the gods of the 
Ewe, staring down upon them. Those stars were the 
hidden stars of a protected realm beyond the sights of 
all evildoers, looking down upon their people, keeping 
them safe.

***
The zombies roamed through the thick, lush 

jungle, overlooking the land.

The lives of the undead men were quite differ-
ent before they had come here. One had been a Navy 
captain in the British Army, commanding a fleet that 
stood against the Spanish Armada. Another had been 
a slaver who narrowly escaping a mutiny aboard the 
Amistad. There were former Spanish soldiers, a few 
merchants, and other unfortunate men from many dif-
ferent centuries and time periods. They had all traveled 
through some interdimensional rift over the waters 
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without realizing it before it was too late, looking up 
at the stars and seeing nothing familiar. They had all 
fallen upon this island, slain by a protective commu-
nity of former slaves and their current zombie slaves, 
forced to join the horde of the undead.

Here, time passed much like the world’s time. 
There were 24 hours in a day, which made the cal-
culation of years easy, even though this dimension’s 
chronological order seemed completely separate 
from the old world. The moon always remained full, 
as watchful as the stars, blood red and golden. The 
waters turned an eerie blood tone during sunrise and 
sunset. The weather was hot during the day and warm 
at night.

As the zombies moved past trees and rock, 
their ripped shoes possessing holes and slits as they 
waddled through the dirt, one of them stopped in its 
tracks. The others followed suit. They cocked their 
heads and looked around, realizing that they heard 
someone. They sniffed the air, catching the whiff of 
living human flesh. With curiosity and slower steps, 
the zombies wandered forward.

The trees shielded them as they crept down the 
road, following the noise. Soon, a glow from a torch 
made itself known. A man held it, some frightened 
looking sailor with fearful eyes, trying to find his way 
through the dark.

Zombies groaned in hunger.

The man immediately heard the guttural 
sounds in the dark. He gasped, holding up his torch. 
Careful steps led him a little further up the road as he 
tried to convince himself that he merely heard some 
idiotic animal, some roaming jungle critter.

The zombies drew closer. Their shuffles in 
the dark were becoming more audible. Their groans 
continued.

“Sir?” the man said in English, shivering. “I-I 
thought you would s-survey the ship-”

A zombie growled as it slashed from the dark, 

only a few feet from the man.

The man screamed as his frantic hand fanned 
the torch at the beast. He was more frightened to see 
two more zombies crawl out of the shadows, then 
four.  More zombies showed themselves, snarling and 
gritting their teeth.

The man ran. Tripping, he shrieked. The torch 
fell face down, extinguished. 

The dead men leaped upon him, fingers dig-
ging into skin. He hollered until his throat grew 
hoarse, wishing he had died before that point. The 
hands of the undead pried him apart, pulling arms 
from sockets, guts from sides. Luckily, he had died 
before they finally pulled off his head, plucking out his 
eyes and gobbling them.

The man tasted well enough, his flesh soft 
and tender. Yet, there were many zombies, and they 
all couldn’t share the feast, especially the delectable 
brains oozing from his busted cranium.

More of the zombies descended towards the 
beach, scavenging the jungle terrain. Another wander-
ing sailor held a torch, possibly sent to find the recent-
ly lost party of one. He glanced up too late, screaming 
as zombie fell upon him.

His fate was different, though less merciful. 
The sailor had been bitten, his neck absorbing the 
infectious saliva of a dead man. Strong and bulky, the 
sailor had been able to wrestle the beasts off. He began 
to dash through the jungle before his steps became 
slower, his sprint reduced to a stuttering walk. As he 
bent down, wild green saliva oozed from his lips, his 
eyes suddenly vacant and dead, skin cold.

The sailor’s new zombie brothers walked 
passed him and towards the beach, stumbling out of 
the jungle. 

Another vessel was parked on the sand, quite 
close to Bana’s ship.

Sailors were raiding Bana’s ship, but they 
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didn’t interested in any jewels. They pulled dead bod-
ies from the vessel to the sand, lining them in rows.

A mysterious man overlooked the sailors’ 
work. He wore a long, silk robe with a hood.

The zombies drew closer. They growled, filled 
with an intense hunger.

One of the sailors noticed the approaching 
dead men and yelled, pointing at them.

The hooded man didn’t flinch.

All of the other sailors stopped in their tracks.

Reaching under his cloak, the hooded man 
pulled out a long silver flute. He placed the instrument 
to his lips, blowing into it.

The living sailors heard nothing. The music 
was too high pitched for their ears, but the zombies 
were transfixed by it. They looked with intrigue at the 
instrument, falling under its spell.

“It’s working!” a sailor exclaimed.

As the tune continued, one of the dead bodies 
retrieved from the abandoned pirate ship began to stir. 
Many more followed it, waking from a sound sleep.

“Of course it’s working,” another sailor spoke 
harshly. “The man’s the greatest necromancer in the 
colonies.”

***
Jacque walked away from the camp. Angry 

thoughts swarmed through his mind like disturbed 
wasps. 

How could Christine allow a stranger into their 
camp? They couldn’t trust anyone. They had escaped 
a place where they had been treated like dirt, forced to 
work in rice fields and plantations. How many times 
had they been beaten and whipped, only to allow some 
outsider into their private refuge?

He didn’t trust the new girl. She wasn’t one of 
his people. How could they ever relate to each other? 
For all he knew, she was working for the French. She 
could be working for the Spaniards, or even the Amer-
icans, playing dumb in some attempt to lull his people 
back into chains. How long would it be before another 
ship came, and then another, ready to take them all 
back?

Never. Jacque would never go back.

A growl echoed from the darkness.

Jacque turned to see one of the familiar zombie 
baring its teeth at him.

“Stupid thing!” Jacque shouted in fiery French. 
”Christine! Get your stupid beast!”

But Jacque was too far from the camp to gain 
Christine’s attention. He knew that. Still, the zombie 
would never attack him... would it?

Another growl sounded. Jacque turned to see a 
second undead human beast baring its teeth.

“What’s gotten into you idiots?” Jacque was 
scared now, his French wavering on his mouth. He 
stepped back, his hands held out as he bent down, 
instinctively feeling for a switch, or a rock, or some-
thing-

A zombie leaped from the left, biting into Jac-
que’s shoulder.

Jacque screamed as the zombie surrounded 
him.

The hooded man with the silver flute walked 
up the trail behind the zombie, still playing the strange 
instrument. His fellow sailors accompanied him at his 
side.

“Remember not to eat him, or anyone else 
for that matter,” the hooded musician reminded the 
undead cronies in a Southern English dialect. “He’ll 
serve well along with the rest of you.”
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When dawn finally arrived, the overcast sky 
did little to ease the mood. They continued to ride in 
silence for most of the day.

Finally, Ermine spoke up. “Reizend would 
most likely have been safer with you.”

 “What do you mean by that? We’re barely 
safe ourselves.” Ella stared blankly ahead along the 
continually fading road.

Ermine bounced around and tilted her head. 
“There are certain people. People that are more than 
just who they are here.” Ermine stopped, closing 
her beak. After a moment she continued. “Some 
people exist in all times, all worlds. Different lives, 
different outcomes, some of them good, some of them 
bad. Their stories, always known. Momotarō, Ivan 

Tsarevitch, Hua Mulan--“

“I don’t know these people,” Ella said, her 
eyes never left the horizon.

Ermine sat a moment then continued, 
“Scarlet--“

“The Mistress of the Wolves?”

“Yes, and Rapunzel, Belle, Snow White--“

“Snow White? But she died!” Ella finally 
focused her attention on Ermine.

“Wife of the Bear King did, daughter did not,” 
Ermine said.

Ella

By JM Weibel

Part Two
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“What?! Where is she?”

“Safe, and not her time, yet. Your time, 
now,” Ermine said, displeased with the continuous 
interruptions. When the fairy was sure Ella would not 
cut in again, she continued. “And you.”

“Me!? I don’t think so.” Ella’s expression 
pinched at the comment.

“Yes, you.”

Ella stared at the white bird through narrowed 
eyes and then shook her head. “These ‘special’ people, 
they are immortal then?”

“No, not at all. They can still die, and do. 
Some are heroes in one world and villains in another. 
Hard to explain, but understand this. Your tale is 
important, but can only be told if you choose for it to 
be.”

“Then how would Reizend have been safe with 
me?”

“That has yet to be seen. Maybe he would not 
have.”

Ella sighed heavily, her gaze flicking upwards. 
She took notice of her surroundings for the first time 
since leaving the soldiers’ camp. “This place looks 
familiar. Where are we going?”

The horse stopped at the crest of hill 
overlooking a great body of water. Ella could just 
make out a string of islands draped in fog. Large birds 
soared about, flying in and out of the clouds.

“We, no. You, there, the Dragon Islands.”

Ella’s heart sank. She realized then that the 
birds were not birds at all, but young dragons.

“You don’t expect me to go there?” Ella 
pointed at the islands in disbelief.

“If you want to save your people, yes. Come, 

we continue and I will tell you what you need to do.”

Ella’s shoulders dropped and she reluctantly 
nudged the horse into motion. “Anything for my 
people,” she said. 

Ermine sat quietly until they were halfway to 
the water. Bouncing around to face Ella, she explained 
what the queen needed to do.

“I have to do what?!” Ella stared at Ermine in 
wide-eyed shock and felt as if she was going to be sick 
again.

“You must find a red dragon and consume 
its heart,” Ermine said, speaking as if the task was a 
normal, every—day thing.

“How am I supposed to do that? I doubt it’s 
just going to hand it over to me!”

“You have lots of questions. You must figure 
that out on your own. I can’t help with everything.” 
Ermine fell silent when they reached the shore. 

Down the beach, jetting out into the water, 
stretched a small dock of rotting wood. Ella could 
see a tiny boat lashed to it. It rocked slowly with the 
waves, a large pile of cloth in it back.

“Go there. The boatman will take you across.” 
Ermine flew up before Ella. “Do not be afraid of him. 
He is only half-dragon.” She finished then flew off 
towards the woods.

“Wait! What?” Ella watched the white bird 
disappear into the branches. “Great.”

Ella looked back at the dock and slowly 
approached it. Getting closer, she noticed the bundle 
move slightly. Ella stepped onto the dock and cringed 
as the old wood let out a horrifyingly loud creek. 
Continuing carefully toward the boat, the bundle 
shifted and became more distinct as a cloaked figure.

A long, raggedy, cloth-draped arm stretched 
out holding a small wooden box with a slot in its top. 
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Ella glanced at the box, then back at the boatman. 
Before she could speak, the box shook and rattled the 
few coins within it.

“I... I didn’t bring any coins,” Ella said.

The box disappeared back into the folds and a 
long pole lifted from the water. Sliding it back in, the 
boatman made to push off the dock.

Ella’s stomach rolled and her hands got cold. 
“Wait! Wait!” she begged.

The boatman stopped and twisted towards 
Ella.

Reaching into her cloak, Ella clasped the hilt 
of the dagger. She stood motionless as the boatman 
started to turn away again.

“I don’t have any coin, but I do have this,” 
she said as she pulled out the dagger. Ella held it out 
before her in her open hands. “It’s gold, mostly.”

The boatman leaned closer to the queen and 
reached out for the dagger. Ella resisted the urge to 
pull away at the sight of the hand that emerged from 
the robes. Most of it appeared to be covered in small 
dragon scales and three of the fingers were tipped with 
long wicked claws.

Ella stood as still as stone while the boatman 
grasped the blade and pulled it into his cloak. She 
held her breath, and her heart beat heavy in her ears 
before his hooded head nodded and motioned for her 
to board.

Stepping unstably into the wooden craft, Ella 
took a seat at the bow. The pole rose again and pushed 
the boat out into the water, toward the Dragon Islands.

#
A strange silence greeted Ella and the boatman 

as the small boat knocked against a dock in worse 
shape than the one they left from. The island’s thick, 
dark, jungle emanated no animal sounds from within. 
Ella stepped onto the dock carefully, turning to the see 

the boat push away from her.

“How do I to get back off?” Her voice echoed 
frighteningly loud.

A strange growling chortle originated from 
deep within the folds of the boatman’s robes. 

“If you survive, I will be here,” the half-dragon 
answered in a deep voice.

Ella felt faint and wanted to be sick again. 
Instead she turned away from the water and stared at 
the jungle before her.

“How am I supposed to do this?” Ella poked 
around the shore, peering into the jungle wherever she 
could. 

She pulled the bow from her back and grabbed 
for an arrow. Unable to seize one, she pulled the 
quiver around to find it empty. 

“Oh, no, no, no no no!” Ella searched around 
the beach for her lost arrows, but, unable to find them, 
she slung the bow back over her. “Why didn’t I bring a 
sword?” 

Further down the beach Ella spotted a clearer 
path into the foliage. She stared into the dark of the 
jungle, waiting for anything to happen. When nothing 
did, Ella took a deep breath, tightened her jaw and 
willed her legs to carry her in.

The path was wide and free of debris, burnt 
back in many places. Ella moved easily through the 
jungle because of it. Coming up to fresh mud, Ella 
found out why the path was so clear. Before her, half-
filled with water, was a three-toed reptilian footprint as 
large as her chest.

Drawing in a deep breath, Ella continued along 
the trail. Her eyes darted to every shadow and she 
jumped at any movement she thought she saw. Soon, 
Ella’s laboured breathing and sore legs told her that 
the path had started climbing the mountain some time 
ago.
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The day waned and as she reached the tree 
line, so did the jungle. Clearing the last of the foliage, 
Ella found herself among a wide trail strewn with 
boulders. A thick fog covered the area as the active 
volcano above superheated the snow.

The hair on Ella’s neck rose every time she 
heard the leathery flap of nearby wings fade in and 
out of the fog. She dropped behind boulders and into 
shallow caves whenever the sounds came too close. 
The path eventually emptied into a clearing. The fog 
hung low and blocked most of Ella’s view of her 
surroundings. Along with the blackened stone and ash 
that she could see, the bones of countless creatures 
made Ella’s lips trembled.

Ella hugged herself tightly as she moved 
through the clearing. Charred armour and weapons 
laid everywhere, most still protecting the burnt 
remains of some brave, or stupid, soul. Ella stepped 
behind a boulder and placed her back against its warm 
surface. She wiped sweat from her brow and tried to 
take several deep breaths. It was unnaturally hot upon 
the mountain and Ella was not sure if it was because 
of the volcano or the dragons.

Ella leaned forward to place her hands on her 
knees when her foot kicked at a hard object in the 
ash. It made a metallic clank when it struck a cracked 
shield nearby.

Bending down, Ella pulled up a blackened 
steel sword, the blade melted into uselessness.

“This is bad,” she said and dropped the 
mangled weapon back into the dirt.

Ella moved to slip away when a geyser of hot 
steam erupted before her. Falling back in surprise, 
she caught a rocky edge and prevented herself from 
tumbling out into the open clearing. Before she could 
straighten back up, the ground shook with a violent 
force as something heavy crashed down behind her. 
Slowly turning, Ella found herself staring straight into 
the scaled hide of a juvenile red dragon.

Ella scrambled back as close to the rushing 
geyser as she could bear. Her heartbeat thrashed in her 
ears and she found it hard to breathe. She desperately 
fought the urge to run.

The beast spread its wings and shook. With a 
push of the leathery membranes, the fog rushed back 
and cleared from the area. Tucking its wings close to 
its body, the dragon stepped forward, claws digging 
into the ground with each step. Bones and charred 
armour crunched under its weight as it moved towards 
a cave now visible on the far side of the clearing. The 
dragon’s tail swung out as it entered into the darkness 
striking the entrance. Several large rocks crashed 
down into the clearing kicking up clouds of dust.

Ella held her breath until she felt faint. Turning 
and pressing her back to the stone, she gulped in a 
lungful of air. She glanced over at the path she had 
come, then back to the cave. Several smaller rocks and 
streams of dirt poured off the mountain when the beast 
moved about inside.

Swallowing hard, Ella hesitantly stepped 
around the boulder and slowly approached the cave. 
When another geyser blew nearby, she leapt back and 
quickly stifled a scream. Ella stumbling away from 
the heated jet of water and tripped over a hard object 
in the dirt that clanged against a stone. At the sound, a 
loud growling from the cave reverberated around the 
clearing and caused more dust to pour down.

Frozen, Ella could not move until the dirt 
settled again and she was sure the scaled beast would 
not charge out at her. Reaching into the ash cautiously, 
she pulled up a large steel lance. The weapon was 
covered in soot and discoloured from extreme heat, 
but still strong and solid; Ella pulled the rest of it up. 
Eyes fixed on the cave, she dragged the lance behind 
her when she felt her legs could move again.

