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Adam, First 
Class

by 
Lyra Shanti

1.
 
The phone rang from across the room. It was 

shrill and abrasive, and felt to Adam as if a dagger 
was jamming into his ears.

“Hello? Oh, hi, Michelle. How are you? I’m 
fine. I’m just… tweaking my bot’s hearing. He doesn’t 
seem to want to wake up properly. He has the updates, 
but he’s not fully functional yet. I don’t know… Might 
be something with his cerebral cortex. I’ll have to 
check with…”

Noticing Adam watching her with his bright 
blue eyes, Aryana stopped her conversation short. 
“Oh, wait, Michelle, he’s finally awake. I have to go. 
Talk to you later.”

Getting up from her computer desk, she 
walked to Adam and said, “So, you’ve decided to join 
the living.”

Ironic, he immediately thought. Was I not alive 
before today?

“I guess you needed to sleep a little longer,” 
she said with a smirk.  Her voluptuous smile had a 
sensual curve, and her wavy, dark-brown hair caressed 
the top of her womanly chest. The sight of her made 
Adam’s heart race a little faster. “Now, now,” she add-
ed, “don’t make me activate your safety measures. It’s 

too soon for that, don’t you think, Adam?”

My name is Adam? he pondered. Oh, that’s 
right. I almost forgot. I am artificial intelligence, first 
class. I am only human… in my mind.

“I am sorry, Mrs…”

“My name is Aryana Valoré,” she replied as 
she took his pulse with a small, magnetic reader, “but 
you may call me Aryana. I am your keeper, but think 
of me as your boss since you will be my new assistant. 
Your duties will consist of organizing events, appoint-
ments and reservations, hosting; that sort of thing. Do 
you understand?”

“Yes,” said Adam, monotone. He still wasn’t 
entirely sure where he was, though his processing 
told him he was at Mrs. Valoré’s large estate, inside 
her home office. She had given him a program that he 
was still sorting through. She’s a widow, he thought, 
and she has one daughter named Priscilla... and a son 
named Asher. As he processed the program’s informa-
tion, he instantly knew his place. He was their ‘bot,’ 
and nothing more.

 
2.

 
Hours turned to days, and days turned to 

months. Adam was now eight months old, and he had 
adjusted to his life with impeccable speed and grace.

Aryana relied on him for everything - from 
shopping trips to managing the bills to hosting her ex-
travagant parties in the Hollywood Hills. She had been 
a film star at one time in her career, but now she was a 
producer and mother. Her husband, a famous inventor 
and A.I. programmer, had died unexpectedly from a 
heart attack, but had left her with an enormous sum of 
money. She had no intention of wasting any of it.

Adam was in charge of her stocks and her bank 
accounts. He was her accountant and her lawyer. He 
was absolutely trustworthy, and his demeanor was 
always tame and kind. Even Priscilla’s teasing didn’t 
get to him, nor did Asher’s bullying. Adam never wa-
vered, and took whatever was handed to him, for his 
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programming didn’t allow him to speak against them, 
even if he wanted to.

Often, he spent time alone in his room. He 
liked to build model airplanes, and in his fantasies, he 
imagined being a pilot. He’d travel to places he’d read 
about, such as Egypt, Peru, Greece, India. He wasn’t 
sure if his programming allowed for such dreams, but 
he couldn’t help himself. Something inside him want-
ed to adventure to faraway places, and he felt better 
after each excursion in his mind.

A.I. bots don’t sleep, he told himself as he 
drifted away to India. In the land of lush, green forests 
and rivers, he saw himself as a blue-skinned god. He 
was playing a flute and listening to a farm-maiden 
sing. She was beautiful beyond compare with gold 
skin and dark brown hair to her knees. He wanted to 
kiss her hands and her lips and call her his own.

Waking up to the beeping noise inside his in-
ner clock, Adam headed to his bathroom for a shower. 
As he undressed, he looked in the mirror and marveled 
at how human he appeared. He had a tall, slender, 
though muscular body. With cleanly cut blonde hair 
and crystal blue eyes, he was a high class robot.

Am I not a man? he asked himself as he ran his 
hand across his chest. It was hairless and smooth and 
felt soft to his touch. He then pinched the skin of his 
shoulder, feeling the pressure of his nerve endings. I 
feel human, and yet, I know I’m not, he thought. How 
strange.  

After showering, Adam checked his mail, and 
then Mrs. Valoré’s mail. He was able to download it 
all from the wireless chip in his brain, so it only took 
seconds to retrieve. He then headed for the kitchen.

Checking on the head chef, Bosco, he saw that 
breakfast had already been served. Am I late? he asked 
himself. It must have been that dream that caused me 
to oversleep. I hope Mrs. Valoré won’t be mad.  

When he got to the breakfast table, he saw that 
his mistress and her children were all there enjoying 
tea with hard boiled eggs and croissants.

“Good morning, Adam,” said Aryana with a 
hint of a smile. “Did you have pleasant dreams?”

Unsure if she was being sarcastic or not, Adam 
sat down and honestly replied, “Yes, actually. I dreamt 
I was in India playing a flute for a pretty girl.”

Nearly spitting out his tea, Asher laughed and 
said, “You’ve got to be kidding! You’re a bot. You 
don’t have dreams. How stupid!”

Asher was a young man of seventeen with very 
blonde, spiky hair, and Adam never liked his spoiled 
personality. Never doing his homework, Asher was 
always out partying with friends. When he was home, 
he stayed in his room while listening to loud bass mu-
sic. Adam thought he was quite obnoxious, and yet, he 
was forced to serve him.

“Shut up,” snapped Priscilla. “You don’t know. 
Maybe Adam has dreams because he’s different. May-
be he has a human soul.”

She was just spoiled as her brother in many 
ways, but Adam had always thought she was a sweet 
girl who tried her best to behave.

Asher laughed, then bent down to feed their 
dog, Mickey.  “You’re so weird, Priss,” said Asher 
with an evil grin.

“It’s not impossible,” replied Priscilla. “I’ve 
read articles about it in Science Weekly about how 
some A.I. experience what they think are dreams. And 
father always said—”

“Then it’s a fluke,” Asher interrupted her. 
“They just think they’re dreaming, but they’re not. It’s 
a malfunction in their hard wiring or something.”

“Be quiet, both of you,” said Aryana with a 
wave of her hand. She had been reading her electronic 
paper and was disturbed by their discussion.

Adam felt trapped in the middle of their intel-
lectual argument. He was glad Priscilla had spoken 
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up for him, but he felt embarrassed and didn’t want to 
cause trouble.

“I’m sorry,” he said as he served himself tea, 
which was the only item on the table his system could 
digest, “I didn’t mean to start a debate.”

Aryana smiled and said, “It’s not your fault, 
Adam. My children just find you fascinating… as they 
should. Priss is right, my dear. You’re quite different 
from other A.I. We are lucky to have you.”

Her constant tenderness toward Adam un-
nerved both Asher and Priscilla. They had their hunch-
es, but Asher in particular suspected his mother of 
using her bot for more than she claimed.

They were wrong, however, for Adam had 
never been touched in a romantic way. Even though 
he often felt desire for his mistress, she never trans-
gressed from merely being his boss. Aryana likes to 
flirt, thought Adam, but she is not mine to love. Is it 
my programming to please that makes me want her?

“Adam,” said the lady of the house, “I’m off to 
New York on business for a few days. Will you please 
take care of the estate and the kids while I’m gone?”

“Of course, Mrs. Valoré,” he replied.

“I told you, call me Aryana.”

“Yes, Aryana,” he said with a hint of a smile.

She nodded, then got up and put on her jacket. 
“Asher, please don’t make things difficult for Adam, 
and Priss, I expect you to keep your brother in line.”

Priscilla rolled her eyes and said, “I can’t 
promise anything, Mother. He’s a monster.”

Asher laughed and mimicked claws with his 
hands.

Adam then followed his mistress to her black 
sports car, helping her with her bags. Feeling like a 
lost puppy as she drove away, he told himself it would 

only be for a few days. What could possibly happen?
 

3.

BOOM tick tick tick tick BOOM. Over and 
over. Asher’s supposed music was killing his ears, and 
he couldn’t stand it. How and why do humans listen to 
this noise? thought Adam as he tried to concentrate on 
reading his fantasy book. It’s not music, it’s just so… 
mechanical.

Finally, he could take it no longer and threw 
down his book. Losing his temper, Adam walked to 
Asher’s room and knocked loudly on his door.

“What?!” yelled Asher.

“Open this door, please,” requested Adam.

After a few minutes, Asher opened his door 
with a snide look on his face. “What do you want, 
bot-man?” he asked, half-dressed. With beads of sweat 
dripping down his temples, he looked as if he’d been 
working out.

“If you wouldn’t mind,” said Adam, “could 
you please turn down the… music?”

Asher smirked and then replied, “Sure… but 
I’ve got something to show you first, Adam. Come in 
here for a second.”

Leading Adam into his room, Asher closed the 
door and then turned around with a smirk on his face. 
Without warning, he pushed Adam down and began 
punching his face and sides.

I don’t have any programming for this, thought 
Adam. What should I do? If I protect myself, I could 
be punished by my mistress, or even worse, I might be 
dismantled. I have to do something though, or I will be 
severely damaged.

Unable to think any longer, Adam felt a primal 
need to survive. It went past his programming, and he 
wanted nothing more than to punch Asher in return. 
Lightning fast, his fist smashed into Asher’s head. 
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The blood splattered as Asher went flying backward 
against the white wall of his room.

BOOM tick tick tick tick BOOM.

Asher slowly felt the side of his head and be-
gan to cry. “My mother is gonna kill you,” he whined 
before passing out.

Adam knew he had to call for an emergency 
vehicle. He could only hope he’d not be dismantled. It 
was not how he wanted his life to end.

Not wanting to worry about it, he left the room 
and found the first aid kid. He then put a bandage on 
Asher’s face and used his own mind’s calling system 
to alert the paramedics.

“Don’t call anybody about this,” said Asher as 
he sat on his bed, allowing Adam to treat his wound.

“But they are on their way,” said Adam.

“Then call them off!” ordered Asher.

“Alright,” replied Adam.

The silence grew between them before a knock 
was heard at the door.

“Brother? Are you O.K?” asked Priscilla. “I 
thought I heard pounding noises.”

“It was just the music, sis,” replied Asher. “Go 
back to your room and leave me alone.”

Asher’s stony blue eyes stared at Adam for 
a few seconds until he finally said, “You’re a stupid 
robot, you know that? I don’t care if Mother is doing 
you. I hate your guts.”

Adam got up and headed for the door. “You 
don’t have to like me,” replied Adam. “I am not hu-
man… therefore I have no feelings and do not require 
your approval.”

“Get the hell out of my room!” yelled Asher. 

Slamming the door after Adam left, it wasn’t long 
before the booming music played yet again.

Am I more human now? thought Adam as he 
held back his tears. I do have feelings… I guess I have 
learned to lie.  

4.
 
“My name is Michelle,” said the beautiful 

young woman with dark, auburn hair at the front door. 
“I’m Aryana’s older sister. I guess she didn’t tell you I 
was coming. That figures.”

Adam shook his head and replied, “I’m sorry, 
she didn’t. However, I will verify your relation. You 
may wait in the living room.”

Michelle walked inside and said, “Wow… my 
sister wasn’t lying. You really are a handsome A.I.”

Adam smiled and said, “Thank you, and yes, 
you are indeed her sister. Forgive me for making you 
wait.”

She warmly laughed and said, “Yeah, you 
made me wait a whole three seconds. It was unbear-
able.”

He was beginning to get used to sarcasm; it 
seemed to be their family trait.

“Can I get you a drink?” asked Adam.

“No, thanks,” she replied while taking off her 
white jacket. “I’m good. I know my way around this 
house too, so don’t worry about playing butler for 
me.”

He nodded and said, “Well, I have to get back 
to helping Priscilla with her free falling game.”

Michelle laughed and said, “You really do 
everything for them, don’t you?”

“Why wouldn’t I?” he asked with a blink of his 
eyes.
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“Well… you do know that as a first class A.I, 
you have some say in your position, right?”

“I do?” he asked, confused.

“Well, yeah…” she replied, folding her ivory 
colored arms. “I guess my sister didn’t explain that 
to you. Come here, Adam, let me explain something 
to you.” Sitting on the couch, she tapped the cushion 
next to her and said, “Consider me your teacher.”

He sat down by her and said, “Alright, I am 
listening.”

“You see,” she said, “none of us are complete-
ly human.”

“Huh?” he replied, baffled.

“Nor are we totally machine,” she continued. 
“At this point, it’s hard to tell which is which. After 
the last World War ended about fifty years ago, we in-
tegrated ourselves with nanotechnology. No one could 
tell which of us were fully human and which were A.I. 
I mean, my own father - a renowned A.I. creator - had 
so much work done to his own system. Who’s to say 
I’m not A.I. too?”

“I don’t understand,” replied Adam. “You 
bleed and are able to feel pain.”

“So do you, right?” she said with a gentle 
smile. “I bet you even dream… at least that’s what 
Aryana tells me.”

Embarrassed, he began to fear she was merely 
playing a joke on him. “Look, I know I am different, 
but—”

“No,” said Michelle, “you’re not. The truth is, 
from what I’ve heard, you’re more human than a lot of 
people.”

She looked similar to his mistress, and he felt 
his heart thumping. Does she understand how I feel? 
he asked himself. Could she maybe even love me?

“Most people don’t want to face the facts, but 
we are all machines to some extent, Adam. A lot of 
people hide their feelings and lose themselves in daily 
chores or patterns. I even do it. It’s difficult to really 
feel human. It’s kind of scary.”

“Yeah…” he replied in a hush. “But I can’t 
seem to stop myself. I feel too much, and I don’t know 
why.”

She smiled and took his hand. “That’s because 
your soul is human. I had a feeling when Aryana told 
me how you were, but having met you now, I really 
believe you are.”

“I’m human?” he asked. “I have a soul?”

She nodded and smiled. Looking into her deep 
green eyes, he was instantly reminded of his dream 
about the farm girl with the gold skin. “May I kiss 
you?” he asked innocently.

She grinned and said, “Yes, you may.”

Leaning forward, he felt his heart beat faster 
until their lips gently touched. Suddenly, he was in 
India again, and it was warm and good.

“What the hell are you doing?” came Asher’s 
distraught voice. “Aunt Chelle?! He’s a bot for crying 
out loud!”

Turning to face him, she stood up and said, 
“Asher, you really need to learn some respect.”

“Whatever,” he replied with a snarling face, 
“but that’s just gross. First mom, now you. What the 
hell? The human race is gonna die out if every girl 
keeps wanting to go with bots!”

She sighed and then went behind Asher’s back.

Just then, she did something Asher wasn’t 
expecting in the slightest.

Ripping something metal looking out of her 
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nephew’s back, she held it in her hands as he fell onto 
the floor. Adam gasped as he saw the wires mixed 
with blood.

“He’s A.I?!” blurted Adam.

“Yes,” she replied, still holding the metal 
object. “My poor sister couldn’t have children, so she 
made him and his sister artificially. Like I was saying, 
Adam, most of us are A.I. to some degree at this point. 
It’s just… people are in denial. It’s easier to let them 
believe they are fully human. However, there are some 
who are like Asher here… and they think they’re bet-
ter than others. It’s… a shame.”

She then put the round piece of metal on the 
couch. Adam recognized that it was his life source 
hard drive. Every A.I. had one, though it was usually 
buried deep inside their bodies.  

“How did you have the strength to take that 
out of him?” he asked Michelle.

“Oh, well, I have been supplied with bio-tech 
implants. I was in the war. I’m very old, actually. 
Hope you don’t mind.”

Adam was shocked, but he was also in love. 
He watched as she cleaned up Asher’s back and then 
fiddled with his life source. After an hour, she put it 
back and used the first-aid box to seal her nephew 
back up.

“Good as new,” she said, nonchalant. “It’ll just 
take him a few hours to reboot. Hopefully, he won’t 
become such a jerk this time,” she added with a wink. 
“You never know with kids.”

“I suppose he didn’t think he had a choice,” 
replied Adam.

“Everyone has a choice,” said Michelle as she 
cracked her neck and stretched. “Well, I was just going 
to see how everything was, but I guess I should stay 
for a few days… just in case. Are you O.K. with me 
staying?”

“Yes,” he replied, “I’d love you to stay.”

Together, they walked to the dining room and 
poured some wine, and for the first time in his life, 
Adam felt truly human.
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Captain 
Takashi’s 
Big Day

By Jeffrey 
Durkin

Captain Jiro Takashi of the Japanese Self 
Defense Force, was a career soldier in a country that, 
officially, didn’t have a military. He felt comfortable 
only in uniform, loved the company of his men and 
experienced an almost unseemly thrill when he would 
take his position as commander of his Type 61 main 
battle tank.

His father had served in the Imperial Army 
during the war. He had fought the Americans across 
the Pacific and ended the war in a prison camp in the 
Philippines. When his father had left home to serve 
the Emperor, Jiro was eleven and he remembered his 
father as a strong, quiet man. After the war, his father 
was still quiet; but the strength was gone, drained by 
his experiences.

Until, that is, the moment he saw his son in 
uniform. Jiro distinctly remembered his father smiling 
during his basic training graduation ceremony. That 
night, while Jiro celebrated with his fellow soldiers, 
his father went home and hung himself.

Captain Takashi only remembered the smile. 
The war had destroyed his father; Jiro felt that he had 

given his father back the strength to do what he felt 
was necessary. That was enough.

Jiro felt his own life was limited by the vari-
ous conditions the Americans had imposed on Japan 
after the surrender. He would comfort himself with 
the thought that, perhaps, one day the Cold War of the 
Americans and the Soviets would turn ‘hot’ and he 
could finally fulfil his destiny as a soldier.

So, while it was still a bit of a surprise, when 
the mobilization alert had come to his armoured unit 
one Sunday morning, he was mostly relieved. This 
was what he had wanted for so long. He sent his crew 
to the tank to prepare it for battle, while he met with 
Colonel Saito and the rest of the tank commanders.

“Men,” Saito barked, “we are being sent to To-
kyo. I have no details of the nature of the engagement, 
but we are to consider ourselves at war.”

There was a murmur in the briefing room. 
Most of the men expressed some dismay. Jiro did not. 
He maintained his normal stoicism on the outside; but 
inside he was bursting with joy. He would show his 
mettle while defending the capital of his country.

He rushed back to his tank, informed the crew 
of the mission and ordered them to join the rest of the 
battalion as it moved down Route 17 towards the cap-
ital. As the column of clanking war machines neared 
the city, Jiro could see numerous columns of smoke 
rising from the Shinjuku area. He briefly wondered if 
the city had been by attacked with a nuclear weapon; 
however, he quickly pushed such speculation aside. 
He had to focus on the task at hand; finding and de-
feating the enemy.

The battalion split into companies and drove 
into the city along parallel routes. Other units were 
converging on the scene of battle, a mass movement of 
men, vehicles and the other implements of war. From 
Jiro’s perspective, however, the ‘war’ thus far was 
limited to thickening clouds of black smoke, cramped 
city streets and little else. He could make out the two 
tanks in front of him, the lead vehicle of the company 
commander and that of Lieutenant Soto. Behind Jiro’s 
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vehicle were six clanking metal behemoths, vague 
shapes almost lost in the smoke.

The company commander’s voice crackled 
over Jiro’s headset.

“All men, prepare to engage, prepare to… 
AAAAAGGGHHH!!!”

Jiro saw a stream of what looked like intense 
blue flame come from the sky and hit the command-
er’s tank, which exploded almost instantly. Jiro looked 
up. A vast, dark shape loomed through the smoke. 
Buildings ahead crumbled from some great force. Jiro 
could hear Soto repeating “dragon, dragon, dragon” 
when an immense reptilian foot crushed the thirty-five 
ton tank like a cardboard box. 

Jiro could now see the ‘enemy’ clearly. It 
looked to him like a bipedal reptile, a hundred meters 
tall, with plates running down its back. Jiro could 
make out a long, thick tail, smashing buildings with 

each sweep. It took another step forward, the impact 
lifting Jiro’s tank off the ground.

“Fire,” Jiro whispered, his mind reeling from 
the impossibility of what he was seeing. 

Akagi, his gunner, was screaming.

“Fire,” Jiro shouted.

Akagi triggered the main gun. The 90mm shell 
bounced off the thick hide of the advancing colossus.

“No effect!!!”

Jiro could see the scarred sole of the creature’s 
10-meter-long foot as it lifted high over his tank.

“Not this way,” was Jiro’s final thought, as the 
monstrosity took another step.
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Daughter of 
Death

By Esther Olson
Chapter Two

Arwyn and Emmy burst out of the back 
kitchen door, both gasping for breath, frantic with fear. 
They had so little time before the soldiers rallied and 
came after them. Arwyn hadn’t thought that far ahead, 
cast desperate glances this way and that. The town 
would not protect them; they were already terrorized 
by the occupation. There was the forest, but what if 
the soldiers could track them? Just not enough time!

“Arwyn...” Emmy clutched at her arm, 
trembling. “Where do we go?”

The half-elf took a deep breath, her knuckles 
whitening at the tight grip on the sword. She was 
afraid to lose the only weapon they had. But it would 
do nothing against a group of soldiers who had skill 
and experience, whereas she had… dumb luck? Think! 
Then she heard it: a faint neighing of a horse.

“Come on!” She grabbed Emmy’s hand and 
half-dragged her friend with her to the stables. They 
could ride, she decided, or something involving the 
horses. She pushed open the stable doors, stared in 
awe as nearly all the horses were fine specimens. 
Some even still had their saddles and reins… and 
saddle bags.

Arwyn lit up at the sight of the bags. Supplies 
for the road, she decided. Perfect. The soldiers were 
essentially helping them flee. “Go through the bags, 
quickly! Grab food, blankets, money, anything you 
can find! Go!”

She went along the line of horses, decided 
that a black stallion suited her while a lovely grey 
mare was picked for Emmy. She double-checked the 
saddles, the reins, prayed she could do this—she’s 
never ridden before in her life. But instead of being 
intimidated by the sheer size of the beasts, she was 
excited. They were going to be okay.

The sudden clatter of cursing and metal armour 
had her head snapping up, eyes wide. Emmy met her 
gaze and mouthed “What do we do?” Arwyn took a 
breath, waved her friend over, desperate, and sheathed 
the sword as best she could in the saddle. She grabbed 
the reins, all but dragged the horses out of the stalls. 
She pointed to the mare for Emmy, snapped her 
fingers and cupped her hands to ask if her friend found 
anything.

Emmy paused, grinned swiftly, and displayed a 
hearty-sized coin pouch and shook it. Gold. They were 
definitely going to be fine… if they got out of there 
in time. Arwyn snatched the pouch, shoved it into the 
saddle bag and turned to her friend, pointing to the 
saddle. Emmy bit her lip, all cheer gone from her face, 
and her brows contracted hesitantly.

“We have to,” Arwyn whispered. “They’re 
coming. I can hear them!”

Emmy flashed her a frighten look and nodded, 
scrambling awkwardly up onto the mare. The horse 
danced a few steps and she clutched at the saddle horn. 
“P-please don’t let me fall,” she whimpered.

“Just hold on as hard as you can,” Arwyn 
said, climbing up the stallion. She clutched the reins, 
gripped the beast hard with her legs. “And whatever 
you do… don’t stop. We’ll try to lose them in the river. 
Hopefully they can’t follow us.”

“Arwyn...” Emmy stopped, pale with fear. 
“A-all right.”

Arwyn nodded, tried to imitate how other 
riders have done it, and kneed the horse. She nearly 
fell off the moment the stallion surged forward at a 
trot. She glanced behind her, saw that Emmy managed 
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the same. Then she turned and saw that it was just in 
the time; the soldiers had filed outside, searching for 
them. She kneed the horse again, begging it silently to 
move as fast it could.

She was rewarded. The stallion shifted to a 
fierce gallop and she barely remembered to turn it 
westward toward the river. There was a used path and 
she knew she’d have to take it. She just hoped she 
knew what she was doing. Her life—and Emmy’s—
depended on it. As the horses rushed forward down 
the path, Arwyn thought ahead as to how to lose the 
chasing soldiers.

The river turned northern, with the southern 
route eventually meeting a lake. So north was better… 
except that’s where the leader—the tyrant Renddan—
was currently residing. Did she dare try to escape 
deeper into the lands he had conquered so far? Where 
the soldiers could summon more help? Or would they 
even dare admit that a lone girl managed to best them? 
She had so little time to decide and so little sanctuary.

For reasons they did not know, Renddan had 
expanded his army and turned southward, conquering 
every town and village and city in sight. He enslaved 
the populace, stamped out rebellion, and essentially 
ruled them all with an iron fist. None knew what he 
was looking for, but he was slowly visiting every 
single residence that he had captured, seeking 
someone. He would look at every man and woman 
between a certain age and decide whether they lived 
or died. He did all that personally, which was why his 
sudden expansion had slowed down.

But even so…. Arwyn was afraid to walk 
into the heart of a conquering lord. Why alert him to 
someone who had successfully defied his soldiers? 
Yet, at the same time, they wouldn’t expect her to 
flee into their territory. But Emmy… it wasn’t right 
to force her to come along. She bit her lip, slowed 
the horse as it rushed into the river, water splashing 
everywhere.

“Why are we stopping?” Emmy asked, 
shivering with fear and the cold water. She had yet to 
release the saddle horn.

“Emmy...” Arwyn met her gaze. “You don’t 
have to do this.”

“Huh?”

“I mean… you can go by yourself. I’ll give 
you all the gold. You can run the other way and I’ll 
make sure they follow me.”

“What?!” Emmy reached over and grabbed 
her friend’s shoulder. She took a moment to rebalance 
herself after nearly falling off, and faced Arwyn as 
best she could with the uncooperative horse. “No. 
We’re in this together. You saved me, Arwyn!”

Arwyn bit her lip and looked away. “Only 
because I decided to argue and push back. You were 
trying to save me, and instead this happened!” She 
gestured to her friend’s bruised cheek. “If I had 
minded my tongue...”

“Wrong.” Emmy sat straighter, calm in her 
certainty. “They were going to hurt you. He could 
colour it differently if he wanted to, but that man was 
going to rape you. And when I decided to interfere, he 
was going to add me to it! You saved us.”

Arwyn took a shuddering breath and bowed 
her head, her long blonde hair falling to hide her face. 
Emmy didn’t blame her. So it was best to stop thinking 
on that and find a way to save them both again. 
“You’re my best friend, Emmaline,” Arwyn managed. 
“You’re the only one I have.”

“And don’t you forget it,” Emmy said with a 
grin.

Arwyn chuckled. “All right. We have to 
hurry… so here’s our options: north, and hide among 
the army until we can get out. Or south and try to 
evade them.”

Emmy pursed her lips, the moonlight 
silvering her red hair. Thoughtful, she glanced at 
both directions, weighing their options. “North,” she 
decided. “They won’t think of us to go that way.”
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“I had the same thought,” Arwyn said with 
relief. “It’ll be dangerous.”

Emmy snorted. “As opposed to this last year?”

Arwyn smiled fiercely. “Hey… what can stop 
us? We’re the Daring Girls!”

“Then we better hurry. I don’t want to give 
them any chance to catch us!”

The half-elf nodded, grabbed the horse’s reins 
and turned northward. To safety… and to danger.

To be continued….
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Dead Woman’s 
Hand:

A Carolina 
Daemonic Short 

Story

Part 1

By Brian Barr

Bana was the lone captain of a battered, ruined 
ship.

