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His Nose and Ears
Frances Kay

face. The noble brow, the proud nose, your
strong mouth curved in a smile of triumph, your
delicate ears. Thus do I steel myself to the task I
have promised.

His Nose and Ears - Frances Kay

You are my heart,
O my beloved,

Safira.

The disguise worked perfectly. I ran through
the streets, no one gave me a second glance, no
men looking lustfully at me, no need for heavy
veils, or servants to brush aside the beggars.
You have made it easy for me to pass as a boy. I
make quite a good boy, I think.

Safira, distant angel of light, fear not.
The outcome of this will be heaven on earth for
us all. An end to war and centuries of bloodshed.
My rule shall begin with peace and reconciliation.
Let this quell your fears.

I am here at the dockside now. The leather
purse of money round my neck. Enough for my
passage to Wadiya. And the box, too, is safe.

Love until death,

I long for you. I long for this to be
accomplished. My heart is yours.

Ahmed.

Safira.
O my most loved lord and treasure,
In these foreign streets it is best not to speak.
I find men need to speak less than women. I
gesture, I nod, I point. This brings me food,
shows me where I must go, and finds me a bed
in a wretched hovel for tonight. For the first time
since leaving you, homesickness overwhelms
me. I have not asked about your father’s health?
Is there any improvement? Has he opened his
eyes since I left? And the almond tree in the
courtyard, does it bloom yet? I think too of the
little man with the sad face, our gentle hostage,
that I call Ori. He smiled for me sometimes. Does
he know I have come to his country to bring
peace? His time with us has been too long. I
have known him and his laments, sitting always
in his corner, plucking his harp, since I was an
infant.

My little pearl,
I rejoice in your safe travel. Your errand is as
precious to me as life itself. I cannot write more.
Affairs of state claim me.
Love until death,
Ahmed

O my dear beloved,
The journey was long and terrible. I, who have
never been so far from home, to be sick and
unwashed with no slaves to assist me, no friends
or kind words. Now I understand the lot of a
man is to suffer all in silence.

I dare not think of home. It will bring unmanly
tears.

We approach the port. Once again my fears
rise, choking my throat. If I am discovered? Our
countries are at war. I am an enemy in their
eyes. My life is a small, weak thing. So easily
crushed.

My love for you will keep me strong.
Yours to love or to destroy, as you will,
Safira

My courage returns when I close my eyes
and trace in my mind the outline of your dear
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My dear Safira,
Do not falter now. Your task is nearly done.
How the world will love you and revere your
memory always! How splendid will be the
marriage when your mission is accomplished!

I rely on you, Safira. Our love, and the welfare
of our country must not be endangered by a
foolish girl’s whim.
State business presses.

My father is no better. His physicians say the
end cannot be long. As a son, my heart will break
in two. But as his successor, I am impatient to
begin the new rule. The future is bright, for our
country, for you, who surely deserve paradise.
Paradise will be yours, my little angel.

Ahmed.

O my strange husband to be,

Love until death,

What a cold letter, your last one! I have done
nothing against your wishes, only confessed a
moment’s weakness. Please write to me with
words of love to make my steps to the palace
light.

Ahmed.

O my greatly loved husband and king to be,

Your dear face is in my thoughts. I kiss your
lips. You are my joy.

I have a confession to make. The box I have
carried so far, which I know to be so precious.
You ordered me not to open it, and of course
I agreed. But tonight I so longed to be close to
you. Whatever was inside was of you, that I
knew not, I desired to see. I confess that I put
the key in the lock and turned it. My hand was
upon the lid. I fought within myself. The gift
within, you say, is so rare, so unique, that the
Sultan will instantly agree to peace. I wished
you had shared the secret with me, beloved. You
could have trusted me.

Safira.

Dear child,
I spoke too harshly. My father is dead and
all is turned upside down. Much to do. Cannot
write more. When do you have audience with the
Sultan?
Love until death,

Have no fear, Ahmed. The box remains
unopened. Tomorrow I will go to the palace.
Soon this waiting and suspense and war will be
over. Tomorrow.

King Ahmed

Yours, heart and soul, forever,

O, what joy and yet what sadness is in my
breast! You are king now. I wish I had been able
to say a last goodbye to your father. Although he
was proud and warlike, he was always kind to
me.

Safira.

My dear Safira,

I have presented my letters of introduction. I
wait.

How alarming your last letter was to me! That
you should waver in your promised purpose is
unworthy. There may be a penalty if you open the
box before the Sultan should see it. The gift is for
him alone. To reveal its contents is to behave as a
thief.

Your wife to be,
Safira
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My dearest little angel of light,

for success in our mission.

A brief moment of quiet and my thoughts turn
to you. I have stood down our armies against
Wadiya. The first move toward peace has begun.
My coronation is tomorrow. Alas, my advisers
would not let this wait until your return. But be
happy, dearest one, for the wedding to follow will
be unrivalled in its magnificence.

My love for you will never die.

TO HIS EXCELLENCY THE SULTAN OF
WADIYA:
Know this:

Crowds of our people throng the streets. There
is much celebration. Soon you will know all, see
all.

I, Ahmed, am now King of the Southern
Provinces. We have tripled our armies on every
border. They await my orders to attack and
destroy your warriors.

Love until death,
Ahmed.

It is in your power to grant peace between our
peoples, however, by giving me your youngest
daughter in marriage. I may also take to wife her
sisters, at a later date. The union between our
countries will of course be sealed by many rich
gifts. You will not be the poorer, and your people
will bless you for ending the state of war.

O my most dear beloved,
My heart is torn in two. Not be there for
your crowning! I cannot bear it. And as for
the wedding, I do not want spectacle and
magnificence. Only two hearts, joined forever.
I long for you. I long to know you better, as my
husband, my king.

In token of my intent, open this box. Inside you
will find the nose and ears of your son. He has
been a pleasant prisoner these past fifteen years,
but he has served his purpose.

Yours completely,

Ahmed, King of the Southern Provinces.

Safira

When you have read and understood this
message, kill the bearer.

I have heard tonight from the ambassador.
I shall be given audience tomorrow with the
Sultan. I shall do exactly as you told me. First
hand him the box, then the sealed letter. I pray
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Author Interview - Sammy Smith

Author Interview - Sammy Smith
FH: How long have you been writing?

FH: What does your process look like?

I wish I could answer and say ‘since as long
as I can remember,’ but the truth is I wrote a lot
as a child (and won some awards), stopped for
over a decade, and then started again around
2009 following the death of my Nan. I found the
process cathartic and realised that writing gave
me the escape I needed with a stressful job. I
admit though, since the birth of my two boys
my writing time has severely suffered and I’ve
written one short story in the last three years...

When Grimbold runs an open door
submission period, we receive hundreds of
manuscripts. A few years ago I would read
these myself but last year I had to instruct
a team of readers to help due to the sheer
quantity we received. Those readers will read
the submissions ‘blind’ (no details of the author
are known to them) and assess the submission
purely on the work. They then pass on potential
manuscripts to Joanne Hall who will then make
the final decision. Joanne isn’t just a Grimbold
author, she’s a talented editor and has a keen
eye for quality work and I’m so honoured and
pleased to have her on our team! An offer will
be made to the author and a blank contract
sent across. We urge our authors to have the
contract double checked and recommend the
Society of Authors, if possible. Once agreed
and signed up, editing will begin. This can be
a drawn out and very long process – especially
given that we’re a small press and our editors
are often employed elsewhere with full time jobs.
It’s not unusual for publication to take upwards
of a year from signing the contract to holding
the book in your hands.

FH: How long have you been working on
Grimbold?
Grimbold started in 2013 about a year after
I first started publishing with an (unnamed)
business partner and Zoë Harris. We realised
though that with varying tastes that we needed
to separate out the two businesses and focus
on our passions to ensure we thrived. Zoë and
I started Grimbold Books and over the last 4
years we’ve slowly expanded and are very proud
of what we’ve achieved.
FH: What did you gravitate towards first?
Publishing or writing?

FH: What was the first thing you wrote?
What was the first story/book that you had
published?

Writing. I finished a manuscript and
submitted it to the big world. After receiving
several small press offers of publication, I
scrutinised the contracts and felt that I would
be better publishing myself. Instead, however,
of becoming a self-publisher, I researched small
presses and invested some capital. I wanted
to create and run a business that not only
published genre fiction that I was passionate
about, but also could be a platform for new and
upcoming writers and help them springboard to
bigger publishers. From the start I wasn’t naive
enough to think we would instantly become
a big publisher earning oodles, and instead
I wanted to invest in literature that perhaps
would be ignored by big presses, or wasn’t
considered a financial ‘winner.’

The first thing I remember writing was a story
about children collecting magical stones and
summoning demons and witches. I was 11 and
it won me a ‘creative writing’ trophy – I’m still
proud of it to this day, dammit!
The first thing I had published was a short
story in ‘The Tale of the Nun and Dragon’ (Fox
Spirit Books). I’m quite a slow writer nowadays
and so my credentials are quite modest!
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FH: Who were your early influences in
reading?
So many! I loved the Magic Faraway Tree
by Enid Blyton and Howl’s Moving Castle as a
child, but after my decade hiatus it was Jennifer
Fallon and her wonderful writing that reignited
my love in fantasy. Nowadays my number one
author is Jacqueline Carey.

beliefs and challenge perceptions in a fun way.
For me personally, I love epic fantasy with gods,
mythology and metaphysics.

FH: What was one of the most surprising
things you learned while creating your
books?

I have an amazingly patient husband who has
supported me with Grimbold both financially
and personally. My friends tend to all be fellow
writers and so understand the constraints and
pitfalls of the publishing world. Ken Dawson,
Evelinn Enoksen and Kate Coe have all given
their time, support and talents to the company
and they are amazing! Team Grimbold is such
a supportive group that without them, I would
have failed a long time ago!

FH: Do you get much moral support from
family and friends?

Just how much there is to learn about the
craft – grammar, punctuation, story-telling
and arcs, passive and active voices, originality,
distinctive authorial voice; all of these make
a great book but it’s very rare for a writer to
be perfect in all these areas and that’s why a
good editor is key. As a novice I didn’t quite
appreciate just how much work goes in to
creating a novel of good quality.

FH: What is your ultimate goal as an
author/publisher?

FH: What was one of the most surprising
things you learned when publishing?

I’d love for Grimbold to become an instantly
recognisable publisher. This year we won the
British Fantasy Award for best independent
publisher and I was utterly floored that a
jury of peers (and none of them known to me
personally) voted for us. I still have to pinch
myself at times!

Things go a lot slower than you anticipate
and cost almost twice as much. We refuse to
churn out books week on week and instead
commission artists for personalised artwork and
use editors who have the time to get to know
the author and the world they’ve created. Also,
income is a fickle beast, for one month you can
be pleasantly surprised and the next six months
have you pulling out your hair and screaming at
the royalty reports in dismay...

As far as my writing goes, I want to finish my
fantasy series and sell my dystopic literary piece.
That’s all.
FH: Do you want each of your books to
stand on their own, or are you trying to build
a body of work with connections between
each book?

FH: How do you balance writing fiction with
your work as a publisher?
Sadly, I don’t think I’ve found the balance yet.
Grimbold takes up the majority of my ‘free’ time
and I find that after working through the admin
I’m too burnt out to write. Do I regret this? Not
really. Of course I’m missing writing but I’m
loving discovering new worlds and writers. We
have such a wonderful team of authors signed
with us now and I can genuinely say that not
only do I enjoy working with them, but they are
friends.

With my fantasy series, they’re obviously
linked. With my other work they are all
standalone pieces. I used to be a ‘pantser,’ but
now I like to plot out ideas and have a loose view
of where the story is going.
FH: What is your ideal book?
Good pace, great writing, smart, and not smug
or conceited.

FH: What drew you to writing epic fantasy?
I’ve always found (epic) fantasy to be an
amazingly open and potentially inclusive genre
with the ability to explore ideas, ethics, diversity,

FH: What is your favorite book and who is
your favorite author?
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Such a hard question as I love so many
authors and so many books! I do love The Song

of Achilles by Madeline Miller and Lavinia by
Ursula Le Guin, but Kushiel’s Dart by Jacqueline
Carey ignited a love for intricate and beautiful
prose in fantasy for me.
FH: What draws you to their work and how
have they influenced your writing?
I don’t know if I’ve consciously been influenced
by any of the above authors, but each author
writes with passion and intelligence. There are
moral layers and questions in their work and
they aren’t afraid to address contentious issues.

up Trumpton.’ And that’s just the spring – we’re
working on a whole slate of other novels and
novellas for the rest of the year!

FH: If you were to write a book in a genre
totally out of your comfort zone, what would
that genre be?

FH: What advice would you give to any
aspiring authors out there?

Crime or mystery. I work fulltime as a
detective in the police and so I avoid crime
novels like the plague! I just don’t find them
fun or enjoyable. A few years ago my literary
agent urged me to write crime as (her words)
‘that’s where the money is,’ but I couldn’t bring
myself to do it. I think I’d be too procedural and
probably bore the reader with pages and pages
of rules and regulations and paperwork! Also,
D.I’s and D.CI’s rarely (read, never) actually
investigate crime, visit crime scenes or victims...

Read as much as possible in many different
genres. Write as often as you can and don’t
be tempted to go back and keep editing small
sections – finish your work, leave it for a short
while and then revisit it. It’s too tempting to
keep working on one piece over and over without
a break, but sometimes you can lose focus and
direction and the story will suffer. I’m a great
believer in having someone beta-read your work,
and so if you choose to do this pick someone
who knows that they’re talking about and whose
opinions you value. Good criticism can be hard
to swallow and often deflates the ego, but a good
beta-reader will help you in the long run (same
advice for editors!)

FH: Do you read outside your genre?
I do... that’s all you need to know!
FH: Do you have any new releases coming
up? What, and when? (If not, what was your
last release?)