Ella felt heat radiate from the cave as she 
neared it. She quickly moved to the side of the dark 
hole and looked up the rubble strewn cliff. Hoisting 
the lance onto her shoulder, Ella started to climb the 
rocks. She reached twice her height before the weight 
of the lance caused its butt to clang off the rocks. The 
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faint tap seemed to echo in the silence like rolling 
thunder. Deep in the cave, a low rumble reverberated.

Closing her eyes and hugging the rock, Ella 
waited for her eventual doom. When it did not come 
and the silence returned, she opened her eyes and 
continued up the mountain.

After climbing high enough, she scaled the 
entrance of the cave until she found the right spot. 
Pausing, she closed her eyes again and took several 
deep breaths.

“I hope this works,” Ella said to herself and 
gripped the lance tightly. She slammed it into a crack 
on the cliff face. Her heart raced and felt like it would 
explode.

Taking a deep breath, Ella paused, then let 
loose an immense scream. The sound echoed around 
the clearing and deep down into the cave. Louder than 
she intended, she flinched at the volume.

When the echo died away, the mountain fell 
eerily silent. Ella drew another deep breath when 
the mountain abruptly shifted below her with the 
vibrations of a cavernous roar. Repetitive thumps 
alerted Ella that the dragon was coming.

A fire ball exploded into the clearing, searing 
rock and setting already scorched remains aflame 
again. The heat washed over Ella, causing her to sweat 
and her breathing to become laboured. She thought 
she would die when it stopped as quickly as it came. 
Ella shifted and gripped the lance tightly.

A wickedly horned head extended from the 
cave entrance, followed by a long scaled neck. The 
dragon’s head shifted back and forth, searching for her 
when it unexpectedly turned and peered straight at her. 
The beast bellowed and shook the ground violently as 
it moved to snatch her.

Ella rammed all her weight into the lance. The 
boulder above the cave snapped loose and dropped in 
terrifyingly slow motion. Ella tried to grab at the cliff, 
but could not find purchase and slipped over the edge 

with the rocks.

The dragon pulled back, but could not clear the 
landslide fast enough. Dirt and rock rained down on it 
and its roar suddenly cut off.

As the rubble crashed down, Ella slammed into 
the large boulder and slid off it. She rolled clear of the 
largest of the debris, but could not breathe from the 
dust and ash that was kicked up. Waving at the cloud 
before her, she gasped and jumped back in fear of the 
dragon turning on her.

The dust cleared enough for Ella to see that she 
sat face to face with the dragon. Closing her eyes, she 
waited for it to strike at her. When nothing happened, 
she peeked out and saw the beast had not moved.

Ella pulled herself slowly closer to the dragon. 
Reaching out a trembling hand, she pushed on the 
snout and pulled quickly back. When it did not 
suddenly attack her, she stood and walked closer.

The boulder had done what Ella had hoped 
and crushed the dragon’s neck. Moving around the 
rock she saw the body still intact and breathed a sigh 
of relief. The dragon had twisted sickly, as if trying 
to push the boulder away, but the torso remained 
undamaged.

Ella placed her hands on the body and could 
still feel the creature’s inner heat. Looking around, she 
found a jagged shard of a sword. Gripping it tightly, 
she plunged it into the dragon’s belly, digging at the 
hardened flesh. She finally broke through as blood, hot 
as boiling water, gushed out over her hands.

Ella yelped in pain, but would not stop. Slicing 
back into the beast she reached up under the ribs and 
cut the heart free.

Pulling the steaming orb, she held it before her. 
It was larger than her head and the thought of what she 
had to do next sickened her.

“For my home,” Ella said and bit into the 
muscle.
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#
The pink and blue light of dawn pushed into 

Ella’s eyes. She cringed away as a groan escaped her 
sore throat. Opening her eyes she stared up into the 
sky then quickly rolled over and dry heaved several 
times.

When her stomach stopped convulsing, Ella 
reached up to wipe her mouth. Before her hand 
touched her face she yanked it back in horror. From 
her elbows down, Ella’s arms were scorched black, 
skin cracked and bloody underneath. 

 
Tearing her shredded cloak into strips, she 

cautiously bandaged her arms. Ella pushed herself up 
carefully and stumbled through the clearing towards 
the small path she had come. She slowly made her 
way down the mountain and into the jungle, stopping 
several times to let the dizziness, that threatened to 
overwhelm, her settle. 

 
Creatures darted away from her and several 

times Ella could swear she saw smaller dragons pull 
away into the jungle darkness as well.

 
Coming to a small creek, Ella dropped to her 

knees and carefully lowered her burnt arms into the 
flowing stream. Steam and bubbles leapt from them, 
but Ella just held them in the water, too fatigued to 
react.

 
She sat near the stream with her arms in her 

lap, staring at the water running by, until darkness 
started to fill the jungle. Finally pushing herself up, 
she continued on towards the shore.

 
The sky cooled to pink and dark purple when 

Ella cleared the jungle and stepped onto the beach. 
Collapsing to her knees, she stared at her arms, rags 
dirty and singed.

 
“Are you ready to leave, or would you rather 

stay?”
 
Ella looked up towards the voice and, in the 

growing darkness, could just make out the cloaked 
boatman standing over her. Pulling back thick sleeves, 

he reached out a clawed hand towards her. Without 
hesitation, Ella reached up and took hold of it, too 
exhausted to care or fear. The boatman pulled her up 
then helped to steady her footing before walking her to 
the dock.

 
“Drink,” he said, handing her a water-skin.
 
Taking it gratefully, she poured it down her 

parched and burnt throat. She drank until she felt sick.
 
“Thank you,” Ella said, her voice rasped and 

hurt to speak. “Feels like I hadn’t had anything in 
days.”

 
“A week, to be honest.” The boatman turned 

and boarded his small craft.
 
Ella stared after him. “A week?” 

She glanced back at the mountain in confusion 
before stepping down into the boat. Giving up trying 
to understand, she leaned back against a pile of netting 
as the boatman pushed off the dock and out into the 
water.

 
Ella said nothing and thought less during the 

trip. She just let the soothing rhythm of the waves rock 
her back and forth. She felt warm, almost hot, despite 
the cold breeze coming off the water.

 
“It will go away in time.”
 
“What?” Ella focused on the half-dragon.
 
“The heat, you will grow used to it,” he said.
 
“How did you know?” Ella asked, but received 

no further response from the cloaked figure. Too tired 
to press, she just stared out across the dark water.

 
Ella did not stir again until the boat knocked 

against the dock and shook her awake. Sitting up she 
spotted a little white bird sitting on a post, staring at 
her.

 
Ella quietly got out of the boat and nodded 
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a thank you to the boatman. Returning the nod, 
he pushed off the dock and drifted away into the 
darkness.

 
“Ready to return home?” Ermine asked.
 
Ella could do nothing more than nod. She 

shuffled over to where the horse stood and reached 
up to mount it. Snorting loudly, it pulled away from 
her. Ermine flew up and landed on its head. The horse 
quickly calmed and approached Ella.

 
“Dragon’s blood,” Ermine said.

 
Ella looked down at her arms and absently 

rubbed them on herself. She then climbed up onto the 
horse, turned it around, and nudged it into motion.

 
They rode into the strangely quiet night until 

they came upon the farmhouse they had slept in 
before. Ella did not even tie the horse up; she slid off 
the animal and dropped, exhausted, into a hay pile.

To be continued
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Author Interview
Gudrod Hanson

Angry Shadows Rising – Zharmae Pub-
lishing, Luthando Couer

Tell us a bit more about the last book you 
wrote.

I wrote Angry Shadows Rising, which is a 
traditional fantasy novel, with some dark themes of 
slavery and a growing number of dark spirits walking 
the earth. The book is about being a hero and strug-
gling for what is right, against tremendous odds. It’s 
also about how two people, Ingrid and Dagr, grow up 
during a great adventure. I wrote the book to be full of 
action and bold, vivid opponents because I found so 
many fantasy novels to be full of a lot of talk or the-
oretical discussions.  I wanted fights, giant monsters, 
and dark dungeons full of evil spirits.  So that’s what I 
wrote. 

What did you learn about writing whilst writ-
ing the last book you wrote?

I learned a tremendous amount from my editor. 
I learned to be very clear in what you write because 
often if a reader can misunderstand your sentence, 
they will. The first goal for every writer is to be clear. 
Once you are clear in your communication, then you 
can tell the story.

I also learned the value of letting the characters 
tell the story and letting it go in directions that might 
seem a bit wild. Characters will go where their desires 
take them.  I did not have a strict outline that I fol-

lowed. In fact, I had a nightmare one night from which 
I drew the basic situation of the story, Dagr is trying 
to rescue a girl who has been captured and taken into 
slavery. I also knew the ending. I just let the characters 
tell me everything that happened in the middle.  In 
this way, I ended up with more climaxes, not one or 
two giant climaxes. In some ways, the story resembles 
Raiders of the Lost Arc, which was written to have 7 
acts, with 7 climaxes. I liked the action-oriented way 
that tells a story.

I think that worked out very well. 

Do you have a set writing process, if so what 
is it?

I want to get the benefits of having a story 
outline, and yet also benefit from spontaneity. I am 
writing the sequel now and I’m following the Hero’s 
Journey format much more tightly than I did before. I 
am structuring this one more than I did Angry Shad-
ows Rising.  And actually, I am using a model from 
film screenwriting. But I am leaving room for charac-
ters to take the story in a different direction. 

I think one of the most important things in 
writing is being willing and energetic enough to make 
the big edits and big changes to the story when things 
are just not working.  I am never afraid to cut out 
whole sections or chapters of a novel and put them 
into my archive folder. 

Otherwise writing is work.  I work at it in the 
mornings, and in the evenings. I put a lot of time and 
energy into it.  I wish that things flowed quickly on 
the first draft, but they just do not. Again, what can 
help the process is listening to the characters. Let the 
characters tell a story.  That usually works. 

Do you write a lot of short stories?

I don’t write a lot of short stories. I find it dif-
ficult to find a good idea that can be captured in short 
form.  I would prefer to write a couple really good 
short stories rather than write a lot of them that are 
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pulp.  I recently had a short story published in Baby 
Shoes flash fiction anthology. In retrospect I edited 
that one a lot more than I edit novels, because it was 
so short that every word had to have an impact. 

One process I have done recently is to write 
down the stories from my teenage years. I had quite a 
few pretty cool adventures when I was growing up in 
Montana – as my dad worked for the Geological Sur-
vey and he was an avid outdoorsman.  We did a lot of 
crazy things.  Writing down those stories has put me 
in-touch with my teenage self. They’re really only for 
me and my older brother, but I’ve enjoyed doing it.

Do you prefer the long or short form?

I like both. In the long form, you can really get 
to know the characters, but on the downside, I have 
read so many novels recently that are mostly dialogue 
and romantic interlude.  It’s like authors have run 
out of ideas for action.  A short story can be a way to 
explore a really crazy character that you may want to 
keep for later.  Or maybe you want to avoid that char-
acter, get away from him. 

Which character in your books do you most 
identify with and why?

I identify with Dagr and Ingrid, they’re a bit 
like different parts of my personality.  Dagr is the 
second born son of a noble, and as such he’s always 
got the least inheritance and the most tasks put to him. 
He’s been forced into a very difficult military unit, 
yet he goes along without complaint. That’s how I 
was growing up, mom doted on my older brother and 
ignored me. I went into the military so I could pay 
for college, and I didn’t complain. Dagr is a guy who 
grew up in a military culture and it made him who he 
is, yet he’s finding that a lot of education got left out. 
He does not understand how to relate to women or 
how to behave in polite company.

Ingrid is also someone who has had a tough 
life. She was raised by a single mother in a small fish-
ing village, and now she’s been captured and sold into 

slavery. She’s sensitive and smart, the kind of person 
who watches and notices everything. She seems that 
ghosts are rising below the city of Othanga Nexus 
before anyone else. And she will grow to eventually be 
the answer to the problems that their people have.  

Which bit of your writing are you most proud 
of?

I came up with great monsters and wicked 
situations.  I am proud I wrote a book where people 
can test their imagination and visualization skills.  I 
tried not to give the whole answer, the whole picture, 
but allow the reader to imagine this exotic place for 
themselves.

Tell us a bit about how you got published? 
Did you go via a slush pile? Get an agent before a 
publisher?

I simply queried Zhamae Publishing.  They 
liked my first twenty pages and we had a deal rather 
quickly.  But to get to that point, I read a lot of books 
on writing. I have a library of maybe thirty books on 
writing.  Getting those first 5-10 pages down was criti-
cal to being published.  I do not have an agent.

Gudrod Hanson is a pen name.  Gudrod is the 
Hunter in Norse mythology.

In one sentence what is your best piece of 
advice for new writers?

When something is not working, don’t keep 
polishing a turd; throw out that section and re-write it.
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O LE ALI’I 
ASO

By John Altson and 
Bob Lee

Thanks to Luci’s intervention, the Silvers were 
able to quickly round up twenty-six well-heeled new 
clients very interested in a portfolio of Israeli tech 
startups. Lizzy and Fred had worked diligently, uti-
lizing both phone and video conferencing, to create 
an impressive package for potential investors. While 
some of the business was conducted remotely, most of 
the clients were wined and dined at the Silvers’ man-
sion in Greenwich. The story given to each and every 
investor was the same: These were legitimate Israeli 
startups with a great deal of potential. The seed mon-
ey raised would be delivered proportionally to each 
company during one comprehensive trip to Israel. The 
Silvers had raised well over twenty million dollars, 
depositing the money in a Swiss bank account. The 
only problem for the investors was that the Silvers 
were on an Hawaiian Airlines plane from Honolulu to 
Pago Pago and not on their way to Israel.

Fred was savouring his second glass of cham-
pagne on the flight and Lizzy was already on her 
fourth when he leaned over, “Hey, honey. Watch the 
booze. We still have a great deal of traveling to go.”

Lizzy composed her, somewhat dishevelled, 
self. “Yeah, yeah. I packed two bottles for our charter 
flight from Pago Pago to Matavai. Guess I’ll hold off 
till then. By the way, are you sure that Samoa has no 
extradition treaty with the United States?”

“Double and triple checked. I even made some 
calls to the government. No problem. We’re finally 
going to be living our retirement dream, albeit a little 

earlier than planned. Let me ask you something now - 
where are we with buying a resort property?”

“We have two set up on the north coast and one 
on the southeast sector. That should work for starters. 
Our first appointment is in two days that should give 
us enough time to settle in and do the tourist bit. Hey, 
I’d like to read to you a funny article I saved on my 
laptop while searching ‘Samoa’ on the Internet. Want 
to hear it?”

“Sure, hon, we’ve got the time.”

“OK. It’s a translation from the Robert Luis 
Stevenson Museum in Vailima, Apia. ‘This is the 
story of the cannibalistic repast of King Malietoa. The 
chief’s full name was Malietoa Uilamatu (Faiga). He 
was a cannibal and victims for his meals were provid-
ed from all over Samoa; the victim was euphemistical-
ly called “The Chief’s Day.”

Malietoa lived in a piece of land between 
Afega and Malie. It is known the Tualagi and was 
some distance inland from the main road. The king 
always had some hangers-on such as chiefs and ora-
tors, waiting in front of his house for the two victims 
he demanded daily from this or that village. When the 
poor fellows arrived, they were thanked by the re-
ception committee, and given to the young men to be 
dispatched and cooked.

There was a flat, smooth rock where the victim 
was killed before being taken to the cookhouse. There 
his arms were tied to his body and he was seated on 
the oven, legs folded under him, as if he were still 
alive. Thus he was roasted. When he was well done he 
was taken to the king’s house and cut up. The king got 
the nape of the neck; the rest was distributed among 
the chiefs and orators, and the members of their fam-
ilies. It is not known now whether the intestines were 
eaten like those of the pig, but it is certain that the 
king got the heart.

The capital was always full of people because 
many strong and bold men from the different districts 
used to congregate there to protect the king. They all 
took part in the cannibalistic feasts.’”



27

Fred laughed heartily. “Good one, Lizzy. Our 
first appointment is at the museum to see the Chief, 
right?”

“Yeah. I hope he speaks English.”

#
The Hand of Fate slowly scratched into its 

ledger…

Lizzy Silver loved her gold, 
But watched her wealth recede.

She’ll get it back
With methods black.

#
After arriving at their hotel in Pago Pago, the 

Silvers had finished the two champagne bottles they 
had stowed in their luggage. The flight from Pago 
Pago on American Samoa to Matavai would be quite 
short by comparison, so they could just settle in and 
enjoy the flight.

Fred and Lizzy had loaded their luggage and 
introduced themselves to the Samoan pilot, Jason 
Benga. The plane was a four-seater, with the pilot 
sitting in the front left seat and the Silvers occupying 
the two rear seats.