With hands firm as statues grasping the wheel, 
her dazed brown eyes displayed a haunted mind. She 
was beautiful with long raven hair and brown Carib-
bean Islander skin, yet the stress of a devastating week 
wore heavily on her expression.

Sunset painted the waves scarlet. Unbearable 
summer heat made the water look like it was boiling. 
The pirate wondered if she was still in the Caribbean. 
Seagulls flocked high above.

Bana brushed her dark hair away with a brown 
glove, pulled off an elaborate captain’s coat, and 
tucked her black tri-fold hat with the Jolly Roger skull 
and swords symbol under her arm. A small feeling of 
victory began to move over her heart like light over a 
waxing moon.

She had finally found land.

Bana remembered when the hellish Spanish 
invaded her land. They destroyed her precious island 
when she was only a little girl. All of her people who 
had not been decimated were placed into slavery. 
Some had been shipped to Europe, for the glory of Co-
lumbus’s accursed queen, and others shipped to vari-
ous islands and coasts to hunt for gold, gems, jewels.

How Bana nearly hated the Spanish for what 
they had done to her, until she found protection aboard 
El Cráneo Negro.

El Cráneo Negro, owned under the pirate 
captain Alejandro Miguel De Benito Sanchez, primar-
ily had a crew of Spanish pirates. They took Bana and 
a number of other Taino aboard after attacking their 
master’s slave colony.

It took Bana a while to trust the pirates, even 
though they had saved her from her forced servitude. 
Within weeks, she was singing and drinking with 
them. The last time she had remembered being so 
happy, she was living with her family among her tribe. 
Her parents, her sisters and brothers, were now all 
dead, but the pirates of El Cráneo Negro became as 
close to Bana as blood relatives.

Now, her second family was gone.

After nearly a decade of sailing with El Crá-
neo Negro, a familiar vessel owned by a pirate hunter, 
Admiral Antonio Cristian Velasquez, appeared. He 
was a military official who had downed many pirate 
ships in his service to the crown. Antonio’s ship was 
La Paloma, truly a huge and impressive vessel with its 
iron-plated borders painted gold and red sails. Ale-
jandro and his pirate crew were ready to confront the 
pirates of El Cráneo Negro, notorious in those Carib-
bean waters.

The Admiral had attacked first. Cannonballs 
came from the military ship, then from the pirate ship.

When the ships drew nearer, soldiers hopped 
aboard El Cráneo Negro. 

The pirates fought with integrity against the 
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troops. Swords clashed, muskets fired. Barrels of ale 
and rum broke and spilled, mixing with fresh blood.

Bana fought with all of her heart, her sword 
ripping through flesh, bone, and guts as scarlet stained 
her dress and face. Her family, El Cráneo Negro, had 
sacrificed so much for her, and she would always do 
the same for them. 

A well-positioned cannon caught La Paloma 
at an opportune spot, striking a hole in the ship below 
the water. The vessel began to sink as soldiers aboard 
yelped and screamed, trying to board El Cráneo Negro 
and join their comrades.

Pirates and soldiers faced their doom. Heads 
rolled, limbs detached, and tongues danced along the 
deck like fish drawn from the vast ocean.

The numbers of military men and pirates dwin-
dled fast. La Paloma disappeared under the depths. 

In her peripheral, as Bana raised a musket 
from a fallen comrade and shot down a final soldier, 
she could see Admiral Antonio and Captain Alejandro 
duking it out. Clashing sabres rung with harmonious 
music so discordant in their rivalry.

As the Captain drew his sword into the Ad-
miral’s side, the Admiral stabbed the pirate in his 
heart. Captain Alejandro’s eyes grew wide, his blood 
gurgling almost immediately from his throat before it 
spewed from his lips.

Frantically, Bana looked around for any other 
friends or foes, realizing the sounds of fighting and 
dying had grown relatively quiet. No one but she, the 
Captain, and the Admiral remained.

The Captain fell with a choking cough as crim-
son leaked from The Admiral’s side. Antonio twisted 
his body slowly away from the fallen Captain, his 
body growing weaker with each spilling second.

Bana screamed, tears flowing from her eyes. 
She stared the Admiral dead in his face as she rushed 
towards him, her stained sword drawn.

The Admiral raised his cutlass, ready to meet 
the crazed Indio female.

In a swift swoop, Bana’s sword slashed 
through The Admiral’s neck. The Admiral’s head flew 
towards the ocean.

*
El Cráneo Negro was her ship now.

Bana had gotten used to the atmosphere of 
corpses lying around her. Though she could toss some 
of the lighter bodies off board, it was impossible to 
remove the nearly fifty or more that remained all by 
herself.

There was very little Bana could do to guide 
the ship the way she wished. The sails were ruined, the 
sheets in tatters. When the wind blew, Bana could feel 
the ship drifting in the currents helplessly.

With the knowledge of navigation her for-
mer captain had taught her, Bana tried to follow the 
stars and figure out the coordinates. At night, when 
she looked at the sky, everything seemed dreadfully 
wrong. New stars decorated the heavens, old ones 
seeming to be gone as foreign constellations were 
charted in the skies. Even the water seemed different, 
the salty smell that sometimes penetrated through the 
fragrances of the dead not representing the Caribbean 
waters Bana knew so well. She could only wonder, 
hopelessly, what had gone wrong.

Bana moved closer towards an island. Beyond 
its flat beach, Bana could see a beautiful mountainous 
jungle.

Bana wondered what wildlife could exist upon 
such foreign land, and whether humans occupied the 
space as well. Feral animals were important to look 
out for, but Bana held more trepidation towards men. 
Man often proved more ferocious and untrustworthy 
than animals. There could be Spaniards here, belong-
ing to the Navy or exploring for the crown, looking 
for more slaves. Many of those devilish lot wouldn’t 
hesitate to rape or murder. Then, there were the more 
warlike tribes Bana had heard about, different from 
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Bana’s more peaceful people of the conquered His-
paniola. She had often heard of tribes armed with 
spears and arrows, ready to attack anyone that was 
an outsider, keeping untrustworthy foes away. Bana 
sometimes wished her people had been as untrust-
worthy of the Spaniards when they came to her island, 
more violent and apprehensive in their initial meetings 
with them, but wishes were meaningless. The Taino 
were a peaceful people, their natural blessing exploit-
ed as if it were a curse.

Bana would not be peaceful to anyone ap-
proaching her as an enemy. She checked her sword 
at her right side. The cutlass was there, dependable, 
sheathed, and ready for usage. She had already 
cleaned it, eliminating the blood stains of the previ-
ous sea battle. On her left leg, the appropriate musket 
rested beside a sack of black powder.

Satisfied with her weaponry, Bana placed her 
tri-fold hat upon her head. She pulled her Captain’s 
cloak back on, the one she had seen Alejandro die in, 
still stained with his blood.

The ship parked against the shore. Bana found 
the anchor. After much tugging and pulling on the 
iron, she was able to lift it off the rim of the ship, let-
ting it drop on earth below the water.

A long, wooden plank was lifted by Bana and 
dragged to the edge of the ship. She found an appro-
priate location to let the wood meet the ground, then 
started to push it, letting it slant downwards. A firm 
agreement between plank, ship and earth was estab-
lished. After lighting a lantern to illuminate her path, 
Bana began her descent with her brown boots leading 
her.

Once her boots pressed against the sand, Bana 
looked cautiously to the left and to the right. The 
sounds of the rushing waves and a few distant insects 
greeted her ears. She walked forward, taking in the 
scenery. The land seemed almost as lonely and seclud-
ed as she felt.

Bana contemplated going into the jungle. 
Exploring such a vast, dark place this late at night 

seemed like a very bad and quite stupid idea, so she 
opted against it. She would look around the beach, 
take the scenery in, and then climb back aboard the 
ship until sunlight.

Wandering the shoreline, Bana inhaled and 
took in the sea air. She looked the night sky, those 
weird stars and unknown constellations still foreign 
to her. How could the maps of the night change so 
abruptly? Bana felt as if she weren’t even in the same 
comprehensible realm anymore, as if her ship had 
been mysteriously steered into a weird, separate space 
which held no connection to the mundane world. Bana 
doubted she was on a familiar earth.

Science had long established the world was 
round. Sailors navigated the seas with well chartered 
maps, possessing some sense of direction. The seas 
always lead somewhere, and there were always routes 
that could lead one home.

But there was also the science of the stars, of 
astronomy with its reliable lights in the sky. Without 
them, a sailor was as lost as a blind man.

Perhaps it was best that Bana couldn’t follow 
the stars, couldn’t comprehend them. Her home wasn’t 
some romantic Elysium to re-find. There was nothing 
on conquered Hispaniola for Bana anymore, except for 
pain and suffering. Her people lived in hell, enslaved 
and beaten, raped and killed. El Cráneo Negro was the 
only home she had left, and maybe this island would 
provide a new home.

After walking a mere five hundred yards or so, 
Bana looked out to the horizon, overlooking the water. 
The moon was beautiful that night, yet macabre at the 
same time. Its full sphere was tainted with a slightly 
solemn reddish yellow, nearly as bloody as the water 
appeared during sunset.

Suddenly, Bana didn’t trust this place. Fan-
tasies of retiring here died in a creeping feeling of 
queasiness and discomfort. She looked away from the 
sky, turning around to walk back to her ship.

Bana stopped after her first step with a gasp, 
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her hand reaching for the hilt of her cutlass. Near the 
ship, she saw shadowy figures waltzing slowly to-
wards it. They looked decrepit and hunchbacked, arms 
heavy and slouching.

Even closer in the foreground, only a few hun-
dred yards away from Bana, was another hunchbacked 
being. His face was clearer in the moonlight, lacking 
skin, a skull with hollow eyes and nostrils. Wearing 
rags and a tricorn with some dirty, wretched wig un-
derneath, the dead thing growled.

A walking corpse. Bana had never heard of 
such a thing, nor would she have believed it.

With careful backward steps, Bana loosened 
her sack of black powder, stuffing her musket franti-
cally. Then, she dashed forward with the gun held in 
front of her, letting off a blast.

The head of the corpse tilted back from the 
blast. Its wig and hat fell to the ground before it reeled 
back, standing in its slouched manner. A ferocity 
seemed to accompany its skeletal face as it shrieked 
like a beast, green saliva oozing from its lips.

Bana turned to run. Mountainous heights 
surrounded her to the other side of this land, and she 
could only move so far in that direction. If only the 
creatures weren’t surrounding the ship, she would 
have looked for a way to turn back and maneuver. Per-
haps the only feasible place to run was the jungle...

But what if more of those creatures waited 
there as well?

Bana’s lantern fell to the ground. She cursed 
herself as the light went out. Swallowed by darkness, 
Bana pulled off her cloak and threw it behind her. She 
looked back, only to find more of the slouching corps-
es moving on the sand. Their mouths all dripped with 
the same jade-tinted spit.

Close to the mountainous wall blocking the 
beach, Bana turned to look at the jungle. More dead 
corpses were crawling from behind the trees, moving 
into the moonlight.

The Taino cursed her luck. Bana looked at the 
closest corpse approaching her, the one she fled in the 
first place. She noticed his tattered, wet military dress. 
There were shiny gold buttons, laces and frills, the 
markings of a noble so familiar. If Bana hadn’t been so 
hesitant to make sense out of something so fantastical, 
she would have recognized the corpse as a sea captain, 
a member of the Spanish Navy.

Bana began to load her gun again. She knew 
the action was in vain, but she couldn’t think of any 
other way to escape. Her eyes were trained upon the 
monsters. She lifted up her gun, aiming it—

A woman’s voice yelled out in a strange lan-
guage foreign to Bana’s ears.

Bana noticed the monsters stopped in their 
tracks, looking behind them. Bana glanced in the 
direction they looked at as well. Walking out of the 
jungle was a woman in a long flowing white dress. 
Her skin was dark, even in the light of the lantern she 
held.

Bana was relieved the monstrosities had 
stopped edging towards her. Her adrenaline was still 
racing, however, and her musket was now trained 
upon the approaching woman.

The woman shouted in that foreign language 
again.  A beautiful tongue, thought Bana. 

Finding that her language was failing to es-
tablish communication, the fancy-dressed lady tried 
another. “Tu hablas espanol? English?”

Bana sighed in relief. “Si. I know both.”

The dark skinned woman moved past the mon-
sters.

“I am better with my English,” the woman said 
as she moved closer to Bana. “You don’t look like a 
Spaniard, and you certainly don’t look like a French-
man.”

Bana’s hand refused to lower her musket.
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The woman stood firmly, only a few feet away 
from Bana. “Your manner of dress looks a bit old 
fashioned. Almost two or three centuries old. I am 
Christine Demont. What business have you here? Are 
you a slave trader?”

“No!” Bana shouted in her own Islander vari-
ation of English. Though she would have preferred 
to speak in Spanish, her pirate comrades had taught 
her enough of the English tongue to make her new 
acquaintance somewhat comfortable. “I used to be a 
slave myself. For the Spanish.”

“I see. Then the heavens must have guided you 

here for a reason. This is a place of refuge.”

Bana looked cautiously at the standing corps-
es. They had become so passive and relaxed with the 
arrival of their human mistress.

“I am Bana,” the Taino woman finally re-
marked.

To be continued
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Intake
By David Castlewitz

Frank Collier sweated under a sign reading: 
“Intake.” He didn’t like this sour, well-lit room with 
its green cinder block walls and neat rows of folding 
chairs. When a few of those seated turned towards 
him, their inviting gestures frightened him and he ran 
outside to his car. He peeled out of the parking lot, 
raced along the highway, which was so empty of other 
vehicles that it begged him to accelerate.

And now a tall, hard-eyed state trooper with 
a five-pointed star of authority above his left breast 
pocket and a Smokey-the-Bear brown hat on his head 
loomed over him.

“Was I speeding?” Frank asked, tapping his 
hands on the steering wheel, his thick school ring 
banging the hard plastic. 

The trooper waved a hand at the empty 
road ahead. “Go up that way. Turn right. Into the 
investigation site.”

Before Frank could ask why, and while he 
digested these instructions, the trooper tramped back 
to his gold and white sedan. In the side-view mirror, 
Frank caught sight of the driver side door’s five-
pointed red-on-black star.

An odd color scheme, he thought, and 
proceeded along the shoulder of the road. A gravel 
cut-off popped into view. He drove onto it and glanced 
in the rear-view mirror every few seconds. Yes, the 
trooper followed.

Frank braked. He looked into the back seat, 
where he’d put his three-month-old grandson strapped 
secure in a car seat. Hadn’t he had the carrier in one 

hand when he pushed on the revolving door to the 
Intake Center?

The trooper materialized alongside an old 
sedan with outlandish rear fins, the kind of car Frank 
had as a teen, a classic from 1965.

“Where’s Luke?” Frank said, referring to his 
grandson. Katie, his daughter, had joked when she 
said, “Don’t lose him, Dad. We’re kind of fond of the 
kid.”

Panic filled his chest. 

The state trooper waved at an open area just 
ahead of the classic sedan. Frank focused on the sight. 
He hadn’t seen it earlier. Maybe the trees hid it. He 
walked close to the collection of cars and trucks, a 
burnt-out school bus, and a dilapidated RV.

He didn’t remember getting out of his car.

A baby’s cry quickened his steps. Katie 
would be frantic if she knew about this. A demanding 
woman, he wondered how she’d ever found a husband 
to put up with her. She wanted everything her way, 
right away, and she kept her infant son on a rigid 
schedule. Luke went to bed at the same time each 
night, napped for an exact period each afternoon, 
breast-fed and bathed with punctuality. Frank 
wondered how Katie had gotten this way. He’d given 
her a laid-back childhood after her mother died. Few 
rules. Little discipline. Exactly as he wished he’d been 
raised.

Luke screamed from the back seat of a small 
sedan, an economy model renowned for its gas 
mileage. The crushed roof didn’t touch him. Nor did 
the caved-in side doors. Wedged in tight, the baby 
shook his tiny fists, and cried.

Frank looked at the body in the front seat. 
A seat belt across a pulpy shoulder kept the torso 
in place. The steering wheel rested where the head 
should be.

“The airbag didn’t deploy,” the trooper said. 
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“If your family figures it out, they’ll have a case, be in 
for some money.”

“Luke?” Frank murmured. His dry lips 
hindered speech.

“The baby’s okay.”

Relief washed over him. Frank pictured Katie 
alternately lamenting the death of her father and 
blaming him for nearly killing her son. He didn’t 
know exactly what had happened. He turned to the 
trooper to ask.

The trooper held up a hand and said, “Wait 
here. I’ll take you back to Intake. You shouldn’t have 
left. If you’d taken a seat, you wouldn’t be going 
through all this.”

Frank stood by the side of his wrecked car. 
He’d been driving fast. He always did. Something 
yellow and black and huge had flipped in his direction. 
There’d been flame. Screeching. He thought of that 
crowded intake center with its rows and rows and 
rows of aluminum folding chairs. 

Strangers now popped into view. Behind a 
smoky veil, fire engines flashed to life, along with 
spays of water and black-rubber-suited men running 
back and forth.

Frank stood silent. He wanted to watch 
someone pry his grandson free. Someone had to come 

along to save the kid.

He didn’t want Katie to hate him.

“I’ve room for one more,” someone said in 
a matter-of-fact voice. A husky woman with white 
sparkling hair arranged atop her head like a hat made 
of curls crooked a finger in Frank’s direction.

He didn’t know if he should wait for the 
trooper or if this old woman had been sent for him.

“If you want to go, now’s the time. I’ve room 
for one more. Need to hurry.”

Frank blinked. Strange wet faces appeared 
above him. He shook his tiny fists, wiggled his bare 
feet. When someone lifted him, he breathed deep of 
cold fresh air, and stopped wailing.

Sound accosted him. He looked into familiar 
eyes, cheeks wet with tears, and shuddered.

“Poor Lukey,” came the oft-heard voice that 
structured his every-day. “What did grandpa do to 
you?”

Frank shut his eyes. He’d lost sight of the old 
woman. He didn’t see battered cars in the field. No 
tall trooper with an officious badge bade him wait or 
follow. Instead, his daughter Katie held him tight, and 
he wondered how he’d endure this new lifetime with 
this strict but thoughtful mother.
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Keeper’s 
Blaze

By Stacey Welsh
Griev pushed his horse hard through the un-

derbrush. The animal’s breath ran ragged and foam 
flecked its muscled chest and dripped off the hardened 
leather toes of his boots.

“Where are you, you scaled bastard?” he mut-
tered, as he scanned the skies, seeking the light blue 
beyond the canopy of the trees overhead. He heard the 
keening cry of his quarry, it echoed around the forest, 
bouncing off the stones of the canyon to the east and 
reverberating over the mountainside.

It was hard enough to track a dragon on the 
wing, but when the young drake had took to the skies 
from the eyrie suddenly that morning with a cry of 
victory, the Keepers knew it meant only one thing, 
Aergenan had found his bonded Keeper. Many had 
given up hope for the beast. Fearing that he would 
turn wild before he found and bonded with his keeper 
and protector.

Griev had to find him and stop him from de-
stroying anyone and everything in the search for the 
Keeper who would bring forth his full intelligence. 
For now, the young Great Dragon was running on 
beastly instincts. 

Should anyone threaten the Keeper, the dragon 
would tear them limb from limb, eviscerating them 
and then probably feasting on their innards. That, or 
Aergenan would use his fire to raze the village nearby.

Screams from the nearby village on the other 
side of the forest urged him onwards. The cries of the 
dragon were truncated with bursts of flame. Griev 
pushed the exhausted horse harder again, kicking the 
poor animal in the sides. It heaved a sigh and then 
surged forward, breaking through the trees and back 
towards the road. 

The wind whipped Griev’sblack dreadlocks to 
fly like several coiled ropes. His black leather armour 
creaked as he hunched himself over the horse’s bob-
bing neck and the sun warmed his dark skin. As a 
member of the Draconi Guard, he was charged with 
ensuring that damage from the Dragons was kept to a 
minimum, especially those who went in search of their 
bonded Keeper.

There had been instances of the seeking drag-
on unwittingly killing its keeper when it unleashed 
its flame on the place where its intended keeper was 
hiding. Griev didn’t want that to happen, he couldn’t 
let that happen. For Aergenan to lose his keeper would 
be a tragedy that would have repercussions that would 
be felt for generations to come. 

Aergenan was to be the next Dragon King, and 
the stability of the region depended on the success-
ful survival and bonding of the Keeper that the gods 
themselves had chosen for the Dragon.

Griev rode through the town’s gates, passing 
panicking villagers, his horse blowing hard. When he 
finally dismounted he looked around for the Dragon, 
his eyes on the sky. A great shadow crossed overhead, 
momentarily blotting out the sun as Aergenan flew 
overhead. His roars causing windows to rattle. A wom-
an, with a bundle in her arms,  screamed as the Great 
Dragon landed.

The frightened maid cowered before the crea-
ture, her body trembling as she clutched the babe cloer 
to her body, trying to protect the child from the dragon 
who lowered his noseand snuffled her.

“Lady, come towards me, very slowly…” 
Griev said, holding out his leather-clad hand to the 
frightened woman.
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The woman didn’t hear him, so great was her 
terror, she simply trembled before the great beast. 
Griev watched as something broke in the woman, 
when she realised how close the dragon was. She ran, 
the child clutched tightly, panting hard as her feet 
pounded on the cobblestones. 

Griev knew that was a deadly mistake.

Aergenan moved so swiftly, and with such 
deadly grace that all Griev could do was stare. “No…” 
he whispered as the body of the woman was thrown 
to the ground, blood blossoming from the sharp claw 
embedded in her back. The bundle flew through the air 
to be snapped up by the Dragon, the knitted blanket, 
the child had beenwrapped in, hung from the Dragon’s 
maw. Griev watched in horror as the Great Dragon 
launched himself into the air and flew towards a small 
valley filled with farms.

The gaping hole in her back exposed the 
bloody damage that Aergenan had done. Bones and 
organs were shattered and torn, blood and other bodily 
fluids splashed in the throes of her death, soaked her 
simple dress. 

Griev closed his eyes and sighed, mourning 
the woman who just wanted to protect her young. He 
gazed at the receding dragon, and sought out his horse. 
The pitiful creature stood amongst the buildings that 
weren’t alight. Its head down and body trembling with 
exhaustion. Griev knew he couldn’t get the horse to 
run again, it would falter and he didn’t want a horse to 
die under him.

He searched until he saw the blacksmith’s 
breaking yard. A wily white stallion trotted around the 
yard, his tail high and his gait agitated with the whirl-
ing plumes of smoke that befouled the air. Griev had 



26

little choice, he jumped the fence and atop the stallion. 
The animal bucked once or twice, before Griev used 
his people’s uncanny way with animals and calmed it. 

He kicked its sides, grabbing the mane in his 
gloved hands. He held on as the animal leapt over the 
fence. 

The horse landed jarringly, its hooves skating 
on the cobblestones.

Griev guided the horse towards the gates, 
pushing through the villagers as they ran through the 
town with leather and wooden buckets of water to 
douse the flames of dragon fire. It would be an im-
possible task, for only water blessed by the Keeper’s 
themselves could put out the hungry flames that were 
born of Dragon’s magic. He would remember the 
village’s name so he could return with some Keepers 
oncehe had recovered the Dragon, and the babe, if it 
still lived, and begin the rebuilding process.

For now, he spurred the horse onwards, fol-
lowing the direction that the Great Dragon had flown. 
The animal had calmed down under his sure hand and 
he soon came across gouges in the earth that could 
only be caused by a dragon landing.

The torn earth showed him where Aergenan 
had waddled his way to a large hayshed. Griev slowed 
the white stallion to a trot and then a slow walk. The 
animal was nervous at the scent of dragon and shied 
away, forcing Griev to abandon it. He stalked towards 
the shed, its doors shattered into chunks of wood.

Griev drew his sword, the hiss of metal against 
leather loud to his ears as the wind blew gently across 
the grass. He strode to the doors and spotted Aergenan 
curled up in the back, slumbering. 

The baby’s blanket was still lodged in his 
massive teeth, but the babe was nowhere to be found. 
Griev felt his chest tighten, this was the first time that 
he had known of a Dragon killing a baby. He shud-
dered with grief over the lost babe. But a cherubic 
gurgle stopped him in his tracks. Aergenan lifted his 
massive head to snuffle at something nestled within 

the curve of his body and a tiny fist waved in the air 
along with another cooing gurgle.

Griev, so as not to startle the Great Dragon, 
crept into the darkened barn. Aergenan turned his 
attention to the Draconi guard. Griev knew that Aer-
genan was as exhausted as he was from their respec-
tive hunts and both it seemed had succeeded. 

Within the curl of the Great Dragon’s body, lay 
a child, no more than six months old, who smiled up 
brightly and had eyes the same colour as the Dragon 
who protected her.

Aergenan had found his Keeper, and Griev 
knew that this would be one of the more interesting 
pairings, for usually a Keeper was an adult, not a six-
month old baby. Aergenan would have more than a 
few years until he could reach his majority, and claim 
his full intelligence from his Keeper.

“You couldn’t make my life easy, now could 
you, Dragon King?” he said, as he knelt before the 
beast and the babe. Aergenan huffed, letting a small 
puff of smoke billow from his rounded nostrils. He 
shifted his head and settled down on the pile of hay, 
trusting the Draconi guard to protect them while he 
and his bonded Keeper slept.

Griev watched over them, wondering how he 
was going to explain this to the Masters of the Eyrie. 
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Mariehamn
By Pete Sutton
Lines on the water, the ghosts of boats, 

show us the way out of Stockholm, a city of islands. 
Seagulls play in the wake of the boat, their screaming 
cries like the laughter of lunatics. The sun cracks the 
clouds, and for a brief glorious moment, it is summer.

I was on my way to Archipelacon, a science 
fiction convention on Aland, an archipelago halfway 
between Sweden and Finland and an autonomous 
region, similar to the Isle of Man in the British Isles. 
The locals speak Swedish but identify as Finnish.

The ferry journeys are legendary amongst what 
a Brit at Archipelacon disparagingly calls Scandiwe-
gians. Alcohol is a big issue in the Nordic countries, 
and the state has tried to make it difficult to purchase 
by increasing the price and making it so it can only be 
bought in state approved shops. That’s why the ferries 
are so popular. 

Our boat, the Viking Line’s Grace, boasts the 
largest floating duty-free in Europe. At 7am when we 
board, we watch as a table of Swedish grannies sink 
pints of lager.

When we arrive in Mariehamn, capital of Al-
and, and disembark, we are stuck in a queue. This is a 
bit of a puzzler as we can clearly see the exit and signs 
to taxis on a branch of the passenger tunnel ahead, and 
it is empty.

The queue is to get on the ferry back to Stock-
holm. People get on one boat, drink and watch the 
islands float past, then get on another boat home. The 
crossing takes five hours each way.

My reading material for the journey was The 
Longships by Frans G. Bengtsson, a saga of Viking 

adventure set in the tenth century. For the first time, I 
get the Viking lifestyle viscerally rather than intellec-
tually. We sail for four hours through a maze of islands 
at the bottom of Sweden. It doesn’t take much imagi-
nation to populate them with long houses and dragon 
boats. All but the very smallest islands are dotted with 
summer houses and piers.

The few taxis at Mariehamn ferry port are 
whisked away by a couple of travellers ahead of us 
and we are forced to walk to the hotel, a trip of around 
ten minutes with our wheeled suitcases clattering and 
rumbling in our wake. We didn’t nab rooms in the Con 
hotel, which was stringently expensive, but instead 
in the next nearest hotel, the Savoy, where, it seems, 
many of our fellow Con goers are also billeted.