Don’t give up! Keep going!

Grimbold has some amazing books scheduled
for 2018! We have a trio of amazing science
fiction anthologies scheduled for either Q1 or
Q2; Terra Nullius is a collection focusing on life
at the edge of the universe and humanity out
amongst the stars, Infinite Dysmorphia is looking
at the wild and varied ways that humanity
changes and moulds itself, and Holding On By
Our Fingertips is the 24 hours leading up to the
apocalypse... we were absolutely blown away by
the quality of the stories submitted, and we’re
really looking forward to sharing them with you!
We’ve also got some excellent novels scheduled
for release in Spring; Lindsey Duncan’s amazing
science fiction novel Scylla and Charybdis,
Isha Crowe’s dark YA fantasy Gwythias and the
Door to the Void, and Escaping Firgo by Jason
Whittle, described as ‘Hot Fuzz meets messed-

You can check out Grimbold Books at
grimboldbooks.com, and find out more about
our authors and their books at kristell-ink.
com. We also have a Patreon with exclusive
short stories and Grim & Bold comics at www.
patreon.com/GrimboldBooks, and we do a
podcast with author interviews and chat at www.
grimboldbooks.com/podcast. You can also keep
up with our news on Facebook and Twitter.
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Author Interview - Joel Cornah

Author Interview - Joel Cornah
Joel Cornah is an author, journalist, and
blogger. His writing began as a way of preserving
the stories he told his siblings about their
favourite dinosaurs, penguins and dragons;
stories that eventually became a whole world.
He is an editor for The Science-Fiction and
Fantasy Network, and his interview series has
included authors such as Brandon Sanderson,
Kameron Hurley, and Becky Chambers, as well
as TV stars ranging from Sylvester McCoy and
Peter Davison, to Paul Darrow and Sophie Aldred.
He is also an active member of the Tolkien
Society, a blogger for the Pack of Aces, and is
outspoken about his dyslexia, supporting efforts
to spread awareness through talks, articles, and
books.
joelcornah.com
Twitter: @JoelCornah or @TheMiliverse
facebook.com/JoelKCornah
kristell-ink.com
scififantasynetwork.com/tag/interviews

FH: When did you first realize you wanted
to be a writer?

that’s what almost everyone told me and I saw
no reason to disagree.
I did keep writing, though. My thought
process was general ‘obviously, somebody else
will have to write this all up properly one day.
Nobody wants to see my illegible streams of
consciousness.’
But a mixture of anxiety and social
awkwardness made it so I never could ask
someone else to write these stories for me. So, I
did it myself and after all the effort and time I’d
put in, I decided to see if it was worth anything
to anyone. Apparently, it was.
FH: How long have you been writing?
Since primary school, but it’s hard to say how
much of that was worth reading.
FH: How long does it take you to write a
book?
It varies from book to book. The Sea-Stone
Sword first draft took me about three weeks,
but with re-drafting, re-writing, and editing it
took about a year and a half before it was good
enough for publishing.
My current project, Hollower, is something I’ve
been working on for about five years. But I think
it’s ready to be looked at by proper people now.
Probably.
FH: What does your process look like?

That’s a really difficult question. I found
I enjoyed making stories at an early age –
probably around five or six – when I would tell
strange stories to my younger siblings. I tried
writing them down, but it proved difficult. I was
later diagnosed with dyslexia around the same
time and from then on I was discouraged from
literary based activities.

A tug-o-war between my desire to tell stories
and my crippling depression, mostly. I’ve just
moved to a new house and started a new job so
I’m still trying to find a new rhythm that works.
I’ve done some sporadic writing here and there
but need to find a schedule.

Well-meaning teachers tried to move me
towards science and geography instead of
English or creative writing. I just kind of
accepted that I wouldn’t be a writer because

Before, I used to work at a job where I could
find time at lunch or during quiet moments to
type away. I could get a NaNoWriMo done by the
15th sometimes.
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FH: What was the first thing you wrote?
What was the first story/book that you had
published?
The first thing I remember writing was a
picture book type thing when I was about eight
or nine. It was about a dinosaur who wondered
if Christmas was real. It was incredibly silly and
involved a lot of other dinosaurs claiming that
Christmas was just a made-up story used to
scare children. I don’t remember how it resolved.
The first thing I had published was a flash
fiction piece in the anthology Felinity. My story
was called ‘One Eye’ and was about an immortal
cat contemplating time and death. It was loosely
inspired by my own cat, Sammy, who had died
a few years prior. He had had one eye and was
very old. We never quite knew how old, but the
vet estimated about 18 or 19!
He was a good cat.
FH: Who were your early influences in
writing?
I’m going to be kind of boring here and say
Tolkien.
As I said, I had been discouraged from reading
and writing for much of my childhood and
adolescence. But when I read The Lord of the
Rings, I was so enchanted that I couldn’t stop. I
read the whole thing over a weekend and almost
got into trouble for telling a teacher about this
and she refused to believe me. To be fair, I was
being rather obnoxious about it.
As for writing, it was The Silmarillion that
first lit the fire in me, so to speak. Reading that
strange and complex history told me that it was
possible to create a fantasy world. Here was a
completely imaginary history and geography,
full of politics and intrigue, prejudice and
power, hope and despair. And it all came from
someone’s imagination.
I think that’s what encouraged me to really try
and make something of my own.
FH: What was one of the most surprising
things you learned while creating your
books?
Editing is where it all happens. The first
draft is always the most painful and the least
interesting part. Everything after is the real

adventure of writing. I think because writing was
always such a frustration for me growing up I
always wanted to just write once and be done
with it. But now, I want to finish a first draft
quickly so that I can get on to the real writing.
FH: How do you balance writing fiction with
your work as a journalist and blogger?
Deadlines do motivate me to sit down and
write things. The variation in styles and kinds of
writing also gives a nice break from each other. I
tend to write somewhat analytical blogs, delving
into meta issues and themes, which is always a
good thing to think about when writing. Have a
theme, and being aware of the wider context of
your work can help give you focus and tidy up
the story and characters.
I also do interviews for scififantasynetwork.
com with authors in the genre. This has been
a brilliant experience and has taught me a lot
about different approaches and attitudes. It’s
also just really exciting to get to talk to your
favourite writers about your favourite books!
FH: What drew you to writing YA fantasy?
To begin with, it was out of a fear that I would
never be able to write to a standard that would
be considered good enough for adult readers.
However, as I’ve become more used to the genre
and learned to appreciate what can be done with
it.
There’s so much creativity in the genre
right now. The best books in fantasy at the
moment are coming from writers like Leigh
Bardugo, Seanan McGuire, Foz Meadows, Becky
Chambers and more besides, and they tend
towards the YA side.
You can play with stereotypes and
expectations with a lot of freedom. You can
really tease out your world building and make
your characters as real as they can be with very
few limitations. It’s a fantastic environment to
write in.
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FH: Do you get much moral support from
family and friends?
Yes, though I think my family are mostly just
baffled by it. One of my siblings draws a lot
of art for the books and helped me sketch out
some ideas for the cover, which we then sent to
the publisher’s artist. (Evelyn Enoksen, she’s
brilliant!)
I have a lot of friends who are similarly
aspiring writers, so we all support each other
as much as we can. Many of my friends are
ones I grew up with on the internet over Tolkien
discussion forums. We’ve known each other for
well over a decade and can’t imagine not having
these people in our lives.
FH: What is your ultimate goal as an
author?
To keep these stories and characters alive.
That was one of my first and lasting goals, if I
had any. I grew up telling stories to my siblings
about these fantastical lands, and as we grew,
they grew with us. I decided to write them down
because I wanted to keep them alive.
Do you want each of your books to stand on
their own, or are you trying to build a body of
work with connections between each book?
A little bit of both. The Sea-Stone Sword and
The Sky Slayer follow on from each other, but
can be read independently. There’s a whole
world behind them and more material I want to
explore with the various characters, concepts
and histories therein.
I don’t want to create something that requires
a whole lot of background reading. I want the
person who picks up the fifteenth book I write to
be able to enjoy it as much as the person who’s
never read a word. That’s the hope, anyway.

FH: What is your favorite book and who is
your favourite author?
The Silmarillion and JRR Tolkien. Sorry to be
cliché, and I admit a lot of this is down to the
friends I have made through these books, the
experiences we have shared, and the joys I have
found in Middle Earth fandom.
FH: What draws you to their work and how
have they influenced your writing?
As I said, the Silmarillion was the first book
that made me want to be a writer, so it always
holds that special place in my heart. I love the
sense of scale in Tolkien’s work, the feeling of
things being so ancient and powerful, and yet so
sad. He does tragedy very well and I think The
Children of Hurin, while depressing, is one of his
best works.
The way Tolkien built his world feels very
organic and each bit flows into the next,
and the echoes back. Reading The History
of Middle Earth series, and his letters, you
see how frustrated he could get with his own
imagination. It reminds me that, though he was
very flawed, he still achieved something that
went on to inspire others.
He was also a notorious procrastinator. So,
there’s that thing we share.
FH: If you were to write a book in a genre
totally out of your comfort zone, what would
that genre be?
I have a feeling I’ll one day write something
in a murder mystery vein. I do enjoy those from
time to time and would like to try my hand at it.
Either that or a heist. Love a good heist.

FH: What is your ideal book?
Something with strong characters, well fleshed
out concepts, and an exciting adventure. Moral
tests and development, diversity and coherence.
It’s really hard to balance everything out and few
can manage it, but when they do it’s always a
joy to read.
I certainly recommend N K Jemisin’s Broken
Earth trilogy, which is about as close as it gets
to perfect.

FH: Do you read outside your genre?
As often as I can! I had a bit of an obsession
with the Golden Age of Piracy a few years back
and still dip into those books from time to time. I
like a bit of ancient history, and politics now and
again.
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FH: Do you have any new releases coming
up? What, and when? (If not, what was your
last release?)

FH: What advice would you give to any
aspiring authors out there?

Yes, I have a new novella coming out this
year! The Shards of the Nightmare tells the story
of Sini, a young girl born with blue skin and
tyrannical parents.
It’s about how she learns to stand up to the
worst powers in the world, while fighting her
own insecurities. It’s about finding hope in
hopelessness, and it’s about how she falls in love
with the girl who protected her all these years.
But not all is as it seems.

You need other people around you as a
writer. You need people to tell you when you’re
wrong. Whether that be in terms of spelling
and grammar, or in terms of more meta issues.
Always be prepared to be corrected, if fixing the
mistakes will make your writing better.
And, for God’s sake, put more female
characters in your books. You think you’ve got
enough of them? Wrong. Add more.
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Chasing the Sunset
Jason Whittle
Chasing the Sunset - Jason Whittle

It hasn’t been a particularly hot day, which
is a relief, but still the hours of sweat and toil
have left us carrying a stink that would turn an
orchid into a cactus. A small fried egg sits on the
horizon with a noble indolence, masquerading
as a sunset, but the faint orange glow in
which we are bathed comes as a result of the
kerosene gaslight we are stood by; the combined
nyctophobia of the townsfolk making them
desperate to stave off the darkness wherever
they can.
A murmuration of starlings darts overhead
in formation, the collective moving as one to
create magnificent shapes and patterns in the
sky. I remark that their skill, coordination and
teamwork hints at an ancient intelligence that
might even exceed our own.
Paul looks up and is unimpressed; “Commie
bastards!” he spits, and although he laughs
there is nothing in his mannerism that suggests
jocularity.
I say nothing; we walk on. It feels good to be
heading west again, even if it’s only towards our
boarding house. I enjoy quiet walks like this but
for all his size and strength, something about
the cloying silence of the approaching Georgia
dusk unnerves Paul and he tries to hide his
fears by singing an old marching hymn about
heading down the Atlanta highway.
I counter with one even more apt about not
going back to Rockville, and of course we have
no intention of doing so, but I suspect there are
at least half a dozen more Rockvilles between
where we are and wherever we need to be.
We arrive at the boarding house and only
one or two heads look up, but soon return to
their precious supper. Usually the arrival of two
strangers so close to the darkness hours would
be a cause for consternation, but our visit isn’t
unexpected. The landlord drove past us in his
pickup truck three miles down the road, but we
didn’t ask for a lift and he didn’t offer.

The landlady ushers us to the most distant
table, hidden in the corner away from the other
diners, even though if cleanliness is next to
godliness these people are no closer to heaven
than we are. On the table sit two bowls of gruel,
cooling almost to inedibility as they await our
arrival. We waste no time in spooning it all up
though; Paul isn’t fussy and as for me, well I’ll
eat anything if I’m hungry enough.
No sooner have we finished eating than the
landlord appears at our table, arms folded and
glowering at us in a laughable attempt to appear
intimidating. “One room?” he says, peering at
the scrawled handwriting on a dirty napkin.
“What are you, a couple of faggots?”
I scowl, but Paul isn’t offended by the inquiry.
Instead he replies, “No sir, we’re brothers,” and
he leaves his seat to crouch beside me and hold
his head next to mine, adding, “Can’t you see?”
This strikes me as an unwise move because,
kinfolk we may well be, half kin if nothing
else, but anyone with front facing eyes can see
that Paul and me are not the same. However,
the landlord seems slightly appeased by the
explanation; he doesn’t throw his arms wide for
a group hug, but he does at least unfold them.
“So where you brothers from?” asks the
landlord.
Once again Paul blurts it out before I can stop
him: “Rockville.”
The landlord takes a step back, shaking
his head. “Rockville? Hell, that’s some nasty
business been going on round there.”
I take over at this point. “Yeah,” I say, “That’s
why we wanted to get away from there. It’s
terrible, always wondering when, where, who’ll
be next… ”
The landlord’s eyes narrow. “Don’t you have
girlfriends? Sisters? A mom? It seems to me that
two big strong boys like you ought to be staying
there and protecting your womenfolk.”
“No girlfriends, no sisters,” I tell him. “And
Mom is looking down from Heaven now. All we
had there was sad memories and now we want
to start afresh, someplace far away.”
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Again the landlord seems less than satisfied,
but falls just short of outright hostility. “Are you
headed north from here, then?” he asks.