“Make yourselves comfortable,” said Jason. 
“You guys seem tired. Go ahead and sleep, if you 
wish. We’ll be flying through some small tropical 
storms, and we might hit some turbulence, but don’t 
worry, you’re in good hands!” Those words were the 
last English words they would ever hear.

#
The storm was much worse than predicted, and 

the small plane was tossed around ferociously. Then, 
a gigantic lightning bolt struck, blinding the pilot. 
The Silvers’ charter flight crossed over the Apolima 
Strait and careened, out of control, into the jungles of 
Samoa. 

#
Lizzy was the first to become conscious. She 

quickly surmised that they were on the ground; God 
knows where in the Samoan jungle. She noted that 
poor Jason had crashed through the windshield and 
was very dead. Still somewhat in a drunken stupor 
from the night before, she managed to splash water 
from her Poland Springs bottle into Fred’s face. She 
shook his head and screamed. “Fred! Fred!” but he did 
not move.

It wasn’t until two hours had passed that Fred 
managed to respond weakly to Lizzy’s frantic cries. 
The Silvers held each other and sobbed softly. They 
were both pinned down in the aircraft and, as night 
fell, they fell asleep.

#
With the dawn came excited voices from 

outside the plane. Oh, thank God, Lizzy thought. They 
saw the plane come down and they’ve come to rescue 
us! “Over here!” shouted Lizzy.

She heard the voices repeating “O le ali’i aso! 
O le ali’i aso!” Lizzy had no idea what they were say-
ing, but she was so very happy that help had arrived.

Five brown-skinned youths, clad only in 
loincloths, worked feverishly to pry open the aircraft’s 
door. They then hastened to free both Lizzy and Fred. 
Although they were less than careful in their manoeu-
vres, they were able to extricate the Silvers and tie 
them, using vines, to two makeshift stretchers made 
from tree branches. Lizzy mumbled to Fred that this 
was probably for their safekeeping while they were 
transported to a vehicle for transit to the local hospi-
tal. Fred agreed, and then dug into his wallet to offer 
the natives a payment for their services. He pulled 
out a one hundred dollar bill and handed it one of 
the youths, who looked at the money curiously, then 
proceeded to put it in his mouth. The native quickly 
grunted and spit it out.

After a long, arduous and painful journey, the 
natives brought the Silvers to a set of crude huts. Must 
be their village, thought Lizzy. We’ll be at the hospital 
in no time.

Awaiting the five youths was the enormous 
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chieftain. His face was painted with white stripes, and 
he was wearing at least seven ornate bone necklaces. 
Without saying a word, he pointed to an area to his 
right where several large pots were sitting on top of 
flaming embers.

After the youths 
released the Silvers 
from the vines that held 
them to the stretchers, 
they picked them both 
up and carried them to 
the awaiting pots. As 
Lizzy screamed “Shit 
no!” the boys ceremo-
niously slid the Silvers’ 
bodies into the boiling 
oil in preparation for 
the Chief’s Day feast. 
While Fred and Liz-
zy bubbled in the oil, 
the youths danced like 
demons around the pots. 
They were chanting “O 
le ali’i aso!  O le ali’i 
aso!” It meant “The 
Chief’s Day.”

Lizzy Silver loved her 
gold, 

But watched her wealth 
recede.

She’ll get it back
With methods black

But wind up as “chief 
feed.”

The story fin-
ished, the Hand careful-
ly turned to a fresh page 
and began documenting 
the denouement of an-
other sinner.
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Quest for Knowledge (Volume 
1 of the FirstWorld Saga) A 

Prophecy Fulfilled & Ju (Part 
One)

The time of The Sundering approach-
es in the past. Simon has gone back in 
time and is about to meet Manfred, but 

mustn’t mention the war.

A Prophecy Fulfilled

Manfred was cranky. In fact, he couldn’t 
remember when he last wasn’t cranky. They had 
been living in this primitive backwater with a tribe 
of barbarian humans for so long that he had forgotten 
what a hot bath and a cold beer felt like. What made it 
worse was that Mandred seemed to love every minute 
of it. He seemed to go out of his way to make Manfred 
unhappy and make the members of the tribe hate him. 
Curse him. What’s he doing now?

The two wizards were identically dressed in 
bearskin cloaks and they were both bare headed, dis-
playing long, flowing white hair and matching beards 
that hid most of their facial features. Mandred mut-
tered incantations under his breath, pausing now and 
then to scatter herbs, from a pouch at his waist, into 
the embers of a fire he carried in a black, intricately 
carved bowl. The burning herbs released a sweet, 
pungent odour that made Manfred feel light-head-
ed. Manfred’s hands absently played with a string of 
bear’s teeth beads that hung from his neck. Nothing 
important ever happens here. Curse Adapa and his 
plans. Dammar has the right idea. I should go off and 
do my own thing too. What does he expect to happen 
here in this boring backwater?

A group of the humans began to gather to 
watch Mandred’s antics. He was always the centre 
of attention. They were predominantly women and 

children, but there were a few youths and the odd old 
man. The men of the tribe were away hunting. Please 
something different from half-raw venison, tonight. 
Mandred paused in his incantations and looked at 
Manfred. “Today is the day he will come. My work 
here is almost done. Soon I will go to my eternal 
rest and you will be none the wiser. Great events are 
unfolding under your nose and you can’t see them.” 
What is the idiot talking about now?

“What are you talking about? Who will be 
coming? What great events?” Manfred humoured his 
so-called colleague, although it seemed they were on 
different teams. I hope he brings something good to 
eat with him.

“The future hero will return today. Dammar 
has predicted it. You remember the Hero, don’t you? 
No, you don’t. Hah! You missed his last visit, like 
you miss everything important. You were away with 
the hunting party.” Don’t remind me. That was a trip 
I’d rather forget. I never believed Mandred about the 
Hero. I thought he’d been breathing too much of his 
herb smoke, or needed an excuse to explain the Chief’s 
daughter’s pregnancy. Well, we’ll soon find out, I 
suppose.

Mandred balanced his bowl in one hand and 
reached inside his cloak to withdraw his staff. He 
scratched a large circle on the sandy ground and 
placed his bowl of herbs in the centre. What is he 
doing now? Oh well, at least it’s something to watch. 
Manfred yawned. Mandred checked the position of 
the sun and stood at the perimeter of the circle, fac-
ing east. He began to move slowly to his right, while 
drawing an imaginary circle in the air with his staff. 
He progressed slowly around the circle in a clockwise 
direction, stopping at each cardinal point where he 
spoke theatrically in a loud voice. “May the Balance 
protect us from all evil approaching from the south.” 
He repeated this at each cardinal point until he reached 
the east again and completed the circle. Mandred 
then raised his staff and drew a circle in the air, above 
his head. “May the Balance protect us from the evils 
of the past and the future. Bring us a Hero to be our 
salvation.” He produced some grey powder from one 
of his pockets and dropped it into the hot bowl so that 
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there was a loud bang and a bright flash. I suppose 
that he will pull a rabbit out of his hat next.

It was better than a rabbit. Even Manfred had 
to agree with that. No sooner had the flash subsided 
and the appreciative murmurs from the crowd ceased 
than they heard the sound of a throat clearing behind 
them. The crowd turned around and gasped, almost as 
one. Manfred caught himself with mouth open, agog, 
and quickly tried to recover his composure. Even 
Mandred appeared surprised, and he had appeared to 
be expecting some one. Who the Balance is that? An 
unusual figure walked towards them. He was a young 
man, very tall and slim, and his skin was extremely 
white. His hair was long and bright red and cascaded 
down his shoulders. At his left side, he carried a large, 
sheathed sword. Most startling was the fact that he 
was otherwise naked. He walked towards them, hands 
protecting his private parts from view. Manfred could 
see enough to know that he was a real redhead. The 
crowd giggled and pointed. The newcomer smiled 
at them, showing a mouthful of white, healthy teeth. 
“Hello, I’m Simon,” he said in a strange, nasal accent. 
“I’m visiting from far away.”

Mandred recovered from his surprise first. He 
rushed over towards the young man. “Welcome, wel-
come indeed. Simon, did you say? I’m Mandred. I’ve 
been expecting you. Did Dammar send a message?”

The youth seemed surprised. “Yes, Simon, 
Simon Redhead. I don’t know anyone called Dam-
mar. I didn’t think that I would be expected. Do you 
have any clothes?” Manfred observed Simon, shook 
his head, and wandered off. Maybe Dammar really is 
behind this craziness, but if so, he’s keeping his cards 
close to his chest. I wonder what he’s up to? This skin-
ny boy certainly doesn’t look much like a hero. In any 
case, what need have we of a hero? I’m sure Mandred 
will take much pleasure in telling me and gloating 
about it in good time. I can’t be bothered with it now. 
I’m going to have a lie down and take a nap.

Manfred made his way back to the cave he 
shared with Mandred. There were few comforts here; 
he was forced to sleep on the bare ground with a few 
skins to keep him warm. His back ached constantly. 

He longed for his comfortable bed back at Melasurej. 
The food was abominable. When they had first arrived, 
the tribe had only a rudimentary mastery of fire, so 
that they often ate semi-raw meat along with fruits and 
roots. At least now, they had a basic idea of gastrono-
my. Mandred had taught them better use of the pleas-
ant-tasting herbs that grew nearby in their cooking so 
that they had some variety of flavour. Unfortunately, 
they were not yet farming grain crops. Beer had not 
been invented. Manfred was grumpy again. As well as 
always being tired, he always felt dirty. They had no 
proper sanitation. He had finally got the tribe to use 
fixed latrines, which was a big improvement. They had 
no utensils to heat water in so a hot wash was a for-
gone luxury. Bathing was confined to a dip in the river 
when the weather was conducive. During winter, when 
the tribe huddled together through the long nights and 
the river was often frozen over, the smell was almost 
unbearable.

There were no compensating benefits either. 
The people could barely string two coherent sentences 
together and if they did all they seemed to talk about 
was hunting, food gathering, and the weather. Their 
vocabulary was very limited and their language was an 
ugly-sounding guttural grunting that Manfred found 
distasteful. The only sensible conversation to be had 
was with Mandred and he seemed deluded and away 
with the faeries at the best of times. The only excite-
ment was when they were attacked by some of the 
larger carnivores. The wizards tried not to use their 
staffs unless they were sorely pressed. The tribe were 
superstitious enough already, and Mandred liked to 
prey on that. With Mandred’s help, they now watched 
the heavens, and plotted the journey of the sun. They 
were beginning to worship the sun as their god, along-
side various spirit deities that ruled their lives, such 
as the river spirit who often received offerings of food 
that would have been better used to feed the hungry 
tribe. They had special celebrations at midsummer and 
midwinter. They didn’t always get the dates exactly 
right, but Manfred did feel a glimmer of respect for 
their attempts. Hungry, thirsty, tired, dirty, and bored. 
What a life. I hate Adapa. I wish I could sleep for a 
thousand years! Manfred was definitely cranky.
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Ju (Part 1)

Simon plucked up his courage. I suppose I 
might as well get it over with. He walked out of the 
cover of his clearing and approached the group from 
behind. He noticed that the small crowd were mainly 
women, old men, and children. They were all dressed 
in animal skins and were very short, with long black 
hair. He was downwind of them and the smell was 
none too pleasant. It seems they have yet to invent 
soap here. Conscious of his nudity, he approached 
them with his hands strategically placed. He cleared 
his throat and tried to give them a smile. “Hello, I’m 
Simon. I’m visiting from far away.”

Judging by the audible gasps, they seemed 
surprised to see him, which was as he expected. One 
of the wizards, he couldn’t tell them apart, rushed to-
wards him and spoke. “Welcome, welcome indeed. Si-
mon, did you say? I’m Mandred. I’ve been expecting 
you. Did Dammar send a message?” The other wizard, 
presumably Manfred, still looked stunned. The group 
of people were giggling and pointing at Simon.

Simon was taken aback. Manfred had told him 
not to reveal who he was, that he would not be rec-
ognised. Yet Mandred claimed to be expecting him. 
He had heard mention of Dammar at the meeting at 
Wizards’ Keep, but he couldn’t remember who he 
was. He knew that he was somebody important. Better 
to deny all knowledge. “Yes, Simon, Simon Redhead. 
I don’t know anyone called Dammar. I didn’t think 
that I would be expected. Do you have any clothes?” 
Simon was very cold.

Mandred put his arms around Simon and 
hugged him like a long lost friend. “Don’t worry; I’ve 
got some clothes put aside for you. I’ve even washed 
them since your last visit.” Simon was nonplussed by 
Mandred’s comments. My last visit? “As soon as I 
get you dressed, you must meet with Chief Yo and his 
daughter Ju. I know that you will get on well with Ju.” 
He gave Simon a nudge and a wink. I feel like I’m in a 
Monty Python sketch. Simon noticed that Manfred was 
showing no interest and was walking away. Should I 
make myself known to him? I don’t know what to do.

Mandred seemed pleased to have someone to 
talk to. His frequent disparaging remarks about Man-
fred suggested that the two wizards did not get on very 
well. Simon made an immediate decision. He would 
follow future Manfred’s advice and keep out of his 
way. He figured that if he stayed close to Mandred it 
would be enough to keep Manfred away. Soon, Simon 
was dressed in animal skins like the rest of the tribe. 
They smelt ugly and made him itch like crazy. He had 
visions of being eaten to death by fleas. It was only 
marginally better than embarrassing nakedness and 
freezing coldness. Mandred was talking again and 
Simon didn’t want to miss anything important so he 
forced himself to concentrate.

“You are lucky that it is spring time. The cold, 
dark, hungry months are over. There will be plenty 
of food for the next few months and the days will get 
warmer. You will be able to bathe in the river. That 
looks like a good sword. May I look? You didn’t have 
it with you last time.”

Simon was immediately on his guard. He 
didn’t want to draw Kin Slayer in case he couldn’t 
control the Sword. He also didn’t want to answer any 
difficult questions about it. He was concerned that 
either Mandred or especially Manfred might recog-
nise it. There were now two versions of the sword, 
Kin Slayer and Fleischaker, existing simultaneously. 
Presumably, Fleischaker still lay lost in a glacier at 
this point.

“It’s an old family heirloom, nothing special. 
I’d rather not unsheathe it. It might get rusty here.” 
The words sounded lame, but Mandred seemed to 
accept them without question.

Mandred told him all about the tribe. Not that 
there was much to tell. It was a primitive group of 
around seventy humans. They were still at the hunt-
er gathering stage of development. They had short 
life spans of around forty years. Their language was 
simple but effective. They worshipped the sun and 
a host of other spirit entities. Leadership was part-
ly hereditary and partly based on strength or power. 
Their Chief, Yo, was approaching the end of his days 
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and was unlikely to survive another winter. He was 
regarded by all as the wise old father of the tribe. 
Undoubtedly, there would be a scramble for power 
when he died. Some things never changed, Simon 
thought. People pair-bonded for life. Yo’s wife had 
died last summer. He had no sons, just a daughter, Ju. 
She was not yet paired and several young men had 
been competing for her favours. Mandred seemed to 
suggest that it was more because of her status than any 
inherent beauty. ‘No offence meant,’ he said, which 
nonplussed Simon again. The men’s job was to hunt 
for meat and skins. When they were not hunting, they 
were making weapons and other useful articles. The 
woman’s role was to fetch water and firewood, search 
for edible roots and fruits, cook, look after children, 
tend the old and sick, and be there physically for 
her man whenever he desired her. They were open 
about sex, but had strict rules – sex only with your 
pair-bonded mate, no sex before bonding, and no sex 
during pregnancy. The Chief dispensed swift justice 
for any indiscretions.

The women had their own hierarchy, headed 
by the Medicine Woman. She was responsible for 
delivering babies, tending hunting wounds, and aiding 
the sick and the dying. She always had at least two 
apprentices. The tribe lived in family groups, in small 
caves, expanded by digging into the side of a hill. 
Children stayed with their parents until they reached 
adulthood. As soon as the boys successfully passed 
their rite of passage, they would find a mate and set up 
their own cave. They mainly ate communally around 
a large fireplace established outside the front of the 
caves. Except in the heaviest rain, the fire was kept 
alive at all times. It gave them comfort, warmth, light, 
and protection from predators. Mandred explained that 
the wizards had helped the tribe to develop, without 
pushing them along too quickly. They were there to 
preserve the Balance. Mandred, though, had a spe-
cial role. Simon’s attention was wandering again. He 
wondered what he was supposed to do here. Whatever 
it was, he wanted done with it quickly and get back to 
Elannort. Life here sounded like an awful experience. 
I’d rather be in prison. Well, maybe not in Dishley.