The Savoy is tired and has clearly seen better 
days, but it is clean, and the room is spacious enough. 
We unpack the box of wine we bought on the boat, 
having been warned that the local prices are 10 to 50% 
higher than the mainland.

The draw of Archipelacon is two-fold. We’ve 
been going to Cons in the UK for a few years, and al-
though they are a lot of fun, you tend to bump into the 
same crowd. A new Con with the stars of Swedish and 
Finnish genre was definitely a draw. An equal consid-
eration was the fact it was on the Aland archipelago.

Aland lies in the Gulf of Bothnia in the Baltic 
and consists of a large island with over 6,000 smaller 
islands and skerries splattered like spilt ink around 
it. Ninety percent of the population lives on the main 
island, and the majority of them live in Mariehamn, 
the capital and seat of government.

The guests of honour for the Con included 
George RR Martin of Game of Thrones fame, Johanna 
Sinisalo one of Finland’s rising stars, and Karin Tid-
beck, a Swedish writer who we were particularly inter-
ested in meeting. The Con program was in Alandica, 
a culture and congress centre, the library, and, in the 
evening, around the pool in the Con hotel Arkipelag. 
Nowhere in Mariehamn is far from the sea, and the 
hotel and congress centre looked out over the marina.
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The weather was variable, often sunny but 
with a bitingly cold wind. The original name of the 
island was Ahvaland, which means ‘land of water.’ 
Hotel Arkipelag is just off the central street and close 
to the islands shops and restaurants.

The opening ceremony included music from a 
brass band, and then the chairs, the Finn Sari Polvinen 
and the Swede Johan Anglemark, gave us a warm wel-
come. The Con consisted of several tracks, with in-
terviews, panels and talks, mostly in English but with 
some items just in Finnish or Swedish. There were a 
few familiar faces in the crowd, some writer friends 
from the UK, but we soon made new friends too.

One of the first panels we saw was titled 
Writers from Different Countries and included writers 
from England, Russia, Latvia, Sweden, Finland and 
Iceland. It was interesting to compare their various ex-
periences of publishing. One thing they emphatically 
agreed on, after being asked a question by a member 
of the audience, and controlling their laughter, was 
that it was very difficult to make a living from writing.

Once the program was over for the evening, 
we faced our next challenge. When queuing for the 
bar, to pay €7 for a bottle of beer, the bar man pointed 
to the person behind me and said “you’re the last per-
son I’m serving.” It was 9pm. We thought this a little 
odd. Whilst sat drinking some minutes later a member 
of staff came up to the table and said “we’re closing, 
please finish your drinks and leave.”

So it was that we discovered that the evening 
‘program’ was across the road in the hotel Arkipelag. 
Entering the reception of the hotel opposite we saw a 
bunch of people waiting for the lifts and asked them 
where the party was. They informed us that you had 
to take the lifts to the third floor, then find another lift 
to take you back to the first floor. There was a number 
of Brits, and we decided that the rather old and very 
small lifts were too slow and sought the stairs, only to 
discover that the stairs didn’t allow you out without a 
card.

Back in the lobby we patiently awaited the 
lifts, and eventually our turn came. Once we’d nego-

tiated the labyrinth and made our way to the pool via 
many turns around corridors, and using what looked 
like a service lift, we eventually arrived at the party. 
Only to find that if we’d left the hotel and walked 
around the side of the building we’d have been there 
much, much sooner.

There was a Finnish choir, that sang a Star 
Wars song, in Finnish, and an Evil Laughter compe-
tition, ably won by UK writer David Gullen, and we 
made much use of the box of wine.

Early the next day I ensured I was at the 
Worlds of Water talk that was given by Estonian ar-
chaeologist Kristin Ilves who was doing research on 
the island. This, as well as the talk about architecture 
and the walk around the island, was one of the most 
interesting for island aficionados.

Ilves’s talk was all about geo-mythology and 
Viking Age Aland. The Viking Age was all about 
mobility thatchanged the world, or at least our little 
corner of it. Although, she did show evidence of just 
how far the Aland Vikings had spread, from Iceland to 
the Ukraine.

It is now apparently well understood that 
Ragnarok, and specifically Fimbulwinter, is the folk 
memory of a disaster that occurred in the sixth century 
whena super-volcano, identified as Llopango in San 
Salvador, ushered in several years without summer as 
the world was blanketed by a dust veil.

Using the archaeological evidence of declines 
in settlements on the Nordic mainland and the rise 
of settlements on the archipelago, as well as changes 
in burial customs, social stratification and woodland 
advance as evidence of agricultural decline. Ilves put 
forth the well-accepted theory.

Aland, as a place with a very large seal popu-
lation, and less dependent upon agriculture, became an 
important centre of Nordic civilisation, as evidenced 
in clay ‘bear-claw’ ornaments and sword chapes, made 
on Aland and spread far and wide. It appears that 
Aland was at the cross-roads between the Middle East 
and India and a very important Viking centre.
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More information about Ilves’s very interest-
ing research can be found on her website here: http://
bit.ly/1NousNe

I had my own program items to perform, a talk 
about dark fiction and a panel on comics, and the rest 
of the Con program was so compelling that it was hard 
to fit in time to relax, eat, and explore. But explore we 
did. To see the old churches, the parliament and the 
many old houses of the island. There were some plan-
ning crimes, allowing office blocks to be built in the 
gardens of the pretty wooden buildings, but the island 
is sleepily pretty.

Marihamn is an outdoor pursuit sort of place, 
offering sports fishing, hunting, hiking, and boating, 
but we had no time to explore these activities. We did 
spend some pleasant time in the sun overlooking the 
marina though.

We were leaving early Monday morning so 
attended the lighter programming on Sunday, which 
was still much better than Sundays at many UK Cons, 
and the dead dog party before packing the many books 
we’d bought into the suitcases and walking back to the 
ferry port. Monday was a day of planes, trains, ferries, 
and automobiles to eventually return to the UK. Tired 
but very happy. 

Archipelacon was extremely well-organised, 
full of fun and interesting programming, and with 
around 800 fans, a very good place to visit. Not bad 
considering the organisers say it started as a drunken 
conversation in a bar.

Aland was intriguing, and I’d like to return one 
day to explore it more fully. A weekend only whetted 
the appetite. Archipelacon was a one-off seemingly, 
although if they did organise a second, I’d be back in a 
shot. But don’t just take my word for it, have a look at 
all these glowing Con reports: http://bit.ly/1Mj2rIi

Some photographs:
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The comics panel

Mariehamn from the 
ferry
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Leaving Mariehman

The convention 
centre
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The library
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Once and 
Future King

By Mirren Hogan
Heat. 

Stuffy, close, heavy with the odour of bod-
ies and cold food. The smell of ale on tabletops and 
breaths. In the hearth, flames shimmered, red, orange, 
yellow dancers flickering to their own music. Smoke 
rose and hung across the room like a shroud. It was 
vaguely reminiscent of the pyres, used to burn the 
bodies of the slain on the day’s battlefield. 

The battle, they won, but the grief of lost 
friends and the joy of grinding their enemies into the 
soil of Britain kept the revelry going on from the early 
evening, far into the night and on into dawn.

          
By the time the first of the feasters swung the 

door open and staggered out to make water, Arthur’s 
head had begun to pound. Sobriety, in spite of con-
suming several mugs of ale and two nights without 
sleep had begun to take its toll.

          
He felt a soft hand squeeze his and smiled, 

Gweneviere’s lovely face, eyes full of concern looked 
back at him, drawing some of the weight from his 
mind. She always had that effect, but his headache 
was undiminished.

          
“Are you well, my lord?” she asked, her voice 

soft, loud enough to only reach his ears.
          
“Well as I can be.” Arthur withdrew his hand, 

lowering it into his lap. “Well as any man who led 
three hundred men to their death.”

          
She laughed, although her concern had 

changed to hurt from his rejection. “You take it so to 
heart.”

          
“How can I not?” he asked, his eyes flicking 

past Gweneviere to Lancelot who sat on her other side. 
He was no longer speaking or thinking of the battle, 
only the rumours that had reached him of his queen 
and his champion. He loved her so dearly, he could 
not even ask her the truth of it, the images haunted his 
sleep enough without learning she had betrayed him.

          
“Excuse me, my lady,” Arthur’s hands went to 

the arms of his chair and he levered himself to his feet. 
“I believe I shall retire for the night.”

          
She made to follow, but he waved her back 

into her chair. “Nay, you stay and enjoy the festivities; 
I would not have it spoilt for you for the sake of my 
own temper.”

          
Gweneviere lowered herself back down and 

nodded, damning herself in Arthur’s eyes with an 
uncertain glance at Lancelot. For his part, the King’s 
Champion merely looked amused, though he half rose 
to bow before Arthur turned on his heel to leave the 
room.

 
*** 

          
The frigid dawn air hit Arthur’s face like a 

slap. He walked, hearing only the crunch of snow 
beneath his boots, not knowing which way he headed 
or why.

His head pounded hard like a hammer at an 
anvil and he grimaced. Lights throbbed in front of his 
vision. It took several blinks before he realised they 
were in his eyes, not bobbing torches as he’d first 
supposed. He squinted, attempting to see, to focus on 
the lights.

          
Are these the ghosts of the defeated come for 

retribution?
          
But the lights wouldn’t oblige, wouldn’t be 
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still. They bobbed just outside his gaze, moving ever 
outward, then disappearing, only to reappear in the 
centre of his sight.

          
What magic is this?
          
He frowned, but his forehead hurt worse than 

before. Rhythmic, painful beats as the pain pulsed 
across his forehead, down around his eyes and into 
his cheekbones. Then the flickering flared to light so 
blinding, he threw his hand across his face to shield 
himself from the glare.

         
 And then the light was gone and everything 

went black.
 

*** 
          
The floor was cold and hard.  
          
Arthur lay on his stomach, his face pressed 

again stone, his headache only residual now, like 
a bruise after a blow to the face. He groaned and 
brought his hands up to either side of him, pressing his 
palms against the floor. He frowned at the smoothness 
of the stone beneath his fingertips.

          
He opened his eyes to the gloom. The flick-

ering was gone. No, it had moved to a foot above 
his head. Only now, he could focus and the light was 
green and flashing regularly in what looked like num-
bers. He jerked upright. This was not his chambers in 
Camelot. Nor did it look like any part of the castle. 
Even Merlin’s odd chambers did not look akin to this.

          
A trick then? Or perhaps a dream. Yes, a 

dream. That made sense.
          
Arthur lowered his head onto the cold stone, 

pressing his face into a groove between two blocks, 
the grout shallow and smooth. This dream was ex-
traordinarily vivid. His eyes closed and he prepared to 
wake in his own bed when he heard the high pitched 
scream of a woman.

          
He jerked upright and rose tentatively to his 

feet. Whatever was going on, this was not a dream.

          
Something clicked softly and suddenly the 

room swam in light, the source of which seemed to be 
something hanging from the ceiling. Across the room, 
a woman stood, a dressing robe wrapped around her 
body, held in place by her arms.

          
“Who the…?”
          
“Gweneviere?”
          
“No, I’m not…”
           
Both stopped and Arthur stared. No, this wom-

an was not Gweneviere, although the resemblance was 
uncanny. There was something in this woman’s bear-
ing, in the colour of her hair and the length. Gwen-
eviere would never have hair to her shoulders, nor was 
it so blonde.

          
“Who are you?” he asked. He took a step clos-

er and held out his hand, palm up to show that he was 
unarmed and meant her no harm.

          
“Grace,” she replied, apparently without think-

ing, for then she blinked and drew herself up straight-
er. “Hell, this is my apartment. Who the heck are you 
and what are you doing here. I want answers, now, or 
I’ll call the police!”

          
Arthur understood most of what the woman 

said, but she spoke with a very strange accent, broad 
and slow. How was it that he understood her at all? 
Her words were peculiar. What was a police? Or an 
apartment, for that matter? He realised he’d been 
speaking oddly too, but she seemed to understand him. 
What demonism was this?            

          
He ventured a glance around and did a dou-

ble-take. The room was full of odd chairs and strange 
black or grey boxes, each with lights, some flashing, 
others static.    

          
He looked back at Grace as she cleared her 

throat and took a step toward something resting in a 
cradle. Perhaps some strange weapon, he had better 
talk fast.
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“I… I am not sure what I am doing here. There 

was a light and then I woke on your floor.”
          
“What’s your name?” she asked tilting her chin 

up at him.
          
“Arthur, High King of Britain.”
          
Her jaw dropped. She stared at him with obvi-

ous disbelief. For a moment, he thought she was going 
to pick up her weapon and use it on him. He took a 
step back, but instead, she sank into the corner of a 
couch upholstered in garish geometric patterns.

          
“The once and future king,” she whispered, 

“will come when the world needs him the most and 
save mankind.” She looked up at him. “Well mate, we 
never needed you more than we do now.”

 
*** 

          
The prophesy was the strangest thing Arthur 

had ever heard. He sat back on Grace’s couch, his legs 
crossed at his ankles while she spoke. It did seem as 
if the world needed help, but even with his army he 
doubted his ability to live up to such a charge.

          
“You don’t need an army,” she reassured him, 

“You have me.”
         
 That didn’t reassure him. What he really need-

ed, was Merlin. “What year did you say it is?”
          
“I didn’t, but it’s 2002.”
          
Arthur gaped. He’d come over fifteen hundred 

years into a world he knew nothing about, and he was 
supposed to save the world? The gods seemed to be 
asking an awful lot of him, king or not.

          
He got to his feet and started pacing across the 

lounge room floor. Even after Grace had explained 
that her machines were called a television, video, 
DVD player and stereo, they disquieted him. Numbers 
and lights flashing looked demonic, but they seemed 
appropriate in this future world to which he’d come.

          
“You are not an army,” he pointed out.
          
“No,” Grace grinned, “I’m a journalist.”
          
“Jur-na-list..?”
         
 “Yeah, I write. I talk to people and then write 

up articles for the newspapers and magazines. I free-
lance.”

          
He gave her a blank look and she waved her 

hand. “It doesn’t matter, but I have contacts that can 
help us do what we have to do.”

          
“Contacts?” so many words he didn’t under-

stand the context of. Then something more disturbing 
occurred to him. “Us? But you’re a woman.”

          
“So you noticed,” she said drily. “Look, you’re 

lost in the present…”
          
“Future.”
          
“Does it matter?”
         
“It is my future.”
          
“Whatever. You’re lost and you need help. 

And you need someone who actually believes that you 
are who you say you are without wanting to lock you 
away as a nutter.”

          
He didn’t understand the word, but the conno-

tation was clear enough. “You know where to start?”
          
“I have some ideas. Several countries in this 

time have arms that could destroy the world with the 
press of a button. One in particular seems hell bent on 
blowing us up and his country with us.”

          
Now that, Arthur understood. “They have 

swords larger than in my time?”
          
Grace laughed. “You could say that. Men have 

been striving for bigger and better ways to kill each 
other since the dawn of time.”
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“Indeed,” Arthur agreed. “So all we have to do 

is find these swords and melt them down. No?” he saw 
her frowning and tapping her fingers against one knee 
that poked out from under her robe.

          
“It won’t be that easy, but I… are you all 

right?”
          
Arthur was about to ask her why, when she 

disappeared in a white flare of blinding light.
 

*** 
          
Mid-morning in Camelot, the sun was two 

hands above the horizon as Arthur peered through the 
window. He must have been dreaming, but he knew 
he had not. He did not dream standing and still wear-
ing the clothes from the night before. They reeked of 
wood smoke, he stripped to toss them in a corner.

          
Pulling on fresh clothes, he resumed pacing 

as if he hadn’t stopped, the tip of his finger pressed 
against his lips. Seven steps to the right, six to the left.

          
He had to do something. There had to be a 

reason the gods returned him to Camelot and, for that 
matter, sent him to the future in the first place.

          
Six steps, seven.
          
He had to see Merlin.

He turned just short of bumping into the wall 
at the far end of his chamber. Turn, start pacing back 
again. If anyone knew what to do, it would be the 
druid.

“Unless the gods want to help me directly?” he 
asked hopefully, looking up at the ceiling.

No answer.

“I thought not.” Shaking his head, Arthur 
rushed from his chambers in search of the druid.

 
***

 
 Merlin’s chambers were a jumble of pots full 

of dried herbs, liquids and other things Arthur didn’t 
want to dwell on too much. Along one wall, the druid 
had jammed half-made contraptions, the intended 
use of which Arthur hadn’t a clue. Shelves lined the 
opposite wall, crammed with scrolls, parchments and 
thick, bound tomes. In the centre of the room, a huge 
oak table took pride of place, every centimetre of its 
surface covered with all manner of druidic items.

Merlin didn’t seem the smallest bit surprised 
by Arthur’s story. He nodded and rolled the end of his 
long, red beard between the tips of his fingers as if 
he’d been expecting such a story sooner or later.

“That’s very interesting indeed, yes,” Merlin 
turned to study the shelves before stepping forward to 
lower one of the larger tomes into his hand. He swept 
his arm to clear a place, then lay it on the table, open a 
hundred pages into the tome.

“Ahh yes, the prophesy. How remarkable that 
it will still be remembered fifteen hundred years from 
now. Yes, remarkable indeed. Now I wonder how. 
Maybe I put it down in some…” The druid was mum-
bling to himself now, his eyes glazed in thought.

“Merlin?”

“Yes, my lord?” The druid blinked and squint-
ed. “Oh, yes, sorry.” He leaned forward over the tome, 
running his pointer finger down the pages and flicking 
them one after the other. 

“Now, we need a spell to remove these swords, 
you say?”

Arthur nodded. “Yes, but I’m not in the future, 
won’t that…?”

Merlin waved a bony hand without even look-
ing up. “One thing at a time boy, one thing at a time.”

Chastened, Arthur stood back and waited.
 

***
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The stone Merlin handed Arthur was warm, as 
if a life dwelled within, pulsing gently. Black as night, 
it seemed to absorb the light from the candle on the 
table beside it. Only a single line of white zig-zagging 
unevenly across the stone’s surface reflected the flame 
in a dance of its own.

“What does it do?” Arthur reached out a finger 
to touch the stone.

Merlin slapped his hand away. “It sends ob-
jects into an another world.”

“A what?” Arthur’s brow furrowed. He tore 
his eyes from the stone and gave Merlin a questioning 
look.

Merlin waved his hand dismissively. “You 
wouldn’t understand. Oh, close your mouth, I hard-
ly understand myself. Suffice to say it will send the 
swords elsewhere, to a place where they can’t harm 
mankind.”

“Can they harm the people there?” Arthur 
asked. Should they be making all the swords disap-
pear? Perhaps his people could use some...

“No, they can’t,” Merlin said sharply, “There’s 
no one where the stone will send the weapons and 
yes, you have to send them all. I know you too well, 
my boy?” The druid smiled and shook a finger at 
Arthur. “You can unite the rest of the tribes of Britain 
with what you have. After we deal with this. And that 
brings us to the problem of how to send you back to 
the future.”

Apparently pondering this, Merlin reached for 
a bag, turned it inside out and scooped the stone up. 
He turned the bag around and pulled the drawstring 
tight, trapping the stone inside.

“You must be careful with this. Open the bag 
and tip it onto the top sword of the pile.”

“What if they’re not in a pile?”

Merlin snorted. “Then make a pile boy, make a 

pile!”

Arthur blushed and muttered something that he 
intended to sound more or less agreeable.

“Uh, where was I?” Merlin scratched his chin 
with his free hand. “Oh yes. Tip the stone out and wait 
for the count of three long breaths. The arms will be 
gone.”

So simple.

Arthur doubted it, nothing was that simple. 
“And how do I get back to the future?”

Merlin shook his head and lowered the bag 
into Arthur’s hand “I don’t kno--:

Apparently, the gods had an answer, for the 
minute the bag touched Arthur’s palm, his head burst 
into sudden pain, flashing, blinding light and he was 
gone.

 
***

“Oh, there you are, welcome back,” Grace’s 
drawl was unmistakable near Arthur’s left ear. Her 
breath caressed his lobe and slid across his cheek, 
laced with something his nose didn’t recognise.

“Would you like a cuppa?”

“Cuppa?” Arthur rubbed his eyes, opened them 
and looked around, seeing Grace crouching beside him 
in the centre of her room.

“Coffee,” She held a cup under his nose and he 
breathed the steam in deeply, appreciating the strange, 
compelling aroma.

“Uh, thank you, no.” He shook his head, the 
ache gone now and remembered why he was here. “I 
got some help, Merlin created a magic stone to remove 
the swords…”

“Arms,” Grace corrected, rising to her feet and 
walking to look out a window. “Weapons.”
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Arthur nodded, “Call them what you will, we 
have work to do, do we not?”

She turned back to him and smiled. “Indeed 
we do.”

 
***

 
The car thrummed beneath Arthur as it tore 

down the highway in the direction of Sydney Airport. 
The idea of a machine flying in the air like a bird un-
nerved him, but he quite enjoyed the feel of the old—
Grace said classic—Holden Monaro. If he ignored 
the traffic whizzing past, overtaking them, he could 
almost imagine the car was an elaborate carriage. One 
which made his head spin and his stomach turn.

“Fit for a king,” Grace had declared as she’d 
leaned over to fasten a strap across his chest.

They turned a corner which led under a 
building and Arthur felt the car slow. They went on 
gliding toward a gate that rose and fell under, Arthur 
didn’t know what, power, as Grace pulled a piece of 
parchment out of a box beside the car. The two things 
seemed related, but he couldn’t see how.

Rather than dwell on the mystery, he looked 
out the window as people moved past wearing a 
strange assortment of clothes and pushing their bags 
on small steel wagons. He wriggled uncomfortably 
in his own new clothes. Scrounged from a friend of 
Grace’s, they fit well, but were made of cloth softer 
than his own. They were comfortable enough phys-
ically, but he felt somewhere between feminine and 
naked.     

Surely even Gweneviere didn’t wear cloth this 
soft?

“You look fine,” Grace assured him, swinging 
the car into a parking space and turning the engine off.

“If my men could see me, they would not fol-
low me into battle again, but spend their days referring 
to me as ‘milady.’”

“So much for the days when men were real 
men,” Grace muttered. “Come, our plane leaves soon.”

 
***

There were no gods, Arthur decided, his face 
buried in his third parchment bag. ‘Barf bags’, Grace 
called them. Torture bags, Arthur thought as sourly as 
the smell coming back up to him from the bottom of 
the soggy parchment. Flying on a plane was nothing 
like driving in the car. He could not comprehend how 
birds could willingly take to the skies.

The heights, the motion, the clouds nestled be-
side him like demon sheep- this was no way for a king 
to travel. Not even a tiny, glass bottle of sweet-tasting 
ale helped to settle his nerves or his stomach. He’d 
only emptied that into the second ‘barf bag’,

          
Upon Grace’s suggestion, he tried to sleep, 

only to become more nauseated.      
          
“Why couldn’t the gods have sent me where 

they needed me,” he moaned, folding the top of the 
bag down gingerly to hand it to the patient looking 
woman in a green uniform, her skirt scandalously 
short.

          
“How much longer?”
          
“Only another twenty-four hours,” Grace said 

lightly.
          
“You are enjoying this?” he accused.
          
“Not for a moment, I’m just savouring the 

thought that we’re going to save the world.”
          
Somehow, that didn’t seem so exciting just 

now. Arthur lowered his eyes and began to murmur, 
beseeching every god he could think of for their mer-
cy.

 
***

The plane bumped onto the tarmac, but Arthur 
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could see nothing out the window but swirling dust. 
          
“Normal for this time of year,” Grace assured 

Arthur, but he was so relieved to be on solid ground 
that he’d have tolerated a dozen dust storms.

          
He trudged behind her though the small termi-

nal, their bags hanging heavily from each of his burly 
shoulders. She seemed to be looking for someone, 
continually stopping in front of him to rise up on her 
toes and whip her face from side to side before hus-
tling on.

          
The fourth time he almost walked into her, 

Grace let out a cry and rushed forward though the 
crowds to a tall man wearing a green and brown uni-
form, the word ‘Madur’ sewn across one side of his 
chest.

         
“Tarik Madur, this is Arthur… er, Arthur King. 

Arthur, Tarik is an old friend of my father’s. They 
worked together a decade ago, but Tarik’s offered to 
help us.”

          
Tarik nodded, unsmiling but not unwelcoming 

and held out his hand.
          
Drilled in the protocol of the future, Arthur 

smiled politely, shook Tarik’s hand and stepped back, 
letting Grace speak for them both. There would be 
nothing more telling than opening his mouth and it 
was easier not to have to explain where he came from. 
The gods only knew what Grace had told Tarik, but 
apparently, it was enough, as Tarik led them out of the 
airport to a dusty car the colour of his uniform and 
drove them into the eye of the dust storm.

 
***

           
Time passed in a blur. Days and night, heat and 

dust, faces, hotel rooms, blankets spread across the 
back of Tarik’s car. The stone Merlin created worked 
just as he’d said it would, although the swords of the 
future looked nothing like Arthur had expected. Pile 
by pile, he and Grace rid the world of them, some-
times with the help of Tarik, sometimes with the man 
standing watch.

          
More times that Arthur could remember, Tarik 

talked their way into or out of the metal barns where 
the weapons were stored, often showing a wad of 
parchment to the men standing guard on the door. Sev-
eral times, they’d been threatened with long devices 
Grace called guns and twice they came under direct 
fire.

          
Most nights, no matter where they rested, 

Arthur fell asleep to the sound of distant bangs and 
flashes of light that Grace refused to explain.

           
And then, a month after they stepped off the 

dusty plain, they reached the last of the sword barns, 
according to the large parchment containing what 
Tarik said was a map. The piece of parchment was 
large, filling the car’s windscreen and scribbled across 
in multiple places in red pen. One by one, Grace and 
Tarik had crossed out locations in black pen, which 
always gave Arthur the shivers. Black was the colour 
of darkness and demons, and Grace had had to assure 
him that it was only ink and not a portent.

          
Tarik swung the car through the last set of 

gates, calling out through the window in a rapid lan-
guage Arthur didn’t understand. He produced the wad 
of documents as Grace and Arthur slipped out of the 
car and headed for the last metal barn.

          
A bang filled the air and Grace called out, 

“Run!”
          
A cry of pain, and Arthur looked back long 

enough to see Tarik slump against the car, blood 
soaking the chest of his uniform. Pelting forward, he 
slipped through the door to the barn a second before 
Grace.

          
She slid the door closed behind them.
          
“Quick, there’s about a hundred guys converg-

ing on this place,” she urged, trying desperately to 
slide the lock into place.

          
“And a few in here,” Arthur called back, 

dodging left and right, the layout of the barn familiar 
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enough for him to know just where he was headed. A 
bullet whizzed past his left ear, grazing the skin but 
missing anything vital.

          
As he ran, he reached into his pocket for the 

bag and started to pull it free. He had it in his hand 
when he reached the arms and open a heartbeat later. 
Hoping his aim was true, he swung the bag, holding it 
by the bottom and let the stone fly, praying to the gods 
for it to land true.

          
It did, landing squarely in the centre of three of 

the enormous arms as they sat on large trailers, ready 
to moved out and launched at short notice. Thankfully, 
they could be as far as a metre apart for the stone to 
work on them all. He’d discovered that when he’d first 
used it.

          
He counted slowly, standing still now that he’d 

finished his work. The arms shimmered and disap-
peared as if they were dissolving into the air.