*

“No, west,” says Paul, “My brother says we’re
chasing the sunset!”
He’s right; I do say that. I love that phrase, but
it’s wasted on the landlord. “West?” he spits with
derision and incredulity. “How far west?”
“As far as we need to,” says Paul. “Maybe all
the way to the California coast!”
The landlord’s simmering anger threatens to
boil over into an incandescent rage. “I might
have known it,” he hisses. “I’ve heard the stories
of what goes on there: bums and layabouts
smoking pot, women walking the streets wearing
next to nothing and such a manner of sexual
deviancy all around that no decent person would
even set foot in that wretched state. And here
you are, turning your back on your hometown
and the Word of our Lord to go seeking cheap
thrills with harlots, Jezebels and potheads! I
hope you’re ashamed of yourselves; you disgust
me.”
The landlord goes back to folding his arms
and staring aggressively. If he could see past his
great vengeance and furious anger he’d know
we’re about as likely to turn up in Venice, Italy
as Venice Beach. In between working for food
and lodging we’ve been marching an average of
six miles a day; at that rate it’ll take us a year to
reach the west coast, but Paul could never figure
out that math and I’m not going to take his hope
away by telling him.
Perhaps the landlord does the calculations,
or maybe it’s his inherent sense of, or pretence
to honour and respectability that calms him
down. “But the fact is a deal’s a deal,” he says.
“And you two did a lot of hard work today, so
the room is yours. If you decide during the night
that you want to start living a better life, then
you’re welcome to stay. Otherwise I’d appreciate
it if you could be gone before we start serving
breakfast.”
I distinctly remember that the agreement we
shook hands on also entitles us to eggs and grits
in the morning, but I have no desire to cause
trouble or bring any more attention to ourselves,
so I simply thank the landlord for his kind
hospitality and Paul follows me up the stairs.

We go out as soon as we hear the first
birdsong, heading once again down the Atlanta
highway. Quite apart from the landlord’s
instruction, this time of day is the best
opportunity to travel in comfort, before the
morning sun gets hot enough to make walking
more arduous.
About five miles down the track, we run into
a good ol’ boy fallen on hard times. He sits by
the side of the road, half in and half out of a
makeshift wheelchair. His head slumps forward
onto a stained shirt which struggles to contain
his bulging belly, and his frayed denim shorts
show that one of his legs is riddled with cysts
and weeping sores. The other has gone.
I figure he can’t have come from far away:
there must be a settlement of some kind nearby.
“Greetings, stranger,” I say. “Do you happen to
know where we can find work and a room for the
night?”
He looks up, and makes a noise that might
be words, but it’s no language I ever heard. It’s
apparent that he’s been drowning in bourbon
for some time: his eyes are redder than a bucket
of blood, his thick beard is flecked with droplets
of vomit and the fumes coming on his breath
make me think there’ll be a major explosion if he
tries to light the pipe that sticks out of the chest
pocket of that filthy shirt.
“Say again, friend?” asks Paul, more optimistic
than me.
The man takes a deep breath, and tries to
compose himself. It’s kinda heart-warming that
he should make such an effort. “Pickin’,” he
blurts out. “Pick… penis!”
I exchange looks with Paul, wondering what
exactly the guy is asking of us, before a gust
of ethanol signals his attempt to speak again,
“Pieces! There… ”
He waves down the road in the direction we’re
headed, and falls back into his bottle. It looks
like he’s there to stay. We walk on fifty yards or
so, and I don’t know why but I pause a moment
to glance back at the drunk old man. He glares
at me with a fierce intensity that I find briefly

15

unsettling, but my attention is taken by Paul’s
reckoning. “Peaches!” he says with a wide smile,
“Picking peaches!”

the peanuts. I do not eat them this time; they
did nothing to assuage my hunger earlier on
anyway. Instead I summon what strength I
have, try to ignore the ravenous urges that
threaten to consume me, and make sure the
farmer never sees me or Paul let our work-rate
drop. He won’t be giving us any money; I haven’t
seen a dollar bill change hands for weeks, but
we are not merely working for peanuts. Our
reward for our endeavours will be a hot meal,
bed and breakfast. Furthermore, the farmer has
promised that his wife will cook fresh meat for
whoever brings in the most nuts. With that in
mind, I start to harvest them not from the vine,
but from other people’s buckets. I’m not proud of
it, but my need is greater than theirs, and none
of them suspect a thing. I can be quite stealthy
when needs must.

What little moisture I still have in me is
summoned to my mouth in anticipation. Picking
peaches would be our dream job right now; it
doesn’t pay any better than picking anything
else, but you can always eat some behind the
farmer’s back and there is nothing like that
sweet juice to replenish a man after a long walk
and a day of toil. Without realising it, Paul and
me find ourselves walking faster, and once we
see the ‘Pickers Wanted’ sign, we break into a
run.
*
Paul takes a furtive glance over his shoulder,
then cracks open the shell and shoves the
contents into his mouth. Much against my own
better judgement, I find myself doing likewise.
The old drunk guy wasn’t trying to say ‘picking
peaches;’ he was trying to say ‘picking peanuts.’
But we already have in mind to eat our share
of the produce, and can’t help ourselves; our
stomachs are growling and I wish I’d insisted
upon those eggs and grits this morning. So
we eat these nuts by the handful, but unlike
peaches these aren’t moist and juicy; each one
dries us up a little more as we work under the
scorching sun. Before long we fall completely
into dehydration. Paul just calls it cotton mouth,
but for me it’s far, far worse. My vision becomes
blurred, the dull hum in my head grows to a
mighty roar and every cell in my being feels like
it belongs to somebody else. I might be beyond
the point where mere water can restore me,
and besides, if I ask for a drink break before
the allotted time, the farmer will know I’ve been
eating the peanuts. So I just endure for as long
as I need to, even though every second in the
interim is spent in a living hell.
I weep with relief when the farmer calls
“Drinks!”, or at least I would if there was so
much as a drop of fluid left in me. Instead I
give a throaty gasp in lieu of a verbal term of
gratitude and slurp down the beaker of water
with no thought of its purity, or lack thereof. All
too soon it is gone, long before I feel anything
like my true self again.
It’s just enough to keep me working, which
is all they need to give, so I get back to reaping

*
Paul gazes over at me with those big, sad eyes
of his. Six foot five and 220 pounds, and he can
make himself as cute and vulnerable as a new
born puppy. I scowl back at him, but cut off a
bite size amount and put it on his plate. I don’t
feel the loss too keenly; whatever meat this is,
and I can’t quite ascertain which dead animal
I’m consuming, it isn’t exactly filet mignon. Hell,
to be honest I’m not even sure what filet mignon
is, but I bet it’s thick, juicy and succulent, not
dry, hard and stringy like this poor creature.
Paul seems to be enjoying his bit, though.
He rolls his eyes and makes these happy little
noises, throwing back his head in an unabashed
display of near-orgasmic pleasure. I envy the
effect it has on my little brother, but then feel
guilty for thinking that and give him the rest.
The look of gratitude on his face brings a lump
to my throat, and I watch him devour it all with
a strange kind of pride.
*
My hunger threatens to devour me. But I
don’t regret sharing with Paul; that piece of
unspecified meat was doing nothing. I fear
instead that my famishment comes as the
result of a sickness rather than a lack of food,
as does the nausea, unease and nervous twitch
which plagues me. I know I won’t sleep tonight,
certainly not with Paul snoring louder than a
fornicating grizzly in the bed next to mine. So I
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go out for an invigorating walk in the moonlight
instead, hoping the fresh air will do me good.
he doesn’t even have that now. He never stood
a chance. Now the townsfolk are calling in the
local militia, and they’re looking for volunteers.”

*
Morning. Oh, beautiful morning! I must have
got to sleep after all, and it’s fixed me better
than any elixir. I feel calm and fresh, completely
at ease, yet strong and potent too. Like I could
run a four minute mile right now, then wrestle
a gorilla, and still have enough energy left to
pleasure any woman fortunate enough to cross
my path.

All at once everything comes back to me, and I
mourn for my lost stupor. “We have to go,” I say.

I bask in that thought, and the general sense
of wellbeing, all the while trying to ignore the
frantic repetition of my name that seems to come
from miles away. I reluctantly wrench myself
from my reverie and tune in to what my brother
is trying to tell me.

“What, sign up for the militia?” replies Paul
hopefully. I know he’d love to do that. I should
cut him loose and tell him to sign up without
me, but I still can’t let go. I need him more than
I’ve ever said: he keeps me being me, most of the
time.
“No, we’ll head for the next town along. We
keep moving west, right?”
“Chasing the sunset?”

“It’s back! It’s here! It – it must have followed
us… ”
I can’t or won’t shake the blissful sleepiness
just yet. “What?” I ask dumbly.
“The Bad Thing. It struck here last night. It
killed that old man – the guy with one leg – well,

I smile. “Always.”
We pack up and hit the road, heading west
and chasing that sunset; Paul hoping to keep
The Bad Thing away, and me trying to keep it
deep down inside.
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The Alukah
The Alukah - Jessica Rydill

Jessica Rydill
Jim Hopkins seldom mentioned the time he
met a vampire. It had happened in 1983 when
he was a student renting an apartment in Stoke
Newington, an inner-city area of London where
rent was cheap. The house backed onto Abney
Park Cemetery, a Victorian wilderness of brambles,
horse chestnut trees and stone mausoleums. The
same neighbourhood housed a large community of
Haredi Jews. The men dressed in black frock coats
and Homburg hats, and wore beards and peyes –
side-curls.

of the street loomed a single tower block; his route
took him past an older brick-built edifice, lit with
dingy neon lights. It was never comfortable to pass
these buildings late at night; the street felt open
and exposed.
After a couple of hundred yards, Victorian
terraces appeared, overshadowed by plane trees
planted when the road was new. As he passed the
first one, Jim knew he did not have far to go; he
could see the winking lights of the Belisha beacons
at the zebra crossing by Bethune Road, which
stood opposite his house.

That night, Jim was travelling home on the top
deck of the bus, trying to read a book. A gang
of teenage boys kept disturbing him with howls
of exaggerated laughter. At the back of the bus,
two young men, one white, one black, occupied
the rear seat next to the stairwell. They looked
bored, or asleep. The only other passengers were
a solitary Haredi youth, and an elderly man whose
hair was shiny with Brylcreem.

It was then he noticed the Jewish boy from the
bus hurrying along on the opposite side of the
street. As Jim wondered whether the teenagers had
pursued him, he saw them close in on the solitary
figure, appearing out of the darkness, strangely
bright and clear as if they were lit from within.
They set upon the Haredi, knocking his hat off and
kicking him to the ground. As he fell, the youths
seemed to liquefy and coalesce into one form, a
black shape that settled on the fallen boy, like a
lion stooping to bite the throat of its prey. Jim felt
his heart pound. Something inchoate and hungry
had taken shape on a London street; something
outside his experience.

Jim was not overjoyed that, when he rang the
bell to stop the bus, the teenagers decided to get
off. The young Jew was the first to descend the
stairs; as Jim followed they came after, raucous
with bravado. Though Jim was not scared, he
puckered his forehead in annoyance, wishing that
they were getting off somewhere else. He could
hear them swearing at each other, but he did not
take in what they were saying. At the bus stop, he
paused to put the book away in his rucksack. The
Jewish boy strode off up the hill; the teenagers
headed the same way, lurching and sparring
amongst themselves. Jim did not notice anyone
else leaving the bus.
It was a cold and overcast November night. There
was a hint of mist that made the air sparkle in the
orange light of the sodium vapour street lamps.
Jim squared his shoulders and set off up the hill
towards Manor Road, where he lived. At the corner

Manor Road was deserted. It was one of those
rare moments of London stillness, when the drone
of traffic from Stamford Hill seemed far away. It
was as if the silence had welled up from the nearby
graveyard, cutting off the place where he stood.
Jim ran into the middle of the street, and stopped,
feeling exposed. His heart was thudding as it
had not done since he was a child; this was true
fear, the kind that taught you to run from a tiger.
Though he was in a city, he felt the cold and deep
emptiness of the countryside. Out of sight in the
disused cemetery, with its graves and monuments,
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thousands of bodies were buried, decaying into the
soil.
What he saw defied his sense of reality. The
young man lay on the ground; his hat had rolled
away to lie on the pavement, a neat, black disc like
a plate. On top of him crouched an oily cloud, an
undifferentiated whole formed from the disparate
human figures. Jim thought it had noticed of him.
It seemed to pause in its feeding. Perhaps he would
be a more convenient and tasty prey.
Jim thought himself a rational person, but he
could not ignore what was happening in front of
him. He needed to act before the creature killed the
young man or attacked him instead. As he started
for the opposite kerb, a dazzling blue-white flash,
like earthbound lightning, flew along the pavement
at chest height, to earth itself in the black cloud.
The brightness of the spark was seared onto
Jim’s retina. Ashe heard the blast, a second,
branching flare struck the creature and blew it
apart. The street was lit with temporary daylight.
The thing exploded in a flash of firework red,
flinging rags of soot and gobbets of burnt flesh in
all directions. Some writhed and vanished, others
spilled onto the ground and the parked cars,
smearing them with fatty deposits that ran like
ink. Jim coughed at the acrid smoke.
The Jewish boy lay unmoving on the ground.
Jim stumbled towards him, wondering what to do.
He was trying to recall where he could phone for
an ambulance; a telephone box stood in a nearby
road. As he reached the motionless figure, he was
startled to see two people approaching at a run. He
recognised them as the young men who had been
sitting at the rear of the bus.
The white man was short, dark haired and
wearing a leather jacket. The black man was
stocky, bearded, with a donkey jacket and steeltoed boots. That was all Jim had time to take in
before the shorter man dropped to his knees by
the Jewish boy and turned him over. There was a
trickle of blood on the forehead, and the face was
drained of colour.