Thoughts of Dishley triggered his melancholy, 
and he forced himself to focus on Mandred again. “I 

am but a minor cog in Dammar’s plans, but I try to do 
my best. My role is almost finished and I’ll be glad 
to pass to my eternal rest, I can tell you. I have been 
preparing for your arrival. I have to say that I was a bit 
surprised by the change in your appearance, but that 
just shows my ignorance. You are another manifesta-
tion of the Hero, aren’t you? I can tell that you weren’t 
here before.”

“This is my first time,” Simon said. And my 
last, I hope.

“I thought so. You left me with a bit of a prob-
lem when you departed. At least, your alter ego did. 
The normal punishment for sex outside of pair bond-
ing is a public stoning. The Chief could not bring him-
self to stone his own daughter. I managed to convince 
him and the tribe that the two of you had already pair 
bonded and that you would soon return. Your cave is 
already prepared. I will have a bit of a job explaining 
your changed appearance, but with my magic I should 
be able to get away with it.”

To say that Simon was shocked would be an 
understatement. All he could do was nod at Mandred. 
They expect me to set up home with one of these smelly 
women, and probably a pregnant one at that. Manfred 
must have known about this. If I ever get back to Elan-
nort, I’ll kill him.

The next couple of hours passed in a daze. 
Simon couldn’t believe the situation he found him-
self in. Future Manfred had told him to go along with 
whatever happened, but he had not expected anything 
like this. Mandred took him to meet Chief Yo. Ju was 
not present. Mandred and Yo exchanged a guttural 
conversation that Simon barely understood. He picked 
up the nuances though; total disbelief from Yo, even-
tually changing to acceptance and relief. I suppose 
he’s pleased he doesn’t have to order his daughter to 
be stoned. Then Mandred took him to his cave. Simon 
staggered along behind him, aware of the stares and 
pointing from the women. A young boy ran towards 
him, but a screech from a woman quickly had him 
scurrying back to his mother. The cave was a new 
digging and as such was one of the farthest away from 
the centre of the camp and the Chief’s cave. It had a 
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smooth sandy floor. It contained a small fireplace, a 
few carved hand tools, and a pile of skins for sleeping. 
The news of his arrival must have spread, because 
there was a pile of wood ready for the fire, a hollowed 
out tree stump container of fresh water, and a small 
bunch of wild flowers in the middle of the sandy floor.  

“I know it’s nothing like the comforts of Elan-
nort, but I’m sure you can be comfortable here for a 
while. I’ll leave you to settle in. Ju should be along 
very soon. I’m sure you’ll want some privacy to get 
acquainted.” Mandred turned to leave.

“Mandred, thank you,” Simon said. “Before 
you go, could you answer one question?”

Mandred paused and looked back. “If I can.”

“When was I, I mean he, when was he here 
before? How long has he been gone?”

“He was only here for a week. He left about 
three months ago. But he gave me a message from 
Dammar that he would return. I will see you tomor-
row, or perhaps later around the communal fire? Some 
interesting conversation would be most welcome. 
I only have grumpy Manfred to talk to and he’s no 
fun. Good night, Simon. I’m sorry it’s been a bit of a 
shock.” Mandred walked slowly away, leaving Simon 
alone in his new real estate. I suppose it’s only mar-
ginally worse than my Melbourne flat, with about as 
much food.

Simon made sure that no one was watching 
and he withdrew Kin Slayer from its scabbard. Im-
mediately the ruby in its hilt glowed and Simon felt 
the thoughts of the sword in his head. It was hungry. 
It was always hungry. “Not today, my friend. I have 
to hide you, until the time that you are needed. I hope 
you understand.” So be it. Simon crawled to the back 
of the cave and dug a hole in the sand. He replaced 
Kin Slayer in its scabbard. “Sleep peacefully, my 
friend, until you are called.” He buried the sword and 
replaced the sand, stamping it down so that there was 
little evidence. Sighing, he sat down on the sleeping 
skins and awaited his fate. After a while, he lay down 
and rested his eyes. Before long, he dozed off.

In his dreams, he was back in Melbourne. He 
was married to Juliana and they had a house in the 
suburbs. He was a General Practitioner and building 
a successful practice. Juliana was pregnant. He was 
going to be a father. He was happy; everything was 
perfect. Then it all changed in an instant. Juliana was 
walking along the footpath. A vehicle came down 
the street at high speed. It mounted the footpath and 
mowed her down. He rushed to her, but she died in 
his arms before he could tell her how much he loved 
her. As he looked up, he saw the car driver grinning at 
him. It was Dring. Simon screamed.

A small hand was insistently tugging at his 
arm. Simon woke up, the dream fresh in his mind. 
It took him several moments to remember where he 
really was. He thought that he was just moving from 
one dream to another. Ju sat next to him on the bed 
skins. She was looking at him intently, gazing deep 
into his eyes. The eyes captivated him. They were of 
the purest blue and contrasted with her pale skin. He 
had seen similar eyes before and the thought brought 
him only pain. Her hair was jet black, very long, and 
very straight. It was still damp. She had clearly been 
down to the icy river in his honour. Her face seemed 
different to the other members of the tribe. Their faces 
seemed round and podgy. Ju’s face was longer and 
thinner, almost elfin in shape. She stood up. She was 
not very tall, perhaps five feet. She was slender, tiny; 
she looked like she might be blown away in a strong 
wind. The spring sun was setting in a fiery display. 
Their cave faced west, and the red light flowed into 
their cave. Ju slipped off her clothes and stood before 
him, framed in rouge. Her breasts were small and 
flat, topped with tiny brown nipples. Her belly, al-
most certainly normally flat, bulged now with the life 
growing inside it. It gave her a sexy look. Her pubic 
hair grew from her navel and was long and jet-black. 
It was matched by long tufts that hung from beneath 
her arms. Her arms and legs also had a light covering 
of dark hair. Simon had been brought up in a culture 
where women had little or no body hair. Here was a 
woman who had more hair than he did. He expected to 
be repulsed by it. To his surprise, he accepted it. It was 
natural, after all. Razors had not been invented yet. Ju 
climbed under the covers, next to Simon and stared 
into his eyes. Neither of them had said a word.
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Halloween III is an uneven film. Elements of 
the movie work very well; other parts fail dismally. 
Coming on the heels of Halloween II and the apparent 
death of Michael Meyers, Halloween III tells a story 
unconnected to the first two films. Producers Debra 
Hill and John Carpenter hoped to turn the Halloween 
franchise into a series of stand-alone films, sharing the 
title but nothing else. That idea failed, with the next 
movie featuring the return of Michael Meyers. Does 
that mean Halloween III failed as a movie?

“It was the start of the year in our old Celtic 
lands, and we’d be waiting in our houses of wattles 
and clay. The barriers would be down, you see, be-
tween the real and the unreal, and the dead might be 
looking in to sit by our fires of turf. Halloween, the 
festival of Samhain! The last great one took place 
three thousand years ago, when the hills ran red with 
the blood of animals and children.”

Conal Cochran (Dan O’Herlihy)
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Halloween?

“It’s almost time, kids. The clock is ticking. Be 
in front of your TV sets for the Horrorthon, followed 
by the Big Giveaway. Don’t miss it. And don’t forget 
to wear your masks. The clock is ticking. It’s almost 
time.”

Commercial Announcer (Tommy Lee Wallace)

In keeping with the idea that Halloween III 
would not be a slasher film, the script,  originally 
written by Nigel Kneale (the writer of the Quatermass 
series) with a rewrite by director Tommy Lee Wallace1 
(Fright Night 2, IT) has nothing to do with that sub-
genre of horror. Instead of a story tightly focused on 
one killer and the girl trying to escape him, Halloween 
III is a supernatural apocalypse. It touches on themes 
of commercialism, the baleful influence of television 
and middle-aged male angst. It is a film that wants to 
be about something beyond a body count. To some 
degree, it succeeds.

The story is engaging and well-written. There 
are some playful moments that acknowledge the tropes 
of the genre in an amusing fashion. When Cochrane 
is telling Challis of his plans in Bond-villain fashion, 
he says of the massive, multi-ton Stonehenge rock, 
“We had a time getting it here. You wouldn’t believe 
how we did it.” It’s a clever way to acknowledge some 
of the absurdities of the story, while also hinting at a 
bigger story going on in the background. The script is 
littered with moments like this. Kneale is known for 
his intelligent, character driven scripts and Halloween 
III is no exception.

Both Tom Atkins and Dan O’Herlihy turn in 
good performances. Atkins is very believable as Chal-
lis. He looks like the kind of guy who had it all when 
he was younger, but has hit the rocks and shoals of 
middle-age head on. When Ellie offers him the chance 
of a last adventure with a mystery to solve and a sexy 
younger woman on his arm he clearly sees a chance to 
reclaim past glories. He makes for a very believable 
hero, one who is rapidly in over his head, but who also 
realises that there is no one else who can help. O’Her-
lihy, while not on the screen long, creates a delightful 
mix of whimsy and menace, switching from charis-

“I saw something that night... I don’t know, 
your father came into the hospital. He…I thought he 
was crazy, out of his mind. He’s hanging onto a Hal-
loween mask, he wouldn’t let it go... And what he said 
was, “They’re gonna kill us all”. And in a little while 
he was dead. And I don’t know what the hell is going 
on!” 

Dan Challis (Tom Atkins)
 
The film, released during the early days of 

the video game age, opens with primitive computer 
graphics of a pumpkin, letting the viewer know that 
old horrors will be merged with modern technology. 
The film cuts to a lonely road in Northern California. 
A man, Harry Grimbridge (Al Berry) is fleeing from 
a slow-moving car. He takes refuge in an auto repair 
yard and is attacked by a silent man in a suit (we 
later find out that this man and others like him are 
androids). Harry apparently kills the man and contin-
ues to run. Stumbling across a service station where 
he gets a ride to the nearest hospital. Once there, the 
protagonist, Dr. Dan Challis takes care of him. Chal-
lis is middle-aged, doughy, constantly drinking and 
divorced. He is also horrified by what he later sees; his 
patient is killed by another silent man in a suit, who 
then proceeds to immolate himself in his car.

Harry’s daughter, Ellie (Stacey Nelkin) arrives 
and recruits Challis to head to Santa Mira, home of the 
Silver Shamrock company, makers of the most popular 
masks of the Halloween season and the last place her 
father went. The town is under constant surveillance 
and is under the complete control of Conal Cochran 
(Dan O’Herlihy), owner of Silver Shamrock. Cameras 
are on every street corner, Silver Shamrock security 
vehicles roam the streets and there is a 6pm curfew. 
Challis discovers that Cochran is a Celtic warlock 
who has stolen one of the Stonehenge megaliths. 
Cochrane describes it as a repository of energy, one 
that will power a spell incorporated into microchips 
in the masks. When exposed to a signal that will play 
underneath a final Silver Shamrock advertisement 
on Halloween, the spell causes the mask’s wearer to 
vomit bugs and snakes, before dying horribly. His 
plan: make a sacrifice of America’s children to the old 
gods. Will our heroes stop him? Or will this be the last 
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holes. The most significant is the last minute reveal 
that Ellie has been replaced by an android. After 
Challis has destroyed the factory and the pair have 
escaped, she attacks him. This leads to robot dismem-
berment and decapitation, presumably as a final jolt 
for the audience. The problem with this twist is that 
it is nonsensical. It not only means that Cochrane can 
turn out a perfect android duplicate of a person in the 
space of a few hours, but that he’d  bother to do so on 
the eve of his mass sacrifice of America’s youth.  Even 
if the viewer accepts that, why would android Ellie 
wait until the movie needed a last minute bit of action 
before taking action? Why not stop Challis before he 
destroys the factory and kills her creator? It’s a clum-
sy, unnecessary scene and one that adds nothing to the 
film. There are similar moments throughout the film 
that indicate sloppy plotting and are indicative of hav-
ing too many writers working on the script.

Where the film succeeds is in creating an 
otherworldly atmosphere, one in which ancient forces 
move beneath the surface of the modern world. Our 
rituals are shown to be hollowed out shells of a deeper 
past. Our tools - TV, Cochrane’s androids - are just 
delivery mechanisms for ancient truths. And modern 
man is left flailing against the ancient darkness. It does 
have too many problems in acting, plot and story, to 
give it a full recommendation. Instead, watch it, but be 
aware of its flaws.

Notes

1. Kneale had his name removed from the 
credits due to what he saw as interference from the 
producers, particularly Dino De Laurentiis who in-
sisted on including graphic violence that was missing 
from Kneale’s script. 

matic to homicidal in a single beat, but doing so in an 
effective, believable and menacing way. 

Director of Photography Dean Cundey (Back 
to the Future, Jurassic Park) captures some nice im-
agery, his roving camera work helping keep the visual 
pace moving. There are some well-executed effects, 
the highlight being a scene where a minor character 
has his head ripped off by one of Cochrane’s killer 
android. The score by John Carpenter is his usual 
driving synthesiser music. Like his scores for Hallow-
een, Escape from New York and The Fog, the rhyth-
mic pulsing becomes an important part of setting the 
mood. In Halloween III, the music helps to reinforce 
the idea of an ancient, magical power flowing under-
neath the modern world.

“It’s time again. In the end, we don’t decide 
these things you know, the planets do. They’re in 
alignment and it’s time again. The world’s going to 
change tonight, Doctor. I’m glad you’ll be able to 
watch it.”

Conal Cochrane 

The story has some very nice touches. The idea 
that Stonehenge is part of an ancient, magical tech-
nology is interesting, as is the idea that there are other 
gods lurking in the spaces beyond our world. There 
is just enough exposition to give the viewer an idea 
of what Cochrane’s grand plan is without bogging the 
story down. The idea of whole town being monitored 
and controlled, while seeming creepy in the Eighties, 
is positively quaint in these days of the TSA, body 
scans and universal NSA data mining. Finally, the end-
ing is downbeat, which works perfectly for the story.

Unfortunately, the film has some serious flaws. 
The primary problem is Stacey Nelkin’s lack of acting 
ability. She has one expression - a blank, slightly an-
noyed stare - and is unable to portray what should be a 
character trying to deal with the horrible death of her 
father. While attractive, she is a poor acting compan-
ion for Atkins.  Other characters have little screen time 
and barely register as more than a cliché or two. 

While elements of the story are interesting and 
engaging, others are not. There are a number of plot 
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Poems are inspired by famous time travel stories

Sentential

ancient stone circle transcends

center monolith stands as sentential

a touch slips you between times

 

Genes

gene for traveling

popping among my time stream

trapped in the family tree

 

Alternate Universe

monitoring the past

Columbus sees an angel?

we are alternates

 

Bootstraps

traveling through time

envy propels me to claim a life

the old man is me

 Scifaiku
 poems

 by Wendy Van Camp
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I wonder if I’ve meandered too much. I sneak a 
glance at the Ferryman and wonder if he, or she—I’m 
still not sure—is paying attention. The tales of the Four 
and One are many, and time is short.

***
 The man in red sighed. The boy sat forward, 
attentive.
 

“Padraig searched the Holding but no-one 
knew where Andarta was… ”

***
 Andarta ran, all pretence of secrecy aban-
doned, straight down the middle of the path. She 
didn’t turn to look, her ears informed her that there 
were several men chasing. She gulped a deep breath 
and mentally relaxed her limbs, whilst adding a burst 
of speed. She’d trained hard every day of her life for 
many years and running had always been a part of that 
training. She hoped that the warriors behind her were 
slower. She ran directly for the Holding.

 Head down, legs and arms pumping, all senses 
focused on speed she was unprepared when someone 
stepped out of the woods from the side of the path. 
The collision knocked them both off their feet.

 Andarta rolled gracefully and sprang up whilst 
drawing her sword. She was not overjoyed to see that 
Padraig was sprawled upon the ground, all limbs 
askew, moving weakly. She muttered a curse and saw 
that the men who were following were almost upon 
them. She hopped over the boy and took a fighting 
stance.

 “Get up and run.” She said urgently.

 “Wha?” Padraig appeared slow witted, perhaps 
she’d bumped his head.

 “Go and get help!”

 “I wear the white, they will not harm me.”

 As the men spread out across the path and 
slow, approaching carefully now, she risked a glance 
behind her where Padraig was standing arms crossed, 
as if his ribs hurts. He was staring at her with a wound-
ed expression. She didn’t have time to coddle him.

 “Stay if you must, but don’t get in my way.”

 Five men walked down the path. The last to 
arrive was Donnal. They halted some distance away. 
Andarta held herself ready.

 “Why did you run, lassie?” Donnal’s voice is 
gravelly but not threatening.

 Andarta remained silent, evaluating the men 
before her. She didn’t think she could win any fight, but 
she could take one or two of them down with her, if 
necessary.