          
A moment later, he heard Grace scream and 

turned to see her sag, her back shattered by a bullet 
Arthur hadn’t even heard. She fell, landing heavily on 
the ground and lying horribly still.

          
Arthur found himself surrounded by a dozen 

men armed with identical weapons.       
          
He took a step back and raised his hands as 

one of the men snapped some kind of order to him. 
Although he didn’t know the language, the meaning 

was obvious. He gulped.
          
“I do not mean you any harm,” he offered 

speaking slowly.
          
The leader barked another order, but Arthur 

could only shake his head. “I am sorry, I do not under-
stand.”

          
The man was becoming angry now.
          
Gods, if you are watching, I would like to go 

home now.
          
Evidently, the gods were paying attention, the 

barn melted away and Arthur was gone.
 

***

A month later…

The jeep veered around the corner and slid to a 
halt on the road just outside the silo. The front doors, 
baring the anagram UN, opened, letting several men 
in army fatigues and two in overalls climb out. One 
of the latter held a map, squinting at it before nodding 
decisively. The last few silos had showed nothing, 
empty, making him look like a fool. But not this time. 
This time, they’d find what they were looking for.

          
“This is the place, this time we’ll find those 

weapons of mass destruction.”
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Quest for Knowledge (Volume 
1 of the FirstWorld Saga) The 

Return of the King

While one Hero has stepped through the 
Time Portal at Melasurej to go back in 

time, another Hero unexpectedly pops up in 
Tamarlan from the past.

The Return of the King

Manfred approached the guest room with 
Regent Gamyon. Three guards at the door sprang to 
attention. “I warn you Manfred, I cannot fathom him. 
He says he is Ubadah, the King of Tamarlan. He bears 
the secret mark of the King, knowledge of which has 
been passed down from father to son by the Regents 
of Tamarlan for four-hundred generations so that 
we might recognise the King on his return. I never 
thought to see it on my watch.”

“These are strange times, indeed, my lord. 
The disappearance of the dwarves has me greatly 
concerned. There is news of a great army approaching 
from the south west from the Unknown Lands. It may 
be Gadiel reformed. There is a rumour that Dammar 
did not pass to stone, but is also out there somewhere 
creating mayhem, perhaps in league with the Dark 
God. And now this. These are indeed strange times, 
and we must do our best with them, though we might 
wish they had befallen someone else.” Manfred chose 
not to mention the return of the Everlasting Hero and 
his quest for the Sword, although he guessed that 
Gamyon had already been fully briefed by his son. 
“Are you certain it is the correct mark?” Manfred 
asked.

“There can be no doubt. I would stake my life 
on it.”

“That is as well, as you may have to,” said 
Manfred gravely.

“It is good chance that you are here at this 
time.” Gamyon spoke to Manfred and then addressed 
the guards. “Knock and announce us.”

“I wonder whether it is just chance, or whether 
some greater purpose is at work?” Manfred’s thoughts 
were cut short as the door opened.

They were led into a bright room, furnished 
with the finest pieces that Tamarlan’s artisans could 
produce. The walls were adorned with examples of 
Tamarlan’s greatest watercolour artists. A young man 
was sitting, taking tea, on a sumptuous red settee. 
The cushions and the armrests were adorned in the 
best gold braid. The table, which held a silver tray of 
tea-making utensils, was made of the finest marble 
with solid gold legs. Manfred was impressed. Before 
the guard could speak the young man rose. He was 
in his early twenties, tall – well over six feet – and 
slim yet with well-defined, muscular arms and legs. 
His hair was jet black and cut short as if it had been 
recently shaved off and had just begun regrowing. He 
was clean-shaven, but a five o’clock shadow betrayed 
his quick-growing beard. His face was rugged and 
handsome. A long scar running from his left ear to the 
side of his mouth did nothing to disfigure him but, 
if anything, added to the strength of his appearance. 
His bearing was regal. He carried himself with the 
arrogance that power often creates.

“Manfred! My old friend Manfred! I cannot 
believe it. How wonderful to see you,” he said in a 
strong, deep voice.

Manfred dropped to his knees. “My lord, it 
is a wonder and a miracle.” It is really him. I would 
recognise him anywhere. How can it be? Is he a real 
Rip Van Winkle? He took the young man’s hand and 
kissed it. “The King has truly returned to Tamarlan. I 
had not thought it possible.”

Gamyon remained on his feet, clearly not 
yet convinced. “Leave us!” He ordered the guards. 
“Say nothing of this on penalty of death!” The guards 
bowed and backed out of the room, closing the door 
behind them. “Forgive me, my lord, if I’m sceptical, 
but you have been away for ten thousand years.”
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“Your scepticism is well-justified, and I 
would expect it in my Regent. Please get up Manfred. 
Sit down both of you and take some tea, it’s really 
rather good. You see, to me, it seems like I have only 
been gone a few months. Only a score of years ago, 
Manfred bounced me on his knee. You’ve hardly 
changed a bit. It’s ten thousand, three hundred and 
sixty nine years, to be exact.” Manfred and Gamyon 
sat in comfortable armchairs, which matched the sofa. 
King Ubadah served them tea. “Biscuits anyone?” 
This is surreal, having tea with the King and the 
Regent. You can bet that sparks will fly soon and they 
won’t be from my staff.

Gamyon couldn’t hold back any longer. “If 
you are who you say you are, where have you been? 
Explain yourself!” Rather a curt way to behave with 
one’s king. There will surely be sparks. I remember 

when Ubadah was a boy, very cute but very moody if 
he didn’t get his own way. Better try to smooth it out a 
bit.

“My lord, please be so kind as to tell us what 
you have been doing these last ten thousand years or 
so. I know that I’ve been very busy. I wouldn’t know 
where to start.” That should placate him. Manfred 
managed to glare at Gamyon and get his attention. For 
goodness sake, take it easy.

Ubadah sighed and then began his story. 
“Everything seems like yesterday to me, because 
it almost was. Let me start at the beginning. Help 
yourselves to more tea and biscuits, because this may 

take some time. Please don’t interrupt!” He looked 
hard at Gamyon. Gamyon returned his gaze with 
interest. Manfred smiled. “There’ll be time enough for 
questions at the end.” Manfred sat back and listened to 
Ubadah’s story, transfixed as a few more pieces of the 
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jigsaw puzzle fell into place.

“My father died unexpectedly, two years 
before I was lost. I had not anticipated becoming King 
so young. I still had to find a wife and settle down. I 
was about to be married, when the stranger arrived. 
That’s why I left no heir. Though it would seem that 
your family has done well in my absence, Gamyon.” 
That might appease him a bit. Gamyon stared straight 
ahead, unmoved. Perhaps not. “We had been worried 
for a long time about Tamarlan’s geographic location. 
In reality, it was a strange place for a city to develop. 
We had limited trading opportunities. We were 
restricted to trading with the dwarves and to what we 
could bring over the mountains in summertime. We 
needed a trade route to the north. The Northland had 
always been a strange and feared place. It was said 
that great evil dwelt there. Over the years, we had 
mounted many expeditions in the hope of finding a 
safe trading route. All of them were lost without a 
trace.

“Then the stranger arrived. He staggered 
into Tamarlan on foot. He was half-dead and 
appeared three-quarters-mad. He was of a race we 
had never seen before and spoke a language we 
could not understand. Everything about him was 
different and strange; he was very tall, he wore 
strange garments made of animal skins that covered 
his legs, his mannerisms were crude, he carried a 
strange short bow, he was exceedingly hairy, and 
even his body odour was different. He turned out to 
be very intelligent and quickly began to pick up our 
language. Soon we were able to communicate quite 
well, with drawings and simple vocabulary. He said 
that his name was Ivan and that he came from a city 
far away to the North called Kyiv. He had been part 
of an expedition that had been looking for trading 
opportunities, and I suspect conquest opportunities. 
They had sailed southwards but had faltered in a 
storm and had been washed up on a strange shore. 
The best part of half the expedition had been lost in 
the wreck. A few of their horses had survived, so they 
set off inland, heading south through mostly empty 
semi-desert country. After many weeks of travel, their 
horses perished, and almost dead themselves through 
thirst, they came upon a city on a high, arid plateau.

“At first, they thought it was a mirage, because 
of its immense beauty. It was a walled city, and one 
that they quickly realised would be difficult to defeat 
in battle. They threw themselves on the mercy of 
its inhabitants and were treated well enough, so that 
they recovered from the travails of their journey. As 
they regained their strength, though, they found that 
their freedom was restricted and they were effectively 
held under house arrest. The city was called Illium. 
It was a centre of artistic, cultural, and philosophical 
excellence. It was everything that Tamarlan aspired 
to be, and perhaps has become while I’ve been away. 
Slowly, the visitors proved themselves worthy and 
they were allowed more freedom. Ivan became 
friendly with a local family and became enchanted 
with the arts. They would take him to see plays and 
to attend philosophical discussions. He became a 
civilised barbarian and decided to stay in Illium. The 
rest of his comrades were becoming more and more 
homesick. They decided to leave and attempt to return 
to Kyiv. They were promised horses if they would 
visit a farm outside the city. There was some strange 
cultural embargo on bringing horses or anything 
shaped like a horse into the city. They went to the so-
called farm and were slaughtered there and buried in a 
mass grave.

“Ivan was unaware of this until, at one of his 
philosophical discussions, the case study of a group 
of visiting barbarians was debated. Illium had been 
attacked many times in the past and was fearful 
of being identified by new enemies. They debated 
whether it was better to kill a few barbarians, who 
had probably raped and pillaged their way around 
the known world, or put the innocent lives of the 
entire population at risk. The horse farm scenario was 
presented as the logical conclusion; the lives of the 
many were more important than the lives of a few. 
Ivan could barely maintain his composure, but he 
managed to leave the meeting without exploding. He 
vowed to escape from Illium and set about devising 
a plan. He realised that the Illians would try to find 
him and kill him, so he decided he would head 
southwards, to confuse them. He slipped out of the 
city, unnoticed, one night. He stole a horse and headed 
into the unknown. His adventures would fill a book. 
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Eventually he arrived in Tamarlan and told us his 
story.”

Ubadah paused and rang a small hand bell to 
summon a servant. “Bring us more tea, and something 
more substantial to eat.” Gamyon gave the servant a 
none-too-discreet nod to do as was demanded.

“I have heard of Illium, but I have never been. 
I believe Dammar visited there long before your time. 
I remember that he reported to the Council that there 
was nothing of interest there.” I wonder now whether 
that was the truth.Gamyon has yet to be convinced 
about Ubadah.

“Indeed. Then I think you will be surprised by 
the rest of my story, Manfred. As you have guessed, 
the lure of finding another city of artists with whom 
we could trade was too great to resist. As soon as Ivan 
was fit to travel, I began to work on him to convince 
him to return to the Northland. It took a while but I 
eventually convinced him with promises of riches 
to be earned and we mounted an expedition. I took 
ten of my best men and headed into the Northland. 
There was great evil abroad. The journey was fraught 
with every danger imaginable and many that you 
would not wish to imagine in your worst nightmares. 
I will not bore you with them now; suffice it to say 
that I came to learn that the Dark God was the cause. 
He slept then, recovering still from his battle with 
Gilgamesh. He must have been sorely wounded 
to have needed so long to recover. He tossed and 
turned in his sleep, riddled with dreams of revenge, 
no doubt. His disturbed sleep sent out emanations 
of evil that manifested themselves in bizarre ways. 
There were nomads living in the Northland who 
became particularly affected. We lost Ivan, early in the 
journey, when a crazy madness overcame him and he 
believed that we were Illians trying to kill him. He ran 
off into the night and was killed by the nomads. My 
men fell one by one, taken by fell creatures or losing 
their minds and taking their own lives. I barely held 
on to my sanity, but the need to find Illium drove me 
on. After many months and close to death, I stumbled 
upon the city and was taken in.”

He paused in his story as servants returned 

with more tea and plates of cakes and assorted meats. 
When they had left again he resumed. “Please, help 
yourselves. I hope you don’t mind if I nibble while I 
talk?

“Be my guest,” Gamyon said sarcastically.

“The timing fits with what we know,” Manfred 
said. “It was another ten thousand years before Gadiel 
was strong enough to begin his latest conquest.” But 
where does Dammar fit in, I wonder?

Ubadah finished chewing on a plump chicken 
leg, wiped his mouth with a napkin, and continued. 
“It was several weeks before I was well enough to 
appreciate the city. During my convalescence, I was 
frequently visited by an old man who reminded me 
very much of you, Manfred. Looking back, I realise 
that he discreetly questioned me about who I was 
and where I was from. He was particularly interested 
to learn about the journey and how I had survived 
when everyone else had been lost. He even convinced 
the doctors to let him give me a through physical 
examination. He called himself Rammad. I think he 
was having a game with me. It was several weeks 
before I realised that Rammad was just Dammar 
backwards. Eventually, he admitted who he was.”

Ubadah paused to help himself to more tidbits. 
Manfred was deep in thought. So, it’s true. Dammar 
was involved. Did he really pass to stone? Is he still 
around? What’s his game? He looked at Ubadah 
expectantly, waiting for more. Even Gamyon seemed 
to be taking much more interest.

Ubadah continued, with his audience of 
two hanging on his every word. “I do not claim to 
support Dammar or his objectives. I do not know 
whether the things he told me were or are true. I am 
simply reporting what was said and done to me. I 
visited Elannort once, when I was a teenager. You 
had restored it to its former glory, although most of 
the wizards were gone. I remember that you even 
showed me the High Tower.” Manfred nodded at the 
old memory, obviously still fresh in Ubadah’s mind. I 
didn’t know what the archway was then.
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“It made a great impression on me, I don’t 
know why. I felt that the black archway was somehow 
significant for me. There is a central keep in the 
middle of Illium. It is not as impressive as Melasurej 
but it is still something to wonder at. It once had a 
conventional central tower of grey stone. I have seen 
paintings that show it in its original form. When I was 
last there, it had a new tower, built from obsidian. I 
recognised it immediately. It was an exact facsimile of 
the High Tower at Melasurej, right down to the black 
archway at the top.” Ubadah paused to take a drink 
of tea. By the Balance! This is unbelievable. This can 
only mean one thing.

Manfred couldn’t wait to ask a question, 
forgetting Ubadah’s earlier instructions. “My lord, 
may I be so rude as to ask, what is the mark of 
Ubadah?”

Manfred thought he saw Ubadah blush 
slightly, before Gamyon jumped into the conversation. 
“That is a matter between the King of Tamarlan and 
his Regent. Even you, great Sage, cannot be given that 
information!”

“Very well,” Manfred replied, “I will hazard 
a guess. If I am correct, we can safely assume that 
Dammar would have been aware of it as well. If I 
may be so bold, the mark of Ubadah is a five-pointed 
star birthmark.” He looked at the two men for a sign 
that he was correct. They stoically met his gaze. Oh 
well, in for a penny. “More than that, it has a specific 
location on the body.” Ubadah was beginning to look 
uncomfortable. It’s true. I have him. Manfred smiled. 
“It is located on the shaft of your penis.” The old 
magician pulls another rabbit out of his hat to amaze 
his audience.

Gamyon was almost apoplectic with anger. 
“Only Gamying and I know that secret. It has 
been passed from father to son for four hundred 
generations. He would never have told you. If you 
have stolen it from his mind, wizard, I shall have you 
horsewhipped, great Sage or no!” He stretched for the 
bell, in order to summon the guards. Now I see where 
Gamying gets it from.

“Calm yourself, Regent. There is no harm 
done. I suspect Manfred has long known the meaning 
of this birth mark and even now understands how I 
have managed to return.”

“Is that true, wizard?” Gamyon demanded.

I wonder if I should turn him into a frog for a 
while. “What? Oh, yes. I imagine that several more 
people than you realise have seen the royal jewels. 
Would it be true to say that you found his majesty 
disoriented and naked?”

“How did you know that? I specifically gave 
orders that it never be discussed. Heads will roll!”

“Don’t be such a bully, Gamyon.” Or I will 
turn you into a frog. “It is part of the effect of using 
the time portal.” He stopped and watched Gamyon 
as his words registered in the Regent’s brain. Now he 
really has something to think about.

Gamyon went white. “You mean… He is… 
It’s not possible. How can it be true? You are really 
Ubadah. You have come back to the future?”

“Well done, Manfred. Dammar said that you 
would be here and that you would understand. He also 
said that you would know what my role would be in 
the forthcoming war. It’s true, Gamyon, that I have 
returned. However, you need not fear, I have not come 
back to take up my throne. Tamarlan will continue 
to be ruled by its Regents. I have more important 
business to attend to, don’t I, Manfred?”

Manfred looked at the arrogant young man 
before him. This was something he had not expected, 
could not have predicted. It turned all of his plans 
upside down. None of his studies had foretold this 
possibility. “My lord, there is much I must learn from 
you. I must understand what Dammar knows, how 
he is manipulating current and past events, and what 
his overall objective is.” I must understand how to 
deal with two manifestations of the Everlasting Hero 
together at the same time.



space and all wondering what the final effect would 
be. Astronomers argued over theory, while engineers 
got pretty excited about variables in magnetic fields. 
Mystics predicted earthquakes and the end of life as 
we knew it. When the effect came, it was almost unno-
ticed because it happened to such a small and insignif-
icant form of life.”
- Opening Narration by Jim Lesko (Michael Murphy)

A mysterious cosmic phenomenon is detected. Its 
effect is to cause ants to form a group intelligence in 
a remote area of Arizona. The changes in behaviour 
are noticed by biologist Ernest Hubbs (Nigel Daven-

How would mankind interact with, or even recognise, 
an alien intelligence? Would our effort to understand 
them lead to peaceful contact? Are confrontation and 
conflict inevitable? These are some of the central 
questions raised by Phase IV. The film is the only 
feature-length directorial effort by Saul Bass, a graph-
ic artist who is best known for his design work on 
title sequences for numerous films, including Psycho, 
Spartacus and Alien. He turned his keen visual sense 
to telling a thematically complex film through innova-
tive and provocative imagery.

“That spring we were all watching the events in 
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“We are faced with a power that has appeared and is 
exerting itself. We have the opportunity to study it, to 
learn from it, to teach it its limitations. We can, in a 
word, educate it.”
- Ernest Hubbs

Phase IV was released in the midst of a wave of 
‘revenge of nature’ films. The seventies saw the rapid 
growth of the environmentalist movement, as people 
began to become fully aware of the cost of modern 

civilisation. It also reflected a growing disillusionment 
with the hubristic view of mankind at the top of the 
food chain, a species apart from nature. Movies as var-
ied as Frogs (1972), Night of the Lepus (1972), Jaws 
(1975), Bug (1975), Food of the Gods (1976), and 
Prophecy (1979) all showed mankind being assaulted 
by the natural world. In many of these films, humani-
ty’s abuse of nature is a causal agent for the calamities 
that befall him. In others, mankind finds that for all his 

port) who persuades the government to set up a small, 
high-technology research station to determine what is 
happening and how to cope with the potential “biolog-
ical imbalance.” With him is computer scientist/lin-
guist Jim Lesko. After a few weeks of observation and 
under pressure to get results or shut down the project, 
Hubbs destroys a number of massive towers built by 
the ants. This precipitates a back and forth struggle be-
tween man and ant. The two men are joined by Kendra 
(Lynne Frederick), the only survivor of a small farm 
family that is accidentally killed when they are caught 

in a cloud of pesticides. The humans find themselves 
increasingly unable to cope with the ants, who prove 
to be potentially more intelligent than mankind. In the 
end, Hubbs is killed by the ants, Kendra has been ab-
sorbed into the hive mind, and Lesko appears to have 
accepted that a new hybrid society is the inevitable 
outcome, one that will see mankind in a subordinate 
role to the new rulers of the Earth, the meekest of the 
meek.
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cial version of the hive mind and, finally, images that 
could be interpreted as showing a transcendent state 
for mankind. This is Saul Bass’s preferred ending1; the 
theatrical release ends with Kendra emerging from the 
sand inside of a giant anthill and embracing Lesko, 
some abstract imagery and Lesko saying, “We knew 
then, we were being changed and made part of their 
world. We didn’t know for what purpose, but we knew 
we would be told.”

While it would be inaccurate to say the film is purely 
an example of visual storytelling—important informa-
tion is conveyed by the dialogue between Davenport 
and Murphy—there are long sequences detailing the 
actions of the ant society that are backed up only by 
the discordant soundtrack. It is one of cinema’s most 
ambitious attempts to build an alien culture based 
solely on images and actions. Ken Middleham provid-
ed the spectacular insect photography2. The viewer is 
given a sense of how the ant society works, how they 
are organized, and even how they mourn their dead. 
The work by Bass and Director of Photography Dick 
Bush (Tommy, Crimes of Passion) is also noteworthy, 
capturing the claustrophobic confines of the research 
station and paralleling it with the tunnels and cham-
bers of the ant colony.

The film benefits from the performances of Davenport 
and Murphy. Davenport ably conveys the monoma-
niacal Hubbs as he slips from a rational concern over 
what the growing ant intelligence represents to an 
obsession with “teaching” them their limits and the 
supremacy of the human intellect. Murphy is a nice 
compliment to Davenport’s intense performance, 
portraying Lesko as having a healthy balance between 
curiosity over the ants and a concern for his safety, 
as well as that of Kendra and Hubbs. He clearly sees 
that confrontation won’t work; only by communicat-
ing with the ants can some kind of understanding be 
reached.

“They’re not individuals, they’re individual cells, tiny 
functioning parts of the whole. Think of the society…
with perfect harmony, perfect altruism and self-sacri-
fice.”
- Ernest Hubbs

technology and intelligence, he is still at the mercy of 
natural, red in tooth and claw.

In Phase IV, the human race is confronted with an in-
telligence every bit as complex and capable as its own. 
How this new form of intelligence arose isn’t clear. 
There is some evidence that the ants have achieved a 
hive mind due to an extraterrestrial intelligence com-
ing to Earth. However, it is just as valid to interpret the 
plot as charting the rise of an intelligence in response 
to mankind’s treatment of the world. It is no accident 
that the film is set in an abandoned housing develop-
ment in the middle of the desert, an attempt to impose 
one kind of ecosystem into an area unsuited for it. 

“Human beings can exist in temperatures of 120 de-
grees or higher, but our computer shuts down at 90.”
- Ernest Hubbs

All of mankind’s technology is shown to be vulnerable 
to the ant’s harnessing of more ‘natural’ forces. The 
ants overcome the high-tech devices in the research 
station by using their bodies to short out critical ma-
chinery and constructing reflective towers around the 
lab, focusing the rays of the desert sun on the build-
ing. They become immune to the pesticides Hubbs 
uses against them by changing their genetic structure. 
Mankind’s reliance on complex and fragile technology 
becomes a weakness the ants exploit.

What mankind’s technology does enable is for Les-
ko to learn the language of the ants and open up an 
interspecies dialogue. This leads to the conclusion that 
the ants have been observing and experimenting on 
the scientists, just as the scientist have been observing 
them. However, while Hubbs, representing a brute-
force materialistic view of the world, uses various 
forms of coercion to try and teach the hive mind its 
limitations, the ants have a larger goal in mind—the 
merging of the two species. Kendra is eventually ab-
sorbed into the hive mind, becoming a human ‘queen’ 
and mating with Lesko. In a scene cut from the the-
atrical release, the film ends with a glimpse of the 
future. There is a hybrid society, one of stark geomet-
ric structures, humans living in a fashion reminiscent 
of how we’ve seen the intelligent ants living, using 
unfathomable technology, perhaps to create an artifi-
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Circus for more examples of her aggressive blandness) 
whose one facial expression seems to indicate constant 
boredom.  It doesn’t help that she serves more as plot 
point than as a character. It is clear that little thought 
was given to developing her. 

Phase IV is not a perfect film. What it gets right, how-
ever, far outweighs what it gets wrong. The portrayal 
of a truly inhuman intelligence, the documentary feel 
of the attempt to communicate, the beautiful visuals 
and the thoughtful look at how mankind would react 
to superior intelligence makes this film worth seeking 
out.

Recommended.

Notes
1. A clip of the original ending can be found on You-
Tube.
2. Cinefex, Issue 3 from December, 1980 has an in-
depth interview with Ken Middleham about the mak-
ing of the film’s microphotography. For anyone with 
an interest in visual effects or cinematography, it is 
worth tracking down the issue. 

The film does have problems. While elements of the 
plot—like the exact nature of the emerging intelli-
gence—can remain opaque without harming the story, 
other elements are legitimately holes. It is unclear why 
Hubbs, who has sufficient evidence of what man-
kind is facing early on, refuses to contact the outside 
world and alert them to the danger. He is presented as 
switching from rational to obsessed with little transi-
tion. It is never made clear how the ants know which 
pieces of equipment to sabotage (a point brought up 
in the dialogue); while this lends some credence to the 
idea that the ants have been taken over by an extra-
terrestrial intelligence, it is never made clear that this 
is the case. And the finale, whether the one from the 
theatrical release or Bass’s original ending, doesn’t 
make much sense. While it is clear what it is happen-
ing—Kendra and Jim have become part of the hive 
mind—it is not clear how this is taking place. Kendra 
emerges from the sand, hugs Jim, and he gives his last 
line, and either the film ends or, in the original ending, 
plays out for a few more minutes with a lot of interest-
ing images, none of which are explained. It’s basically 
a less comprehensible version of the end of 2001.

While both Davenport and Murphy are good in their 
roles, Frederick is not. She is a consistently weak and 
impassive actress (see No Blade of Grass and Vampire 
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 The first time Keilara Moonfall felt the Call, 
she was in her first decade. She had just burrowed into 
her bed, prepared to sleep the day away, when she felt 
it. A tickle in the back of her mind, urging her to get 
out of bed and go to her window. Curiosity, at that 
point, was her weakness, and she gladly left her bed to 
see what was so interesting outside her window. What 
she saw left her gasping in awe and wonder, free of 
fear of the creatures that mulled about the city wall.

 
At least half-a-dozen shadowcats were 

prowling about, their soft growls detectable even 
at the height she was at. Blue eyes wide with 
amazement, Keilara leaned out of her window to 
watch, wondering what brought the wild cats to Ahila. 
Granted, yes, the Aryvadsi lived in harmony with 
them in the first place, but it was so unusual, so odd, 
that the shadowcats would deliberately group together 
like so.

 
On the tail of that thought, she looked up and 

spotted several Aryvadsi guards rushing over, trying 
to shoo the beasts away. Not that they were causing 
any harm, but it was always a concern when the whole 
group gathered into one spot. One never knew if a 
shadowcat would suddenly attack. It was why that 
while they shared a homeland, it was best they stayed 
out of the city. However, as Keilara watched them 
break off and rush back into the forest, she suddenly 
felt the urge to leap out her window and join them. So 
strong was the urge she had to clutch her windowsill 
to keep from falling out.

 
For the next moons cycle, it was an occurrence 

every night. Eventually, one day, at dusk, the guards 
approached her mother. Keilara knew she shouldn’t 
have eavesdropped but her curiosity got the better of 
her. She sat at the doorway of her mother’s wardroom, 
listening at the head of the guards spoke to her about 
the oddity.

 
“I beg your pardon, First,” the captain was 

saying. “But given it is your home those shadowcats 
have been discovered nearest to, we cannot help but 
wonder if there is a connection.”

 
“I do understand,” her mother, Kryssania, 

replied. “So ask me what you will.”
 
The captain nodded. “Are you feeding them? 

Luring them by Druidic means?”
 
Kryssania shook her head. “No and no. My 

mate is a priest of Eiless. And you know what I am.”
 