‘My flat is on the other side of the road,’ said
Jim. ‘But don’t you think we should get help? He’s
been injured.’
The black man was stooping over his friend,
hands on his knees, breathing hard.
‘Are you going to tell him, or am I, Mister?’ he
said.
Jim was surprised he spoke English with the
same accent. Though he knew African students
went to study in the Soviet Union, it struck him as
odd.
The man in the leather jacket shook his head.
‘Did you see what happened?’ he said to Jim.
‘He was attacked. I saw something black land on
top of him.’
‘And you saw the fire?’
‘I thought I saw lightning.’
Jim felt reticent about telling these strangers
what he had seen when he still could not believe it
himself.
The white man nodded. Jim guessed they must
be about twenty-five, a few years older than
him, but both seemed incredibly calm and selfpossessed. He was shaking.
‘Take us to your house. We need to carry him
somewhere warm and dry. Sergey, get his hat!’
To Jim’s surprise, he got to his feet, stooped,
and picked up the boy’s gangly body. Jim was
tempted to argue, but the whole incident had been
so strange he thought it better to say nothing. If he
called the emergency services, what would he tell
them?
‘Are you sure that’s the right thing to do?’ he
said to the one in the leather jacket.

‘Shall I call an ambulance?’ said Jim.
The young man glanced up at him. He looked
foreign, perhaps Greek.
‘Not yet. Do you live near here?’ He spoke with a
pronounced Russian accent.

‘Trust me. My friend knows what he’s doing.’
Jim wondered whether he should run and
call for help, or bang on the door of one of the
neighbouring houses. Instead, he led the strangers
over the road, through the gate of his house and
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up the tiled front path. It was part of a terrace
built from Gault bricks, three storeys high.
Jim let himself into the flat, where another flight
of stairs led straight up to the sitting room and
kitchen. He did not possess much furniture; there
were three armchairs, a Utility folding table, a
gramophone, and an empty radiogram veneered in
walnut.

‘Not as far as I can tell. He struck his head when
he fell, and knocked himself out. I’ll heal him
anyway.’
‘Do you know who he is?’ Sergey asked Jim.
Heal him? thought Jim. Aloud he said, ‘I’m afraid
not. There are a lot of Orthodox Jews living in
Stamford Hill. I don’t recognise him.’

The two visitors with their burden seemed to fill
the room; they had brought some of the cold of the
night outside in with them. As Jim went to light
the gas fire, Sergey placed the abandoned hat on
the table and said, ‘Thank you for helping us. My
name is Sergey – as you may have guessed – and
this is Yuda. We are overseas students at SOAS.’

Yuda sat back on his heels. ‘He was attacked
by an alukah; a blood-sucker,’ he said. ‘In your
language, you call it a vampire. They are dirty
creatures that smell of death.’

‘The School of Oriental and African Studies,’
said Jim. He sat down in his preferred chair,
still wearing his anorak and rucksack. He knew
this might seem rude, but he was overcome with
weariness. ‘My name’s Jim. Jim Hopkins,’ he
added, in case anyone was listening.

Jim’s first instinct was to tell Yuda he must
think him an idiot; instead he said, ‘It looked
like a black cloud on top of him. I thought I was
hallucinating; seeing things.’
Yuda turned the unconscious boy head to one
side, to reveal two puncture wounds in the neck,
which had drawn a small amount of blood. Just
like the ones in a horror film.

Yuda placed the unconscious boy on the floor,
managing not to drop him, and began to unfasten
his long, black coat and the collar of his shirt.
He looked as if he knew what he was doing. Jim
wondered whether he was a medical student, and
could not remember if there were any at SOAS. It
seemed unlikely.

‘They hide in old graveyards like Abney Park
Cemetery,’ he said. ‘There are plenty of places for
them to conceal themselves. And they can change
shape, to deceive your eyes.’

‘Can I get you a drink?’ he said, remembering his
manners.

‘So you are vampire hunters?’ said Jim, feeling
sceptical again. The men shared a smile.

‘No thanks,’ said Yuda, without looking up.
Sergey sat down in one of the other armchairs,
stretched out his legs, and smiled at Jim.

‘Not so much,’ said Sergey. ‘But we have been
tracking this alukah for weeks.’

‘If you have a kettle, I’ll make tea,’ he said. ‘We
drink tea black, not like you, Englishman.’
It was a friendly smile, and Jim started to feel
less anxious. He removed his rucksack and put it
on the floor next to his chair. The light of the single
bulb made everything look weird. The gas fire was
hissing and flaring by turns; Jim had to be careful
not to set anything on fire, as it lacked a proper
guard.
Yuda put two fingers against the patient’s neck,
feeling for a pulse.
‘Did it have time to feed off him, Mister?’ said
Sergey, leaning forward in his chair.

Yuda bent over the unconscious boy, and
worked his fingers over the two wounds in the
side of his throat. Jim saw the skin move; it fused
together and sealed, leaving no scar. When it was
done, Yuda blew on his fingers as if to cool them.
‘Shall I make tea?’ said Sergey, standing up and
stretching.
‘Wait a minute,’ said Jim. He felt angry. ‘I saw
two small wounds in his neck, and now they’re
gone. Are you a conjuror?’
‘I am a healer,’ said Yuda, sitting back on his
heels. And he gave Jim a smile, as if daring him to
argue.
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‘He does all kinds of stuff,’ Sergey called from the
kitchen, where he was opening and shutting the
cupboards, searching for tea and mugs.
Yuda glanced down at the earnest-faced boy
whose hand he was holding. ‘You could say
that,’ he said. He seemed so confident and selfpossessed, much more than most people of that
age. He behaved as if he were used to giving orders
– and being obeyed. Although Sergey was more
easy-going, he had the same sense of authority, as
if he had no doubt that Jim was going to do what
they asked.

‘A healer?’ said Jim, reminded of spiritual
healers who purported to remove pig organs and
cling-film from the stomachs of the sick.
Yuda did not answer. He was examining the
young man’s head, as if he were handling a
porcelain vase.
‘He’s got concussion, but there’s no serious
damage,’ he said. ‘No sign of bleeding or swelling
on the brain. He’s got a bump on his forehead, but
I can fix that.’

The Orthodox boy spoke to Yuda again,
squeezing his hand.
‘What’s he saying, Yudeleh? Does he want tea?’
said Sergey.

‘Do you take milk and sugar, Mister?’ Sergey
asked Jim, peering round the edge of the kitchen
door.

‘He’s asking us to take him home. He’s afraid his
parents will be worried. And he asked if I was an
angel.’

‘I’ll have a glass of water, thanks,’ said Jim.
‘I’m sorry we had to trouble you,’ said Yuda.
‘We try not to involve locals. It’s better if he never
knows what happened to him.’

‘Anyone would think you were an angel, Mister.’
‘Very funny, Sergey.’

As he was speaking, the Orthodox boy regained
consciousness. He tried to sit up, and began to
babble in Yiddish. Jim was surprised to hear Yuda
reply in the same language, or what sounded like
it. The boy gripped his wrist and spoke to him
urgently. As he was speaking, Sergey returned with
two mugs of black tea and a glass of water, which
he set down on the table.
‘I see he’s awake, Yuda. What’s he saying?’

He stood up, patting his pockets, and took out
a packet of cigarettes. Jim did not recognise the
brand; they looked like French cigarettes, similar
to Gauloises or Gitanes. ‘We should go. I expect
Jim wants to go to bed and forget he ever saw us.’
Jim realised he was yawning, and hastily
covered his mouth. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘Will you be
able to find his house?’
‘So long as he can remember where he lives, we’ll
take him,’ said Yuda. ‘It can’t be far away. Thank
you for your hospitality.’

Yuda held on to the young man’s hand. ‘He’s
thanking me. Says he was attacked by Goyim. Or
an evil spirit.’
The boy murmured a phrase to himself.
‘What’s that?’ said Jim.
‘We call it a brocha. A blessing,’ said Yuda. ‘To
give thanks for escaping from the Evil One. Though
these people live in your modern world, they
haven’t forgotten stories from the old country.’
Jim felt stupefied. The events of the last couple
of hours seemed like a waking dream.
‘Are you Jewish?’ he said. He would not normally
have asked such a personal question, but he was
tired and confused.

‘Don’t mention it,’ said Jim, smiling and
frowning at the same time, as he did when he was
worried or preoccupied. He wondered whether he
looked as odd to them as they looked to him. They
were every bit as alien in their own way as the
black cloud he had seen feeding on the boy. He
thought that, once you had met the two of them,
you wouldn’t forget their faces in a hurry. London
was a catalogue of unusual faces, and even so
these two would have stood out.
Yuda picked up the young man as he had done
before, and Sergey replaced the hat on his head.
‘Thank you,’ the boy said to Jim in accented
English. ‘You have been very kind.’
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Jim smiled at him. ‘I hope you feel better soon,’
he said.
He followed them down the stairs to the front
door. A mist had formed while they were indoors.
Sergey turned up the collar of his jacket.
‘Lovely English weather,’ he said. Before they
left, he pressed a business card into Jim’s hand
and gave him a broad smile.
‘Here’s my card,’ he said. ‘In case you need to
call us again. Alukot can be a hard to eradicate.’
Yuda did not look back.
When Jim had closed the front door after them,
he turned over the card Sergey had given him. It
read:
SERGEY GOVORIN - YUDA VASILYEVICH
Private Investigators
with a London number. Underneath was a
phrase in a script that Jim did not recognise.
He went back upstairs to the flat, preparing to
get ready for bed. His glass of water was standing

on the table-top, next to the two mugs. Yuda had
not drunk his tea. Jim sat down at the table,
turning the business card over in his hand,
and trying to make sense of what he had just
witnessed. Something caught his eye, lying on
the carpet. As Jim went to pick it up, he said to
himself, ‘That lightning; that was Yuda.’
He picked up the object, which proved to be
a silver metal cigarette lighter, engraved with
patterns. There was some writing on the front, in
spidery script; it read ‘Souvenir de Masalijar’. Jim
closed his hand on the lighter. He did not think it
belonged to the young Orthodox Jew.
‘Oh bother,’ he said, though he was pleased at
the thought he would have to see the strangers
again. They had opened the door to a world he
did not know existed, which he would not have
believed in if he had not seen it himself. A world
where vampires with Hebrew names emerged from
the cemetery after dark, and a man who could
make lightning with his hands went hunting them
on the bus.
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Zircon Gwithyas just wants to be a normal
teenager, preferably one with a girlfriend. If
you’re a spotty nerd with glasses as thick as jam
jars, that isn’t easy.
It’s even harder when you live in a derelict
manor on a haunted hill with a bunch of spooky
eccentrics for a family, and the object of your
affection is an irritable sword-wielding college
student.
It becomes virtually impossible when you are
dragged into a dark, chaotic semi-reality where
your moderately-deceased ancestors expect
you to save the world from a horde of grotesque
demons with a fondness for torture...

Chapter 1
Family Matters
An unearthly scream distracts me from my
science magazine. I look up to check if anyone
else has heard it. It seems not. Dad’s still
reading, Mum keeps browsing estate agents’
websites, and my sisters continue their attempts
to engage with the spirit world. The only one
who reacts is a hairy orange spider the size of a
sewer rat. It scurries over the desk from behind
the computer monitor. I know that spider.
It’s been living here for ages. I looked it up on
Google, but apparently this species does not
exist. Not outside our house anyway.
Mum ignores the arachnid as well as the
scream. She stares dreamily at the images on
her screen and squeals, “Oh, look! Just look
at this one! So bright, so new, so modern, so
ordinary!”
She’s almost drooling over her keyboard. I
glance at the screen to see what she has spotted
now. There’s only a picture of a modern kitchen
in a sunny family home, pretty similar to the
others she tends to get excited about. I’m not
really interested, but I feel sorry for her because
no one, not even my father, ever pays any
attention to her dream homes.