 “Come now. We don’t want to hurt you. This is 
all a misunderstanding, surely?”

 Andarta narrowed her eyes. Why was the 
northman stalling?

 “We can be all friendly-like.” Donnal said and 
opened his arms wide to show he was unarmed. The 
other men in plaid still stood ready.
 “Why should we be friendly, and why did you 
chase her?” Padraig called from behind her. She en-
sured that her muscles weren’t going to cramp, doing 
the slow, gentle relaxation exercises she’d been taught 
whilst holding her ready pose.

 “We should be friendly because neither of 
us are Green Salmon and there’s war afoot. And we 
chased her because she ran.”

 “War?” Padraig asked.

Tales for the Ferryman

Pete Sutton
Part Nine
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 “The brothers squabble over their father’s 
lands.” Donnal doesn’t seem inclined to order an at-
tack, but Andarta doesn’t relax.

 “What’s that got to do with you?”

 Donnal shrugged. “Nothing. Just that the lands 
round here are dangerous.”

 There was a pause. No-one seemed to know 
what to say. The two sides eyed each other.

 “So what’s your suggestion? My father wants 
me to bring our friend here back to the Holding. Will 
you join us?” Padraig moved to stand next to Andarta; 
she didn’t drop her ready stance.

 “Well, we were thinking of just quietly leaving.” 
Donnal said, making no move to leave.

 “Let’s just back off?” Padraig whispered out of 
the side of his mouth.

 Andarta shrugged and narrowed her eyes. 

When Padraig started to edge backwards, she 
followed. The men from the north didn’t seem inclined 
to follow.

 “Tell your father that we will see him at Mal-
vin’s Holding.” Donnal called.

 They backed away further. When they had 
reached a certain distance Donnal barked an order, 
and the northmen turned and headed off.

 “I don’t understand what just happened.” And-
arta said once they were out of earshot.

 “Why were they chasing you?” Padraig asked.

 “Because I was spying on them, and they saw 
me.”
 “Spying?”

 “Spying.”

 Padraig looked like he expected more. Andar-
ta sighed. “They looked like they were up to no good. 
I have information for your father.” She turned on 
her heels and marched towards the holding, Padraig 
rushed to catch up. 

***
 The man in red stopped. When it was obvious 
that it wasn’t a dramatic pause the boy piped up, “Then 
what happened?”

 “We are almost there,” he said to the Ferryman.

 The Ferryman nodded.

 “I won’t be able to finish my tale.”

 The Ferryman shrugged. The boy looked from 
one to the other with a hangdog expression.

 “I can give him an apprenticeship.” The man 
turned and squinted at the boy. “If you’re of a mind.”

 The Ferryman stopped rowing and also looked 
at the boy.

 “He is dear to me,” he said.

 “But also a burden?”

 The boy’s head followed the conversation, nod-
ding in one direction, then the next.

 “But one I gladly carry.”

 “He’s of an age. When do Ferrymen appren-
tice?” The man in red asked.

 The Ferryman shrugged again. “After puberty.”

 “I could take him now. You could earn a lot 
more without him. I need to teach someone the stories, 
and, besides… ” The man in red trailed off. He was 
staring at the castle.

 “The boy would not help you with Him,” the 
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Ferryman stated.

 “No? No… you are probably right. But… you 
could?” The man in red’s expression was eager, almost 
greedy.

 “I?” The Ferryman seemed puzzled.

 “In return, I’ll give your boy a trade. A way of 
making coins. Ah I see that you are sceptical. Do not 
mistake my current circumstances with my habitual 
living.” The man in red smiles, all teeth.

 “What do you think?” The Ferryman talks 
directly to the boy.

 “I would learn the stories?”

 The man in red nods.

 “And travel? All over the world? And to the 
lands of the Four and One?” The boy is breathless, 

jiggling in his seat.

 “Yes, yes, and yes.” The man in red laughs. “All 
of that and more!”

 “Can I Father?” The boy looks at the Ferryman.

***
 You know already that I was apprenticed. So 
there is no dramatic tension in drawing this out. But 
you don’t know the why of it. Or of my first trip to the 
castle. Or my first meeting with Him. Perhaps that is 
what I should tell you next?

 Or perhaps I should finish my story?

 What would you like me to do?

 I gaze at the Ferryman, hoping for an expres-
sion of interest.

To be continued



45

September 1st, 2015
Kai Ashante Wilson 

The Sorceror of the Wildeeps

September 22nd, 2015
Nnedi Okorafor 

Binti

October 6th, 2015 
 K J Parker 

The Last Witness

November 3rd, 2015
Daniel Polansky 

The Builderss

October 20th, 2015
Matt Wallace 
Envy of Angels

November 11th, 2015
Sylvia Spruck Wrigley 

Domnall and the Borrowed Child

November 17th, 2015 
Michael R. Underwood 
The Shootout Solution

Stepmber 8th, 2015 
Paul Cornell 

Witches of Lychford

September 15th, 2015
Alter S. Reiss 
Sunset Mantle

October 13th, 2015
Angela Slatter 

Of Sorrow and Such

Discover Tor.com Publishing’s Fall 2015 Titles!

Tor.com is expanding its online fiction this Fall with Tor.com Publishing, bringing you stories at their right length.  
They are available world-wide & DRM-free as e-books ($2.99/$2.99 CAN) as well as in paperbacks & audio.

Go to tor.com/imprint for more information & to sign-up for our newsletter, then follow us online!
        twitter.com/tordotcompub         facebook.com/TorDotComPub         goodreads.com/tordotcom



46

The Heart above Her 
Name  
Part 1

By M.L John

I know she can see me, but she pretends she 
can’t. 

I went to high school. I remember walking 
down the crowded hallways while other kids darted 
glances at me with their peripheral vision but kept 
their faces trained forward, chins dipped toward locker 
combinations or book bags, their eyelashes dark at the 
edges where they looked at me instead of what they 
were doing.  She does not hide her laughter behind her 
hands when I walk past, but there is something famil-
iar about the way she ignores me. 

I have been alone for a very long time.

I follow her. She is a small person, young as I 
was once upon a time.  Her shoulders hunch in un-
der the heavy weight of her pack. She wears black; 
her hair is dyed black despite her pale eyes and pale 
eyebrows.  And she can see me.  In math class, I 
stand beside her desk and reach out to touch her hand, 
knowing she will shiver.  She jerks away before we 
connect.  She makes the movement into the grab of 
her pencil, but the avoidance is too sharp, too fearful.  
She looks at me between her eyelashes and quickly 
away, swallowing. 

She writes her name on her notebook paper. 

Polly.  Despite all her goth wear and raccoon make-up, 
she draws a tiny heart above the y in her name. Maybe 
she thinks it’s ironic. I don’t know.   I don’t know her. 
All I know is that she—alone among these hundreds or 
thousands of people who have come and gone through 
this school since I was born—can see me. 

Maybe she could hear me, if I screamed loud 
enough. 

I knock her book off her desk, and it hits with 
a loud thump in the quiet of the classroom. Some of 
her classmates titter nervously. She picks it up without 
comment and opens it again to a page about expo-
nents.  Her math teacher asks if everything is okay, 
but the disapproving tone suggests he thinks she has 
dropped the book on purpose.  Polly murmurs an 
apology.  Her dark hair swings down in a fringe as she 
goes back to work, obscuring her face. 

“This isn’t over, Polly,” I whisper.  Her hand 
contracts around her pencil, knuckles going white.  I 
realize I don’t have to scream at all.  Not only is her 
vision acute, but her hearing is, as well. 

I am tired, and I fall back into my dreams. 

I used to know a boy. Daniel, his name was, 
and he was so beautiful I ached when I looked at him.  
He had a nose as noble as the prow of a ship, cheek-
bones sharp enough to make me bleed, blue eyes, and 
artfully tousled hair. I wanted that boy so badly I could 
taste him on my mouth as I fell asleep at night. He had 
a girlfriend named Jenna.  I didn’t care about her; she 
stood in his shadow, uninteresting. I waited until she 
was sick one day before I approached him.  

“Hey,” I said, ever-clever. 

He smiled, teeth bright-white and brilliant as 
starlight.  He turned his entire body to face me, focus-
ing on me, homing in.  

“Hey,” Daniel replied. He 
stretched out his y so the word be-
came the sound of a person intrigued: 
heyyyyy. That’s how I knew I had him.  
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“I’m Corrine,” I said. “Text 
me sometime.” And even though his 
phone was right there, waiting to 
record my digits for posterity, I took 

his hand and wrote my name and number on his palm 
in rounded, swooping letters.  He would have to scrub 
to get my name off his skin. Maybe he wouldn’t scrub 
hard enough. Jenna would see, and she would under-
stand she had been replaced. 

I was not always kind when I was alive. I am 
often sorry for that, now. 

School is ending, and the movement of the ex-
odus wakes me. I look for Polly where I saw her last, 
but she is gone and probably has been for hours. Time 
is all the same when you cannot feel your body aging 
around you, and sometimes I lose track of it. I am 
sad when I realize she’s gone.  I think of my mother, 
the way her face broke in half when she opened my 
bedroom door the day I was born.  I am usually sad.  
Polly is only a distraction.

For a while after school, the janitorial staff 
stays around, laughing raucously and smoking even 
though it is against the rules. The have a fan and they 
use it to blow the smell of smoke and floor wax out 
through an open window.  I listen to their conversa-
tions because I have nothing else to do.  For a while 
they tell dirty jokes and laugh, but then their laughter 
fades to smiles and their smiles fade to muted conver-
sation. 

One of them, a big man with a bald head and 
a bushy red beard, says, “Do you ever wonder if this 
school is haunted?”

His partner, a much younger man with swarthy 
skin and a pencil-thin moustache, says, “What, you 
believe in ghosts, now?”

The big man shrugs. “I dunno. Sometimes, I 
just get the feeling we’re being watched.”

The younger janitor slaps the older on the 
shoulder with one hand while waggling the fingers 

of the other. “Wooo.  It’s probably La Llarona. Stop 
being a fucking pussy.”

The big man snorts and shoves the other. 
“What do you know from fucking pussy, faggot?”

I wander away.  This is not news to me, that 
live people can feel my presence.  When I touch them, 
they shiver, when I walk past, they look around. But 
they cannot see me and they cannot hear my voice. 
Polly is different. She’s special. These idiots are not.

Angry, I smear a long line of blood over a bank 
of lockers. There. That will teach them to mock me. 
I watch them go pale when they find the stain, watch 
them search frantically for the wounded creature that 
was the source of the blood and finally give up, scrub-
bing it away with rags and a bucket of suds that quick-
ly turn pink. Their noisy conversation has an edge of 
nervousness to it now.  The older man had not noticed 
this mess when they waxed the floor in here, he insists. 

Assholes. I am glad when they are finally gone 
and the school is lit only by the moon shining through 
the tall windows in the cafeteria. I drift, and I dream 
about kissing Daniel in his garden.  The smell of roses 
was rich and spicy.  His hands travelled the length of 
my body, his dark hair gleaming in the silver moon-
light.  

“Come upstairs,” he whispered in my ear. 

“I can’t,” I said, even though I wanted to. “My 
mother wants me home by eleven.”

“Don’t be such a baby. Do you do everything 
your mother says?”

“I’ll get grounded.”

He let me go, but he begged, and he clung to 
my hand as I got in the car. I rolled the window down, 
and he kissed me through it. I knew he 
was falling in love with me. I would 
stay someday. Maybe after prom, 
when he dumped Jenna and took me as 
his date instead.
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It was a sweet moment, a good 
moment.  I think about it until the sun 
comes up and the bell rings to signal 
the start of school. 

I wait for Polly until she comes through the 
front doors. She trudges in with her head down.  No 
one speaks to her, I notice.  She is not with a knot of 
girls or even an individual boy left over from elemen-
tary school.  How odd. 

I watch her at her locker, and some kid jos-
tles her before snarling, “Watch it, freak.”  Polly says 
nothing.  

“What a jerk,” I mutter.  

She glances up at me, then away.  She’s still 
determined not to speak to me.  I can’t blame her.  If 
kids already tease her, what will they say if they see 
her looking at nothing and talking to no one? For all I 
know, maybe that’s why they’re cruel. Maybe some-
one once saw her talking to some other ghost.  I have 
never seen one myself, but I heard stories about them 
back before I was born. That indicates there might be 
more than one of us walking around.  Maybe we can’t 
see each other. Maybe you have to be born special, 
like Polly, before you can see ghosts.  

At lunch, Polly lets one of the long sleeves of 
her shirt travel up, and I see the white mounds of scars 
that crisscross her wrists like roads on a map.  The 
girls sitting at the other end of the table see them too. 
Their hands fly up and they whisper, sibilances clear-
ly audible over the background cafeteria din. Polly 
glances up at them, and they fall briefly silent. She 
shoves her shirt into place and goes back to pushing 
her food around her plate with a plastic fork. As soon 
as she looks away, the girls start whispering again. 

I can see now that Polly will never talk to me 
at school. I’m going to have to follow her home.

It is hard to spend the whole day focused 
enough to be aware of when Polly leaves. My dreams 
threaten to swallow me, and I fight them.  Polly. Polly 
is all I care about. As she moves down the steps of the 

school, I walk out behind her, feeling triumphant.  The 
students who jostle me by accident shudder and look 
at her with wary eyes. They think Polly has somehow 
chilled them, as if she is a witch with an evil aura. 
Poor little thing. I’m not sorry they’re afraid, but I 
wish they wouldn’t blame her. 

Before I was born, when people talked about 
ghosts, they said ghosts haunted places.  They said 
a ghost was stuck where it died, or maybe where its 
body was buried. I have never found that to be true.  
The room where I was born bothers me.  It is clean 
now, and sometimes my mother still goes inside to 
hold my teddy bears or nap on my bed. At first I 
watched her there.  Sometimes I even tried to talk to 
her or touch her arm to comfort her.  But it only ever 
made her shiver and start to cry. The cemetery is so 
boring, with its yards of lawn and shining stones. My 
gravestone, with its short, carved lifespan, is depress-
ing. But the school. Even though Jenna and Daniel 
are no longer there, I still wander through the halls 
they used to walk.  It makes it easier for my dreams to 
swallow me.  Most of the dreams are lovely. I am not 
happy, but I can remember being happy.

Polly’s house is pretty but small. She has a 
green lawn rimmed with white pickets and a porch 
with a swing. Roses climb a trellis in a mad riot of 
blooms and thorns. The house itself is pale yellow 
with white shutters. In her black clothes, she is a blight 
against this place. She climbs the steps. She opens the 
door without knocking and I follow her inside.  She 
looks tired.  A woman, plump and comfortable-look-
ing, with Polly’s blue eyes, is in the kitchen.  

“Hi, sweetie,” she says, throwing an arm 
around Polly’s shoulders. “Want a snack?” 

Polly mumbles something and ducks under the 
arm.  The woman frowns. 

“Honey, what’s wrong? Did you have another 
bad day at school?”

“Nothing’s wrong, mom. I’m 
fine.”   Polly pulls the refrigerator door 
open, then shuts it again with an air of 
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displeasure. I realize I haven’t seen the 
girl eat all day, and I have been watch-
ing.  

Her mother gives her a mea-
suring look and sets down the paring knife she’s been 
using to cut veggies. 

“Polly,” the woman says, “If the voices ever 
came back, you’d tell me, right?”

Polly groans and throws her hands up in the 
air. “Jesus Christ, mother, I said I’m fine! Would you 
please just leave me alone?”

Polly’s mother’s mouth falls open, and she 
watches her daughter run from the room.  The misery 
apparent in every line of the girl’s posture buffets me, 
and dreams take me before I can stop them. I am far 
into the cycle this time, and because I have fought 
them so long they are very deep and very dark. 
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A hooded figure ran across the graveyard, 
jumping over headstones, then vanishing in grey mist 
and reappearing a few steps away. Margo ran after it, 
red leather coat billowing behind her. She followed 
the figure with ease in her demonic form, as if she 
wasn’t even trying to catch up. She was two steps 
away from the mark, when a foot extended from 
behind a tree, and the mark slammed face first into the 
ground. The figure flipped around onto its back, and 
its hood slid back, revealing a white-eyed, demonic 
half-human half-reptilian face. Green scales fused 
with skin in what looked a painful manner.

“Told you he’d bolt this way.” Margo smirked 
proudly as Lucas emerged from behind the tree.

“I bow down to your incredible wisdom.” 
Lucas grinned and walked over to the demon on the 
ground. They had been looking for the ‘Portal demon’ 
for over a week.

“You’ve been spending way too much time 
with Jake, his sarcasm is rubbing off on you.”