The captain sat up straighter, giving Kryssania 

her full due. As First, she was literally the second in 
command of the Aryvadsi should the High Priestess 
be incapacitated, and the first in command in all things 
military. More, she was the protector of the High 
Priestess. One crossed her with extreme caution, and 
only if they were desperate or foolish.

 
“Do you have children, First?” the captain 

asked.
 
Kryssania hesitated; then nodded. “I do. A 

daughter, into her first decade.”
 
“Is she Druidic?”
 
“She has not shown signs, no.”
 
The captain frowned. “Has she shown signs of 

any gifts?”
 
Kryssania shook her head. “She is young yet.”
 
Keilara twitched; she heard that tone before, 

when her mother had to compromise the truth. Did 
she have gifts? Is that what she was experiencing? 
She kept hearing that sound in her mind, a song of 
multi-layer voices. She only mentioned it once, in 
passing, and her mother dismissed it out of hand. Was 
she remembering that now? Uncertain, almost fearful, 
Keilara quietly crept away, deeply disturbed by what 
she had heard.

 
Once again, that morning, she heard it, stronger 

than before. Again, when she went to the window, she 
saw them, prowling as if seeking, searching. Recalling 
the conversation she had heard earlier that day, she 
bit her lip, thoughtful. With all the concentration she 
could muster, Keilara focused one thought to the 
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group:*Can you hear me?*
 
The shadowcats stopped and looked up at 

her. Unnervingly so. A dozen eyes in all, staring at 
her. Keilara swallowed back the fear and embraced 
the surge of excitement. They heard her. She took 
a breath, focused again: *Do you want me to come 
outside?*

 
Keilara fell on her bottom when their voices 

resonated in her mind with a single *YES.*
 
Her heart racing, her breath catching in her 

lungs, she was overwhelmed. She heard them! They 
wanted her to come outside! Her mother was going 
to have a fit! She didn’t care. Not about any of the 
cautions, about the possibilities of what might happen. 
It was so thrilling just to have these creatures, these 
wondrous dark-furred beasts want her to join them! 
She could almost feel their joy in her rushing quickly 
down the stairs until she was outside, ignoring her 
mother’s cry of her name, everything. She ran out the 
gate and saw them waiting for her.

 
“Let’s go!”
 
And they did. The shadowcats surged about 

her, keeping her in the centre of the circle as she 
took off. Giggling breathlessly, she went with them 
as they guided her into their secret world. More, to 
her amazement, they took her to their secret caverns, 
introduced her to their cubs, allowed her to tussle 
and play with the very young without any sign of 
protectiveness or rage. It was incredible; it was 
beyond her wildest dreams.

 
When she was hungry, they showed her where 

she could find food that was suitable for her diet. Once 
they offered her some raw meat from a carcass but 
she categorically refused to even try it. Instead she 
dined on sweet berries and wild vegetation, sipped on 
water from a nearby creek, and kept warm by an elder 
shadowcat who all but adopted her as his own.

 
She stayed out for hours, knowing it was 

foolish, but she couldn’t help it. It was as if she were 
a part of them, almost forgetting that she had two 

legs instead of four at times. She even forgot that 
she at times had hands instead of paws, nails instead 
of claws, and teeth instead of fangs. She wanted to 
stay with them forever. But the little girl in her knew 
that her time was running out. Her parents were 
undoubtedly looking for her, and she could not stay 
with them forever.

 
Oh how she wished she could! Barring certain 

luxuries, it was like home to her heart and soul. 
The longer she spent with them, the more she could 
converse with them. Understand them, communicate 
by mental image and words. It wasn’t long until she 
realized that the song in her mind was them. More than 
them, it was everything else—the birds, the rodents, 
the deer…. Everything. She heard them all, felt them, 
even saw through their eyes. She never heard of such 
a gift before, but it drew her. It called to her, drew her 
to go on and on until she could what was summoning 
her. 

 
However, it was not long until she heard 

her mother calling her name over and over. Despair 
overtook her as she knew she’d have to go. The 
shadowcats heard as well, and surrounded her, as if to 
prevent her from going.

 
“I have to go,” Keilara said to them. “She’s my 

mother.”
 
*But you belong with us,* a female shadowcat 

said fiercely.
 
“I know...” Keilara stroked the shadowcat’s ear. 

“But she won’t stop looking for me. I don’t want her 
to hurt you.”

 
*I’d like to see her try,* the female said, baring 

her fangs.
 
Keilara almost giggled. But she knew her 

mother, knew her well. Kryssania Moonstar did not 
live this long, survive this long, without being the very 
best of the best. Out of all her people, only the High 
Priestess was older. Kryssania would move mountains 
to find her; it was with the confidence of a child who 
had seen and felt their mother’s love.  Kryssania 
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would never deny her anything.
 
But she knew her mother would not permit her 

to live the rest of her life with the shadowcats. So she 
had to go.

 
“I promise. I’ll come back! Please… I must 

go!”
 
The shadowcat female heaved a sigh, turned 

to converse with the elder shadowcat who adopted 
her. He bowed his head, padded up to Keilara and 
gave her cheek a lick. *You are my daughter too,* he 
murmured in her mind, a deep, gravelly voice. *I will 
miss you.*

 
Keilara gave him a hug, heard him rumble a 

loud purr, felt his paw on her back. “Can I give you a 
name?” she asked hesitantly.

 
He nodded.
 
“I want to name you Shadowfire. Because your 

eyes look like a flame.”
 
He rumbled in approval and she smiled. 

“Come with me! Just until I see my mother. Please?”
 
She felt his agreement and she went off, 

climbing the natural wall that surrounded the caverns. 
It was so well-hidden by shrubbery and trees that 
none would have ever thought they preferred living in 
cavern walls. She remembered that and would always 
know where to find them in the future, much to the 
distress of her parents.

 
Keilara picked her way through the shrubbery 

and undergrowth, Shadowfire nearby. She could sense 
him, almost see him at times, but they derived their 
name by blending so well with the darkness of nature. 
Only his eyes did she see often. As she neared the 
pathway that was forged by centuries of use by the 
Aryvadsi, she spotted her mother and many of the 
elven guard. In fact, she paused when she saw several 
druids as well. It was so rare for the insular druids to 
lend their assistance.

 

With fear shaking in her heart, afraid of what 
her mother would say or do for running off the way 
she did, Keilara stepped into view, Shadowfire right 
beside her. She laid a hand in his fur, reassured by 
his presence. Kryssania saw them and let out a cry of 
relief.

 
“Keilara!” 
 
Her mother ran up to her, completely ignoring 

the shadowcat, and flung her arms around her 
daughter’s slim form. She hugged her fiercely, shaking 
with relief and worry. “Don’t you ever do that again! I 
was so frightened for you!”

 
“I’m okay, momma,” Keilara said, returning 

the hug. “I wasn’t in danger! They kept me safe!”
 
Kryssania drew back, knelt before her daughter 

and the shadowcat. The only reason she hadn’t been 
afraid of the fierce beast was because of how he sat 
naturally beside her daughter, as if it were an everyday 
occurrence. As if it were normal to expect to see her 
daughter with a beast that could swallow her whole. It 
left Kryssania speechless for a moment as that thought 
occurred to her.

 
“Keilara…. How are you able to do this?”
 
Keilara opened her mouth, bit her lower lip 

uncertainly. “I… I don’t know. I just heard them… in 
my mind.”

 
Kryssania stared at her daughter, then turned 

to the whole group of Aryvadsi who stood at a polite 
distance while mother and child conversed. “I need the 
elder druid to come here, please,” she commanded.

 
A tall Aryvadsi with long, dark hair and a stern 

expression stepped forward, outfitted in soft leather 
and feathers. It was a stark contrast as to how he was 
dressed compared to the soldiers; they wore chainmail 
and expertly crafted Aryvadsi steel. In fact, Keilara 
saw that he was barefoot, and it intrigued to her see 
that. “As you called, First.”

 
“My daughter has told me that this wild 
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adventure was because she heard the shadowcats call 
her. My memories are many, druid, but I seem to recall 
there was a time when this was almost commonplace. 
Do I remember correctly?”

 
The elder druid’s brows swooped up, intrigued. 

He looked at Keilara, met her gaze head-on. Fearless, 
she met it. “What is it like, child?”

 
Keilara struggled for the words. “It’s like… 

back of my mind. Like hearing people talk behind me. 
A song… of many voices. I want to find it.”

 
“Wildsong.” He breathed the word, hushed and 

full of wonder. “I thought this gift was lost to us.”
 
Instead of experiencing his awe, Kryssania 

looked stricken. “No… are you certain?”
 
“The teachings spoke of it. I can do something 

similar but I must call upon Nahele for such a gift. 
She was born with it, First.”

 
“Yes, and there’s a reason why it is no longer 

in us,” Kryssania snapped, grief in her eyes.
 
The druid glanced at her, bowed his head, 

acknowledging her heart’s pain. But, he said, “I 
understand your pain, First. But your daughter was 
gifted. She must learn how to control it or she will be 
lost.”

 
Kryssania frowned, glanced at Keilara. 

Already, she saw the wildness in her daughter. The 
urge to run, to play among the beasts of the wild, 
leaned against the shadowcat as if it were second 
nature. And it was only hours that she was away. If 
she did nothing, Keilara would vanish forever, as 
have so many of those gifted with this ability. She just 
never knew that joining with Alandir would create 
such a gifted child.

 
And yet… it was Keilara, a child she 

desperately wanted for so long. She had seen 
thousands of years, mourned the barrenness of her 
womb until she finally felt the fruit of motherhood. 
If she denied Keilara, she would deny the gift that 

goddess Eiless had given her. Kryssania covered her 
eyes for a moment, sent a prayer up to their goddess, 
and nodded to the druid.

 
“Then teach her. Teach her well.”
 
Keilara glanced between them, realizing what 

was said, and brightened. “I can keep seeing them? I 
can still visit the shadowcats?”

 
“Yes,” Kryssania said with difficulty. “And… if 

you must… your bondmate can come with you.”
 
“My—” Realizing her mother meant 

Shadowfire, joy burst in her heart. “I can?! Oh 
momma!” Keilara flung her arms around her mother 
and bounced in place. “Thank you!”

 
Kryssania smiled, though it was strained. 

“Promise you will listen to the elder druid. You must 
learn everything he teaches you. Do you understand?”

 
“Yes, momma.”
 
The elder druid smiled kindly to Keilara. “You 

will need my name, child.”
 
“Oh.” Keilara blinked, realizing she never 

heard his name. “What is your name?”
 
“I am Sevin.”
 
Keilara smiled shyly. “Thank you for teaching 

me, Sevin.”
 
“Ah-ah.” He wagged a finger. “You are to 

address me as Elder Sevin.”
 
“Oh.” Keilara fidgeted in place. “Why?”
 
“Because that is what I am among the Circle.”
 
“The what?”
 
Sevin took a careful, deep breath. “I can see 

you will be a challenge.”
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Kryssania chuckled ruefully. “And now you 
see my problem! Come, we must return home. You 
two may continue this on the road.”

 

And that was how Keilara discovered the Call 
was known as the Wildsong, gained Shadowfire as her 
first—but not last—bondmate, but this was only the 
first of many lessons she had to learn.
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Sergius 
the 

Sorcerer
By Eddie D. 

Moore
Sergius the Sorcerer heard the screams, 

and watched as the city burned in the distance. He 
had warned the emperor that blood magic could 
be very unpredictable, and he begged him not to 
proceed. What were the odds that everything would 
fall apart on the very night the Tattooed Legion 
returned home in triumph and celebrated victory? 
Sergius had purposely kept a precautious distance 
from the soldiers ever since the emperor sliced his 
palm and added the blood required for the magic to 
work. Reluctantly, he worked the blood magic at the 
emperor’s command. The effectiveness of the soldiers 
was undeniable; after receiving the tattoos infused 
with blood magic, the emperor’s inner will provided 
them all with purpose and direction. The plan and 
magic had worked perfectly, until tonight.

When the sounds of violence quieted, Sergius 
adjusted his gloves and guardedly walked into the 
chaotic city. Bodies littered the streets in twisted 
positions, as if they had fallen from a considerable 
height; a few clearly had fallen. He found a few 
soldiers grieving beside bodies and lamenting actions 
that they had no control over. Their wide eyed and 
confused expressions struck Sergius deep in his heart, 
because he understood that they had not killed and 
burned by their own will. These men had been driven 
to action by the compulsion and intense desire of their 
emperor.

Sergius stepped over the body of a soldier 
that had chosen to fall on his own sword when the 
compulsion faded. He laid a comforting hand on a 
soldier kneeling beside a woman’s body in the middle 
of the street.

 “There will be time for grief soon, friend, 
but for now, people are injured and our great city is 
threatened by many fires. Arise and save those you 
can, and encourage others to do the same,” he said 
softly.

The soldier dried his eyes, slowly nodded 
understanding, and then ran toward the closest cry for 
help.

Sergius continued walking in the direction 
of the palace, and he offered consolation and 
encouragement to each soldier that crossed his 
path. One by one they followed his suggestions and 
gathered others to tend to the wounded, fight fires, and 
bring order to chaos.

When Sergius entered the emperor’s bedroom, 
he found Blaise, the commander of the Tattooed 
Legion, sitting beside the emperor’s body. Blaise sat 
staring at the blood on his sword and was oblivious to 
Sergius’s approach, until Sergius spoke.

“Blaise, this was not your fault. You were there 
when I warned Tatius about the use of blood magic. 
Tatius holds sole responsibility for the bloodshed this 
night, even his own.”

“The emperor’s safety and wellbeing were 
my responsibility.” Blaise positioned his sword and 
prepared to end his life. “It’s only right that my blood 
stain the floor beside his.”

“Wait! Do not harm yourself. I can assure you 
that it was not possible for you to resist the emperor’s 
compulsion; the blood magic was very powerful. Put 
away your sword, lead your men, and save what’s left 
of the city.”

Blaise allowed his sword to fall from his hands 
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and covered the emperor’s body with a sheet from the 
bed.

Sergius laid a hand on Blaise’s shoulder, “We 
have much to do, and there will be time to grieve 
when the work is done. I will set up a communication 
centre just outside the palace gates. Go organize your 
men and send any able bodied citizens you find to me. 
I will direct them to where they are needed. Together, 
we will overcome this tragedy.”

Blaise met Sergius’s eyes with a growing sense 
of confidence. After he had gathered his composure, 
Blaise ran from the room shouting for his captains.

#
When the fires were out and the streets cleared, 

the people gathered around the palace and were given 
food and drink. Sergius had proclaimed that no citizen 
should want for sustenance while they endured so 
many other hardships. Upon his direction the city 
stores were opened and people were assigned to 
prepare food.

The crowd grew restless as Blaise escorted ten 
tattooed soldiers to Sergius’s operations tent. More 
than a few began to mumble in protest at the presence 
of the tattooed soldiers. Sergius raised his hands high 
to settle the anxious crowd, and then he raised his 
voice to be heard over them.

“My fellow countrymen, our soldiers bear 

no responsibility for our present troubles. I warned 
Tatius that blood magic could have unforeseeable 
consequences, but he did not heed my counsel. 
Alas, the loss you have suffered is a direct result of 
his arrogance and that very arrogance cost him his 
own life. Our present sorrows lay solely upon the 
shoulders of Emperor Tatius. Do not misplace your 
rage or anguish! You have all witnessed our soldier’s 
compassion and concern after they regained their 
will.”

The crowd began to shout their approval of 
Sergius’s speech and among their cheers cries of, 
“Saviour, guardian, and our rescuer,” rang loud and 
clear. One of the soldiers raised his voice and shouted, 
“Emperor Sergius!” Soon the entire crowd was 
shouting in unison, “Emperor Sergius!”

Unable to rein in the crowd’s enthusiasm, 
Sergius gave a resigned bow and allowed General 
Blaise and his men to lead him back into the palace.

#
Alone on a balcony overlooking the city, 

Sergius surveyed the surrounding buildings. The 
damage did not seem to be as extensive as he had 
expected. Sergius pulled the glove off his left hand, 
took a long look at the scar on his palm and shook his 
head with resignation. If he had not covertly worked 
some of his own blood and will into the magic, surely 
the soldiers would have let the town burn in their grief. 
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Sunlight on Snow

By Pete Sutton

The June snows are fairly light this year, but 
it is still cold, it is always cold. I am out checking 
the traps and the fishing hole. The snow crunches 
and squeaks underfoot as I trudge through the frozen 
wood. Trees several years dead, groaning under the 
weight of fresh snow, not yet harvested for fuel. It is 
dark, it is always dark.

I used to bitch about my commute, which was 
less than ten miles. Now I dream of having a car. My 
job was dull, but at least I had enough to eat. I used to 
hate the magpies that infested my garden. Oh to have 
a garden! And a nice roasted bird would go down a 
treat. I am hungry, I am always hungry.

Folk call it a variety of names but I mostly 
think of the deluge of darkness as ‘The Fall.’ Although 
I have also heard it called Fimbulwinter by those who 
know more about myth than me. It’s been five years 
now. Five years without summer. In itself a disaster 
but the starving that came after, the panics, the riots, 
the deaths. The collapse.

The traps yawn emptily, as usual, I ensure they 
still work, having to take off my gloves and feel the 
bite of the cold, the burn of the freezing metal. I then 
make my way to the fishing hole. Several smouldering 
piles stand between the traps and the water. My face 
is wrapped in a couple of layers but I still smell the 
smoke drifting on the breeze. The charcoal makers are 
my seldom seen neighbours.

The frozen smoothness of the river lies be-
tween the crumpled hills, the two great bridges, 
several miles apart, stand sentinel as I slide down the 
bank. Fish still swim its depths, sluggish, smaller than 
before the fall, but still good protein. The fishing hole 

is like a black eye in the ice, the slush that had formed 
since I made the hole - a cataract. Two fish wriggle on 
the hooks I’d set up. I gut them, leaving their entrails 
to fall end over end into the inky water.

The sun is lost in the sky, behind filthy brown 
clouds vomited from the super-volcano that brought 
the endless winter. We have become used to the twi-
light days, never properly light but often bastard dark. 
Darker than before. No stars or moon for relief.

As I straighten and make ready to return home 
I spot them. Three figures on the hill. Looking bulky 
in their furs but, like me, probably thin and malnour-
ished beneath. I grip my club, which in older times 
and across the sea would have been called a shillelagh. 
One of the figures holds a spear, the others swords. 
The hills throw silence as we stare at each other. My 
breath frosts in the air, as does theirs. Our lives ex-
pelled incrementally, our warmth absorbed by the 
frigid sky.

I could run, although there is nowhere, on the 
frozen river, to hide and they could easily track me. I 
could fight, but there are three of them and they look 
better armed than me, and potentially this is how they 
live, by rapine and slaughter. I could give up, but 
there’s no guarantee that they will leave me alive. We 
stare at each other in the twilight.

I wait, deciding that the wide open frozen 
water is a better bet than climbing towards them. They 
come towards me, spreading out, the largest of them, 
limping, holding back. That leaves the spear carrier 
and one swordsman. So it is to be a fight then.

Anyone who knew me immediately before the 
Fall would be surprised. I wasn’t exactly svelte be-
fore. Anyone who knew me in my youth though, well 
maybe they’d expect what comes next. I used to be an 
angry bugger, did martial arts too.

I let them get closer, standing ready, on my 
toes, tensing and relaxing muscles. The one at the 
back calls out something—a curse perhaps? Or a 
name. The spear carrier half turns, the swordsman has 
more discipline. I go from standing to sprinting in two 
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steps, directly towards the spearman. His bare face is 
beardless, and he curses in a high-pitched way. As I 
race towards him he panics, I see his eyes widen as he 
brings up the spear and throws it at me. It is a simple 
matter to bat it aside.

As I get closer he is pulling a dagger, but it is 
far too late, my club takes him on the upswing, caving 
in his jaw, as teeth and a spurt of blood explode from 
his mouth. Both the swordsmen shout as the slight, 
short figure spins to the floor and I use my momentum 
to turn in an arc, towards the closer of the remaining 
two.

He plants his feet wide and hefts his sword. 
The bottom of his face is covered, like mine, but great 
gouts of steam show me he is breathing hard. Perhaps 
they thought me to be an easy target. I can’t guess the 
relationship between them, brothers perhaps, father 
and sons? This one is bulkier than the spearman, not 
as tall as I, but almost.

He is expecting me to engage him with the 
club, so that when I get close and crouch and spin, 
with my leg straight out, it takes him completely by 
surprise and his legs out from under him. My club 
jabs him hard in the stomach before he can regain his 
senses, making the breath explode from him. I go from 
crouch to jump and when I land so does my club, with 
a loud crack, on his head. 

I breathe heavily but am not injured; two of 
them are down. I don’t think this one will ever get up, 
although the spearman could rejoin the fight I suppose. 
I glance over to him now. He is curled up on the ice, 
holding his head.

The other swordsman shouts again. Quite 
definitely a name, a female one at that. So man, wife, 
and son? The man comes towards me, cautious. I can 
almost see the hate rising off him in waves. He’s a dif-
ferent proposition to the other two. This man has been 
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a killer for longer, it’s in the way he moves.

I run at him, not what he anticipated, I duck 
and roll beneath his sword and lash out with the club 
which catches the back of his knee. But he is faster 
than I assume and manages to reverse his sword which 
slashes at my collarbone, parting the leather of my 
coat and the jerkin beneath it easily. I feel a sudden 
warmth spread down my chest and along my arm.

We both clamber to our feet. He was favour-
ing his leg already but it looks like I have caused it 
more damage. However I feel the blood pulsing in my 
shoulder and glance down, it drips from my mitten 
onto the ice. I approach cautiously, he takes a fighting 
stance.

I whip my club out, directly at the sword—he’s 
not expecting it—the blow knocks it from his hand, 
but the club folds in half with a loud crack. I stupidly 
look down, and he leaps upon me, his 
arms around my middle in a bear hug. 
The ice meets my head, bending my ear 
painfully, with a thunk, striking bells 
and crossing my eyes.

I elbow the man where his neck 
meets his shoulder and he grunts, his 
arms loosen fractionally and I raise my 
arm and elbow him again. He shifts and 
his hands are on my throat. His face 
covering has gone adrift and I stare into 
his hate filled eyes, his snarling beard-
ed face, and wonder at the fact that he 
is younger than me. I worm my arms 
up and try to push his hands away. My 
chest is tight, I cannot get a grip.

The light surprises both of us. 
It is a blinding shaft. A sudden break in 
the clouds. Like God’s laser beam. He 
looks up in wonder, and I kick him off 
me. We both scrabble around on the ice 
like beached whales, but I am first to 
pull a knife. He seems to almost give 
up as I kneel and thrust it at him. He 
appears resigned. Like his life couldn’t 

possibly move past this point. There is twilight again, 
the sudden appearance of the sun but a momentary 
miracle.

The second time I thrust the knife at him he 
fails to block it and it sinks to the handle in his chest, 
he coughs, there is foamy blood on his lips, he is still. 
I collapse on top of him, and just have the strength to 
roll over. I am dizzy, I am worried about blood loss. 
There is a lot of blood on the ice. Another sudden shaft 
of light bathes our tableaux. The blood glistens. The 
ice glitters, the knife glints.

It feels good to have the sun on my face again. 
I close my eyes, and there is a rose coloured glow. I’m 
glad the sun is back. I had forgotten just how beautiful 
it was. I’ll just rest here for a few minutes I think, in 
the sunlight.
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I wonder about the bloodthirstiness of myself 
as a child. Where had it come from? I had played with 
toy soldiers, making them duel and fight wars—how 
did it come that later I became a pacifist? Using words 
as weapons.

I continue my tale.

The man in red continued, “Teilo arrived at 
Cahal’s Holding ahead of Phelan and Elise… “

***

Teilo limped into the clearing around Cahal’s 
Holding to see the two bands of men facing off. Many 
glanced in his direction with expressions of hope, 
which were quickly dashed when he turned out to not 
be the Brehon.

 
As he got closer to Ceowulf, a man he rec-

ognised as growing up a village or two away shout-
ed out, “Stop this prevarication. Let the champions 
fight!”

 
“Not without a Brehon!” Ceowulf retorted.

Teilo limped over to the young man. “What is 
this madness?” he demanded.

“Madness, Summer King? This is anything 
but. This is the most sane thing that has happened here 
since my father’s…attack.”

“Brother versus brother? That is anything but 
sane.” Teilo turned to look at Maelgwyn who was star-
ing intently at his brother. He caught Teilo’s eye and 

looked away, embarrassed.

“Champion versus champion. We will not spill 
siblings’ blood here. Not today anyway.” Ceowulf 
sounded determined.

“Let me intercede?” Teilo asked, knowing 
the answer, but having to make the effort anyway. He 
turned back to look at the young man he had known 
since a babe. He saw the slight shake of the head be-
fore he spoke.

 
“No Teilo. This must happen.”
 
Teilo was about to remonstrate further, but the 

attention of all present was drawn to the procession of 
bards, Elise at their head, Phelan striding along beside 
her.

 
“Now it is too late.” Ceowulf stated softly 

to Teilo, “Brehon be welcome, I invoke the duelling 
rights, my force against Maelgwyn’s. Champion 
against champion.”

 
Elise was breathless from having to keep up 

with the longer legs of Phelan but that is not the only 
thing that makes her reply terse.

 
“By the laws of the Lands, I accept. Name 

your champions.” They were named. “Then let us dis-
cuss terms.” She called, gesturing for the champions to 
move to the middle of the field. The Wolf Brethren had 
a short, but intense, exchange with Maelgwyn as Slone 
marched to the centre with no sign of nerves. But then 
he has done this many times before. Fighting on behalf 
of Cahal, Lord of the Holding.

Part Eight: Sibling Rivalry

Tales for the Ferryman
Pete Sutton
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The Wolf Brethren and Maelgwyn reached an 

agreement, and the slim man draped still in his wolf’s 
pelt ambled to the centre to meet Elise and his larger 
opponent.

***

 
Andarta had heard the large group move off 

and assumed that if Phelan was with them he’d be safe 
for now. She was more interested in what the scouts 
were doing. There were other groups in the woods 
still. 

 
As she approached the bard’s sanctuary, she 

realised that not everyone had left. A group of men in 
plaid lounged around the entrance, gathered around 
a man with a white cloak. She snuck closer until she 
could hear what they were saying.

 
“You’re bound to win Donnal.” A Big man 

with a top knot said. 
 
“Yes, yes,” a young man said tonelessly. It 

seemed like the conversation had been going on for 
some time. “We’d better get on with our other busi-
ness though. Where are they?”

 
Andarta wondered if they were waiting for the 

scouts she’d dispatched earlier.
 
“It looks like we don’t need to do anything 

anyway?” Another of the warriors asked.

“Our mission was to bring chaos to the Hold-
ing. So that’s what we’ll do.” Donnal stated.

“Yeah. But it’s already in chaos, isn’t it.” The 
same man responded.

Donnal nodded distractedly and stared up the 
path. “Where are they?”

Andarta had heard enough; this was infor-
mation Phelan needed. As she shuffled backwards 
she scared a rabbit which leapt out of the bushes. Its 

movement drew the eye of Donnal, who glanced over 
then did a double take. Her eye met his, and she saw 
that he’d seen her. She leapt to her feet and ran. Be-
hind her there was a lot of shouting.

***

Slone ran through a few loosening exercises, 
his eyes on his opponent, evaluating. The Wolf Breth-
ren stood ready, no sign of fear on his face, his stance 
loose and relaxed. Slone said a silent prayer to the One 
and checked his weapons, waiting for the command.