“Looks okay, Mum,” I say.
“Okay?” she shrieks. “Okay, you call it? Oh,
you’re such a typical male. It’s not merely okay.
It’s amazing! The ease of it all. There are doors
on the cupboards. Beautiful smooth, shiny white
doors. And a kitchen tap. See? An actual tap!”
“We have a kitchen tap,” I point out.
Mum’s smile freezes into an agonised grin,
and she says, “Yes. I know. Wouldn’t it be nice,
though, if it was actually water that ran out of
it?”
Most days it is, but I decide not to remind her
of that. She’s still upset about yesterday, when
she’d wanted to do the washing up. One slight
twist of the tap handle and half the kitchen had
been covered in a sticky red goo. Poor Mum
spent all evening trying to scrub the stuff off
our dishes in the bath. I hadn’t been too thrilled
either, because it’d been my turn to clean the
kitchen.
Mum clicks on streetview, another one of her
favourites.
“Such charming surroundings too,” she chirps
when the images come up. “A park with healthy
trees and real squirrels. And a school just
around the corner.”
A couple of clicks take her to the school’s
website, where she succumbs to cooing over
a photo of a bunch of sugary-sweet-looking
teenagers. They’re dressed in summer uniforms
and are smiling toothpaste-commercial grins
over their tidy desks. Mum turns to my sisters,
who are far too engaged in fiddling with their
Ouija board to notice her, and she says,
“Oh, you’d look absolutely adorable in those
uniforms, my gorgeous darlings!”
Now there are many ways to describe my
sisters. A kind, considerate person might say
they’re special, or unusual. Someone less
friendly might call them weird, or ugly. A
particularly bad-tempered individual, like the
lady who works at our local chemist, could even
say they are distorted little trolls. But no one,
apart from my mother, would ever call them
gorgeous.
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My sisters have bulbous heads that are way
too big for their emaciated bodies, eyes that
resemble rabbit droppings, and lips that are so
thin and dry that they remind me of parchment.
They have no eyebrows or lashes, and their grey,
wrinkly scalps boast only a few brittle tufts of
hair. I reckon they must have an undiagnosed
genetic disorder, because they don’t actually
look like girls; more like clumsily put together,
nightmarish interpretations of human beings.
Not that I have a right to criticise. I may not
be as surreal-looking as my sisters, but with
my bony frame, greasy acne-skin and carrotcoloured hair I’m not quite an Adonis either. I
also wear glasses that are so strong and thick
that my eyes are barely visible behind them. I
hate wearing them, but I desperately need to,
as without them my visual world consists only
of hazy blots and spots. I suppose I ought to be
grateful for them. If only they didn’t make me
look like a complete dork.
Dad looks up from his book, a leather-bound
volume on the mass production of thimbles, and
says to my mother, “Why do you keep torturing
yourself like this, Louisa? You know perfectly
well that we’ll never live in a place like that.”
“I can dream, can’t I?” says Mum without
taking her eyes off the screen. “Ahh, and look at
the price!”
I don’t know how much the house costs,
but I have no doubt that we can afford it, and
probably several more like it. We have stacks of
money. That’s not the problem. There are other
reasons why we cannot leave our run-down,
leaky, mould-infested, smelly old manor. Pretty
good reasons too, so unlike my mother I don’t
bother dreaming about living elsewhere.

the Ouija board. I can see the pointer move to
the letter ‘m,’ and wonder what messages from
the other side my sisters pretend to be receiving
now.
“His turn,” mumbles Amethyst, gesturing in
my direction.
“No it isn’t!”
I’m lying. It is my turn. Amethyst went
yesterday, with Dad, and Opal the day before,
with Mum. But I have a headache, and I really
don’t feel like putting up with Nanny. She isn’t
even my real grandmother. My father’s mother is
dead, and my mother’s mother lives somewhere
in Australia, and we lost contact. Or, more
likely, she is making sure that we never find her,
so she doesn’t have to take care of Nanny.
Mum puts on her pleading face and holds the
pouch out to me.
“Oh, sweetie, I know it isn’t your turn, but
your sisters are playing so nicely at the moment,
and you know that Nanny likes you. She once
had a son of her own, you know. He must have
looked like you.”
Huh. Before she ate him maybe. But I love my
mother, so after a few grumbles I take the pouch
and go with her anyway.

So she did hear the scream after all. Or, as
she puts it, the ‘call.’ My mother is the queen of
euphemisms. She turns to my sisters and asks,
“Is it your turn to help me, Amethyst?”

We leave the manor through the back door,
and when we wade through the long grass
another inhuman wail echoes over the lawn. It
comes from the tower that stands dark, lonely
and tall at the back of our garden, like a grim
watcher guarding our equally grim family home.
I suppose it was built by some ancestor who
wanted to keep their family life in a state that
resembles normality, because in this tower
resides the aberration that is Nanny, tucked
away in a room at the top, like a geriatric horrorversion of Rapunzel, up seven flights of stairs.
Stairs that are exceptionally steep and narrow,
more like a ladder really, and the tower has no
windows. It’s like clambering up a chimney. Or
at least I imagine it is. I’ve never actually been
inside a chimney. I’m not Father Christmas after
all.

Amethyst’s oversized head wobbles from left to
right on her stick-neck. She keeps her eyes on

Mum and I are quiet while ascending the
stairs, mainly because we’d get out of breath if

Mum switches the computer off, rummages
in her desk drawer and pulls out a brown velvet
pouch.
“Time to tend to Nanny, dears,” she says. “I
think she may be feeling a bit unsettled tonight.
I heard her call earlier.”
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we tried to speak. I’m clutching the pouch, and
its contents press into my palm. It contains five
candles and five gemstones. Not proper precious
gems, mind you. Those are the cheap kind that
you can get from any online New Age shop, but
Mum adores them. She says they are gorgeous,
just like my sisters and me. She’s not exactly
objective where her children are concerned.
She calls us her little gems, and when we were
born, she insisted on naming us after the stones
in the pouch. My father had other ideas. He
thought we needed good, solid old-fashioned
names. Because we are triplets, he thought it’d
be a good idea if we all had the same first letter.
I disagree with him on that, but back then I
obviously didn’t have any input.
My parents came to a naming compromise
when my sisters and I were four months old.
All that time we’d been officially nameless. The
decision was that our first names, our official
names, would be our father’s choice. Sadly, his
idea of good, solid old-fashioned names turned
out to be Peregrine for me, and Perpetua and
Presencia for my sisters. Our middle names
would be for everyday use. My mother’s choices.
She named my sisters Amethyst and Opal. I
got the really raw deal, not even a proper gem,
merely a tiny glittery stone that is generally used
to glamorise cheap jewellery. I have to live with
being called Zircon. Peregrine Zircon Gwithyas,
that’s me. I’m sixteen years old.
When we reach the last step of the ladderstaircase, Mum knocks on the bolted wooden
door, but she doesn’t wait for an answer before
unlocking the door, pushing it open and peering
into the tower room while calling, “Nanny
dearest, it’s us! Time for your ritual!”
She walks in and I shuffle after her. The room
is small, round, and as windowless as the stairs.
The walls are bare black stone, the floor dark
wood. A pentagram has been scorched out in
the timber. Nanny’s rocking chair in the middle
is the only piece of furniture in here. Nanny
doesn’t need anything more. She doesn’t walk or
lie down. She only ever sits and rocks.

fingernails, and that what she is knitting is not
wool, but her own matted, greasy, grey hair.
She raises her head and looks at me. Her
flickering yellow eyes bore into my short-sighted
ones and make me feel dizzy. I stagger, and
Nanny grins. I guess I should be thankful that
she has no teeth. But she does have a tongue, a
purple double-pointed thing that slits in and out
between her cracked lips as she speaks. “Hello
dearie, nice of you to visit your old Nan. Come a
little closer, will you? Come to Nanny so she can
give the little boy a nice kissie kiss.”
I start walking towards the rocking chair. I
don’t want to, but I can’t control my legs. Mum
quickly slips between me and Nanny.
“Now now, Nanny,” she tuts. “You know
very well that we don’t do that. No kissing the
children.”
My dizziness fades and my legs work normally
again. When I stop walking, Nanny hisses in
disappointment. Her tongue, now almost as long
as my entire arm, lashes out in Mum’s direction.
“You filthy maggot-riddled piece of . . . ” Nanny
starts, and Mum quickly throws a handful of
sneezing powder over her.
“Nanny, you really need to mind your language
when the children are around!” While Nanny
retches and puffs small clouds of sulphuric
smoke from her wrinkled nostrils, I open the
velvet pouch, and we start the ritual.
We do the ritual every evening now. It used to
be once a week. Dad says that when he was a
boy it was only every fortnight. My parents are
not sure why it is so much more often now, but
it worries them. I heard them talk one night.
“What if we need to do it twice a day next
year?” Mum had asked.
“Then we will do so,” Dad had said.

From where I’m standing, in the doorway,
everything looks fine. Just a frail little old lady,
knitting away in her rocking chair. Only when
I move closer I see that heavy metal chains
are holding her in that chair, that the knitting
needles are actually her yellow, overgrown

“Or three times a day? Or every hour?”
“We will perform the ritual as often as we can.”
“We wouldn’t have a life of our own anymore!”
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Dad sounded severe when he said, “If we don’t
perform the ritual, no one on this entire world
will have a life anymore.”
I think Dad was exaggerating. Sure, I can see
that Nanny is a nasty piece of work, and I’m
convinced that she’d be quite capable of killing
Mum, Dad, Opal, Amethyst and me. But not
everyone in the entire world. I tried asking Dad
about it. He told me to enjoy my childhood.
Mum chants. I hand her the golden candles
and she lights them while I take the gems out
of the pouch and place one on each point of the
pentagram. The largest gem is a sapphire, and
then there is a ruby. The others are – obviously
– an opal, an amethyst and a zircon. An orange
zircon. It matches my hair. Perhaps that’s what
inspired my mother to name us after the stones.
I guess I should count my blessings; at least
there’s no carnelian.
I put the last gem in its spot and then we
go to the centre of the room, each on one
side of Nanny, who is by now totally enraged.
Or agitated, as Mum calls it. Nanny always
becomes agitated when we perform the ritual.
She hisses and shrieks, and tries to strike us
with her tongue. Mum and I don’t look at her
while we recite the words:

Gwitha sallow
Gwitha daras klos
Gwitha koeg yn tour gwag
Gwitha sallow ha krev tour bywnans
Gwitha gywnans yn fyw
Gwitha krev
Gwitha sallow

After we finish saying the last word, Nanny
shudders and her eyes fall shut. Her tongue
slithers back into her mouth. She mutters a bit,
incomprehensible murmurings of a person in a
deep sleep. Mum strokes Nanny’s hair.
“Poor woman,” she says.
I tidy away the objects while Mum covers
Nanny with a soft blanket. Then she yawns and
says, “I’m going to take a nap, Zircon.”
She always takes a nap after our visits to
Nanny. She says it’s climbing the stairs that
wears her out, but that’s rubbish. It’s the ritual
that takes its toll on her. No, that too is rubbish.
It’s our whole life that’s getting to her.
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I know those words so well that I don’t even
have to think about them, and yet I don’t know
what they mean. I think they’re Cornish, or
some odd local dialect of Cornish. I considered
looking them up online, but this chanting gives
me a headache as it is, and I don’t want to think
about the words outside this room.
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The GreenSky series is set in a world of
technology and magic, flight and fantasy, and
has six novellas published. The sixth book follows
Moel, a runner and desert inhabitant who makes
her living carrying messages across the sunbaked plains, content in her silence. But when
a group of engineers from Meton are caught in a
rockslide, politics abruptly brings Moel into the
world again, and she meets others who have
been pulled back to their pasts by Ziricon’s desire
to gain the power of spark without the costs.

Chapter 1: Moel
One step.
There was sand beneath her feet, which made
every stride harder.
Another step.
Another step.
The thud of rock beneath her feet came like
a wave of relief and Moel pushed back at it
gratefully, feeling her leg muscles tense.
She didn’t even take a moment to breathe
before she pushed herself forward again, out
into the harsh and empty desert.
There was screaming. There was always
screaming when she was in this house. She
didn’t even know what they were fighting about
this time, although a few words sounded above
the noise of the city streets outside and through
the solidly closed door. She picked up her shoes
and began to brush the dust off them for the
third time.
The bristles moved smoothly over the leather
and fabric. There was a crash from something
in the other room, and she gently tweaked one
of the shoe straps to check that it was holding
firm. It was, which was good; she wouldn’t need
to think about replacing it yet. The voices rose
again, a discordant counterpoint to the sound of
a cart outside.
“…should never have let you live here!”

Her pack was next. She’d only repaired it
recently, and the fabric was still wearing well.
The water pocket inside was new, and she felt
a small surge of satisfaction that she’d got a
bargain price on it.
“Maybe if you didn’t spend so much time… ”
The straps of the pack would be the next
thing she would need to repair, although they
weren’t close to fraying yet. She tucked the laces
back into their clips, and then lay the pack on
the sheet next to the rest of her gear. She had
already brushed her clothes down and mended
them, and all she would need to do was get
provisions.
“Why don’t you just leave? Get out of my life! I
don’t need you and I don’t want you!”
“You always say that, and then you come
crawling back… ”
She realised that her hands were still, and
began to transfer her things into her pack. If
she left now, she’d be able to get to the dispatch
office before the shift changed, and they’d have
a run that she could take. They always had
something available for desert runners.
Moel didn’t notice the slowly fading cold, or
the colours that began to stain the desert sky.
It was only the rising light shining off the sand
that broke her concentration, and she slowed
from the fast, mechanical strides that had taken
her through the night.
Her legs hurt. She could feel the muscles now,
burning with exertion. Her arms were tense too,
and her chest was tight from the deep breaths
needed to sustain her relentless pace. Her body
wasn’t as flexible or hale as it had been when
she was younger but it was still strong, and the
years of running meant that she knew its moods
and limits. She was good for another few miles.
She knew where she was, of course. She
knew the route so well that she didn’t have to
concentrate on it. Up ahead there was a pillar of
rock with a series of small hollows in its base;
the perfect refuge for desert travellers.
The sun was beginning to burn off the
morning chill from the sand dunes as she
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reached the hollow. The rock was still cold
for now, and she carefully scouted the entire
pillar before picking one of the least accessible
caves, along a narrow ledge that grew shallower
with every storm and then up a metre of sheer
rockface. Even if another traveller did come past
– unlikely – most didn’t know of this hideout.
She’d be secure for the duration of the day.

“I am.”
“You need to… ”
“I don’t need to do anything.”

But the cave was already occupied. A wiry
man, face mostly obscured by a ragged beard
and head-covering, looked up in panic as she
hoisted herself onto the cave lip.

“So you’re just going to leave again?” Reneé
shot spitefully.

Moel’s eyes picked up details in a quick scan,
noting the dust-covered robes, the sandy pack
sitting behind the man, the bedroll and overlarge
water bottle lying next to him. He wasn’t a usual
traveller on this stretch.

She’d made it across the room by this point,
and pushed open the door. Her daughter’s voice
rose again behind her but by then the door was
shut, and the city enveloped her.

“Yes.”