Lucas was about to counter Margo’s quip, 
when the demon sprang on its feet, hitting Lucas in 
the stomach as it bolted. Margo sighed, pulling out the 
gun from the holster on her lower back, then fired. The 
demon fell down. “You shot me!” it screamed with a 
rumbly high-pitched voice.

Lucas got up from the ground. “I thought it 
was a ‘capture alive at any cost’ mark.”

“So, that doesn’t mean I can’t shoot at them.” 
Margo tossed Lucas a pair of handcuffs. They had 
runes magically lasered in them, making them almost 
unbreakable. Lucas walked over and picked up the 
demon by its hoody. He noticed the demon wasn’t 
bleeding. It seemed that a bullet for this type of demon 
worked as a close-range paintball blast.

“Come on, time to go home.” Lucas carried 
the pissed demon at an arm’s length in front of him.

***
A blue car was parked at the graveyard gate. 

Patrick was tying his shoe with his foot resting on the 
bumper, and Jake was busy talking to the demon in a 
black victorian dress. Its veil was lifted up, revealing a 
fully reptilian face. As soon as Margo and Lucas came 
into view, the demon emitted a high-pitched squeal at 
them and got in the car. One didn’t need to know the 
language to recognise a pissed-off parent.

Jake opened the back door, and Lucas mus-
cled their catch inside. When the car door was shut 
and the car sped off, they could finally breathe easy. 
Jake wiped his forehead. “I hate demonic overbearing 
teenagers.”

“Come on,” Patrick put his hand over Jake’s 
shoulder. “Well, that was our last job for today, how 
about a break?”

“I ran past a demonic bar on my way here.” 
Margo’s short spiky blonde hair grew and curled rap-
idly, black spreading from its roots to its tips. By the 
time they exited the graveyard, she had long curly hair 
reaching to her waist.

***

The bar was in an otherwise quiet part of town. 
Like most bars designed with demons in mind, the 
front was the dingiest piece of trash imaginable. The 
walls hadn’t seen paint in over a decade, and the side-
walk was swimming in trash. It seemed like the whole 
building was going to fall apart at any moment. But 
inside it was an entirely different story.

The place was a lot bigger than anyone would 
have guessed, spanning two storeys. It was current-
ly too early for a crowd so there were plenty of free 
tables. The bar itself seemed a normal lowbrow bar, 
everything smelled like liquor, cigarette smoke, sweat 
and blood. A few minutes after the gang were seated, 
a band started to set up on the stage. There were three 
punk-looking guys setting up their instruments, and 
a redheaded girl in a black skirt and very high heels 
doing sound check.

Lucas went to the bar and ordered drinks. 
While waiting, he turned around and saw Margo 
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stretched out on two chairs, eating peanuts. For the 
past three months he came closer to understanding 
her than he thought he would. He did feel bad every 
time he discovered a new piece of her past with Malik, 
especially when he finally convinced her to let him go 
through similar training as she. But that also gave him 
unique insight into how peculiar her mind was. She 
was in a mold that didn’t let her develop any empa-
thy, so she treated her kills as nonchalantly as buying 
bread. But she never felt pleasure from it. Murder and 
torture were ingrained in her, she used them as any 
other skill, but not for kicks. She was bluntly realistic 
about the things she had done, and expressed both 
negativity and positivity with the same level of indif-
ference. And yet she was capable of love. He never 
forgot how she saved his life, and after their first small 
conversation he learned to look at her actions through 
a magnifying glass. How difficult it was to convince 
her to make his training more arduous, how he woke 
up one day to a stack of college books on his bedside 
table and it took him a week to figure out that neither 
Jake or Patrick had bought them.

The bartender handed Lucas a tray. As he was 
walking over to the table, he started to get introspec-
tive. The biggest tell that he was getting more com-
fortable in his skin was his demonic side. It was about 
time, his awkward years were supposed to be over 
when he stopped being a teenager. He would some-
times wake up in his demonic form and not even think 
about it. It had stopped being a burden and started 
being just a fact. The abilities he had had began being 
just that – the abilities he was born with. He never 
thought that hiding magic was so detrimental. And yet 
here he was. And speaking of magic.

“Can you explain how dimension magic is 
possible?” Lucas put the tray on the table and sat 
down. “Cause I’m confused.”

“Well, as far as we can figure out from the 
records left by Malik…” Jake started talking.

“... and the spells we tried…” Patrick contin-
ued.

“...It seems that there is one fundamental dif-

ference between how magic works with demons, and 
how it works with humans.” Jake took a big gulp from 
his beer and continued. “You see, there are several 
texts from scientists working with essences, saying 
that demons’ souls and essences are connected in their 
body. Now that link can sever in an Immortal for in-
stance…” He pointed at Margo.

“Which is how Margo got Malik’s powers, 
which fused with her demonic side and made it strong 
enough to appear. Humans don’t have this connec-
tion for some reason, their magic can be more easily 
removed, which is how sharing powers happens.” 
Patrick chimed in, a grin on his face.

“Now, the definition of dimension magic is 
magic that can travel through the space and time 
barriers make up dimensions. That is how Vincent 
can pluck souls from another dimension, with enough 
power supporting him, and put them back in their bod-
ies.” Jake had, by this time, started getting that all too 
familiar look. His eyes focused on one exact point in 
front of him on the wall behind Lucas and Margo, and 
he kept completely still as he spoke.

“And because of the ‘essence-soul’ bit we 
now know why he can do it to demons or part demons 
only.” While Jake became more and more focused, 
Patrick started gesturing vividly, and his eyes kept 
darting from Lucas to Margo to Jake.

“Now, the ‘Portal demon’ is from a species 
whose essence is strong enough to affect other dimen-
sions and times without losing touch with the body 
they inhabit. They can open portals that defy both 
time flow and distance, and can craft easy doorways 
through dimensions.” Jake finished his sentence and 
grabbed a chicken wing from the plate.

“It takes a lot of them to make a proper door-
way. Like, more demons than there are right now. 
But even one of them can make a small portal, and 
essentially, jump from one second to the next. But of 
course, the distance they can travel in that second is 
twice their top speed usually.” Patrick’s excitement 
was not only due to his usual eagerness to learn new 
things. It was the possibilities opened with finding 
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data from all sides were immense. It made him even 
more convinced that this spat between witches and 
demons was pointless. He didn’t know how to help fix 
that, but for now he mostly focused on figuring out as 
much as he could. Jake was a huge help. Most demon-
ic languages had only slight variations between them, 
but they were nevertheless confusing, and Jake’s 
translations helped a lot. Some of the things that they 
read were so amazing to both of them that they had to 
sit a while and stare at each other to make sure they 
were actually reading that.

Hard rock music made them drop the topic. As 
the band had been setting up, a lot of demons arrived, 
but as soon as the band started playing the place got 
really packed. The three guitars and a drum rang out 
across the entire bar, encouraging all to flock to the 
dance floor, while the girl, who had apparently mas-
tered using the guitar pedals in her heels, let her gruff 
loud vocals bounce off the walls.

“She’s good.” Lucas was nodding to the beat.

Margo downed her beer and got up. “I’ll go 
and dance.” She walked to the dance floor and melded 
with the crowd. In the normal human world, her Am-
azonian appearance made her stand out. Here it was 
the way she carried herself. Margo allowed the music 
to course through her body, heating up her blood. All 
she wanted from the slew of people around her right 
now was a body, not necessarily warm-blooded, for 
her to use for a while. She wasn’t safe enough for a 
relationship, so she didn’t try. But she still needed a 
release from time to time, and when it came to that, 
she didn’t particularly care if the body next to her was 
demonic, human, female, male, with fangs, or without. 
She didn’t concern herself with labels, for most of her 
life being too strange to label, but she had to admit 
that she was pleasantly surprised when Jake informed 
her this part of her was not, in fact, too strange. Her 
omnisexuality was a string of normalcy. Margo had a 
knack for being oddly responsible when doing things 
ordinary people would consider dangerous. A half-
Vuur could not get pregnant if they didn’t want to—a 
perk coming from the bodily function that allowed 
Vuurs to mate by growing whatever number and type 
of genitals they needed and then disposing of them. 

But diseases were still a problem. Hence why she 
downed a glass of magical disease blocker, a potion 
Malik taught her how to make before going out, just in 
case she landed someone.

The redhead on the stage stopped for a moment 
as one of her band mates played a guitar solo. She 
picked up a bottle from the stage and drank from it. 
When she stopped, the reason the band only performed 
at night was obvious. Her fangs had grown, urged by 
the taste of bottled blood. She raised her bottle and 
winked. Jake raised his beer in response.

“I gotta say, I still can’t believe you were that 
band’s manager.” Lucas stared at the stage.

“I didn’t, I just introduced them.”

“Yeah, and managed to keep them off the 
streets, make them relatively famous and turn them 
from vamps that have to break into butcher shops for 
blood to vamps that can afford to buy it from banks.” 
Patrick flashed a wide grin. “Is my husband awesome 
or what?”

Jake cracked up, and showed his appreciation 
via a glomping hug. Lucas liked seeing them together. 
They were the happiest couple he knew.

He planned on spending the night drinking root 
beer and listening to good music, but he actually found 
himself talking to girls. Even flirting. He hadn’t done 
that since he met Angela in  highschool, but he didn’t 
feel nervous at all, and actually got two numbers, one 
from a cute blue demon near the bar, and the other 
one through the waitress. When he looked around he 
noticed the singer was staring right at him while sing-
ing a pretty explicit lyric. No one assumed anything 
about him, no one would freak out if he said he was a 
demon, and he could even turn suddenly and he would 
get the same reaction as when he took his jacket off. It 
was freeing.

After an hour, Margo, drenched in sweat, 
peeled herself off the vampire she was dancing with 
and went back to the table, grabbing a bottle of water 
from the bar on her way. She sat astride one of the 
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chairs, and rested her left arm on its back while down-
ing the entire bottle. “Phew, that was a workout.”

“Was that what that was?” Jake grinned.  It 
was always possible to tell when Jake was trying to 
tease, his face would start to resemble the Chesire Cat.

Margo turned around and winked at her dance 
partner who had sat down to rest, grinning. “Well, 
both are fun.”

***

A white van stopped in front of the wide deliv-
ery entrance. Ted jumped out of the driver’s seat via 
the rolled down window. He opened the back door of 
the van and let out a large figure wrapped in enough 
dark fabric to make several long trenchcoats.

“I would go, and fast. You don’t exactly blend 
in.” Ted winked, and the dark figure hurried towards 
the bar.

***

Aksel felt at peace in the darkness. He could 
relax and release his Vuur side. Grey thorn-like lines 
appeared all over his body. As soon as he was done 
changing, the lines on his hands lit up. The light from 
his hands spread in thin grey strands all around him, 
cocooning him. It glimmered, making soft shadows 
he could see dancing on his closed lids. He sensed his 
target in his mind’s eye. Now all he needed was to 
time it just right.

***

Zetal punched through the metal door. After he 
walked through the small storage space in an uncom-
fortable slouch, he broke the wooden entrance door as 
loudly as he could.

***

A demon with skin the colour of asparagus was 
laughing loudly, occasionally snorting. He was hold-
ing a glass of rum in a three-fingered hand, his body 

leaning on the bar. “And… And then—haha—I said to 
him, ‘How’re you gonna leave without your sack?’”

The door behind the bar flew off its hinges. 
The pudgy owner, with skin like melted butter, ducked 
so fast his tusks hit the bar surface. While he was 
there, he pulled the alarm cord. He hit the back panel 
with his feet as hard as he could and opened a hidden 
door, then squeezed through and ran for one of the 
three exits.

The horn rousted the already frightened pa-
trons. The music stopped and people started running 
away. The asparagus skinned demon grabbed a small 
blue skinny demon that had fallen on her back, and 
a human that had curled under a table. He held them 
both like footballs while he ran for the door. Several 
others followed his lead. Margo and the gang turned 
around to see a large Vuur standing at the forefront. 
Large burn marks, runes could be seen all over his 
body and horns. He stepped over the bar. Margo got 
up and pulled out her daggers. Jake got his gun. It was 
then that the Vuur walked up to them. A grey rimmed 
octagon appeared at his feet, and spread across the 
floor. The rim reached the gang, and Lucas, Jake 
and Patrick instantly flew back, crashing against the 
wall. Margo dashed towards them, but was stopped 
by a force field. Jake got up and shot at the Vuur. The 
bullets stopped as soon as they reached the field, and 
dropped on the floor.

The Vuur got into a fighting stance, taking out 
two large sai. They were red. Jake realised they were 
carved out of Vuur horns. He shouted at Margo, “Look 
out, those can kill you!”

Margo twirled her two daggers, each in one 
hand, extending them as they spun. Being ambidex-
trous always payed off.

The Vuur was not confused by the shouting. 
He got into an attack position. “My name is Zetal, and 
you are going to die,” was the last thing that escaped 
his mouth before he charged forward.
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THE LAST MAN ON 

EARTH

By Claire Davon

The last man on Earth stood on Mount Everest. 
Shaking his fist at the sky, he cursed.

It had taken weeks to climb the mountain. 
He had slipped and fallen several times into chasms 
so deep a fall would kill anything. He had seen bits 
and pieces of other humans and luckless mammals 
entombed, arms or claws sticking above the perma-
nent ice. Each time he would fight his way out of the 
crevasse, knowing that no matter what happened, he 
would not die.

Once there, he ignored the howling wind, re-
turning to his colourful invective. He had no idea what 
he was actually cursing, even after all this time. He 
had never known what had given him this ultimate, 
endless nightmare. This nightmare that persisted, even 
after all else was gone.

It had not started out that way. When he had 
first been granted eternal life he had thought he’d hit 
the jackpot. He hadn’t understood why the person he 
got it from just chuckled, looked at him with pity, and 
disappeared into the night.

He understood now.

The first flush of immortality had been fun. He 
was timid at the start, allowing himself to be shot, but 
not fatally, and watching the injuries as they healed. 
That became boring so he upped the ante. Mortal 
wounds healed as quickly as flesh wounds.

Despite the fact that he knew he was immor-
tal, the first time he threw himself off a cliff had been 
terrifying, the drop more than enough to kill anything. 
It hurt, for a time, and then the bones and flesh began 
to knit back together. Jumping from off higher and 
higher peaks had kept him occupied for a while. He 
discovered the thrill of flying without a net, no fear of 

death lurking at the end of the fall.

Boring. There was only so many times he 
could feel the wind in his hair, his skin flapping back 
off his cheeks, and the weightlessness that occurred 
right before he went splat on the ground before it be-
came routine.

Robbery gave him no buzz, although he did 
it to keep himself in cash. If caught, he made sure he 
was shot to death. That way he could wake up in the 
morgue, slip back to his hiding place, and retrieve his 
goods. It didn’t matter that he fenced the bounty for 
far less than its value. There was always more to get.

He had to be careful not to be seen, however, 
because his face could not be changed. He had tried 
plastic surgery, only to find that the flesh reverted to its 
old form within minutes. He had actually been sorry 
he had to kill the plastic surgeon, but it could not be 
helped. It was disconcerting knowing that he could not 
escape the way he looked if he needed to. He would 
have to make do with fake hair and moustaches as dis-
guises. Jail wouldn’t be more than a bump in the road, 
but he didn’t want to waste time behind bars.

Occasionally he felt like the character in 
“Groundhog Day.” In his case the days didn’t repeat, 
there were just too many to count. They clung together 
like flypaper, each sticking to the other, while his life 
continued, time not marking its progress on him.

He had thrown himself into a volcano once. 
He had travelled down to Costa Rica and looked at the 
geysers and bubbling cavern of Poas Volcano. Making 
sure no tourists were lurking, he climbed over the cal-
dera and went headfirst into the steaming pool of lava 
and sulfuric acid.

The pain had been astonishing. His skin had 
melted off his body, leaving bones and a brittle husk as 
agony streaked through what was left of him. When he 
had scrabbled out as a charred skeleton, it had taken 
him several days to regenerate, his body twitching 
with every new repair.

He died, but he didn’t stay dead. Dying hurt, 
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and was inconvenient, but not fatal. Sometimes it 
was a horror. He had gotten caught robbing a gang-
ster once and was treated to bound limbs, a weighted 
down body, and a shove into the water. He must have 
died a thousand times, fish nibbling at him, drowning 
and resurrecting, drowning and resurrecting, before he 
got free. That was an experience he never wanted to 
repeat.

Time spanned first decades and then centuries. 
Mankind did not manage to kill itself as everyone had 
anticipated, at least not immediately. He kept away 
from the law somehow. There were always places to 
hide, even as options narrowed.