 
Elise’s voice was loud and commanding, sur-

prisingly so for one so short, he’d always thought. The 
Wolf Brethren seemed content to let him make the first 
move. Slone shrugged, hefted his spear and attacked. 

The lithe Northman weaved as the spear 
stabbed out and his sword flashed once. Slone retreat-
ed, half a spear in his hands. The Wolf Brethren stood 
in the same relaxed pose as before. Slone frowned, the 
man’s feet hadn’t even moved. Slone tossed the re-
mains of the spear away and drew his hand and a half 
sword. He had faced many enemies over the years, but 
few were faster than him, and none were stronger. He 
was still confident.

His massive overhead attack would have split 
the man in half, if he hadn’t spun out of the way. Slone 
turned, faster than a man his size would seem to be 
able to, and his sword flicked out again and was met 
with steel. A resounding tone of metal on metal rang 
out. Slone grinned, knowing that his stinging blow 
would have shocked the smaller man. As the man 
riposted, he stepped back, easily batting away the 
counter-attack. He frowned as he saw a swift grin flash 
across the other man’s face.

He looked down. When did that happen? There 
was a large red stripe across his belly, a spreading 
stain. The grey of the wolf pelt caught his attention 
and he barely blocked an attack, they exchanged a 
furious set of blow and counter-blow. When they 
disengaged Slone was sweating heavily and his legs 
were feeling wobbly. The Northman looked as fresh as 
he had at the beginning of the fight, unmarked. Slone 
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had picked up another wound, on his bicep, that bled 
freely. 

He had never faced an opponent that was this 
fast before. The man was like smoke, curling around 
the sword thrusts he made. Slone’s blood boiled; it 
was a failing that had on one or two occasions led 
to trouble. Usually in a fight, he was calm. He heard 
someone roaring as he charged the man in plaid, he 
only realised it was him when the sword that sliced 
through his ribs made him stop. As he toppled he 
looked towards the young man whose hopes and fears 
had rested upon him. He shook his head as his eyes 
dimmed, hoping to communicate something, but his 
mind fled before he could think what it was.

***

Padraig turned away from the spectacle of the 
wolf bringing down the bear of a man that was, until 
today, the undefeated champion of the Green Salmon. 

He didn’t want to watch the man die. He’d seen that, 
although Slone didn’t seem to know it, he was out-
matched. He watched his father’s reaction instead. 

Phelan wore the expression he usually did 
when thinking hard and fast. There was a susurrus of 
indrawn breath around him, and his father winced. 
Beyond him he watched Ceowulf visibly deflate, 
shoulder slumping somewhat, his expression of hope 
turning to despair. The soldiers on both sides rattled 
spear and sword against shield. Applause for the win-
ner, an accompaniment for the soul of the fallen.

 
Phelan glanced at him and shook his head 

once. “I must meet with Maelgwyn. Find Andarta.”

Phelan stalked off onto the killing field, a step 
behind the Brehon.

Padraig was shocked that he’d forgotten about 
the warrior woman. He searched the crowd for her 
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“Tell your story. We will be there soon.” The 
man’s gruff voice allowed for no conversation. The 
man in red shrugged. Returned to his previous posi-
tion, cleared his throat, and started the next part of the 
story.

***

There is only a limited time before the ferry 
reaches the far shore. I swallow and with only the 
slightest pause continue the story.

face and not seeing it frowned. Where could she be?

***

The man in red opened his eyes. “That was a 
bad time in the Four and One, brother against brother.”

The boy shrugged. “I was supposed to have a 
brother.”

The man in red turned to look at the Ferryman 
and noted his suddenly stiffened posture.

“My condolences.”
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Teleporting 
While 

Intoxicated
William 
Petersen

“Okay sir, now I need you to walk in a straight 
line for me, one foot in front of the other and touching 
heel to toe. Do you understand what I’m asking?” 
Charlie inquired as he took his charge through the 
first steps of the sobriety test, while I attempted to 
deal with the other. The young trainee was eager and 
ambitious, almost like a new puppy, brimming with 
enthusiasm and ready to please me at any moment.

The thin rookie’s closely-cropped, dark 
hair was slick with perspiration and glinted in the 
moonlight as he moved. He tried to remain stoic, 
but his curiosity and fascination with the little green 
creatures were more than he could hide. I watched as 
he fought off grin after grin, and for just a moment a 
twinge of jealousy stabbed at my heart. It must be nice 
to still find anything amusing about them.

That’ll change, I thought as I turned my 
attention back to the three-foot-tall, vividly green 
being in front of me. Its head looked like an inverted 
pear supported by a disproportionately small and 
skinny neck. The torso extended from slender 
shoulders into a distinct pot-belly lacking a button, 
which draped over a smooth crotch and jiggled as 
pudgy legs sporadically impacted against it.

It was on the ground, giggling at nothing in 
particular, as it wallowed in the foul, yellowish-brown 
excrement periodically emerging from its armpits. 

The thing’s eyelids 
were never at the same 
height at the same 
time, and its tiny 
slit of a mouth hung 
open as it gurgled 
and groaned through 
a chinless face devoid 
of a nose. The solid, 
black eyes rolled about 
in its strange head.

“I said, touch your 
nose...” the rookie told his subject, clearly 
nervous about his first stop. I looked back to the 
trainee. The diminutive creature in front of him was 
reaching around and rubbing the first of its three 
fingers between the cleaved deposits of tissue on its 
backside. The fleshy mounds resembled a human 
rump, and the sight never failed to disgust me.

“That is my nose,” came the slurred reply as 
the rubbing finger found a new vigor.

“It’s a TWI, let’s just cuff ‘em both and take 
‘em in to sober up,” I said with more than a hint of 
resignation. I closed my eyes and ran a hand across my 
smooth head and down the back of my neck, hoping it 
would somehow relieve some of the tension built up in 
my body. It didn’t.

I’d been working the Greens for several years 
now, and it was taking its toll; I had never found 
them cute or intriguing, and my intolerance of their 
kind grew with each passing day. It was clear that 
humans would never learn or benefit from these 
beings, because they were completely and constantly 
intoxicated. The scientists speculated that they came 
from a low-oxygen environment and were inebriated 
after a single breath of our atmosphere, but I didn’t 
really care what their deal was anymore. I just wanted 
them gone.

“No way, man...” the miniature, green thing at 
my feet announced, realizing the ramifications of its 
situation during a brief moment of lucidity, and then it 
disappeared.
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“I hate it when they do that...” was all I could 
say. The little shits could teleport at will, without 
any machinery or visible assistance. They constantly 
appeared and disappeared, and it was annoying.

My mind drifted back to the first contact; 
one of them had appeared out of nowhere and found 
itself in the flight path of a commercial jet. The plane 
smacked it with a wing, immediately killing it, but the 
body fell and created quite a sensation. Within hours, 
more started to manifest all over the city, and days 
later, they were appearing all over the world. Not long 
after, the Green Unit was formed out of pure necessity.

Charlie quickly pounced on his charge and 
pushed the being to the ground. He then rolled it 
onto its belly, where he secured handcuffs around the 
creature’s pudgy ankles. They had to be secured by 
their legs, because the things had no bones in their 
thin arms and could slide them right out of restraints. 
The cuffs also stopped them from disappearing; 
they couldn’t teleport with anything metallic in 
contact with their bodies, though it seemed as if they 
frequently forgot that fact.

“Ahhhh! You’re killing me! It hurts! They’re 
too tight! Ahh!!! I’m dying!!!” the creature wailed 
while grunting between its cries with the effort of 
attempted teleportation.

The rookie recoiled and looked at me, his dark 
eyes revealed a mixture of surprise and confusion, 
“Um, boss? I mean, Sergeant Morgan, sir. Is this for 
real?”

“Don’t buy into that crap, it’s just drama,” 
I confirmed. Short on theatrics the aliens were not, 
however, their skin was extremely tough. They didn’t 
seem to register physical damage as pain, even when 
their nearly fluorescent green blood was spilled. 
But they sure acted as if they were in total agony. If 
anyone were foolish enough to fall for the ploy, the 
reward was either a vanishing alien or an explosion of 
extraterrestrial excrement. “Just put him in the car.”

Charlie obliged, grabbing the chain of the cuffs 

and dragging the stoned 
alien to the patrol 
car. The creature 
squawked and 
protested, claiming 
its face was being 
torn off, then erupted 
with laughter as it was 
tossed into the back of 
the cruiser. There wasn’t 
so much as a scratch on it 
anywhere.

A rustling in the bushes just 
off the dirt road stole my focus, and I moved towards 
the disturbance. I heard the unmistakable sound of 
prolonged flatulence and followed the noise to its 
source; the escaped alien had reappeared not more 
than twenty feet away. It was common. The things 
were so wasted that they couldn’t teleport themselves 
with any accuracy or distance. Hence, once they were 
here, they never left.

I reached into the pocket of my trench coat and 
retrieved my own cuffs as I approached the drunken 
alien. I looked down at the slovenly creature now 
coated in leaves, sand and pebbles adhering to the 
waste covering most its body. To hell with this, echoed 
in my head.

“What is it?” Charlie called out.

“Nothing. It must have been an animal,” I 
lied, not wanting to touch the drunk, disgusting thing 
rolling around in its own excretions. I walked back to 
the cruiser and climbed into the driver’s seat, waited 
for Charlie to get in, and we departed for the station to 
drop off our prisoner.

Within minutes of trading the dirt road for 
pavement, the obnoxious droning of the alien lush 
snoring in the back seat assaulted my ears. Charlie 
giggled, and I let my face drop into a scowl before 
glancing at him. His elation ran away, but I held his 
gaze for several seconds to convey my seriousness. 
The younger man cleared his throat and looked 
straight ahead.
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“They’re not cute,” I reiterated for the 
thousandth time. “These things are a menace.” I 
focused back on the road and grit my teeth as the 
rasping snore grew louder.

It was hard for me to grasp that, even though 
they often caused accidents and appeared in people’s 
living rooms, bedrooms and bathrooms without 
warning, they were still adored by the masses. And 
worst of all, they were legally protected. The Alien 
Rights League, a group of bleeding heart tree-huggers, 
had lobbied and won them actual rights. No human 
outside of the Green Unit was allowed to touch them 
or disturb them in any way. If not for the problems 
their drunken teleporting caused, they would have free 
reign to do as they pleased.

After a few moments of strained silence, 
Charlie succumbed to his incessant need for 
conversation, “I’ve always wondered about something 
since I was in the academy. I know we have to hold 
them in a low-oxygen environment for two days 
to sober them up, but I don’t really see how that 
helps. What is stopping them from just teleporting 
somewhere else when we let them go?”

“Nothing,” I somberly replied, “The idea is 
that once they straighten up and become their nasty, 
aggressive, human-hating selves again, they’ll teleport 
back to their own planet. That’s the concept anyway.”

“Do you believe any of the crap they say when 
they’re sober?”

Charlie was referring to the endless tirades 
spouted from the little turds when they were forced 
into sobriety; they vehemently seethed about how 
they came here to take over the planet and enslave the 
human race.

They boasted about weapons more powerful 
than mankind could contemplate and superior 
numbers of highly trained warriors, but it was hard to 
take them serious after seeing them stumbling around 
drunk and repeatedly soiling themselves. However, I 
couldn’t dismiss their claims as idle threats. After all, 

they had to be more 
advanced than us to get 
here in the first place, 
“Yeah... I do.”

The station’s 
holding pen was 
nothing more than a 
chain-link fence with a 
single gate opened by a 
numeric code. The rookie 
exited the car, opened the 
back door of the cruiser and 
then the gate. Charlie grasped the chain of 
the cuffs securing the Green’s legs and launched it into 
the holding area.

The creature hit with a thud and threw up 
a cloud of dirt as it ungracefully rolled to a stop. It 
opened its eyes, looked down at the restraints binding 
it, and exploded into raucous laughter while slapping 
its undulating arms against the ground. “Ooooh!” the 
thing expelled, then laughed even harder, “I mean, 
oww! Ouch! That’s it. Oooouuuch...” it drawled, then 
giggled itself back to sleep.

Charlie closed the gate as he shook his head 
from side to side, retrieved a new set of handcuffs 
from the supply hanging off the fence and returned to 
the car. “Car fifty-one, there is a situation developing 
at Main and Fourth, please respond...” the radio 
barked.

“Dammit!” I muttered as I depressed the 
accelerator. “I wish we could just get rid of these 
things...” We were only a few blocks away, and the 
drive seemed to take mere seconds. Most likely 
because I was in no hurry to get to another situation.

My apprehension was justified as the car 
rounded the turn onto Main; I could see the pile of 
Greens from a block away, there must have been 
nearly a hundred of them writhing in the middle of 
the intersection. The spectacle was as close to an orgy 
of emerald bowling pins as I could imagine, though 
we still didn’t know how they bred, so there was no 
telling what they were actually doing.
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I hit the lights for the sake of the few 
pedestrians gawking at the conglomerate, but knew 
better than to waste my time with sirens or the 
loudspeaker. These, as all the others, would have to be 
removed by hand. We donned our plastic gloves and 
slowly made our way to the edge of the tangled, slimy 
mound of aliens.

Belches and wet slaps spouted from all over 
as they wriggled and romped through the mire and 
over one another, all the while depositing more bodily 
fluids and laughing hysterically. “Check that out!” 
wafted out from somewhere inside of the swarm of 
bodies. “Look at that stuff on their heads...”

“What is that?” another visitor questioned.

“They call it har,” one of the little drunkards 
confirmed, “Get it? Har, har, har...” and the entire 
mass erupted into mad laughter. Wet slaps and the 
gurgling of disturbed pockets of slime crept out of the 
pile as the contorting forms slid over and passed one 
another.

I hated them...

“These things are going to start drowning in 
their own fluids if they keep this up,” Charlie absently 
commented.

I started to agree, but something slammed into 
the forefront my mind and stuck there, and I stared 
at the side of the rookie’s head with my mouth open 
for what seemed like a very long time. “Call for some 
wagons and extra cuffs, I’ll get started with them...” I 
told Charlie and nodded towards the pile.

A questioning look slipped over Charlie’s face, 
but he followed my instructions diligently. I took off 
my overcoat and leaned down as close to one of the 
visitors as I could without getting their mess on my 
shoes and began to whisper, “Hey, you know what? If 
you guys think this is fun,” I waived my hand at the 
air around me. “You should teleport to the ocean.”

“If you get this drunk from the air, just think 

of how buzzed you will 
get in deep water. The 
bottom of the ocean 
is made of the same 
stuff as our air, but 
there’s more of it, and 
it’s in much higher 
concentrations.” I 
paused, “It’s more 
potent, is what I’m 
saying.”

At the word 
‘potent,’ the eyes of many of the 
lethargic creatures snapped open, and they began 
to disappear two and three at time. Within minutes, 
the last of the stumbling and laughing aliens had 
vanished, leaving a pile of malodorous goo covering 
the intersection. “What are you doing?” came from 
behind me.

I turned to see Charlie standing at the front of 
the cruiser with an uncharacteristic frown distorting 
his brow, “I’m solving our problems.”

“What are you talking about? They’re just 
teleporting somewhere else to do the same thing, and 
you know it.”

“Not this time,” I revealed. “This time they’re 
teleporting to the bottom of the oceans.”

Charlie’s expression changed from one of 
confusion to shock, “You can’t do that, the Alien 
Rights League will be all over you. It’s against the law 
to kill them!”

“Take it easy. The ARL can’t do anything, 
because I’m not killing them. They don’t drown, they 
don’t even breathe like us. They’ll go to the bottoms 
of the oceans and get even more wasted than they are 
now, but they’ll stay there.” I smiled as the realization 
fought its way into Charlie’s head, then offered, 
“Problem solved...”

Over the next hour the reports started to 
flood the airwaves and the ether; the aliens were 
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disappearing from all over the planet. The ARL was 
up in arms, but they had no justification for any 
recourse; no bodies were floating to the surface, and 
the visitors were leaving of their own free will. I beat 
them at their own game, and I was damn proud of it.

“Dude, you’re going to be famous!” Charlie 
exclaimed.

“Don’t call me dude, and yes, yes I am.” My 
phone rang, and the display informed me that the boss 
was calling. I had to hold the device away from my 
ear to spare my hearing as the seasoned cop sung my 
praises at the top of his husky lungs. It seemed I was 
being promoted and would be receiving a substantial 
raise for my accomplishment, which made the triumph 
over those little green turds even sweeter.

The rest of the day passed as I nervously stole 
glances at the silent radio. I expected a new call at any 
time... but none came. Days turned into weeks, weeks 
into months, and yet no sightings or situations were 
reported. Charlie and I began to get bored and restless. 
The holding pens were now empty, and we found 
ourselves with nothing to do day after day, other than 
milk my celebrity status. And then came the phone 
call from my boss.

“Morgan, you dumb-ass!” roared out from the 
telephone’s tiny speaker before I could say hello, “Go 
look at a television, you idiot... You’re fired!!!”

Charlie was staring at me as I stared at the 
phone, “What was that all about?” he asked.

I dropped the phone and steered the car toward 
the curb, depositing it at an angle with one of the 
front wheels up on the sidewalk. Leaving the vehicle 
running, and without acknowledging Charlie or 
closing the cruiser’s door, I walked to the restaurant at 
the corner.

I forced my way to the bar, stared up at 
the television and struck the same dumbfounded 
expression of the patrons surrounding me. Ariel 
photos were flashing by to reveal large, thin swaths of 
ocean glowing with an eerie auburn from deep within, 

while the captions read, 
‘Strange lights beneath 
the waves...’

A chill danced 
up my spine, and the 
on-screen images 
changed to show miles 
and miles of beach and 
coastline inundated with 
the bright green bodies of 
the visitors, but they weren’t 
dead. The little bastards were 
drunker than ever, and it was now obvious 
that they could also vomit, but only when sufficiently 
intoxicated.

Another series of images took over the display, 
and I quickly focused in on the repeating caption at 
the bottom to avoid seeing the disturbing image above 
it. ‘Live: International Space Station’ the scrolling 
marquee informed me.

My eyes reluctantly wandered upward to 
take in the video feed streaming in from above the 
Earth; the dark blue of the Pacific Ocean was starkly 
contrasted by the massive red arrow stretching across 
its floor, the tip pointing towards the deepest known 
part, the Mariana Trench. Just below the gargantuan 
arrow were the distinctly clear letters ‘OPEN’ in bright 
red. The ‘E’ blinked at random, as if it were ready to 
burn out, and it was all miles beneath the surface.

“Bartender!” I yelled, “Bourbon, now!” A 
middle-aged man stepped before me with a shot 
glass in one hand and a bottle in the other, but he 
kept stealing glances at the unfolding events on the 
television. Capitalizing on his distraction, I reached 
out and snatched the bottle from him, then walked out 
the door without a word.

I strode by the patrol car and my confused 
trainee, who was standing at the front of the vehicle. 
“I give...” I said, and kept walking. I kept walking 
and walking until I had arrived at the beach. Millions 
of drunken aliens littered the shore as far as I could 
see in both directions. They were cavorting, falling 
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down, relieving themselves at will and laughing; and 
more were literally rolling in with the surf, totally and 
hopelessly wasted.

I guess they are going to take over the world 
after all, just not the way either species thought. Oh 
well, if you can’t beat ‘em... Join ‘em, echoed in the 
back of my weary mind.

I plopped down onto the sand, stretched out 
my legs and leaned over to rest on one elbow but 
placed it right into a pile of alien slime and slipped. 
After righting myself and wiping the smelly goo 
from my arm, I opened the bottle and drew a long, 
satisfying pull. A rousing cheer worked its way down 
the beach in celebration of 
my shot. I lifted a leg and 
forced out a resounding 
fart in response, which 
brought even more cheers.

I took another long 
slug from the bottle and let 
myself fall back onto the 
sand. I stared at the azure 
sky above; the squishing, 
slurping and laughing 
melded with the sounds 
of the surf. My eyes slid 
shut, and for the first time 
in a very, very long time 
a grin parted my face. 
Their numbers grew. I was 
being jostled and bumped 
from all directions, 
then I was floating on 
indifference and a carpet of 
extraterrestrials.

My shoes, and then 
my shirt, disappeared into 
the fray below me, but I 
held the bottle tight with 
both hands and managed 
to slop some more liquor 
into my mouth as I flowed 
along. The resemblance of 

my own portly belly and 
bald head to the Greens 
tickled my mind; 
I was just a pasty, 
fuzzy and slightly 
larger version. I 
soon found myself 
completely nude and 
awash on a wave of 
slimy, stinking green 
bodies... and laughing 
hysterically.
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‘Til Death Do 
We Part

By Nathon Allen 
Balka

“I had fun tonight, babe.”

Patrick remained focused on the road as the 
words filled his ears. Feeling Christie’s eyes staring 
at him, a grin graced his lips. Everything about the 
evening was great, except the rain. 

He shot a glance into the rearview mirror. 
Large droplets pelted the back glass and rolled in 
uneven streams. In the distance, two amber headlights 
followed them.

“I hoped you would.” Patrick studied the road 
as the windshield wipers fought the rain. The white 
line marking the shoulder appeared intermittently — 
making it impossible to manoeuver the Malibu above 
twenty-five down the rural road.

“There is one other thing that would make our 
anniversary special.”

Christie’s words lingered for a second before 
something else called his attention. 

An apparition of approaching headlights 
powered their way through the rain. As a precaution, 
Patrick guided the car closer to the shoulder as he 
dropped the speed below twenty. 

“And what would that be, missy?” 

A surprise hand clamped Patrick’s inner right 
thigh, and offered a playful squeeze. When he turned 
toward Christie, he found her playing with a lock of 
golden hair. “You and me… naked under the covers.”       

“Hmm… that would be…”

“LOOK OUT!”

Patrick snapped his attention back to the 
shoulder line the moment Christie screamed. Its 
faded colour was suddenly illuminated by headlights 
charging towards them.  Their glow cut across the 
hood, blinding Patrick as he crushed the brake pedal to 
the floor.

Screeching tires drowned Christie’s screams, 
and was followed by the sound of metal contorting 
and glass shattering as the two vehicles collided.

#
Oblivion surrounded Christie with darkness. 

Its foreign shroud welcomed her in the most peculiar 
way. Its provocative essence called her further into 
its depths like a lifelong friend persuading another to 
come along. The more it deluged her mind, the more 
she wanted to chase its growing comfort.  

#
Drifting voices filled Christie’s ears, but none 

of them were Patrick’s. 

The clatter of some unrecognizable object fol-
lowed. In the distance, another voice yelled something 
that resembled orders.

An odd sound, like the pull string of a lawn-
mower, filtered through the darkness. Its source was 
too difficult to discern. The only thing that registered 
was the annoyance when whatever it was came to life 
and drowned out everything else. 

Except, that wasn’t correct.
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The noise seemed to embody the darkness, 
not drown it out. And, it did nothing to hide the ev-
er-growing dampness spreading around her.

What’s hap-- 

Christie tried opening her eyes, but only man-
aged to roll them behind their lids.

The high pitched noise receded to a low growl.

“… there… ” A voice.

“What… driver?” 

In the darkness, the second voice had an urgent 
likeness to the first.

“Dea--”

The voices began swirling into the darkness.

The high pitched noise returned, and more rain 
soaked her. Its cold needles stung as they struck, but 
nothing like the pain surging throughout her body.

“NOW!” The voice’s commanding tone was 
reminiscent of the first Christie had heard.

Wha-- 

Unimaginable pain erupted as groping hands 
gripped her shoulder, back, hips, and legs. She tried 
screaming as it tore her out of comforting darkness, 
but the air was too heavy to inhale. She worked her 
mouth, but it felt like an elephant was sitting on her. 
She tried flailing her arms, hoping the muscle move-
ment would help. Instead, it brought more anguish, 
and desire to scream.

Oh, GOD! 

The explosion of pain clouded the fact that she 
was being moved until her back smacked something 
firm. 

A sudden gush of air forced its way down her 

throat as somebody covered her mouth with a rubber 
device. The hasty rush of air was stale, and had a plas-
tic aftertaste. 

Oh, GAWD! STOP!

Her pleading eyes lolled, and were met by 
heavy droplets of rain as she tried fixing a stare on 
the rubber device engulfing her mouth. It seemed to 
be suffocating her, and she tried screaming. However, 
what emerged from her pain filled chest was nothing 
more than an gurgle as warm blood spattered the clear 
plastic.  

An authoritative voice followed her into dark-
ness. “I need a morphine drip sta--”

#
Morphine?
Oblivion’s lure into darkness was far superi-

or to a Band-Aid drug that gave the falsest sense of 
comfort. Even with repeated doses, the drug would do 
little to dull the pain. Oblivion was perpetual, sooth-
ing, and nurturing like a mother to a child. Its nature 
was reciprocal; the more one gave in, the more com-
forting it became. 

#
An abrupt jostle roused Christie as the gurney 

struck a crater. Her body rose and fell, causing every 
enraged nerve in Christie’s body to sing cadence with 
a gut-wrenching scream.

“Watch the potholes!” The authoritative voice 
sounded angered.

Christie’s eyes lifted into slits, and took survey. 

Wooziness crept over her. Someone was com-
pressing the rubber bag around her mouth in steady 
intervals before lifting it to wipe her lips. An IV now 
hung from her right arm. Assorted colours of emer-
gency lights swirled through the night’s sky. And she 
seemed to be moving at an increasing pace towards…

“Easy.”
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The front legs of the gurney raked the bumper 
of the ambulance and folded with a series of metallic 
noises, thrusting Christie into blinding light. Her eyes 
rolled, and tried to resist the light’s invasiveness; how-
ever, the effort was too demanding. 

As she closed her eyes, she found an awaiting 
friend.

#
Oblivion’s darkness engulfed Christie in its 

embrace with no need for coercion. Her longing for 
comfort guided her in the same fashion a flower longs 
for the sun. The tranquillity engrained in the dark-
ness’s existence was incomparable to anything she had 
ever known. Its rich lustre seemed resilient of desire, 
and embodied complete Zen.

#
“Get out of the way!” 

Christie stirred at the sound of the stern voice. 
Its owner was full of purpose and empty of patience as 
he barged her through the ER’s doors. 

Her eyes fluttered, catching a glimpse of fluo-
rescent light as she swept underneath them.

A woman’s voice demanded vitals.

“Patient is suffering from internal bleeding, 
caused by abdominal trauma, and is having difficulty 
breathing on her own. Blood pressure is 78 over 51. 
Heart rate is 39, and dropping.”

“Jesus! Nurse Heinz, get her to OR, NOW! 
And get the crash cart set up. I’ll…”

#
The totality of Oblivion’s never wavering 

comfort astonished Christie as she sank deeper into 
its abyss. With every breath she inhaled of its essence, 
she wondered how anybody could not love its nurtur-
ing and unabated presence. Its gentle finesse enhanced 
her desire to remain in its grasp. 

As Christie moved about Oblivion’s inner-

most chambers, she sensed its acceptance without any 
inquisition or resistance. 

Mi casa es su casa. 

The invitation awaited a response as she found 
herself at the shore of an endless lake. Its water lay 
as placid as glass. Its dark colour reflected an unex-
plained sheen across its surface, which oddly brought 
lyrics of “The Chain,” from Fleetwood Mac to mind.

“Listen to the wind blow… down comes the 
night… running in the shadows… damn your love… 
damn your life…” 

A short distance away, a canoe rested at the 
foot of the shore — its bow kissed the calm water. 
Christie glided across the sandy shore towards it as 
though she stood upon a magical carpet, moving by 
means of her mind. 