She ducked her head in an apology, muttered
some words, and swung herself back out of
the cave and down the rock. The man was still
inside, and she heard the scrabbling of sudden
movement as she edged back along the ledge.
She’d pick one of the other caves.
She caught sight of a head sticking out of the
cave just before a whorl of rock obscured it from
view, and then focused on finding a better – and
unoccupied – place to sleep.
She picked her second favourite, which was a
little way up a narrow crevice in the side of the
rock. This one was unoccupied, and she listened
for a while to make sure the other traveller
wasn’t following. As was her habit, she checked
over her supplies and then slowly ate a portion
of her rations, watching as the heatwaves began
to dance over the dunes. This cave also had the
benefit of a view out over the desert to the south,
if she wanted it. She briefly checked the road for
travellers before the mirages swept it away, and
then shifted into the back of the cave to sleep.
Packing had been the easy bit. When she
stepped out of the small room with her bag
slung across her back, her daughter and son-inlaw were facing each other across the room with
shards of pottery littering the ground between
them. She guessed that Jacth had thrown the
plate. He tended to throw things when he was
upset.
“Mater, are you going already?” Reneé said,
her voice still registering the angry tone of the
argument.

Noise awoke Moel from her slumber in the cool
rock hollow. As soon as she opened her eyes,
she knew that only a few hours had passed; it
was still morning, although the fury of the sun
made the distinctions between the times of day
irrelevant. Either the sun was there, or it was
not.
Voices were disturbing the silence of the
desert; human chatter, not the shrieks of
the vultures or foxes. Someone was coming
towards the rock pillar – no, several someones.
Moel heard the sand whisper under their feet,
interspersed with solid thuds on the rock
patches. She guessed that they were also
crossing the desert, although their pace was off
if they had only just got here. Why were they
walking in the morning heat? They should have
found somewhere to stop at dawn.
“I don’t see why we couldn’t have brought a
Fliyer to do this,” a voice said grumpily from
below. Moel, secure in her invisibility, edged
closer to the entrance of her cave. The voice had
a Meton accent, which meant the traveller was
far from home. And what was a Fliyer?
“Scope the land.” Another voice, this one
rough from thirst. Did they not have enough
water?
“Pick a cave,” a third voice barked, and Moel
frowned. She knew that voice: that was Ecthen,
which meant that she was guiding the others.
The group hadn’t been in Huish, so they must
have come across the desert from Belmont. What
were they doing here?
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The two voices fell silent and she heard them
clunking around in the rock caves below her.
From the sounds, there were… five? Six? And
Ecthen, of course. A larger party than usually
travelled this route…

smoke was beginning to hover over the desert
town. Moel felt the city noise wrap around her,
making her ears itch.

“We’ll start again at dusk,” Ecthen said,
talking to the people in the cave. “I’ll wake you.”

“Still to Belmont?” Moel said, swinging
her pack off her back ready for whatever the
dispatch was.

“I’ll take a watch,” a second voice said quietly
a moment later, and Moel felt the frown crease
her forehead again. That was Ray. Why two
guides?
“Why?” Ecthen asked, her voice getting closer.
They’d stepped into the bottom of the gully below
her cave, and Moel hesitated. She didn’t want to
show herself, not yet.
There was silence for a moment, and then Ray
said, “Ziricon.”
“What?” Ecthen demanded in a fierce whisper.
“There’s been a rumour.”
“They made peace. And they wouldn’t attack in
Orei.”
“These people are important!” Ray shot back
in the same fierce whisper. “Ziricon wants
technology, we’ve got a group of the people who
know how to use it…”
“Where did this rumour come from?” Ecthen
snapped.
“Juviel told me.”
There was a long silence, and then Ecthen
said, “All right. Wake me to take half the watch.
At least we’ll be in Huish soon.”
Moel breathed out as she heard their footsteps
retreat out of the gully. Ecthen knew of the
upper cave, but if they were on watch then they
wouldn’t approach. She heard their footsteps
whisper away, and then the desert silence
returned again.
Moel returned to her cave, and went back to
sleep.
“Nothing’s changed on the original
instructions,” the Huish dispatcher said,
examining the board as the sunlight faded into
dusk. The streetlights had been lit and black

Sal snorted. “Where else? I haven’t been told
about anything to return, but there’ll probably
be something when you get there.” Sal flicked
her long braid over her shoulder and pulled the
thin package from the box behind the counter.
“Here.”
Moel nodded, and opened her pack to stow the
parcel. And then, with a nod, she could leave.
Moel woke at dusk, sensing the cooling air as
the sun fought to stay aloft. The mirages had
gone with the sun, although the road was still
hazy. Down below, everything was silent. She
debated with herself for a moment, and then
gathered her pack and swung down the gully.
Ecthen had taken refuge in the cave nearest
to the road, and spotted Moel as soon as the
woman emerged from the rock crevice. Moel
padded across and nodded as she got close.
“Routine?” Ecthen asked quietly.
“Signal run.” Then her curiosity got the better
of her. “Who’re this lot?”
“Meton, for the power line.” Ecthen sighed.
“Shepherding six of them across the desert isn’t
my idea of fun, but it’s paying well.”
Moel nodded. “Slow.”
“They’re not trained. Road?”
“Clear,” Moel said. “Belmont?”
“Usual. Watch out for the rockslide halfway
down the slope.”
“Thanks.”
Ecthen nodded, and went back to her watch
as Moel settled her pack and walked out into the
evening light.
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The next section of the run was over the
rock of the Ridge that lay between Huish and
Belmont, splitting the desert. There was a clear
trail; runners had marked out the pathways
with scraps of fabric on poles and splashes
of paint on the rock. Ecthen had been right;
there was a rockslide on the down-slope of
the Ridge, but Moel picked her way through
it without worrying too much. The wet season
usually loosened a lot of the rock, and then it
would crack and splinter under the dry season’s
relentless heat. Rockslides were common
enough that all desert runners learned to deal
with them.

surrounding it from the morning sunlight. Here
and there in the city, more spots of gold glowed
where other buildings had been built from frozen
fire.
The walls were thick stone, scarred from the
desert winds and bleached from long years of
relentless sun. Moel made her way through,
carefully moving around the carts and people:
Belmont rarely bothered to guard its gates or
check travellers. The road out of this gate led
to the desert, but most people preferred to take
the longer road to the east that skirted around
the desert, even though it was well used and
crammed with wagons and potholes. Even for
a fast runner, that route took over a week; one
of the reasons why Moel had the job she did.
Anything urgent that needed to travel between
the cities would be given to a runner, who went
through the heart of the desert.

She spent the day period in the night-dweller’s
complex at the base of the Ridge, greeted briefly
by the pale folk who occupied the cool, dry
underground bunkers. They were used to the
runners and kept a separate room free for those
who ran the route between Belmont and Huish.
Moel joined them for a meal as the sun began to
rise, although she was only aware of it because
a man began to collect any fading glow-lamps
from the rooms. They would be put outside for
recharging in the sun, ready for the next night’s
use. And then she found the low bed in the cool
room and slept gratefully.
The third day was across the sand of the
desert proper, and it was always the hardest
stretch. Moel pushed her muscles as hard as
she dared across the shifting dunes, skirting
the high sweeps of sculptured sand, and tried
to ignore the faint but persistent wind. It would
most likely rise again during the day, but Moel
knew that she would get to Belmont before the
sand was picked up and swirled across the
desert.
Dawn was staining the sky when she skirted
the last dune and saw the city curled in its
basin ahead. Belmont itself was sited at the
bottom of a range of low hills, and over the years
had slowly spread up them. Now the city glowed
gold in the brown of the desert, framed from
behind by the faint green of the pasture-land on
the hill.
As Moel strode closer, she admired the city
as she did every time she came this way. The
palace was made out of frozen fire, the Orei
stone that absorbed heat from the daytime sun
and slowly released it, making the city warm
even in the coldest nights. The palace, complex
and elegant, rose out of the city with a faint glow

The city wasn’t too busy and Moel paced
slowly, feeling tired from the run and her
delayed sleep cycle. The narrow streets leant
themselves well to the awnings that stretched
between the flat roofs and kept the sun at
bay enough for day-time life to be possible in
Belmont. The relief from the worst of the sun
meant the city was favoured by the day-dwellers.
There were a few out in the streets as Moel made
her way towards the market, stripped to the
waist with their brightly-coloured skirts swirling
around their legs, talking and laughing as they
strode through the bleached streets. She knew
that the colours meant something, but had
never managed to pick up the intricacies. She
was in the desert too often, away from people.
She preferred it that way.
Juviel was on duty when she reached the large
building that functioned as the messengers’ reststop and general hub for items. He looked up as
she came in. “Moel.”
The desert runner signed the pad without
a word, and then pushed the long message
capsule over to Juviel. He took it, and broke it
open as Moel started towards the stairs leading
to the basement sleeping areas. “Oh, Moel… ”
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She turned.
“You see Ecthen?”

“At the caves.”
Juviel nodded, and Moel gratefully headed
down the steps into the cool dimness.
She woke to the faint rumble of carts above;
the cellar was far enough beneath the earth
that very little noise filtered through, but she
could hear a little of the heavy street traffic as
it passed over the packed earth. She swung her
legs off the low bed, laid the thin sleep-sheet on
it again, and headed out to find some food.
Belmont at night was a city aflame. The frozen
fire cast a golden light akin to the fire in its
name, and gave off enough warmth to take the
night chill out of the air. Moel found that she
noticed things that were… not exactly hidden,
but more unobserved during the day. The
intricate carving on a block of frozen fire danced
and shifted as she walked past; the worn stone
of a doorstep displayed the curve of generations
of feet in the subtle light; a tiny plant that had
taken root in a crack just above a window,
stretching out its delicate pink flowers to revel in
the heat of the frozen fire just below it.
The awnings reflected the light, shining like
wings in sunlight, and the night-dwellers filled
the streets of Belmont. They mostly wore light
robes and in the golden glow of the frozen fire,
they glowed themselves; their pale skin caught
the light and their dark eyes shone, robes
floating around their bodies like an afterglow
of flames. There were a few day-dwellers still
around, their skirts looking duller in the subtle
golden light, their dark skin almost black in
contrast to the pale aura of the night-dwellers.
But both groups lived together easily, side by
side in their separate cities, divided by the sun
and the sky.
Moel wandered through the streets with easy
steps, feeling her muscles recovering from the
run. As she approached the market, the streets
got busier; two-wheeled carts rumbled past with
their guides deftly manoeuvring the shafts to
pull them through the crowds, heading for the
large market that was one of Belmont’s major
attractions.
The market was in the shadow of the palace,
although in literal terms it was in its glow. Moel
had never been inside the palace, and was
privately thankful. It was a world of politics and
elegance and intricacy, and one she would never

want a reason to enter. The market itself was
set up for both day and night trade; the stalls
all had awnings and shutters to close out the
heat of the day, and at night – as now – they
were thrown back and wares displayed more
openly. Moel had heard that the day market was
noisy, full of hagglers and calls, the shopkeepers
shouting advertisements and offers. But the
night market was quieter; people talked, but
the noise never rose much, and the offers and
counter-offers were made in the gloom of the
shops, accompanied by tiny glasses of sweet
liquid.
She wandered for a few hours, just examining
the wares, and then bought a pastry from one of
the bakery stalls to take back for her meal. The
food at the messengers’ centre was good, but she
did appreciate the pastries in Belmont.
When she arrived back at the centre, Liule was
on the desk and glanced up at the movement.
She was frowning. “Moel. Can you take a
message?”
“I’m on rest.” Much as she wanted to take a
message, it gave her satisfaction to deny Liule.
“How long for?”
“Another two days.”
“Bother. Sarak’s on rest with an injury, so he’s
not available… ” Liule caught Moel’s expression,
and shot her an annoyed look. “Oh, I know you
don’t care. Go away.”
Sarak was upstairs in the large, airy group
room. Moel nodded briefly and headed over to an
empty seat by the window, hoping to be able to
eat her pastry in peace. But two minutes later,
Sarak sat down opposite her, favouring one leg
with the other wrapped tightly in bandage. “So
what about this lot from Meton?”
Moel tried not to wince. Sarak was always
loud, too oblivious to anyone else to worry if he
was interrupting. He never respected a silence.
“Ray got chosen to lead them. They didn’t take
guards, either, even though Meton told them
to. Thought Ecthen’d be enough protection!” He
laughed, too loudly.
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Moel tried to tune him out.

“What do you think of this power line, then?
It’s going to help Huish a lot, I reckon. Not
everyone’s keen on it, but I think it’s excellent.
About time. I heard that Meton were very
reasonable with their terms, too, but then they’d
want allies against Ziricon… ”
Moel stood up and walked away, ignoring the
way Sarak’s voice trailed off in an offended tone.
Where in this city could she have peace and
quiet? The messengers insisted on two days’ rest
between runs, but she wondered if she could
talk Juviel into giving her another run tonight…
“No.” Juviel didn’t even look up. “Two days. It’s
for your own good, Moel! I can’t have my runners
working themselves into the ground.” Then he
looked up, and his tone softened slightly. “Sarak
again?”
Moel shrugged.
“Try the place next to the apothecary,” Juviel
offered. “They’re usually pretty good at leaving
me alone.”
About Kate: Kate Coe is an editor, book
reviewer and writer of fiction and fantasy.
She writes the sparkpunk GreenSky series,
a wide variety of short stories, and blogs at
writingandcoe.co.uk. In real life she’s a book
formatter and fills her spare time in between
writing with web design, gaming, geeky crossstitch and DIY (which may or may not involve
destroying things). She also reads far fewer
books that she would like to, but possibly more
than she really has time for.