Cataclysm came not in the form of a nuclear 
bomb, but in the good old fashioned threat from outer 
space. Not aliens, although that may have been more 
palatable. An asteroid, as big as New York City, got 
jarred loose from its huge elliptical orbit in the Oort 
cloud and after a bounce off Jupiter’s gravity, made 
its deadly approach to Earth. It took years before the 
threat was noticed. Then it was months while it came 
ever closer after its encounter with Jupiter before it 
became clear that the monster was going to hit Earth. 
Panic ensued.

By this time he was sick of living, of life. He 
had long realized the futility of trying to track down 
the man who had changed him into this thing. He 
decided that the man bestowing this “gift” on him 
had given it to him as quickly as he had for the same 
reason the man now hoped the asteroid would destroy 
everything. He hadn’t realized what a slog it would be 
for there never to be an end to anything. Ever.

Perhaps he was the only one who eagerly 
awaited the asteroid. The governments of the world 
united together to deal with the menace. First they 
tried to nudge the thing out of its orbit, but their rock-
ets were no use against the giant ball of rock and ice. 
They regretted cannibalizing their space programs, too 
late. Then they attempted to blow it up, but there was 
nothing big enough to cause it enough damage. The 
pieces that did break off rained early hell on the Earth, 
causing widespread devastation, flooding, and climate 
change. Worse, perhaps, than the death the rock from 

space promised.

When it came down it slammed into Africa 
with the force of billions of bombs. The shockwave 
was quick, destroying continents in pieces while ash, 
and debris, and gas rained down. Within a matter of 
days all was gone. All that remained of humans, ani-
mals and vegetation was a few hardy cactus.

And the man.

Even the cactus died after a time. The ash 
cloaked the sun, and the toxic fumes released by the 
asteroid destroyed the atmosphere. Temperatures 
plummeted and glaciers began crawling in as each 
continent began to freeze. The only place some life 
remained was in the oceans, buried under a thick layer.

He had wished for death along with the world. 
He tried to starve himself but his body kept resurrect-
ing. The ice preserved some food when he tired of the 
ocean fare, and, reluctantly, he ate. Hunger was om-
nipresent. His lungs burned with the effort to breathe 
unsuitable air. Sometimes that did the job hunger 
couldn’t manage. Temporarily. Always he came back 
to life, sputtering. The frost crept over the continents, 
layer after layer, year after year. He watched it ac-
cumulate with grim fascination. Still, it didn’t kill 
him. He had the resources of the dead planet’s former 
occupants at his disposal and managed to eke out an 
existence. The silence was eerie, like being in a cave 
where nothing could penetrate. Man would never walk 
these lands again. No man, that is, except him.

Sighing, he sat down on a bare rock at the top 
of Mount Everest. All around him there was snow 
and ice, higher than it had been half a century ago. He 
looked at the sun, glowing faintly in the occluded sky. 
It was yellow now, like billions of its kind. As it died it 
would become a red giant and engulf the earth before 
retreating to be a dim red dwarf star. That was four bil-
lion years in the future. Then it would burn everything 
off the surface and leave behind a rocky husk, stripped 
of everything. He prayed that when the sun finally 
died it would take him as well.

He wasn’t sure.
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The Sailor and the Siren

by Lyra Shanti
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Brandon was a good sailor, though he didn’t 
think he was half as good as his grandfather had been 
in his prime. Captain James Elias Honeycutt was a 
name known throughout the English Channel, and he 
was a great influence on Brandon as a child. 

Grandfather James would tell him about the 
endless ocean and all its infinite mysterious beauty. 
He’d tell Brandon about how, in his travels as a naval 
captain, he’d run into pirates, unknown territories with 
savage natives, and if he was very lucky, he’d see a 
mermaid or two. Of course, Brandon didn’t believe 
all his stories, especially about the mermaids, but his 
grandfather’s words stuck inside him nonetheless, 
sprouting the seed of adventure in his young mind.

As Brandon grew into adulthood, he couldn’t 
wait to join the Navy. Unfortunately, his beginning 
days as an officer were anything but fun. His own 
captain was a harsh, by-the-book sort of man named 
Vonger who took delight in making James do unnec-
essary chores. Most often, Brandon washed the deck 
and tended to the maintenance of the ship. It was a 
learning experience, though, and gave him a sense of 
duty and responsibility. It just wasn’t quite what he’d 
had in mind as a young boy. 

If it weren’t for the quiet night-time of third 
watch when he would often be scheduled, he would 
have gone a bit mad with boredom. However, when all 
was silent on the sea, the only thing anyone could hear 
was the whispering hum of the slow, steady waves, 
and Brandon found himself feeling calm and at peace.

One such night, in the wee hours of early 
morning, he heard a sound unlike anything he’d heard 
before. It didn’t sound like the breaking of water, nor 
the chirping of a bird; it was altogether different in 
its timbre and style. Listening closely, he surmised it 
sounded much like a woman’s voice. He had no idea 
what could be causing such a tone, however. No such 
sea animal makes quite that sound, thought Brandon 
as he leaned over the railing to get a better look.

Nothing. Nothing but the moon’s glow upon 
waves of ocean for mile after mile. “Strange,” he 
muttered to himself in the darkness. It really did sound 

like a woman’s voice. I must be half in dream, he con-
cluded in his thoughts.

“Do you hear her as well?” asked the old man 
behind him. It was Gardener John, as they all called 
him due to his younger days spent as a duke’s head 
gardener. Coming out of the shadows, Gardener John 
added, “It’s the siren-ghost again, it is. She must be 
hungry.”

“What? A hungry siren? Don’t be absurd, 
John,” scoffed Brandon. “It’s probably a whale or 
dolphin - one of those creatures, no doubt. Nothing 
undead or strange, to be sure.”

Gardener John squinted his grey eyes and 
sneered. “I’ve seen her, my boy. You can doubt all ye 
like, but I’ve seen the siren with me own eyes. She’s 
a beauty too. But that’s where she gets you. She lulls 
you with her voice, and then drags you to the bottom. 
It’s the sailor’s curse.”

Brandon looked at the old man for a moment 
and then heartily laughed. “You’ve been drinking too 
much wine and rum, Old Man. Go back to your sleep-
ing quarters, and get some shut-eye.” 

“I’m telling ya the truth, kid. But alright, 
choose not to believe an old man who’s seen much 
more in his day than your short time at sea. Just don’t 
get too close to the water… or the siren-ghost will take 
ya!”

Laughing with his golden-brown hair blowing 
in the breeze, Brandon nodded and said, “Goodnight, 
Gardner John. Tell the dream faeries I say hello.”

With that, the old man left to the deck below, 
leaving Brandon alone for the remainder of his watch. 
He didn’t mind being alone. It gave him time to think 
about his life and future. He couldn’t imagine being 
a seaman his whole life, yet he hoped he’d see many 
exciting new lands and people before settling down 
with a wife and family. As he slowly paced the deck, 
he took out a small whistle from his pocket and blew 
on it, creating a high-pitched tone. 
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Clearing his throat, he hummed at first to make 
sure he was on key. Then, he began singing a song his 
grandfather taught him. 

“Long ago on the forgotten sea, 
My truest love crossed the shore to find me.
Long ago when I was but one and twenty,

My truest love broke the spell that blinded me.
Long ago…”

About to sing more of the next verse, Brandon 
stopped and turned on his heels. He could have sworn 
he heard the strange voice again, but this time, it 
seemed in tune with his song. Impossible, he thought. 
There can’t be anyone out there. Can there?

***

Luna never meant to call the young sailor to 
her, but she loved to sing, and couldn’t help herself. In 
the dark of midnight, she bathed in the moonlight and 
sang to the old moon goddess in a prayer of longing. 
She thought she was alone when she sang the words: 

“Goddess of the Night, please hear my prayer.
Bring me a hero worthy of my heart,

And I will love him like the sea loves the sun.
Dear Goddess, let me swim to him,

And together, we will be free.”

It wasn’t until she saw the boat slowly ap-
proaching from behind that Luna realised she wasn’t 
alone. She was lying on a smooth, silver rock and 
didn’t feel like jumping back into the ocean just yet, 
but the boat was a problem. Her grandmother had told 
her not to risk being seen by humans, especially those 
with boats. But as the big wooden ship drew closer, 
she found herself drawn in by curiosity and couldn’t 
seem to leave the rock.

That’s when she saw him standing by the edge 
of the bow. He was beautiful with moonlit brown hair, 
and he was singing the most beautiful song. His lilting 
tune seemed to mingle perfectly with her own to cre-
ate a singular song of love. 

She immediately yearned to swim to him so 
she could look at his face more closely, and to hear his 
voice even better.

Grandmother Twell would scold me severely 
for this, she thought as she dove into the ocean, head-
ing for the boat, but... I can’t help myself!

Swimming stealthily under the water, she 
looked up at the young man with her curious blue 
eyes. He seemed to be hanging slightly over the rail-
ing, looking down exactly where she was! 

Does he know I’m here? Luna asked herself as 
she stayed very still while watching him. 

He then did something she didn’t expect. As 
he hung over the ship’s railing, his green eyes slowly 
closed as his upper body went limp. Next thing Luna 
knew, the young man fell into the ocean right in front 
of her!

No! she thought, panicking. Should I go after 
him? After a few seconds, she dove in, knowing she 
had to help the poor man, especially if he wasn’t feel-
ing well. 

Racing through the dark, midnight-blue water, 
she pushed the end of her tail as hard as she could to 
reach where he was sinking fast. Why is he falling 
down to the bottom like this? she asked herself as she 
powered through the ocean. Is he not a sailor? Don’t 
they all know how to swim? He must be sick! I’m sor-
ry, Grandmother, but I have to help him! 

Grabbing onto his right foot, she pulled him up 
until she could reach his forearm. She then pulled him 
close, holding onto him by both his arms. 

Just then, Brandon woke up and saw her. His 
confused green eyes looked deeply into her other-
worldly gaze as both sailor and siren fell instantly in 
love.

However, he had lost almost all the breath in 
his lungs, and he was losing consciousness. Unable to 
accept losing him after they had only just met, Luna 
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instinctively performed an ancient, and forbidden rit-
ual. She leaned toward his mouth and kissed his lips, 
soft and sweet. 

In a matter of a moment, her breath became 
his, and they joined souls through her silent song of 
life. 

“Live… live for me, my true love,” he heard 
her singing in his mind. 

Then, Brandon awoke, startled and needing 
air more than he could imagine. He grabbed Luna by 
the arms, and she swam with his hand in hers, fast and 
true until they reached the surface. 

He quickly grabbed onto the side of the ship 
where he reached the rope that hung by the nearby 
lifeboat. Feeling as though something was pushing 
him up by his feet, he flung himself onto the deck and 
grasped for air. 

Coughing up water in between short, manic 
breaths, he finally gathered his wits. As he looked 
around, he saw Gardener John approaching him. 

“What happened, my boy?” asked the old man. 
“Did you slip and fall?”

Brandon shook his head as he struggled to 
remember. “I saw… I heard…” he muttered.

The old man’s weathered eyes widened. “You 
saw one of them sirens, didn’t you?” he asked, helping 
Brandon to sit up. 

“I… don’t know,” he replied in a haze. “I 
heard a beautiful voice… and then, I somehow lost 
control of my body… as if I slipped into a strange, 
waking dream.”

“Aye,” said Gardener John, “that was a siren, 
alright. She must ‘ave called you into the night sea! 
Was she blue or green? Can you remember?”

“I… think she had hair of blue and eyes of 
sapphire. But… it was a dream. It had to have been.”

“Hmm,” replied the old man as he stroked his 
short, white beard, “if it was just a dream, what’s that 
odd trinket around your neck? I don’t recall you wear-
ing it earlier.”

Looking down, Brandon was shocked to see 
what he was now wearing. It was a silver pendant 
shaped like two fish that shone in the moonlight. 
Slowly shaking his head, he touched it and felt its 
warmth. “I have no idea what this is,” he said quietly, 
“or even how I got it.”

Gardener John rose to his feet, then looked 
over the railing. He couldn’t make out much, but 
he thought he saw ripples on the water. Though he 
couldn’t see her, he felt her presence. 

Smiling, the old man turned around and helped 
Brandon to his feet. “You’re lucky, my boy,” he said 
with a pat to the young sailor’s back. “I think you met 
a kinder siren than most. Even though you fell to her 
charms and almost died, she must have saved your 
life, then gave you this gift as well.”

Looking down at the silver pendant, Brandon 
took a deep breath and said, “If I really did meet such 
a magical water creature, why would she give a gift 
like this to me?”

Gardener John smiled and said, “That, I can-
not say, but methinks you should treasure it, and not 
question the will of Poseidon’s children.” Patting 
Brandon’s shoulder, he said, “I think it’s my turn to 
take the watch, my boy. The sun will be up soon, and 
you’ve had a busy night. Go get some rest, and let me 
deal with the ocean’s mistresses for what is left of the 
evening.”

Brandon nodded and thanked him. As he 
headed for the under-quarters of the ship, he held his 
pendant and turned around once more to look upon the 
sea. 

Are you out there, beautiful, blue-haired siren? 
he silently asked the still of the night’s deep and mys-
terious waters. 
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No answer came, nor did he see any definitive 
movement in the calm of the waves, but he felt her 
presence. Somewhere in the midnight of the ocean, he 
knew she sang for him. He could only hope to meet 
her again someday, and when he did, he’d be able to 
sing for her in return.

As he went down the stairs to find his bed 
among the rest of the sleeping sailors, Brandon heard 
a faint sound, like a woman’s voice. Upon closer 
inspection, he realised the sound was coming from 
the pendant around his neck. Lifting the fish-shaped, 
silver jewel to his ear, he heard it as clear as a bell. It 

was Luna, and she was singing her song of love. Bran-
don then lay down to sleep on his brown, wool-cov-
ered cot, wondering if he had gone mad or if the act 
of almost drowning had caused him to hear things that 
weren’t there. He certainly had no idea how he would 
tell his grandfather about his strange experience, or to 
anyone, for that matter. 

Deciding that Gardener John was right when 
he said not to offend the god of the sea, Brandon took 
a deep sigh, then quickly fell asleep. Soon after, he 
met his beloved siren in his dream, and they swam 
side by side upon the waves like two fish forever to-
gether, and yet, always apart. 
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Alaric was the newly appointed head of the Al-
thaus clan after his father, Ricohard, was assassinated 
by Gerulf the head of the rival Amsel clan. He stood 
next to his horse at the edge of the dark, wet forest as 
rain splashed from the needles in the trees above. Just 
behind him were half of his late father’s men who now 
followed him in this quest for retribution upon the 
house of Amsel. Alaric stared at the faintly lit castle 
just across the open field before snorting and spit-
ing on the ground that was owned by the honourless 
Gerulf. Killing a rival by assassination was detested 
in this land by many clans; mutual combat between 
the warring factions with the clan leaders facing each 
other was the chosen way to settle feuds. Ricohard 
died the night before, and tonight Alaric would not 
return to Castle Althaus without the heads of Gerulf 
Amsel and his sons. Alaric turned, got onto his horse, 
and shook the rain water from his soaked beard.

“Look at them Vulferam. They still celebrate,” 
Alaric said over to his friend and Lieutenant.

“No doubt they’re drunk on spirits since last 
night.” Vulferam grunted as he slid on his chainmail 
hood.

“They enjoy pleasures of this life after sending 
my Father into a colder one.” Alaric gritted his teeth. 
“After this night, we shall commemorate it for a whole 
week. Not for my victory here, but for my Father’s 
soul.”

“A most moral act, Alaric. Ricohard would be 
pleased,” Vulferam said as he scratched his neck.

“Do you notice Vulferam?” Alaric asked peer-
ing through the darkness towards the lights.

Vulferam squinted his eyes as he peered 
through the night. “I see nothing.”

“Nor I. No guards at the gates. The bridge is 
down as well, and no one on the walls.” Alaric pointed 
at each location with his sword.

Vulferam grinned. “They’re all celebrating, 
must be quite festive to lower their guard to this ex-

tent.” Vulferam’s grin vanished. “Could it possibly be 
a trap?”

“I doubt it. These fiends act with no honor, I 
don’t see why they would leave the outside unprotect-
ed.” Alaric smiled and shook his head trying to contain 
his laughter. “Unless the famous Amsel arrogance has 
reached beyond cautious thinking.” 

“Now that you mention it, the Amsel’s were 
never that gifted,” Vulferam said as his grin returned 
to his face, and he joined Alaric in containing his 
laughter. 

“My helmet!” Alaric ordered to the soldier 
standing next to him. The soldier lifted up the Althaus 
battle helmet that was passed down from father to son. 
The helmet was square with devilish slits throughout 
the face and ornamented with the skull of a buck elk 
with a full rack that was attached to the top of the hel-
met. Once the hellish helmet was fastened to his head, 
Alaric raised his sword over his head signalling all 
his men who then rattled their shields. With the sword 
now pointed forward, Alaric set the pace as he rode his 
horse at a medium speed, his men following behind.