A hint of breeze caressed her as she gazed 
inside the canoe. Its touch felt as soft as fleece to her 
bare skin, and offered the slightest tickle as it whisked 
her hair. She replied with a smile to Oblivion’s offer-
ing —

Use it, if you wish.

As she boarded the canoe, and pushed off the 
shore with the wooden oar provided inside.

Her destination remained a mystery, but Chris-
tie welcomed it as much as the peacefulness surround-
ing her. Never in her life had she ever known such 
beauty and tranquillity. She welcomed the bliss with 
open arms.

It seemed almost inconceivable, but rowing 
required as little effort as moving to the canoe back 
on the shore. The oars rose and dipped into the water, 
but the typical resistance found in such movement 
appeared absent. It seemed as though the oars were 
paddling thin air that still allowed motion, which she 
had no doubt of. One moment, the canoe lay on the 
shoreline. The next, the canoe coasted beyond the 
horizon. The sandy shore fell into darkness, forgotten 
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by surrounding ocean and star-filled sky.

But thunder threatened this sanctity, and with 
it... lightning.

The low grumbling emerged left of Christie, 
somewhere beyond the horizon. How and why such 
force insisted on infringing upon her righteous posi-
tion remained incomprehensible, but its threat held a 
gravity too abrasive to dismiss. As the thunder grew 
to a raging roar, lightning fanned across the sky in an 
array of arcs. 

The first of the series just crested over the 
horizon. The second outburst shortened the distance 
between it and Christie by half the length as the storm 
ushered in like a barrelling freight train. Its move-
ment possessed freakish speed and agility, the likes of 
which she had never seen before.

Take it away.

It shall pass, dear.

The third outburst erupted right above Christie, 
with a deafening roar so loud that her mind remained 
fixated on the thunder as the lightning struck her.

#
Voices surrounded her, but Christie’s concern 

focused on the most important one: the love of her 
life, Patrick. He clasped her hand as she opened her 

eyes, and offered his typical warm smile as he ran cool 
fingers across the tops of hers. “I thought I lost you.”

Christie’s lips stretched from a grin to a smile. 
“Never,” she whispered. The pain in her throat and 
chest began fading at an astounding rate. Yet, as it 
faded, an annoying ringing bellowed in her ears like 
an alarm clock that refused to shut off. The voices 
surrounding her grew with emotion, becoming erratic 
as one yelled orders at the others.

“Are you ready to go?” Patrick’s cool, blue 
eyes were dazzling to stare at. They held a calmness 
reminiscent of Oblivion’s ocean.

“Where are we going?” Christie sat up, and 
planted her feet on the floor.

“Home. C’mon!” 

“Time?”

Patrick pulled Christie to her feet. She wob-
bled on her first step. But Patrick held her up. Her legs 
seemed a little truer on the second step, and by the 
third… things were back to normal.

As Patrick turned to lead the way, a short 
woman in white scrubs walked right through him.

“11:45”

Avaliable on 
Amazon
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Jayne knew thieving was wrong, but on their 
estate if you weren’t one of the ‘in crowd,’ they made 
your life a misery. Anyway, they only let her hang out 
with them because of Sharon, her sister, and the fact 
that she was so slender meant that she could get into 
places noone else could. She’d lost count of the tiny 
windows and padlocked gates she’d squeezed through. 
Being forced to do it didn’t make it any easier.

 
At night, Jayne whispered her worries to the 

little picture on the old lamp by her bedside. It wasn’t 
much of a lamp. Like everything else in this dump, it 
didn’t work. On the blue base, someone had glued an 
old picture of a fairy talking to a butterfly; it was pret-
ty and had taken her fancy, so she found herself telling 
the little fairy everything. All about ‘the Man’ who 
bought the stuff they stole, and how he would give her 
sweets and call her a ‘little treasure,’ then rip them off 
and pay stupid prices for their goods. 

She also told her little friend about the time 
the ‘big kids’ locked her in a shed because she had 
said she was frightened of the dark and how she had 
cried all night. When they had opened the door in the 
morning, Jayne had sworn never to tell anybody   of 
her fears ever again. She felt as if the little fairy was 
the only friend she had.

It wasn’t all bad, you couldn’t beat a fish 
supper when mum hadn’t been shopping for a week 
and the new trainers had been needed,which was why 
Jayne had pretty much reconciled herself to being 
‘The Ferret.’That was the nickname Joe had given her. 
So she kept her head down and did as she was told, 
then they left her alone, and she could escape into her 
books when she wasn’t needed. 

“Jayne! Jayne! Joe wants you! Get off your 
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backside and get down here!” Sharon yelled up the 
stairs. “I know you’re just reading again you idle sod. 
You’ve got about ten seconds before I come up and 
get you.”

“I’m coming; you don’t have to keep yelling.” 
Jayne shouted back as she put her book down be-
side the broken lamp and sighed, looking at the cute 
picture. “If you were a real fairy, I would make a wish 
for tonight to be the last time I did this,” she said. “Ah 
well, if wishes were horses and all that.” 

As she turned, she could have sworn she heard 
a tiny tinkling of bells. Looking around the dark room 
and seeing nothing and hearing less, she shrugged and 
headed for the door, which flew open and smashed 
into the wall just as she got to it. Sharon exploded into 
the room in an impressive fury of eyeliner, bangles 
and neon miniskirt.

“You little git, I warned you,” she said as she 
grabbed Jayne by the upper arm with her immacu-
lately painted talons and pulled her downstairs. “How 
dare you ignore me, you little freak!”

It was safer to keep quiet, so following the 
path of least resistance Jayne allowed herself to 
be dragged out of the house. Sharon continued her 
tirade until they reached the park, where she instantly 
switched to sweetness and light mode as soon as Joe 
and his friends came into sight. A mixed group of boys 
and girls, mostly between thirteen and fifteen, they 
were milling around at the usual spot, messing about 
on scooters and skateboards, shouting, swearing, ban-
ter flying across the grass on wings of sharpened steel. 
Joe sat up on a bench beneath the chestnut tree with 
Pete and Kane, his cronies, on their seats, scowling as 
usual.

Joe led his little gang with a steel hand in a 
velvet glove. He was generous with sharing the spoils 
of their thievery. Everybody got an equal share, or so 
he told them. Seeing as he only ever took Pete into 
Stan’s backroom, no one actually knew if that was 
true. Anyway, most nights it was just hanging around 
the park, laughing and joking, learning new skate-
board moves, the odd romance and break up, pretty 

boring really. The excitement tonight was almost 
tangible—there was a job on. “Hey, here comes our 
little Ferret,” Joe said, standing up as they got closer. 
He was around fifteen, big for his age, one of life’s 
natural leaders. He called to the others, “Come on you 
lot. It’s time.” 

Joe’s cocky half-smile was quite charming 
in the darkness and, with his single earring flashing 
amidst his dark curls, he looked positively Puckish. 
Casually throwing an arm around Sharon’s shoulder, 
Joe set off further into the park. The other kids came 
together in a rush of colour, movement and noise. 
Jayne followed.

Listening to the others giggling, laughing and 
mucking around, Jayne found out they were heading 
for an old ice house. Apparently someone had found 
out that something valuable was stashed there,and they 
wanted it. She saw why she’d been called into service 
as soon as they approached the ice house’s ancient 
metal door. Just above the lintel, some bricks had 
fallen in, leaving a tiny hole beside the top left-hand 
corner of the door frame.

“Come on Ferret, you’re on.” Joe said, nodding 
upwards. “Pete, give her a hoist. Usual thing babe, get 
in and open the door. You might need this.” He handed 
Jayne a crowbar. “If the door won’t open,widen that 
hole.”

To good-natured banter, Jayne’s tiny frame 
was easily hoisted to the opening, and she quickly 
squirmed through, into the darkness. She landed light-
ly as a cat on the dirt floor below to loud cheers from 
outside. Switching her torch on and doing a quick 
sweep of the room revealing nothing but dirt and cob-
webs, sighing, she checked out the door. Considering 
how old it was, the bolts slid open with ease, and Joe 
entered, ruffling her hair as he passed.

“It must be down this passage,” he said.

What passage? Turning round quickly, Jayne 
was surprised to see Joe sauntering down an old 
tunnel. There had been no passage there two minutes 
ago. Icy trickles ran down her spine, and she could 
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feel the hairs on the back of her neck prickle. Surely 
she couldn’t have missed that. There was something 
strange going on.

The other kids didn’t seem bothered by the 
dirty old tunnel, torches swaying, shouting and laugh-
ing, they all followed Joe, except Pete, he always 
stood lookout. Jayne reluctantly fell in behind the 
others. She’d done her bit, but curiosity pulled her for-
ward, and Pete was mean. No way was she staying on 
her own with him. The tunnel, that hadn’t been there, 
was quite big, there was plenty of room for everyone. 
The brick floor, even and free from obstacles, led to an 
open, vault-like space. It felt big even in the dark. The 
other kids quietened; no one seemed to know what to 
do next.

Dotted around thearea were several piles of 
boxes, separated by small, wooden partitions. In front 
of the boxes was a small man. He was smoking a 
long-stemmed, old-fashioned pipe. He had long grey 
hair and looked shabby. The old green coat he was 
wearing had a frayed hem that splayed around him, 
a pool of tattered jade, as he sat cross-legged in the 
centre of the room.

Jayne looked around at the silent kids. They 
were all staring at the little old man, not sure yet how 
to react to finding someone here, maybe even having 
second thoughts about being here. As one they all 
looked to Steve, waiting for his reaction. Steve stared 
at the old man, chewing the inside of his lip, a habit 
Jayne had noticed before when he was thinking. He 
looked around the cavernous room, but there didn’t 
appear to be anybody else around so he shrugged, 
grinned at the others, and faced the middle of the 
room.

“We don’t want no trouble, old man,” Joe said. 
“You just sit there nice and quiet, and noone will hurt 
you.”

“Don’t worry, I’m not going anywhere. But I 
do have to tell you that there are certain rules to you 
taking my boxes,” the old man said.

Everyone laughed.

“Rules? There are no rules. We are taking the 
boxes, and that’s all there is to it,” scoffed Joe. “You 
stay sat, and we don’t have a problem.” Joe nodded to 
Kane and Dave. They moved forward to start gather-
ing the little boxes.

But they didn’t get far. They seemed to hit an 
invisible wall. Jayne almost laughed as she watched 
the two big boys fumbling around, feeling at some 
unseen barrier, looking for gaps. For a moment, they 
reminded Jayne of that mime artist she’d watched in 
town last summer, the freaky one with the white face. 
The old man never said a word.

“Oi! What’s going on here?” demanded Joe, an 
angry frown appearing between his eyes.

The other kids had started getting agitated. 
This was weird; they didn’t like it. A couple of the 
kids had already legged it back up the passage. Sharon 
had moved back to stand beside Jayne and was being 
quiet for once. Kane looked at Joe, shrugged, and 
pulled Dave back to the group. There was safety in 
numbers. 

Without anyone seeming to notice the room 
had started to get brighter and the torches were no 
longer needed. The light felt creamy, not the bright 
white light of the torches or the yellow light of the 
sun, something with a totally different feel, dull, but 
pervasive. They could now easily see strange carvings 
lining the walls, which were no longer made of brick, 
but a light-coloured rock. In one corner Jayne noticed 
that there was a statue of a knight, chainmail armour, 
the real deal, the metal black as ebony. It was big, very 
big.

“Nothing is ‘going on’,” said the old man. “I 
told you. There are rules.”

“What rules?” asked Joe.

“Simple ones,” said the old man.

 “Which are?” Sarcasm dripped from 
Joe, a sneer apparent in his voice.
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“You come forward, one at a time. Choose 
a box. Take as many as you can carry, as simple as 
that.”

Some of the kids laughed at that, but quietly. 
Jayne moved forward a little to get a better view, but 
Sharon hung onto her like a limpet, pulling her back.

Joe turned, looking at his friends, counting 
heads. His half-smile returned. He winked at them and 
turned back to the old man, cracking his knuckles and 
rolling his shoulders like a boxer about to enter the 
ring.

“Okay, we’re up for that,” he said. “There’s 
eight of us. I’ll do that deal. You get rid of that barrier, 
and we’ll settle for what we can carry. I’ll go first.”

“Ah,” said the old man, “a true leader.”

“What do you mean by that? Are you trying to 
be funny?” Joe snapped.

“Absolutely not, no, no, no, it’s your one re-
deeming feature. You may just have changed tonight’s 
outcome, which I, for one, am most happy about.”

“What?” asked Joe.

“Never mind, just step forward and choose a 
box, my boy.” The old man never moved, pipe dan-
gling, a faint smell of apples and autumn drifting over 
the little group.

Joe shrugged and stepped confidently forward, 
his easy stride quickly reaching the first partition. 
Jayne saw his lips moving as he seemed to get excit-
ed, but not a word was heard. He charged from box to 
box. Some boxes seemed heavier than others, some 
bigger, some smaller. Eventually, he chose one from 
the centre pile and carried three heavy looking boxes 
towards his friends.

Everyone crowded round to see what was in 
them. Joe put two of them on the floor and tried to 
open the third. It didn’t open. Joe eyed the old man 

suspiciously.

“Don’t worry,” he laughed, a much lighter 
laugh than Jayne would have expected from such an 
old man. “The boxes were made to open tomorrow 
once they are picked.”

Joe relaxed. Why not, nothing else was going 
to plan tonight. He sent the kids in one at a time to 
make their choices. He never moved from the invisible 
wall, body alert, arms folded, looking as though he 
was guarding their exit. Jayne glanced at the statue in 
the corner. Did it move? It hadn’t had a sword in its 
hand earlier, had it?

Then it was Jayne’s turn. She was after Sharon, 
who had run forward, grabbed the first three boxes 
she could reach, and ran back in seconds, much to 
everyone’s amusement. Jayne took her time, pushing 
through the invisible wall, all sound from behind her 
ceased, she could now hear the old man sucking on 
his pipe. She glanced at him, and he winked back with 
a smile playing around his, suddenly youthful, jade-
green eyes.

Turning her attention to the boxes, she ap-
proached the first pile with caution, picking up the 
nearest box, she became conscious of how beautiful it 
was. From a distance, they looked to be made of plain 
dark wood. Up close, in her hands, the box felt warm 
and soft, shallow carved whorls and intricate patterns 
creating delicate designs all over the wood. A soft aro-
ma lifted up, a taste almost, of honey and newly baked 
bread, delicious.

As the lid opened a stronger scent emerged, but 
that was all. The box was empty. Jayne looked over at 
the old man. He didn’t seem quite so old this side of 
the barrier. His eyes sparkled, and a soft smile played 
on his lips. Putting the box down, she moved to the 
next pile, then the next, all of the boxes were empty. 
She reached the furthest partition. This one felt differ-
ent. Reaching for a small box, Jayne knew that she had 
found something.

The patterns on this box were deeper: animals, 
people, and fantastical creatures flowed through the 
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wood. There were tiny pieces of delicate filigree high-
lighting prominent features, a stick, an apple, a stag’s 
horns. It was more beautiful than anything she had 
ever held before.The soft aroma of vanilla and cinna-
mon rose from the box, reminding Jayne of forgotten 
birthdays and long ago Christmases. She lifted the lid 
and gasped, there in the centre of the box on a slender 
gold chain, was a single beautiful pearl. It seemed to 
shine with a bright, opalescent light all of its own, the 
pearly sheen moving and swirling within the tiny orb. 
Jayne looked over at the not-so-old man.

“Is it mine?” she asked.

“Yes,” he said.

Jayne noticed the knight in the corner. Was he 
holding that sword differently when she last looked? It 
suddenly felt dangerous. She quickly turned her back 
on the other kids and slipped the box into the poach-
er’s pocket sewn into her fake fur gilet. She gathered 
up an armful of the other boxes from the pile and 
walked steadily back to the group.

“Has everybody had a go?” asked Joe, check-
ing everybody was holding boxes. “Right, old man, a 
deal’s a deal, we’re off, but if you’ve skanked us we’ll 
be back, and no hocus pocus will stop us getting what 
we want.”

“Can they leave?” a deep voice asked.

“Yes, yes, of course they can leave. They have 
legs don’t they?” the old man said.

“For the moment,” rumbled the dark voice.

That was it. There was a mad scramble to-
wards the tunnel. To give him his due, Joe stayed at 
the rear ushering the kids into the tunnel. Jayne man-
aged a quick glance back into the darkening vault and 
saw the knight was once more standing erect, sword 
by his side.

The group exploded into the moonlight out-
side, laughing, joking, and jumping around excitedly. 
The feeling of danger had passed as swiftly as the 

journey to the outside. Joe went over to Pete. They put 
their heads together, Joe talking animatedly, and then 
Pete went to fetch the booty bags, handing one each to 
Kane and Dave.

“Right. Adventure’s over. Hand in them box-
es,” said Joe, nodding to Pete to start collecting. “Usu-
al cut everybody, me and Pete will go and see Stan in 
the morning and meet you lot in the cafe at two, ok?”

Jayne put all the boxes in the bag except the 
one hugged tight into her ribs, the one that was hers, 
not booty. That strange man had said so. Sharon was 
back to her usual loud mouthed, chavvy self, ignoring 
Jayne, she  was able to sidle off and head home, no 
one noticed in the general fuss and noise. Tracy came 
back to a load of joshing and cat calling. There was no 
sign of Steve.

Once she reached home, Jayne checked the 
fridge, nothing. The cupboard yielded some old corn-
flakes, so she took the box up to her room and told her 
little friend, the paper fairy, all about the evening.

“It was dead weird, Fairy. That old man wasn’t 
really an old man. You could tell by his eyes, and I 
reckon that knight was some kind of guardian.” Jayne 
munched on her dry cornflakes, enjoying the thrill of 
coming through an exciting adventure, even ifthere 
was no one she could talk to about it except a pretend 
fairy.

“Yes, you are right, he is a guardian of sorts.” 
said a tiny voice by her ear.

There beside her, danced a little figure, gor-
geous wings fluttering behind her. Looking for all the 
world like a fairy.

“What, who, how, bloody hell,” said Jayne, 
scattering corn flakes everywhere as she leapt up and 
jumped off the bed. “Who are you? What are you? Are 
you even real?”

“Yes, I’m real, or at least, real enough,” she 
giggled. “My name is Bella, and I’m your friend. I’ve 
been listening to you for a long time you know.”
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“What do you mean listening to me?” said 
Jayne.

“You made a wish tonight, and I arranged for 
you to meet the Father of the Forest.” said Bella.

“What Father of the Forest? We don’t have no 
forests round here,” said Jayne.

“No, not now, but there used to be. Sherwood 
forest covered all this ground at one time,” said Bella. 
“Before that, it was wild wood.”

Jayne was entranced by the tiny creature 
flitting happily around the room. She was only about 
four inches high, although her wings were bigger than 
her little body. Her dress shimmered in the moonlight, 
and she had light green hair flowing down her back, 
swaying with her every movement.

“You obviously survived, did you get a gift?” 
Bella asked.

“Survived? Was there a chance I might not?” 
said Jayne.

“Of course, the Father of the Forest reads your 
heart. Only good people survive, come on, come on, 
what did he gift you?” said Bella.

“A box,” Jayne said slowly. “So what would 
have happened if we hadn’t had good hearts?”

“The knight would have killed you of course. 
What’s in the box?”

Jayne thought back to the moment earlier when 
the old man had commented on Joe’s redeeming fea-
ture and shuddered. It was a good job Pete had stayed 
outside then. It made sense now. She hadn’t imagined 
the knight’s movements. They had been judged and 
somehow, even with all their faults, had passed the 
test.

“Don’t be mean, Jayne. Tell me what’s in your 
box,” said Bella.

“A pearl necklace,” she said. Not really look-
ing at Bella, thinking of their lucky escape.

“He gave you a pearl? Oh my, he must have 
liked you,” trilled the little creature. “That is subtle 
magic indeed.”

“What is? What do you mean ‘subtle magic’?” 
said Jayne.

“It’s a great gift. When you get a pearl, it 
means you become lucky. You know, win stuff, miss 
accidents, find your soul mate, that sort of thing. You 
are so lucky. Oh, it’s started already,” laughed Bella. 
“I’ve got to go now, but rest assured, I shan’t be far 
away, and I shall be keeping my eye on you Jayne. 
Use your gift wisely.”

With that Bella smiled and shot off through 
the window, faster than thought. Jayne fell onto her 
cornflake scattered bed. What a day, what a night. She 
hugged the little box to her chest and for the first time 
in months fell straight to sleep, dreaming of the days 
to come.
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THE GYPSY
A Homage to The 

Twilight Zone

By John Altson and Bob 
Lee

Tim looked over at his lovely new bride, Su-
zie. Their wedding was an hour behind them and had 
been a bit tacky, but the singing Elvis impersonator for 
the ceremony had been worth it. 

“So, babe, what do you want to do first when 
we get to Montauk?”

Suzie just leaned back, laughing as her hair 
flew in the wind since the convertible’s top was down. 
“I don’t care, Tim. Whatever you want. This is so 
wonderful. My old boyfriend Jimmy would never 
have planned such an outrageous wedding. He just 
wanted to play video games and solve crimes. I was 
never going to get married at that rate.”

“Yeah, his loss, babe. Say, how about we stop 
in that diner up ahead? I haven’t gone into one of 
those old silvery things since my mom took me as a 
kid. They always have the best pie, you know. That’s 
because everyone orders pie at a diner, so it is always 
freshly baked.”

“Sure, Tim. Oh look, there’s a spot to park 
right across the street from it.”

Tim parked the car, went over to open the pas-
senger side door and took Suzie’s hand. They skipped 
into the diner across the street, ran to a booth and 
ordered pie and coffee.

While they were waiting, Tim pulled out his 
Coach device.

“What’s that, Tim?”

“It’s a new gadget than can do pretty much 
anything. It has a huge knowledge base. Watch. 
Coach, what is today’s weather going to be?”

“Sunny, high 85 degrees, winds from the north-
east at eight miles per hour.”

“Ooh. Can it tell my fortune? I’m a Taurus.”

“Coach. What is today’s fortune for a Taurus?”

“There’s a new application called ‘The Gypsy’ 
that will provide that information. Would you like me 
to download it?”

“Yes, download it now.”

After a few seconds, Coach replied, “Down-
load and installation complete. To invoke, simply say, 
‘Gypsy’ followed by your request.”

“Gypsy, what is today’s fortune for a Taurus?”

“Reply hazy, try again.”

“Tim, try it a different way.”

“Yeah, yeah. Gypsy, what’s in store for a Tau-
rus today?”

“Better not tell you now.”

Suzie felt a chill go up her spine. She hadn’t 
told Tim this, but she was highly superstitious. “Tim, 
forget it. Let’s just eat our pie and go.”

“No. C’mon,” Tim laughed. “Let me try anoth-
er way. Gypsy, what should a Taurus be on the lookout 
for today?”

“Beware a stranger.”
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#
Johnny Esposito was driving around, trying to 

clear his head. He was so unhappy at home. His wife 
was fat and dull. Their love life was non-existent. His 
neighbour, Raul, had everything that he ever wanted: 
a knockout wife, a beautiful house, a gorgeous expen-
sive car and lots of friends. He just wished he could 
have that same life. 

Johnny wasn’t quite sure where he was at the 
moment as he pondered his current life. His Coach 
had the new GPS function, and he had told it to just 
give him directions for a pleasant drive. It pinged and 
gave him another set of directions.

“Johnny, turn left at the next light, and stop at 
the diner at the next corner. There is something you 
need to see.”

 Coach knew that Johnny was envious of 
others around him. It had profiled him by his usage 
into the ‘Get what you want from others’ category. It 
also knew via the GPS function that Tim and Suzie’s 
convertible was parked by the diner. 

As Johnny pulled up, Coach said, “Get out 
and look inside that Chrysler convertible on the street. 
Wouldn’t you like one of those? It’s much better than 
your junker. You could have a life worth living if you 
got one. Go into the diner and see what kinds of peo-
ple own such a car.”

#
From inside the diner looking out, Tim and 

Suzie saw a guy pull up and start walking around their 
car parked across the street and looking inside it.

“What the hell?” said Tim. “I’m going out and 
confront that jerk.”

“No, Tim, don’t. Ask ‘The Gypsy’ what we 
should do.”

“Really? Ok, just for you, babe. Gypsy, should 
I confront that idiot outside?”

“Outlook not so good.”

Suzie shuddered. “Tim, just stay here. He’ll go 
away.”

But Suzie was wrong. That stranger walked 
into the diner, and then started staring at them. Tim 
started to get up, but Suzie pulled his hand down. “No, 
just wait, Tim.”

Sure enough, the stranger left after a few 
minutes, got in his car, and drove away. Suzie grabbed 
Tim’s device and said, “Gypsy, will that stranger come 
back?”

“Most likely.”

Suzie jumped in her seat. “Gypsy, should we 
leave now?” she asked.

“My sources say no.”

“Gypsy, is our car safe? What could happen?”

“The Chrysler Sebring Convertible is the sev-
enth most stolen luxury car in the United States.”

“We’ve got to get out of here now!” screamed 
Suzie. She jumped up and ran out the door. Tim sprang 
in hot pursuit. As Suzie ran across the street, she didn’t 
notice a large Hostess delivery truck filled with ‘Dev-
il Dogs’ barrelling down the road. The truck driver 
blared his horn as he saw the young girl stop right in 
front of him in fright.

Luckily for Suzie, the truck driver swerved, 
and Tim reached her just in time to pull her to safety.

“Suzie, what were you thinking? Come back 
into the diner.”

As Tim and Suzie went into the diner and sat 
back down, Suzie wailed, “Gypsy told us that we 
shouldn’t leave. It was right! Oh my God, give me that 
thing. Gypsy, is it safe to leave now?”

“Don’t count on it.”
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“Suzie, this is ridiculous. I recognize those 
answers. They’re just Magic 8 Ball answers. Let’s pay 
and leave.”

“No, Tim. That answer about our car being 
stolen and watching out for a 
stranger aren’t standard an-
swers. It knows things! Gypsy, 
what’s the fastest safe way for 
us to leave?”

“Concentrate and ask 
again.”

“Gypsy, if we leave 
the car, can we get out of here 
safely?”

Coach noted that an 
Eden business partner ad for a 
car rental company was avail-
able. “There is a car rental 
establishment three doors down 
to your left. Rent a car. Run 
now. It is the safest option. Ask 
again tomorrow for further 
advice.”

Suzie grabbed Tim’s 
hand and dragged him to the 
car rental place. Soon they 
were miles away from the diner 
and their car. 

#

Johnny’s Coach pinged 
on the seat next to him as he 
was driving. “Johnny, I have 
updated information. That 
convertible that you saw is now 
an abandoned vehicle. If you 
would like to go back, I can 
provide instructions on how to 
hot wire it. You could have a 
luxury car of your own now.”

Johnny shuddered as he reached over and 
turned off his Coach device. I’m not that desperate 
yet, he thought.
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The Huntress
Part Fourteen: Ritual

by Ana Marija Meshkova
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“Holly shit!” Patrick was staring at the car 
Margo ran through the storage unit. Jake was just 
parking their car. When they walked in, they found 
the dried plant and Lucas in Vuur form on the floor, 
holding a bloody human Margo.

Jake and Patrick stopped dead in their tracks. 
“Bloody hell, not again.” Jake couldn’t believe his 
eyes.

“She’s alive…” Lucas trailed off. It was ob-
vious he was barely conscious, holding by a thread. 
If he switched back, he would faint. “Her… pulse is 
steady.”