Moel nodded shortly, and strode out.
She didn’t partake in the desert herbs that
the barkeeper was offering, but sat quietly in
the corner, nursing a cold drink and listening
to the slow talk around her. The clientele was a
mix of foreigners, night-dwellers and two daydwellers, all sitting in the gloom of the cellar.
Someone found a zither, and the gentle ripple of
music wound itself through the conversation. It
soothed her enough that she could relax, even
with the number of people around. She didn’t
like crowds, didn’t like people. The silence of the
desert – and only her own company – was what
she craved, with an ache that filled her chest.
And she dreamed.
One step.
There was sand beneath her feet, which made
every step harder.
Another step.
Another step.
Another…
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The Prophecy Horizon - A J Dalton

You should read this. I don’t think I’m
exaggerating when I say that the survival of
humankind might well depend on it. Might well
depend on someone like you.
The Americans have now pretty much turned
prophecy into a science. You shouldn’t be
surprised. What? Do you think their IT giants in
Silicon Valley have simply been making pretty
mobile phones all these years? Do you think
their main concern has been simply keeping you
entertained? Keeping you distracted is more like
it.
They’ve been collecting information all this
time. Information about you and me, what we
like, where we go and what we do. They know us
so well that they can predict to within a minute
what orange juice you’re going to buy next week.
They know the brand, they know what you’ll
pay for it and they even know how much you’ll
enjoy it. They know if you’ll be drinking it on
Saturday morning because of a hangover from
the Friday night out after work. They’ll know
that the resulting spike in your blood sugar level
– and the rapid comedown – will drive you out of
your home to the local café for a huge breakfast
and a jug of coffee. (Your fridge will be empty
because you haven’t yet done the big weekend
shop at the supermarket.) They’ll know what
you have for breakfast and how many rounds of
toast you’re likely to have. They’ll know precisely
who else will be sitting in that café when you get
there.
They know the future. The documents below
make that entirely clear. But they’re scared.
Damn scared.
The documents are from the NearLeaks
website. I’m pretty sure they’re genuine. Even
if they’re not, you’ll understand better what’s
probably going on in the world.

Author: Thomas Stapleford
In 2005, Google established the PROPHET
(Prognostic Prediction of Heuristic and Emerging
Trends) programme. Its initial scope was the
analysis of and extrapolation from financial data
relating global markets. As early as 2006, it was
predicting the financial crisis of 2008-09. Acting
upon this forecast, the Google organisation
radically altered the profile of its holdings and
investments, successfully proofing itself against
the sort of major losses most other large US
companies suffered.
It was then that, under the aegis of the US
government, the terms of reference of PROPHET
were expanded. The programme started to draw
upon the data retrieved and verified by Google’s
pre-existing and powerful internet search tools.
PROPHET successfully predicted the manner
and timeline of the fall of various governments,
including Hussain’s Iraq, Gaddafi’s Libya and
Mubarak’s Egypt. It revealed the location of
Bin Laden and described the raid to see him
assassinated. It detailed the consequent rise
of ISIS, the destabilization of Syria, Europe’s
subsequent refugee crisis and waves of
terrorism, the rise of the right in the West and
the election of Donald J. Trump as President.
It foresaw the increasing violence of El Niño,
the tsunami that hit Japan, the shrinking of
the ice caps, the failure of the Paris Agreement
and the hurricanes ravaging Latin America,
the Caribbean and the US with increasing
frequency. It accurately warned of the 7.4
earthquake that destroyed the town of Assisi
in northern Italy. It knew an 8.1 earthquake
would hit Mexico. It foretells of an 8.4 hitting
the UK in June of [redacted], when the city of
[redacted] will be largely destroyed, with the loss
of 121,000 people.
PROPHET knew that the war of words between
the US and North Korea would begin in 2017,
and would quickly drag in Japan, Russia and
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China. The members of the UN Security Council
soon become involved. It tells of the destruction
of [redacted].

Who is this Stapleford? He’s out of Harvard,
right? Is this some geeky eco BS?

The accuracy of PROPHET is as uncanny as it
is terrifying. Proponents insist it is an invaluable
tool that can help us to avoid a species-wide
catastrophe. Opponents claim that PROPHET
actually helps brings about particular events, as
it gives instructions for how those events can be
achieved – that it is too dangerous a tool in any
pair of hands. A member of the programme team
not previously given to religious speculation
has even been heard suggesting that PROPHET
represents forbidden knowledge not intended
for humankind, that it threatens to undo all
we understand and know of ourselves and the
world, and that it creates a sort of self-fulfilling
prophecy of our own destruction.

Please have it checked out.
Mattis
#
To: Joint Chiefs of Staff [Mattis]
From: XXXX
Date: 6 Aug 2017
Subject: Stapleford

Whichever the case, I now understand that I
must, as a matter of unprecedented urgency,
inform all those in positions of influence and
power that PROPHET has reached what I term
‘the prophecy horizon.’ PROPHET has been
working to predict more and more of the future.
The further it predicts into the future, the slower
its calculations naturally become, as possibilities
multiply and more and more have to be
considered and discarded, and as adjustments
have to be made.

Dr Stapleford checks out. He’s well
respected within the scientific community.
He’s been working on PROPHET since its
inception. Indeed, his work on statistical
analysis and extrapolation – not to mention
artificial intelligence – while Chair of Applied
Mathematical Sciences at Harvard was
essential to the programme. He’s been on the
Google payroll since 2004 and has had special
protection since 2008. Respectfully, his briefing
paper should be given further consideration.
#

For many years, the predictions raced far
ahead into the future. In the last few years, the
increase in the time gap between the current
date and its furthest prediction into the future
had been slowing. More recently, the time gap
has been decreasing. Now, it is my duty to let
those in positions of influence and power know
that we have reached ‘the prophecy horizon.’
The prophecy horizon is 12:34 GMT on 5 June
2034. After that moment, there are no more
predictions. Everything stops.
- Thomas Stapleford
#
To: XXXX
From: Joint Chiefs of Staff [Mattis]
Date: 5 Aug 2017
Subject: PROPHET

To: Lyndsey Taylor, GoogleInc
From: EMusk, TESLAInd
Date: 10 Aug 2017
Subject: out of the bag/box/tree
What do you mean you’ve never heard of
PROPHET? Washington sent me Stapleford’s
briefing paper, asking me if I’d give it any
credence. Time to put our cards on the table,
Lyndsey.
I have to tell you the paper scared the
bejeezus out of me. If this stuff is for real,
then I’ll be moving up the timetable on our
green tech projects – to see if we can slow the
environmental spiral – and on our space-faring
projects. We’ll need settlements off-planet asap.
I need to meet with Stapleford, like yesterday.
He needs to show me PROPHET. And get Gates,
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Bezos and Cook on board too. Phone me on
[redacted] immediately if you can. Elon.
#
From the personal journal of Thomas
Stapleford, entry undated
We’ve tried everything. No matter how we
change the data we’re inputting, we can’t seem
to change the prophecy horizon. Things must
have gone past some sort of turning-back point
or tipping point. One way or another, there isn’t
going to be anything after 12:34 GMT on 5 June
2034.
It’s not at all clear what specific thing will see
it all end. It seems to be some perfect storm – of
war, environmental failure and governmental
collapse.
I now wonder if I’ve made a mistake in putting
out the report. Word is bound to spread into
the general population. People will be unable to
resist talking to spouses or partners, to parents,
to close friends and so on. Soon, everyone will
know. Then the panic will start. It’ll be chaos on
a scale unprecedented…
Ah. Why didn’t I see it before? It’s the panic
that will see everything undone. It’ll be a damn
self-fulfilling prophecy, after all, just like they
said. What have I done? Oh, what have I done?
Is it too late for me to discredit the report
somehow? Can I recant? Can I convince them
that I’m some crackpot or that PROPHET
is flawed? Musk and the others are already
convinced about PROPHET and the horizon.
How can I now dissuade them?

government and the private sector genuinely
pool all their resources, we should have a fleet
of 18 craft ready to launch. However, we’re still
not going to be able to get many more than 1000
people off-planet by 2034.
I have to state here that the British, in all
likelihood, are much closer to a viable craft
than ourselves. Richard Branson has several
Virgin Galaxy Fliers in final testing. If we share
what we know with them and go into immediate
production, we can get close to 1500 individuals
off-planet by 2034.
But the Brits will probably make demands
about who the 1500 individuals will be. If they
demand a 50% share of the places, then only
750 Americans will end up off-planet rather than
the 1000 if we go alone.
Begging the final question. Don’t we have
a moral duty to tell all the countries of the
world about what’s coming? If the whole world
works together, we might get 100,000 people
off-world… assuming Mars could sustain that
many, a population that would start reproducing
in numbers… and would indeed have to if any
population crash was to be avoided.
Remember, this is about the survival of the
species. Elon.
#
To: XXXX
From: Joint Chiefs of Staff [Mattis]
Date: 23 Aug 2017

Dear God, help and guide me, I beg you.

Subject: US capability

#
To: XXXX
From: EMusk, TESLAInd
Date: 19 Aug 2017
Subject: time and tide
Even with NASA’s help, Bezos is two years
away from completing a viable craft. It will then
be two to three years before the craft can reach
Mars, so let’s say 2022. By that time, if the US

Be in no doubt, the US must further develop
its own capability to transfer personnel offplanet. Bezos is being given the authority to
requisition all and any expertise or resources he
should need.
Secondly, you will get next to the Brits on this.
Branson is being summoned to the White House
for a private meeting. He’s likely to be amenable
to an increase in our cooperation.
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But I’m still not entirely satisfied PROPHET
and Stapleford have been fully interrogated.
Of course Musk and the others have bought
into the scaremongering – it gives them all
the justification, they’ve ever wanted – not to
mention a blank cheque – for playing with their
toys.
This is no game. Coordinate with Langley and
the Pentagon so that Stapleford and PROPHET
are in our custody within the week. Use all
means necessary.
There are many sensible explanations as
to why PROPHET will be unable to make
predictions beyond a certain date. The variables
might simply be too great for PROPHET to
process anymore. It may have been fed incorrect
information, which may have paralysed its
ability to predict further. Also, it cannot have
been fed all information concerning the world,
as our world is still more than just data.
PROPHET is not all-knowing or infallible. If its
past predictions were to be scrutinized more
closely, then inaccuracies would be revealed.
Our Dr Stapleford has been overselling his work,
and he will have his own reasons for that. These
reasons must be exposed, since they have a
significant bearing on just how much attention
should be paid to his claims.
Yes, we will naturally continue to develop our
off-planet capability, but we dare not enslave
our economy, leading industries and best
minds to a purpose incorrectly suggested by an
unfortunate error, deliberate miscalculation or
sad delusion. Indeed, it would only be in the
interests of unfriendly governments were the US
to exhaust all of its resources based upon a false
assumption. Langley is currently investigating
Stapleford’s possible connections with and
sympathies for such foreign governments. It
appears that, while a student, he participated
in several protest marches and attended a
dissident rally.
Mattis, on behalf of JCoS
#
From the personal journal of Thomas
Stapleford, entry undated
We are not meant to know the future. I know
that now. I wish I’d understood it sooner.

PROPHET has to be destroyed. I cannot let it
fall into anyone else’s hands. No matter whose
hands it is in, they will be the wrong hands.
Even my hands were the wrong hands. I should
never have written that report.
They won’t just be coming for PROPHET
either. They’ll be coming for me. They’ll force me
to answer their questions, to tell them everything
I know, to tell them how to rebuild it. They’ll find
a way.
I can’t blame them, I suppose. They think
knowing the future will allow them to solve
everything as they want it, but in truth the
major powers will go to war to own that power
and keep it from others. In so doing, humankind
will only destroy itself.
Ah, me. That it has come to this, and that
I would be the one to bring us to it. I had
only ever hoped to improve humankind’s lot,
not to be the one who ended it. Perhaps my
presumption was arrogant. Was that where
the fault lay? I can only hope my family will
understand and one day forgive me.
An alarm has sounded. They are here.
I hope that I am not too late.
Thomas Stapleford
#
To: All staff
From: Lyndsey Taylor, GoogleInc.
Date: 25 Aug 2017
Subject: Thomas Stapleford
Many of you knew Dr Thomas Stapleford
personally. He was a friend, valued colleague
and leading researcher at Google for over ten
years. His work on the PROPHET programme
was pioneering and contributed positively to the
lives of everyone on our planet.
He was an extraordinary mind, deeply
contemplative and as thoughtful as he was
complex. He was a man of compassion and
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conscience. Of late, he had become extremely
troubled by the state of our world.
#

You will have no doubt heard about the
sad occurrences of two days ago. Alerted and
alarmed by recent statements, views and claims
expressed by Dr Stapleford, Washington officials
had come to our facilities to interview him. There
were matters of national security and state
secrets at issue.
None of us had appreciated perhaps just
how much pressure Dr Stapleford had put
himself under and how far he had emotionally
deteriorated. He chose not only to destroy much
of his work, but also to take his own life.
Our thoughts are with his family and all those
who knew him. He will be sorely missed by all of
us at Google and all of those beyond. The world
is a lesser place without him, but he will not be
forgotten.
Lyndsey Taylor