As they approached the main gate that would 
lead inside of the Amsel’s castle, Alaric looked to his 
Lieutenant and then to his men before he quickened 
the pace. On the bridge, Alaric stopped his horse and 
dismounted along with Vulferam who then pulled out 
his axe and held it with two hands. As the two men 
stood in place, some soldiers came from behind and 
began to push the large wooden door leading to the 
main hall open. What sound they heard next made all 
the men, even the new fearless leader of the Althaus 
clan, have a strong sense of frightened curiosity: the 
sound of nothing. No talking, laughter, singing, music 
or anything could be heard. The only sound penetrat-
ing the air was the great doors opening and echoing 
in the great empty halls. If there truly was a celebra-
tion, the sounds of it should be heard by now. Alaric 
stepped into the lit hall and peered at the passageway 
that would take them to where the festivities would be 
held.

Gripping his weapon, Alaric unhurriedly 
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stepped down the corridor leading to the grand hall 
followed by Vulferam and other soldiers who stood 
wall to wall, ready to fight if needed. Alaric began to 
smell something burnt, like pork cooking over a fire 
for too long. Then he smelled something else. Some-
thing more grisly. The scents of what lingered on a 
battlefield after a campaign. The smells came from the 
partially opened door of the grand hall. The head of 
the Althaus opened the door, and the smell was almost 
overpowering to even the battle-hardened men pres-
ent. The grand hall was a scene of a hellish massacre 
with blood pooling on the stone floor and staining the 
wooden tables and benches. What the wood could 
no longer absorb pooled on the surfaces, and plates, 
bottles of mead, and trays of food were thrown about 
the room as if the room itself had been turned upside 
down numerous times.

The horror was not the mass amounts of blood 
in the hall but the way the bodies were strewn about 
without care as well as the condition of some of the 
victims. Many corpses were twisted to the point that 
the body would rip in twain if twisted any more. Some 
bodies showed signs of being disembowelled violently 
as others had their throats ripped out. On the far side 
was one of the Amsel’s soldiers pinned to the stone 
wall by a sword, which could only be done with oth-
erworldly strength. On the chandeliers, corpses hung 
loosely as if they were tossed up to see which body 
would stick to the iron hooks. Some bodies were piled 
on top of tables or in the corners of the dining hall. 
Among them on one of the tables was that of Gerulf, 
Amsel’s eldest son, with his dead face still contort-
ed with fear. The horrid sight lead to the assumption 
that most likely the other Amsel sons were among the 
dead, along with Gerulf himself. The hypothesis about 
Gerulf was proven true when the source of the burning 
smell was found; in the large fireplace over glowing 
coals was Gerulf who was impaled by the spit that 
now hung him over the coals.

“What madness is this?” Alaric gasped as he 
opened the front of his helmet to get a better look at 
the horror in the fireplace.

“Alaric, above y—” Vulferam shouted be-
fore his speech was cut off by a loud hum of a large 

winged phantom that swooped down and carried 
Vulferam into the air, his screams of terror and pain 
quickly gargled as his torn body dropped from the air. 
Before the corpse hit the ground, four of Alaric’s men 
either had their heads twisted off, backs snapped in 
multiple directions or were carried off someplace else 
to meet a violent end. As the shouts and cries of every 
man in the hall carried on, they were quickly silenced 
by the blurred assailant as it hummed in and out of 
the hall each time claiming victims. Alaric swung 
his sword vehemently in the air hoping to strike the 
creature. Alaric heard the hum approach before swing-
ing with all his might, only to have his wrist grabbed 
and crushed while he was violently yanked into the 
air and was held to face the humming killer that no 
doubt caused the carnage of the Amsels. He stared at 
the bear-like arms that had black and silver hairs like 
wire bristles, the body looked like that of a tiger with 
silvery stripes against the velvet fur. The legs were 
either non-existent or tucked into the thick underside. 
From its back were wings that flapped with great 
speed like a hummingbird. The face was that of a wolf 
but with bulging red eyes and teeth, which looked 
like horrendous, gigantic versions of a rat’s teeth. The 
creature sneered with its lips curling back and quick-
ly chattered its mandibles while its temple narrowed 
scornfully.

“Mein Gott!” was all the great Alaric could 
say before the creature flew with him though the great 
hall windows and carried him screaming into the rainy 
night as both he and the creature made their way to 
Castle Althaus.
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Trouble at the Docks
Chapter Seventeen

By Jim King
“Over there, left, LEFT.” The shout came from 

a corporal of second platoon. He had seen movement 
down the narrow street; scores of figures.

More men turned to face the street. The closest 
Ironside noticed the movement and swung around to 
bring its Maxim to bear, the other three continued to 
fire at the fortress wall.

Within the shadows of the street there was 
clear movement, a great crowd of people, slowly ad-
vancing. The people of the town came into view, walk-
ing slowly, some seeming to stagger, several dragging 
themselves along the dirt with clearly visible wounds. 
Then they came closer, advancing out of the shadows 
and into the light of day.

A shot was fired, then another. The Maxim 
fired a short burst then a second. Figures stumbled 
and fell or were knocked off their feet but, before the 
disbelieving eyes of the British soldiers, they began to 
stand up again. Some trying to rise were trampled by 
the figures behind them as they mindlessly advanced.

Shouts spread across the square and more and 
more soldiers turned to face this new threat. 

On Greyhound the left side machine gun turret 
was denied a clear target on the wall, the smoke stack 
blocked most of his arc of fire forward so he was 
looking for a target to his left when he saw the sudden 
shift of men and fire leftwards. He rotated his turret 
left to bring his main vision slit to bear and stared with 

disbelief as a wave of walking corpses came closer to 
the end of the street and the wide open square.

He pressed down on his trigger and started 
screaming as loudly as he could. “LEFT, LEFT, ENE-
MY LEFT”

In the front compartment Digby and his gun-
ner were focused on the wall of the fort, seeking new 
targets. The loader crouched ready to reload the main 
gun but was otherwise unoccupied. Over the steady 
chug of the idling steam engine he could hear some-
thing, faint, but oddly familiar. The voice sounded 
like... “Lieutenant listen, they’re shouting from the 
rear.”

Digby could hear nothing but he had a hatch 
overhead and with the almost complete absence of en-
emy fire now he risked unlatching the hatch and lifting 
it a little.

“… ENEMY LEFT.” The Lieutenant automat-
ically turned to the left seeking the target and saw the 
shambling mass of walking corpses struggling forward 
despite the fire of most of two platoons.

“DRIVER LEFT, LEFT, ENEMY LEFT, EN-
EMY LEFT.” For perhaps the first time in its military 
career Greyhound managed a standing turn without 
breaking down, but the turret gunner was already 
franticly spinning the turret rotation wheel and so the 
turret came to bear on the shambling corpses long 
before the Land Frigate had turned.
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The gunner didn’t wait for an order, he yanked 
the trigger and the cannon belched fire and smoke and 
lead shot straight into the shuffling mob. The entire 
front of the mob went down, corpses torn apart, arms 
and legs blown into the air.

The smoke and dust lingered in the still air and 
was making it difficult to see. 

Movement, one of the corpses blown into 
the square was twitching. Then it started to move, it 
flopped its remaining arm forward and began to drag 
itself closer to the soldiers. Other movement was seen 
as the smoke slowly began to thin and the volume of 
fire into the street, which had slackened, began again.

Many of the corpses had been blown apart or 
smashed to a pulp but there were scores left and they 
continued to shamble forward. Shouts began to spread 
among the closest soldiers. “God save us.” “They’re 
not stopping.” “We can’t kill em.” “Save us.” “RUN 
FOR IT.” That last one was cut off quickly by a ser-
geant’s fist hitting the man’s face though only the 
victim was aware of the blow in all the gunfire.

Lieutenant Digby shouted down to his driver. 
“Advance, block that street, block the gap!”

Greyhound clanked forward, the grinding of 
gears and the scream of the steam engine suddenly 
opened to full power deafening in the enclosed mar-
ket. The narrow nose of the Land Frigate entered the 
street, then the sloped sides, then the leading wheels 
and tracks. It filled the street with no more than a foot 
either side.

The walking corpses set to beating on the thick 
steel plates, some tried to squeeze down the sides, oth-
ers who were crawling due to missing legs went under 
the hull and kept crawling. Cheers from the infantry 
rang out and shocked soldiers began to come out of 
cover, the rebels in the fort all but forgotten.

The one legless and single armed corpse still 
trying to crawl across the dirt of the market was hit 
with a dozen rounds and its head and chest fell apart.

“Tough buggers eh Sergeant?” Lieutenant 
Fowler had been in the thick of the action, firing his 
revolver with remarkable accuracy and steadying his 
platoon with his words and presence. More than a few 
of the soldiers were stunned by the transformation that 
had come upon the man. The arrogant upper class fool 
had vanished and a military leader and warrior had 
emerged.

“Look out, they’re coming under the frigate!” 
The first of the crawling corpses had reached the stern 
of the land frigate and was coming out into the light. 
The face of one corpse, in life an old man, in death his 
eyes white and lifeless, stared at the closest soldiers, 
searching for a victim. The corpse reached out with 
both arms, hands clenching and unclenching as it tried 
to grasp the living.

With a rasp of steam escaping from piston 
joints a massive flat steel foot came stamping down 
and crushed the corpse’s head into a mush of brain and 
bone. A second Ironside took position beside the first; 
both had exhausted their ammunition but were more 
than capable of stamping on the crawling corpses that 
came under the frigate. 

Greyhound’s main gun fired again, the sound 
deafening within the narrow street. The storm of shot 
tore through the tightly packed walking corpses, the 
few trying to clamber onto the deck turned into a red 
mist, others further back became a spray of shattered 
flesh and broken bone. Less than a score remained, 
too close to the hull for the cannon to reach but still 
beating their fists against Greyhounds armoured nose 
and flanks.

More soldiers made it into the square and order 
was restored. Squads spread out into the other streets, 
every man alert for ambush or worse, more of the 
walking corpses. The rebels in the fortress seemed to 
have vanished, a few dissolute shots from the furthest 
sections of wall of tower quickly answered by sharp-
shooters. General Summerby had been just behind the 
fighting and had heard the reports of walking corps-
es. He arrived no more than a minute or two after all 
firing ceased and he quickly accessed the situation and 



68

called his junior officers for reports.

The remaining walking corpses were still beat-
ing on the hull of Greyhound but the platoons could 
not see to fire on them so they were formed up around 
the square, in a ring, all aiming at the mouth of the 
street. A soldier was sent to bang on the rear of Grey-
hound to pass an order for Lieutenant Digby to back 
up. Greyhound clanked backwards, the score or so 
corpses that were left shambled forward after the Land 
Frigate then they found themselves the target of eighty 
Martin Henri rifles. Thirty seconds of firing and every 
last one of them was dead. Again!

General Summerby looked at the street choked 
with the remains and tried to guess how many there 
had been.

“Lieutenant Fowler, how many of those things 
were there?”

“Bit hard to tell sir, I would say somewhat 
around a hundred, mayhap a few less.”

The general then turned toward Captain Grey-
ling who was climbing over the rubble of the ruined 
house with half of his lancers afoot.

“Captain Greyling, your estimate of the popu-
lation of this town from intelligence reports and your 
scouting?”

“Four to five hundred general.”

Every soldier and officer in earshot suddenly 
gripped their weapons more tightly and began to look 
around.

Fowler spoke but his question was on every 
mans lips. “General you think there are hundreds more 
of these,” he paused and looked at the remains of the 
closest corpse, “things”. 

Then after a few seconds of thought he add-
ed, “We used a lot of our ammunition here, I’d rather 
not face a few hundred more trapped in here with no 
rounds left.”

“Neither would I lieutenant, neither would I.” 
Summerby looked around. “Ambrose, let’s get ammu-
nition up here for every man. Have the Ironsides re-
loaded; I want the company ready for action soonest.” 

#
Twenty tense minutes later and the town was 

in the hands of the British. Squads were still kicking 
open doors to ensure that no more of the walking 
corpses remained locked away inside a building but 
otherwise all was quiet.

An impromptu officers meeting was held in 
one of the less damaged buildings off the market 
square. A pair of lancers had been sent to ride north 
to the edge of the hills and find Lieutenant Digby, to 
summon him and his unit of the levy to the town.

Sharpshooters were spread out onto flat roofs 
with good lines of sight on the fort walls and gate. The 
six pounders were tucked behind a half ruined house; 
they were ready to fire on the fort walls at the first sign 
of the rebels.

Greyhound was still sitting in the middle of 
the market square, the main gate of the town had been 
opened and the medical and quartermaster wagons 
had arrived and set up behind the steel hull of the land 
frigate.

All four of the Ironsides had been reloaded; 
they now stood open and empty in the ruins of one of 
the houses Greyhound had crushed, the partial walls 
blocked them from the sight of anyone in the fort and 
had allowed the crew to climb out. All four men were 
resting beside the massive steel suits and drinking 
deeply from canteens of water.

#
All of the officers were now present along with 

the Quartermaster and the Doctor.

General Summerby had waited until the last 
few had arrived before starting this meeting, everyone 
would be needed for the next stage of the battle.
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Once they were all present he spoke.

“Gentlemen, we have no choice. We must take 
the fort.” 

Captain Charterhouse looked the general in the 
eye. “It will be tight quarters up there general, against 
these walking corpses we will take fearsome losses 
most like. They were all by the gate in the town, that’s 
why they all came at us down the same street. They 
may not make that mistake again”

“I am fully aware of that Captain; just as I am 
aware that the native levy will not fight and that the 
East India soldiers will not leave that damn mortar of 
theirs. It will be red coats and red blood that takes the 
fort and no mistake.”

Captain Charterhouse spoke again. “What 
about a bombardment, try to kill as many of those 
things as we can with the artillery?” He glanced across 
the table to see Lieutenants Houseman and Engler 
both shaking their heads.

Lieutenant Engler spoke first. “Sorry Captain, 
we came ready to support an infantry action, it would 
take ten or twelve days to get an ammunition train up 
here with enough rounds for my six pounders to take 
out the entire fort. I can breach the walls but to level 
the place would take far more explosive rounds than I 
have.”

As soon as he finished Lieutenant Houseman 
spoke. “If you turn the fort into rubble you will go in 
without Greyhound, we would turn a track as soon as 
enter. We can support from the town but if you level 
the fort we will be unable to move in there.”

General Summerby silenced the officers with a 
gesture.

“But I do not believe we can wait. We are fac-
ing something I have never heard of before, the very 
dead are walking and fighting against us. The Arab 
says it is because of a German and a magic book. Let 
me be clear here. I do not care what is doing it, I care 
about stopping it.

“Here and now. There could be three hundred 
or more of these walking corpses in the fort or there 
could be none. But unless we stop this here there 
could be hundreds more buried in the grave yard by 
the camp and there are thousands more in the grave 
yards of Cairo. I have been speaking to the doctor and 
I don’t think we have to worry about bones, just the 
recent dead who still have enough flesh and muscle 
left to move them. But there are more than enough of 
those in the city. Also if the victims of these corpses 
can also rise and walk again then there is no way the 
garrison in the city could hold, or this entire country 
for that matter.

“No we go in and we destroy every one of 
these unholy things. I would like this German tak-
en alive if possible, there are a lot of questions to be 
answered. But if he is killed then so be it. If we find 
this book we burn it along with all the bodies, ours 
and theirs. Then we smash this town, poison the wells, 
and salt the earth. I want this place destroyed utterly. 
Nothing is to remain.” 

General Summerby turned and looked through 
the open window at the fort, judging the wall and tow-
ers. Carefully studying the sloping path that led to the 
hilltop and the small area where wagons could turn to 
enter the gate.

“Lieutenant Houseman, can Greyhound make 
it up that path, turn and get through the gates?”

“The path, certainly. That turn at the top, that 
may be a little interesting. Still never let it be said that 
the Navy had every failed to try, England expects and 
all that.” Houseman grinned at the other officers.  “Be-
sides, if I can make that turn and breach the fort I will 
never need to buy a drink in the officer’s mess again.”

The other men chuckled at that.

“Fine, Greyhound leads, I want a platoon right 
behind her and through the gate as soon as she breaks 
in. Ironsides right behind them for support then the 
other two platoons behind them. Simmons I want 
some of your men with reloads ready to go, crates 
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open. The men will be running through their pouches 
fast in this fight and I want fresh rounds for them as 
soon as they call.”

“Digby. Greyling, you get to cork the bottle, 

anyone trying to escape is yours. Mind you tell your 
men to look before they shoot. If they see any Europe-
ans escaping try to take them alive. I would like a chat 
with whoever was running that gun.”
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