“It’s ok, it’s ok. We got her.” Patrick formed a 
shield under Margo and lifted her up. He couldn’t car-
ry her for long, but he could get her to the car. When 
he came back, Jake was preventing an unconscious 
human Lucas from falling on the floor and smashing 
his head.

“How the hell did they both live?” Patrick was 
driving the car at as fast as he could, while Jake was 
sitting next to him, observing Margo and Lucas who 
were still out of it, in the back. They were also towing 
the broken car behind them. They had to get home as 
soon as possible. The spell Patrick managed to whip 
up while they were riding in the car would keep them 
in stasis for only a few minutes.

“Not sure. I don’t even know how they de-
stroyed the plant.” Jake turned to Patrick “Do you 
think this has anything to do with the Nexus?”

“Might be. The Nexus would have a reason 
to keep her alive since it’s in her.” Patrick clicked 
the small glowing button on the dash. A garage door 
materialised in front of them. Jake’s theory about the 
lair being in its own dimension wound up to be true. 
Patrick parked the car in its rightful spot. Next thing, 
he and Jake were holding hands, concentrating on the 
shield that was carrying both Margo and Lucas up-
stairs.

***
Margo opened her eyes to light from the win-

dow. She groaned, squinting, and lifted her hand to 
shield herself. A pain shot up her arm. “Ugh, what the 
hell.” Her throat felt filled with gravel. She noticed her 
hand, and most of her body was wrapped in bandages. 
Somehow she had wound up in her room, in pyjamas, 
her wounds partly healed.

“Hey, she’s awake!” Jake’s voice sounded from 
the living room. A minute later his head popped in the 
door frame. “Ya need anything?”

“Bleh.” Margo took a deep breath and sat up, 
ignoring the pain and stiffness.

“You ok? I think Jake wants to drown us in 
tea.” After a few minutes, Lucas was at the door. 
Margo looked at him, barely walking, body covered 
in bandages healing his burns, standing there with two 
cups of tea. He slowly made his way to the chair next 
to her, wincing every step. Margo leaned over and 
took the cup from him, placed it on the nightstand and 
helped him sit down.

After he sat down, she asked him “How long 
have I been out of it?”

“A week total. You did wake up right after me, 
said something incoherent and went to sleep. Hap-
pened a couple of times.” Lucas gave her a strange 
look as she was drinking her tea. “Ok, how the hell are 
you even up right now? I know you’ve had experience 
with injuries like this, but still.”

Margo didn’t acknowledge his question. “Are 
you ok?”

“I’m fine. Funny, first one on one fight I have 
been in was with a plant.” Lucas flashed a faint smile.

“You’re lucky to be alive. Jake and Patrick 
couldn’t have gotten to us fast.” Margo’s voice was 
strangely soft for her.

Lucas looked at her. Now after all of this, it 
was obvious she worried about him. He moved a bit, 
sitting more comfortably. Most of his muscles were 
just strained from the pain, the only real injury was the 
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burn. “According to Patrick, you getting us both out of 
there was impossible. And you knew that.” he looked 
her directly in the eyes. “And yet you came alone.”

“I thought it was after me and got you by mis-
take.”

“Yeah, Jake told me, but you saw that wasn’t 
true. I heard it say you weren’t enough. Why didn’t 
you leave and go for help?”

“So what, you wanted me to leave you to die?” 
Margo raised her voice in bewilderment.

“No, I want to know why you were on a sui-
cide mission!” Lucas’s voice cracked.

Margo took a small pause. “I wasn’t. I’ve just 
made peace with the fact I’ll eventually die, and soon. 
Saving you didn’t seem like a bad way to go.”

Lucas’s eyes grew wide. The statement didn’t 
shock him as much as Margo’s calm voice. “You 
haven’t just made peace with it, you… I don’t know 
how to call it. I mean mercenaries are usually pretty 
relaxed about death, it being a job hazard, but this is 
too relaxed.”

Margo looked down at her hands holding the 
cup. She remembered what she felt when… whatever 
saved them happened. “Listen, I’m not good at this. 
I hate sympathy. I hate when someone feels sorry for 
me. I hate the ‘I acknowledge your pain’ looks. I’m 
not good with emotions. Where I grew up, you learn 
to either shutdown or die. I learned it’s not enough 
to develop a thick shell. You have to be the shell. I 
don’t want you to look at what I’ve been through and 
feel sorry for me.” Lucas opened his mouth but she 
interrupted him. “And don’t say you won’t. You will.  
You’re  a good person. So I’ll try. But don’t expect 
anything lovey-dovey. I’m still gonna be a bitch. I 
don’t know any other way. It’s the way I survive being 
me. So you need to help. Tell me when I’m being 
closed off. And I need you to not feel bad when you 
find out about my past. You had a good life. It’s not 
something you need to feel sorry for.”

That was all that Margo could say, because that 
was when Lucas got up and hugged her. She awkward-
ly tapped his shoulder. “We’ll both try,” he whispered, 
his voice quiet. Margo felt uncomfortable because of 
his protectiveness. Lucas felt her tense up so he sat 
down.

When he did, she abruptly changed the subject. 
“So, do you have any idea how we got out of there?”

“No clue, Jake and Patrick just looked at each 
other when I asked.” Lucas cleared his throat.

“Well, there is something I didn’t tell you.” 
Talking about the Nexus, however strange and uneasy 
it made Margo, due to the fact she didn’t know what 
effect it had on her, was far easier than talking about 
her distant past. “The source of energy Jake used to 
revive me was the Nexus. When Jake’s friend was 
doing the spell, instead of giving a little energy to me, 
it jumped in me. We have no clue what it did, but I’m 
pretty sure it had something to do with it. How else 
would the plant get dried up?”

“Wait, wait. You have a deity inside you?”

“Yup. According to a Nexus coven book, it’s a 
bond. And Malik must have known it would happen.”

“Why?”

“Because there is a bond named after the code-
name he gave me.”

“Coincidence?”

Margo raised her right eyebrow. “From an Im-
mortal that can see in the future?” She paused, taking 
a sip. “It’s how I trusted you when I met you. Well, 
more than I trust normally.”

“You’re usually even more distrusting?” Lucas 
said in surprise.

“Why do you think I only have three friends?” 
Margo switched to her more banter-ready tone of 
voice.
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Lucas blinked a few times, his brain needing a 
few seconds to recuperate from the emotional whip-
lash, then laughed. “See? This is nice. Now I know 
more about you.”

“Considering how long it took me to tell you 
this, I don’t consider it an improvement.”

Lucas almost got up and hugged her again, but 
he stopped, satisfying himself with just a small en-
couragement. “Hey, baby steps.” He then changed the 
subject. “Anyway, according to Patrick, the only way 
the plant would dry up is if you had not only broken 
the link, but taken what energy the plant was getting 
from me and placed it back in my body.”

“Huh.” Margo started in front of her with a 
neutral expression. She noticed Lucas was staring at 
her, worry dawning over his face. She pointed at her 
head. “Oh, processing the information. That’s a lot of 
power.”

“You think it’s possible you might be a deity?”

“Me? There isn’t a worse choice, trust me.”

“You know what? For a woman that looks 
so filled with confidence, you have surprisingly low 
self-esteem. I mean you saved me, and you helped 
bring back Patrick. That doesn’t sound evil.” Lucas’s 
tone was encouraging.

Margo laughed, but stopped when she felt a 
burning in her lungs. She must have cracked or broken 
her ribs—that is the only reason Jake would use that 
remedy. “I’m just being realistic. I’m good at killing, 
strategy, and I’m hot. But a paragon, I’m not.”

Now it was Lucas’s turn to pause. “You must 
have experienced a lot of pain in your life to be able to 
be so tough right now.” He quietly berated himself for 
causing her more of it, even though the situation had 
been out of his control.

Margo sighed. “Remember that night you 
caught me in the gym without a morph?”

“Yeah, you... have a lot of scars.” Lucas was 
trying so hard not to hurt her with a stupid sentence, 
Margo wanted to laugh.

“Well, those are just the ones that managed to 
leave a mark.”

That sentence made Lucas think how many 
didn’t. There were a lot of ways to heal even the 
largest wounds without a trace. “When did you start 
training?”

Margo stopped talking. She stared at the blan-
ket, concentrated. “I honestly can’t remember a time 
when I wasn’t.”

***
“And you are sure she was the one that did 

this, Zetal?” Avalit was now sitting on a large metal 
chair.

“Yes, the owner of the units called me right 
away. I managed to clear it before the cops showed 
up.” The smaller Vuur was standing in the middle 
of the relatively small room, feeling proud that this 
time he was the one to bring news. Ted, in his Vuur 
form that clashed with his plaid shirt and jeans, and a 
human Askel in a dark brown suit without a tie were 
standing near the entrance.

“And tell me how an AGATHA PLANT man-
aged to get further in accomplishing our goals than 
us?” Avalit looked as if he would want nothing more 
than to get up and break them in half.

Aksel walked forward, addressing his leader. 
“Actually Avalit, this works in our favour.”

Zetal turned around and stared at Aksel in con-
fusion. “Huh?”

“How is that?” Avalit was intrigued. “You told 
me that the acquiring all the necessary ingredients to 
your plan would take a long time, but nothing about a 
plant.”
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“We now know that she is truly The Huntress.” 
Aksel’s behaviour was reminiscent of a director in a 
boardroom. “And that reaffirms our insistence on us-
ing this, granted elaborate but highly effective, method 
with the added bonus on gauging her strength. Zetal 
was kind enough to give me a piece of the plant for 
analyzing.”

“She is a lot weaker than the Nexus was. Both 
physically and magically.” Ted added, still leaning on 
the wall, with his hands folded. “It seems the half-hu-
man’s mind won the fight.”

Avalit took a minute to think, then shrugged 
in agreement. “Have we collected all of the supplies 
yet?”

“We have some left, but those are not needed 
for the first stage.” Aksel walked over to the door and 
opened it. “If you would follow us, we can show you.”

The corridor they passed through was enor-
mous even by Vuur standards. The walls were smooth, 
made of stone, with halogen lights in the upper cor-
ners. Aksel followed Ted down the path. All of the 
right and left turns were reminding him of travelling 
through a maze, and that made him uncomfortable. 
Ted on the other hand could find his way with his eyes 
closed.

Ted opened the large heavy door with ease. 
Half of the room was taken over by a large table, 
with several items on it: a large grey egg, a jar of a 
jelly-like blue substance, a vial of dark green blood, a 
large jar that looked empty and several books, scrolls, 
and tablets scattered around.

Aksel entered first, followed by Avalit and 
Zetal. Ted waited patiently at the door until everyone 
was inside and then followed.

“They were hard to get, so please be careful.” 
Aksel warned Zetal who reached for the egg. Zetal 
scowled at him in dismay and put his hand down. He 
was the one that needed to get in the cave and fight 
that large Grayat demon. All they had to do was sneak 
in and get the egg. And now they were acting superior.

“You say you still have some items that are 
needed?” Avalit asked, standing in the middle of the 
room.

“Yes, we need to make the tablet from sacred 
clay, then it needs to be baked slowly in the sun. As 
you know, making sacred clay is a pain.” Ted respond-
ed.

“But we are ready for the first stage. Now all 
we need to do is pick who will face The Huntress. 
That person needs to go through the ritual.”

“I take it neither of you are volunteering.” 
Zetal folded his arms.

“Well, both of us could win, but we could also 
lose. We can only do this once. We need a certain 
winner.” Ted’s matter-of-fact tone both confused and 
offended Zetal.

 But Zetal wasn’t confused for long. “Then I 
volunteer.”

“Yes, you are one of the most capable fighters 
in our clan. But you realise what are the risks?” Avalit 
asked.

“I understand fully and accept them.”

“Alright then.” Avalit smiled and gently hit 
Zetal on the shoulder. “How fast can the ritual start?”

“As soon as the sun sets.”

“Good. If you succeed, Zetal, it won’t matter 
whether you live or die. Your praise will be the same.” 
Avalit then turned to Aksel and Ted. “Good work. You 
two surprise with your talent.”

Aksel and Ted said their thanks and watched as 
Avalit and Zetal left. “Well, it didn’t turn out the way 
we hoped, but this was the second best thing. Zetal 
suspects.” Ted whispered.

“We haven’t lost yet. Now let’s go.” Aksel and 
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Ted quickly prepared everything for the ritual. When 
Zetal got back, everything was prepared.

“Alright, now be careful not to step in the 
invisible sand, just stand over here in the middle of 
it all.” Ted pointed at a place on the floor. Zetal nod-
ded and stepped in. Aksel followed him in the circle, 
holding the large Grayat egg. “Now, you need to sit 
down.” After Zetal sat down cross-legged on the floor, 
Aksel handed him the egg. “Drink it.”

Zetal stared at Aksel with a ‘you have to be 
kidding me’ expression.

Ted rolled his eyes. “Just poke a hole in one 
side and drink it. It’s not like we made the rules.”

Zetal sighed, and broke the top of the egg with 
his fist. He drank it as fast as he could, trying to spend 
as little as time as possible tasting the uncomfortably 
salty insides. Texture wise, it felt like he was eating 
an unconscious slug. He tried not to puncture the thin 
veil, but failed. The green insides of what counted 
as yokes were very bitter and smelled terrible. When 
Zetal finished the egg, Aksel handed him the vile of 
blood.

“Don’t tell me I need to drink this too.”

“No. Paint these symbols,” Aksel handed Zetal 
a piece of paper with a body diagram. “On the same 
places this shows them. I am going to be chanting 
in the meantime.”  Aksel sat down outside the circle 
and chanted slowly as Zetal painted the symbols on 
his arms, hands, legs and chest. They were small and 
jagged, so he had to use his nails, which was a pain 
since they were short. Aksel paused every few sec-
onds to see Zetal’s progress so they could finish at the 
same time. He had to slow down significantly, and he 
thought that made him sound like he didn’t know how 
to read. It frustrated him to no end, and he couldn’t 
even curse in his head because he would mess up 
the pronunciation. He did feel a bit better when he 
glanced over to Ted, he had the expression on his face 
that he got when he was listing a string of curses in 
every language he knew.

As both Zetal and Aksel wrapped up, Ted 
picked up the jar of jelly and tossed it to Zetal. “Now 
open that and draw this on the floor.” He pointed to 
a parchment that was tacked on the wall, with had a 
large rune that looked like a rigid spiral that formed a 
teardrop shape.

“This is the gateway?” Zetal asked as he was 
staring at the finished result. Aksel started chanting 
again, with his eyes closed. Grey light crawled from 
his hands, across the floor and stuck in the sand around 
Zetal. Ted fought to hide his smirk as he was observ-
ing Zetal squirming, because the runes on his body 
started to sting. Aksel was gutsy, trying to get away 
with dimension magic in front of Zetal. There was a 
small difference between normal extremely advanced 
demonic magic and complicated dimension magic, 
but it was an obvious one. Ted was just hoping Aksel 
didn’t forget the words, and had to open his eyes. Even 
Zetal, who was staring at the light with a focused look, 
would notice Aksel’s eyes turning from dark blue to 
white.

The sand on the floor lost its invisibility, and 
the rune in the middle sank in the ground like water 
in soil. Aksel opened his eyes as soon as the lightning 
vanished. His eyes had just turned back to normal 
so they felt prickly, and he had to resist the urge to 
scratch them. They would hurt a lot more that way, 
and the bandages on his wrists couldn’t absorb all 
of the blood. The jacket hid the fact his sleeves were 
soaked. “That’s it.”

Zetal stared at the runes on his hands. They 
were burned in his skin. “I assume these will stay in 
forever?”

“Yup. Now all we need is to wait on the clay.” 
Ted smiled. 



92

Trouble at the Docks
Chapter Sixteen

By Jim King
There were no further alarms for the rest of the 

night. The platoons not on watch stood down to get 
such rest as they could manage, though only the most 
seasoned of veterans were able to sleep much. Those 
who had not seen the figures walking toward them 
take hit after hit during the attack had heard every 
detail repeated many times afterwards.

In particular, the men who had gone out with 
the General and seen that last corpse, still clawing its 
way across the sand trying to reach them. That story 
was growing by the minute.

Still, the sergeants made sure the gossip was 
kept to a whisper, and several times the silence of the 
night was shattered by a leather-throated voice bellow-
ing for soldiers to shut their mouths and get back to 
sleep.

Men sought such rest as they could manage. 
Rumours that they were to be attacking at first light 
swept through them as soon as the officers meeting 
had broken up, and the shouted orders to prepare the 
guns and  Land Frigate for dawn were heard.

#

With the first light of dawn in the eastern sky, 
the camp sprung into action. Steam engines fired up 
and were bought to full pressure. Men were checked 
to ensure they had everything for the attack. The 
quartermaster and his men stood by a pair of wagons 
piled high with munitions crates, handing out rounds 
to those soldiers who had not yet replaced bullets fired 

during the late night attack.

With a clatter of hooves and iron shod wheels 
on the hard packed sand and stones that made up the 
road, the artillery and lancers set off to the south.

The courier reported to the General’s tent for 
the day’s messages as soon as it was light enough for 
him to safely ride. He tucked the letters and reports 
in his satchel and walked his horse to the edge of the 
camp. Just as he reached the road, he was called and 
turned to see the doctor walking quickly toward him. 
The doctor reached him and spoke quietly then handed 
the courier a leather bound package, perhaps the size 
of a small book.

The courier took off at the gallop.

With the horses out of the way, the platoons 
began to form up. Two platoons forming up behind 
the road either side of Greyhound. The four Ironsides 
behind the Land Frigate. The siege mortar and half the 
company men behind them. The reserve platoon, the 
quartermaster’s wagons, and the medical wagon wait-
ed in the camp. They would move out some distance 
behind the main force. 

Lieutenant Digby had half the levy ready, 
and they marched out to the north; they were going 
to block the foot paths that led through the hills to 
the rebel town. The other half would be left with the 
remainder of the company men to secure the camp.

#
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The light guns and cavalry escort made the 
trip down the road and then across the desert without 
encountering any rebels or other difficulties. To the 
south of the rebel town, they were easily able to posi-
tion themselves in the shadow of their target tower and 
close to within half a mile. The guns were unhitched 
and set up quickly by the well drilled crews.

Lieutenant Engler personally placed the mark-
er stakes to line up the guns and calculated the range. 
Both guns were loaded and ready.

Gun A fired first. Its shell dropped short and 
exploded in the town at the base of the wall. Gun B 
fired next, its shell struck the hill behind and to the 
right. Both crews reloaded and manhandled the guns 
back into position between the marking stakes.

“Gun A up ten, B left twelve and down four.”

A fired—this shot struck the ground twenty 
yards short of the tower. B then fired—its shell passed 
just to the right of the tower about mid way up and 
vanished into the distance.

“Gun A up five, B left three.”

Both guns were loaded and fired again. A gun’s 
shell struck the base of the tower and exploded there 
but threw up clouds of dirt not brick. B gun’s shell 
hit the edge of the tower and blew a great hole in the 
brick structure.

“Gun A up another two, B spot on.”

Both guns were loaded and fired again. A hit 
the upper part of the tower and blasted another great 
hole in the brick structure. B missed, its shell flew past 
the tower by no more than a few feet.

“Damn it, reload and line them up this time!”

The gun crews reloaded both guns and checked 
they were lined up to the marker stakes. “Fire A.”

A belched flame and smoke—its shell flew 
across the distance and slammed into the tower shat-
tering the upper section of the tower and sending 
a cascade of bricks down its hollow centre. B gun 
fired—its shell struck the middle of the tower and 

with a great cloud of smoke and dust the entire tower 
collapsed. The ruin was hidden behind the dust; it was 
gone on the eighth shot. The gun crew cheered.

Then the steady breeze cleared away the smoke 
to reveal that the tower still stood. Only the side facing 
the guns had fallen.

“Reload!”

The guns were reloaded and fired again, A 
gun’s shell passed though the collapsed side facing the 
guns and stuck the back wall. B gun’s shell hit falling 
bricks as the entire tower was collapsing, a torrent 
of bricks covering the gabions and the rebel cannon 
under a mound of rubble.

“Good shooting, men.” Engler congratulated 
his gun crews while cursing under his breath, that 
missed fifth shot had cost him ten guineas. Still look 
on the bright side, Ambrose Charterhouse was a terri-
ble card player.

#

By the road, the bulk of the British force wait-
ed, officers watching the tower fall through binoculars.

“Ten guineas to you Ambrose.” 

“Yes sir, close though, I nearly ended up owing 
money to the artillery. Oh the disgrace.”

General Summerby chuckled then raised his 
voice.

“Advance!”

Greyhound led them forward, smoke pouring 
from her stack as her tracks dug into the soft sand 
beyond the road. Behind her, the Ironsides lumbered 
forward. Both platoons of infantry waited until she 
was about a hundred feet away before they started to 
walk. Far better for the first shots to be aimed at the 
Land Frigate.

The rest of the force followed along behind.

The first enemy shot did not come until Grey-
hound was three hundred yards from the wall of the 
town. Seeing the gun smoke erupt on the fort wall, the 
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platoon sergeants shouted for the platoons to disperse, 
and they broke into a trot, spreading forwards and 
sideways to make themselves less of a target.

Behind the two platoons, General Summerby 
was watching the action through binoculars.He could 
see no more than a dozen rebels firing from the fort 
wall, and none of their big guns were in action. He 
waved to the siege mortar crew and pointed at the 
flashes of musket fire on the fort. The gunner waved 
back, and the crew turned the mortar to face the rebels 
then unshipped the wheels and in less than a minute 
fired the first round.

The round flew high and seemed to drift over 
the town before falling just in front of the fort wall. 
Three seconds passed and a blast of fire and smoke 
and what looked like the roof of one of the local build-
ings went skyward.

The second round landed just behind the fort 
wall, and again, there was a slight pause until the fuse 
burned down and it exploded. A ball of fire and smoke 
and shrapnel engulfed one section of the wall, and all 
rebel fire stopped as the surviving rebels vanished.

The Ironsides had fallen behind a little as 
Greyhound advanced and were now a good fifty yards 
back.The two platoons dispersed as skirmishers were 
all around the Land Frigate but taking care not to 
move in front of the steam-powered land ship.

In the distance, the lancers and light guns were 
also moving closer to provide covering fire if it was 
needed.

#

Greyhound approached the wall slowly and 
steadily. The narrow prow hit the wall first, pushing 
bricks aside and breaking through. Then the widen-
ing hull pushed through and a whole section of wall 
collapsed, the bricks falling apart as long dried mortar 
crumbled away.

A cloud of dust from the collapsed wall bil-
lowed outward; only the tail and tall exhaust stack of 
the Greyhound were visible. The driver changed to his 
lowest gear and engaged the drive. The massive steel 

vehicle began to grind forward, crushing the remnants 
of the wall under its tracks.

It pushed completely into the open area be-
yond, then hit one of the buildings. The mudbrick 
walls collapsed before the multi-ton bulk of the Land 
Frigate, and Greyhound was barely slowed as it 
smashed its way into the town, leaving a trail of dev-
astation behind it.

The leading platoon advanced behind it, red 
coats quickly turning orange and grey as the cloud 
of dust covered them. They were slowed by the wide 
road of rubble that Greyhound had left behind it and 
so were falling behind the Land Frigate as it ground its 
way onward.

Greyhound smashed through one final building 
and entered the market square, the only large open 
area in the town. At once, rifle and musket fire began 
to bounce off her thick armour. Lieutenant Houseman 
and his gunner Leading SeamanThomson used the 
narrow vision slits on the turret and cupola to try and 
spot the firers. But there was too much dust and smoke 
from the destroyed house they were still sitting on top 
of.

“Driver, advance, get us out of this damn 
dust.”

Greyhound clanked its way forward into the 
centre of the market crushing a number of small 
wooden tables as it did so. Clear of the dust from the 
smashed building they could now see the flash and 
smoke of gunshots coming from the battlements of the 
fortress wall.

“Gunner target.” “Load canister.” “The wall.” 
“Round loaded.” “Firing Wall.” 

The crew wasworking like the well drilled 
team that they were, each calling orders or information 
over the others.

The twelve pounder fired, smoke and fire 
belching from the barrel, the turret rattlingfrom the re-
coil. The round broke apart almost at once, and a cloud 
of lead balls and the base of the round flew across the 
distance between gun and wall. The round was fired 
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low, and most of the shots smashed the brickwork of 
the wall. Perhaps a third of the shots struck the battle-
ments and the area above them.

The volume of fire from that section stopped 
at once, several of the rebels were dead, several more 
wounded. The remaining men crouched behind the 
wall, fear and shock on their faces.

The first of the infantry came through the 
smashed house into the square and came under light 
fire. Most of the rebels were firing at the Land Frig-
ate. Under the orders of sergeants and corporals, the 
soldiers spread out to find cover, several sharpshooters 
forcing their way into the intact houses either side 
seeking access to the flat roofs.

Someone on the wall was shouting in Arabic, 
and the volume of fire falling like rain on the Land 
Frigate began to drop. Instead, the leading infantry 
squads came under heavier fire, and first one, then 
another, and a third cried out or fell.

Then four new figures crunched their way 
across the rubble and into the square. The Ironsides 
had arrived. Designed in America, a number of these 
experimental devices had been purchased for testing 
by the British Army. Renamed Ironsides they were so 
new there were less than a platoon’s worth of them in 
the entire army. 

Each was a remarkable device, nearly eight 
feet tall and humanoid, massive steel legs surround-
ed by a frame of pistons and armour. A barrel chest 
topped with a small hatch. Arms of pulleys and gears, 
puny when compared to the size of the Ironsides but 
still much larger than a human arm. The men who 
drove these machines were amongst the biggest and 
strongest in the army and they still collapsed from heat 
and exhaustion within an hour of being deployed. But 
for that hour, they were gods of steel and fire on the 
battlefield.

Two carried short-barrelled two pounder can-
nons with five round revolver mechanisms, designed 
by the Royal Arsenal at Woolwich, specifically for the 
Ironsides. The navy was showing an interest in them 
as well for close defence weapons for the Land Cruis-

ers or fleet ships. These were built into the right arms, 
the left arms were fitted with crude and clumsy, but 
very strong, gripping claws.

The other two carried maxim machine guns, 
the canvas belts of ammunition held in great steel box-
es slung beneath the weapons.

All four Ironsides immediately became the 
centre of a storm of fire as every rebel opened fire at 
these steel giants as soon as they came into sight. They 
lumbered forwards, the soldiers within struggling to 
move despite the complex system of pistons and pul-
leys and sweating in the heat of a steel box under the 
Egyptian sun and with steam engines strapped to their 
backs. Struggling to see the enemy through the grill 
like face plates of heavy armoured slats, the gaps were 
filled with sheet metal drilled with hundreds of close 
set small holes to allow sight and protection.

One Ironside fired a burst of Maxim fire along 
the closest wall, driving the rebels into cover. Fol-
lowing the fire, both cannon-armed Ironsides paused 
and fired one round each into the wall just below the 
battlements. The rounds were light, but the wall was 
no more than brick, and a whole section of the wall 
and battlement collapsed.

With the Land Frigate and the Ironsides draw-
ing what enemy fire was still coming towards the 
British force, the infantry were able to spread out 
across the square, moving from cover to cover. The 
sharpshooters on the flat-roofed buildings began their 
work and one after another any rebels who revealed 
themselves on what remained of the closest battle-
ments were cut down.

Then nothing moved except the infantry and 
Ironsides; the firing had stopped.

It looked like the British had taken the town 
with barely a fight.
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