To: XXXX
From: Joint Chiefs of Staff [Mattis]
Date: 28 Aug 2017
Subject: PROPHET2
I am pleased to report that Google has
reconfirmed its commitment to serving the
national interest, observing the protocols of state
security and acceding to government oversight
when it comes to all new technologies. Further,
Google confirms that it had cloned PROPHET
before Stapleford took it upon himself to destroy
the principal iteration. The clone – PROPHET2
– is now being mainlined and should be fully
operational by Christmas. Langley will of course
have full access to PROPHET2. End.
Mattis
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On her scratched, grimy vidscreen, Mei-Xing
watched the sleek Tarazed shuttle dart under
the belly of the Lumen, heading for the docking
hatch. Like a fish swimming around a sea-whale
in an ancient tale of Earth, she thought, before
dismissing the fancy with a brisk shake of her
head. She had more important things to attend
to.
“Would you like me to take the bridge, Captain
Baojia?”
“So formal, Commander Lawrence?” David
arched his eyebrows, black eyes sparkling with
mischief.
Mei-Xing swallowed her irritation. She should
have never let him open that second bottle of
wine, to celebrate the planet coming into view.
Stupid, weak girl!
David pushed to his feet. “No,” he said. “Leave
the bridge to Helmsman Yi. I want you to meet
the Tarazed ambassador with me. See how you
measure him.”
Mei-Xing kept her smile fixed. “My pleasure,
Captain.”
“Keep your wits about you, Commander. The
Tarazed are powerful in this sector, and I don’t
like their attitude.”
As they strode along the corridors to the
Captain’s private audience chamber, every spare
vidscreen relayed the view from the functioning
sensors on the outer hull of the Lumen, and
passing crewmen slowed to ogle the sight they
had crossed the galaxy for. The blue-green
planet of Acamar, their new home. Even MeiXing, who had watched the approach for days,
felt her step falter at the screen that showed
dawn creeping across the eastern landmass, a
fiery band that split darkness from light. In its

wake, it exposed mountains, lakes, the lush
green of vast forests. A pristine new world; theirs
for the taking.
“Come on.” David tapped her elbow. Even he
seemed muted by the sight. “Time for planetgazing later. Make the most of it. When the
colonists wake up you won’t be able to get near
a screen!”
In the belly of the ship, the sleepers
stirred, eased back to life. Mei-Xing felt vague
resentment towards them. She had requested
this watch rotation, but it meant she hadn’t
slept for six weeks, and fatigue was beginning to
stretch her nerves. It was worth it, though, for
the view.
“After you.” David ushered her into his
audience chamber with a smug grin. “Grab a
drink. You know where they are!”
Mei-Xing yearned to kick the self-satisfied air
from his lungs. Instead she moved to the centre
of the room, arms tightly folded, one eye on the
screen displaying the corridor outside. She tried
to avoid looking at the couch as David took a
seat.
“Won’t you sit down?” he asked. “You got
pretty comfortable last time you were here!”
Her lips thinned. “I prefer to remain on a
professional standing, Captain. I won’t let an...
unfortunate indiscretion... prevent me from
doing my job properly.”
“Yes.” David inspected his fingernails. “I’ve
been intending to talk to you about that. I don’t
think—”
“The Tarazed ambassador is coming.” MeiXing had never been so relieved to see one of the
squat, grey-scaled aliens. She had barely dealt
with them before, had never met one in person,
but by his stance and his abrupt movements she
guessed the Tarazed ambassador was irritated.
This was nothing unusual. The Tarazed were a
proud race.
A junior officer showed the ambassador into
the audience chamber, and David rose to greet
him. Mei-Xing backed against the wall, hoping to
appear unobtrusive. The Tarazed ignored David’s
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extended hand, and she was sure the insult was
calculated.
“The Tarazed Imperium demands you turn
your ship around and leave Acamari space. This
will be the first and only request.”

“Would you care for a drink?” While David and
the ambassador investigated the range of wines,
Mei-Xing trained her skills on the alien. It was
harder to take the measure of non-humans.
The subtle clues of body language and tone
were difficult to define. The Tarazed had the
typical arrogance of his species, but there was
something else there, below the surface, evasive
and hard to read.
The alien’s oval, golden eyes flicked over her as
he sipped his wine through a straw. Marked her
as female, and dismissed her from his sphere of
interest. She could observe without interruption.
David gestured for his guest to take a seat.
“I prefer to stand.” Although the Tarazed spoke
fluent Mandarin, his voice had a rasping quality,
as if forced out through a throat choked will
ball bearings. At his full height, his head was
level with David’s shoulder. He was stocky, and
moved with a springing gait, a combination of
the light ship’s gravity and his own backwardsjointed knees. “You are Captain David Baojia?”
“I am.” David remained standing, watching his
guest over the rim of his glass.
“The name I choose for myself, in your tongue
it means Steel Mind. You will address me by that
name, or by my title.”
David’s face was a mask. Damn, he’s a good
poker player, Mei-Xing admitted, with grudging
admiration. A pity he was such a jerk in his
personal life...
She forced herself to concentrate. The
Captain remained silent, drawing the Tarazed
ambassador out, waiting to reveal what had
brought him on board the Lumen. It was a
trick she had seen him use on troublesome
subordinates many times. They would confess
just to fill the silence.
Steel Mind blinked his pale inner eyelids. MeiXing permitted herself a slight smile. He may
have chosen his own name, after the custom of
his people, but surely he had not anticipated
this titanic silent tussle of egos.
David won. He hated to lose.

David raised his eyebrows. “You voice your
request as a demand,” he remarked, in a flat,
calm tone. “The Tarazed have no claim on
Acamar. The planet is uninhabited. It was
granted to the survivors of Chara by the Galactic
Council. You have had ample time to contest the
claim.”
“We contest it now!” Steel Mind’s gravelly
roar was at odds with the Captain’s calm. MeiXing stepped back a pace, feeling the smooth,
cold wall against her spine. The sudden
outburst of rage exposed more than the Tarazed
had intended. Behind the anger, Mei-Xing
could identify genuine fear. Not of David, but
something greater than the captain. Maybe it
was fear of the Lumen itself. She felt her muscles
bunch, ready to fight. If David saw what she
saw, there was no hint of it on his face.
“It’s too late, Ambassador. The Tarazed should
have protested at the proper time. Acamar has
been given to the colonists on this ship. It’s my
sacred duty to see they arrive safely, and if that
upsets the Tarazed Imperium... ” He shrugged,
subtly loosening his blaster in its holster.
“I cannot allow this!” Steel Mind twisted his
left wrist, palm upwards. His overlapping scales
parted with a soft click, exposing the tiny, sleek
barrel of a needle blaster, embedded into the
flesh of his forearm.
David threw up an arm to protect himself
as the Tarazed slapped his palm down on his
left wrist. The movement was a blur to MeiXing, leaping to her captain’s defence. The
Ambassador staggered, grunting, as her booted
foot slammed into his ribs. The shot flew wide,
punching a sparking, smoking hole in the wall
above David’s shoulder.
David snatched his own blaster, and pressed
it to the base of Steel Mind’s jutting jaw, forcing
him to his knees. His broad chest heaved, and
his eyes glittered with loathing. “You can kill me,
but more will take my place. You will never lay a
foot on Acamar!”
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Foam bubbled on his lips, and he spat. “Never,
I tell you... ” His eyes glazed as he sagged
against David’s arm, his dragged-gravel voice
slurring. “Alouette...they thought... Let it be
remembered... Turn back!”
“Is that a warning, or a threat? Answer me!”
The Ambassador’s head lolled, mouth drooping
open. Fragments of glass and a stained, broken
tooth dropped to the floor. David swore, letting
the Tarazed slump to the carpet. He met MeiXing’s eye as he straightened, and shook his
head.
“Stupid bastard! What’s worth killing yourself
over?”
“Acamar must mean more to them than we
thought.” Mi-Xing crouched, and closed Steel
Mind’s leathery eyelids. “You could show a little
respect.”
“Respect? The lizard just tried to kill me!”
David jabbed the body with his foot. “Who’s
Alouette? A woman? Is that what we need to
remember?”
“Do you want me to look into it, Captain?”
Mei-Xing edged towards the door. “I could go
now.” Any excuse to get out of here, away from
the fallen Tarazed and David’s callous disregard.
“If you would, Commander. And get this,” he
prodded the corpse again, with more venom,
“put on ice until I decide what to do with it. The
last thing we need is a diplomatic row with the
Tarazed Imperium.”
Too late for that, David, Mei-Xing thought,
as she summoned an orderly to take the late
Ambassador to cold storage. She doubted the
diplomat had acted alone. He hadn’t struck
her as a fanatic. So why were the Tarazed so
determined to prevent the colonists landing on
Acamar? And who, or what, was Alouette?
#
It took a long search through the Lumen’s
information archive before Mei-Xing discovered
what she hoped was the answer. She
downloaded the files to her tablet, and glanced
at the clock. 21:45. She hoped it wasn’t too late
to show David what she had found.

An orderly was fixing the wall in the reception
chamber. The repair drones must be out of
service again. He told her that David had retired
to his private suite. When the Captain opened
the door he was shirtless, hair spiked up, and he
greeted her with a glower.
“Did I wake you, Captain?”
“Not exactly, Commander. Is it urgent?”
“It’s about the Alouette.”
“Already?” His lips twitched. “That’s some
impressive gufu, Mei-Xing. Maybe you are a fast
worker after all.”
“May I come in?” She ignored his lascivious
tone, knowing it wasn’t her ability to find
information, her gufu, he was referring to.
“Hang on a moment.” David pushed the door
almost closed, and she heard him talking to
someone in the room, in a hushed, apologetic
voice.
Mei-Xing vaguely recognised the girl who
elbowed past her into the corridor with the
barest nod of acknowledgement, running her
hands through her cropped hair to drag it back
into shape. The Commander shrugged. If David
was determined to work his way through the
ship’s entire female complement before landing,
he would have to hurry up.
“Another one off the list? You know what?”
she swept on before he could splutter an excuse,
“I don’t care. I think we’re flying into a serious
situation.”
“Tell me.” It was a struggle to keep muscle
tone in space, but David had managed it. He
caught her looking as he shrugged his shirt on,
and grinned. “No more distractions!”
“I have the files here.” Mei-Xing dropped
her tablet on the table, rattling the empty
wine glasses. “The Alouette was a Sirius-class
exploratory ship, belonging to the East African
Federation—”
“From Old Earth?”
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Mei-Xing nodded. “Her crew was mainly from
the Ivory Coast, although there were a number
of Nigerians on board too. She came this way
to map the surface of Acamar, and to scan for
minerals.”

Council gave it to us. No one else needs it or
wants it for anything.”

“What happened to her?” David flicked
through the files, eyes skimming over the salient
points.

“The Tarazed do,” David insisted, fingers
dancing over the planetary scans. “I’ll wager they
killed the crew of the Alouette—”

“The ship was found drifting near the
Hamilton Cluster—”

“There’s no proof of that,” Mei-Xing cut in
quickly.
“Maybe not, but their ambassador tried to kill
me, to sabotage our mission. There are three
thousand colonists on this ship, Mei-Xing, and I
won’t have them... disappeared, just because the
Tarazed have something to hide. I want to know
what that is! What the—?”

“That’s a hell of a long way.”
“You haven’t heard the most interesting part.
When she was found, she was in perfect working
order. All systems fully functional. Only – no
crew.”

The ship lurched. The empty wine glasses
rolled off the table and bounced on the floor.

“That’s not possible,” David said flatly. “No
ship that size could fly without a crew. Did they
jettison?”

“Now what?”

“When she was towed into dock, all the escape
pods were still there.”

David held up a hand to silence his
Commander’s query. In the sudden silence,
she heard what he did. Or rather, what he had
stopped hearing. The distant thrum of the great
Atweiller engines, that pulsed through the body
of the ship like a heartbeat, had fallen silent.
The Lumen hung helpless, dead in space.

“Signs of violence?”
“None.”
David picked up his wine glass, swirled the
dregs in the bottom, and set it down again
without drinking. He appeared at a loss.

“Now we’re screwed!” David bounded to his
console and toggled the com switch. “Bridge? Yi,
give me an all systems report! Life support?”

“Tarazed involvement was suspected, but
never proved. It seems the Tarazed warned
the captain of the Alouette to stay away from
Acamar, but she chose not to listen. None of the
crew were ever found... ”
Mei-Xing trailed off. David drummed his
fingers on the tablet, an impatient forefinger
flipping the files back and forth, deep in thought.
“There’s something on Acamar the Tarazed
don’t want anyone else to know about,” he
concluded.
“I had the same thought. I ran scans, but
they didn’t bring back much we didn’t know.
There’s some mineral wealth, but nothing
significant. Nothing you wouldn’t find in greater
abundance on a dozen other planets. Acamar’s
not on any major trade routes. It appears to be
a very average backwater planet. That’s why the

“We’re on it, Captain!” There was a long,
agonising moment of silence. Mei-Xing’s hands
clenched the back of David’s chair so hard
her fingers dug through the fabric to the steel
beneath.
Yi’s voice came through, tinny and frail. “All
systems normal, Captain. Except... weapons and
engines are dead. We don’t know why yet. And –
do you have a visual from the bridge? You need
to see what’s out there... ”
David’s fingers brushed across the screen,
dragging down and maximising the view from
the bridge camera, with its spider web of cracks
across the lens. Mei-Xing’s breath caught in her
throat.
“What the hell is that? Have you ever seen
anything like that before, Commander?”
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“Never. I suppose it could be a fault with the
camera... ?”
a shuttle team—” He broke off as Mei-Xing cut
the contact.

David chose to ignore that speculation.
Hanging only a few dozen miles in front of the
Lumen’s blunt nose, the web descended like
a curtain, falling across space, its neon-green
mesh dividing the view of the planet beyond into
neat squares. It shimmered against the black.

“I want to take the shuttle down, Captain.”
“I’d rather you stayed on the bridge,
Commander.”
“Please, Captain – David – I’m a good shuttle
pilot. And that thing—” she waved her hand at
the screen, and the image of the net zoomed
wildly in and out. “It’s not fair to risk junior
members of the crew if we refuse to go ourselves.
Besides,” she forced a grin, “I’m itching to get
planetside. You know that!”

David blew out his cheeks. “It seems the
Tarazed have some tricks we don’t know about!”
“Are we drifting towards it?”
“Yes, and with no engines... Who knows what
it will do to us?”
Mei-Xing stared at the grid. “Can you get any
readings? Zoom in on it.”

He patted her hand in an avuncular,
patronising fashion. “You don’t have to prove
anything to me, Mei-Xing.”

“The computer doesn’t know what it is. It’s
just – twitter. I doubt even your gufu could—”
but Mei-Xing had stopped listening. She stared
at the shimmering grid, at the network of
glowing green bars. At the spaces in between.

She felt a flush of anger in her face. “I’m not
trying to prove anything, Captain. Will you let
me take the shuttle down, or not?”
He pursed his lips. “Let’s see what happens to
the drone. We’ll discuss it then.”

“It’s a net.”
“I can see it’s a net, Commander. And we’re
caught like a sea-whale, ready to be dragged in
and chopped up.”

#
Settling into the pilot’s seat, Mei-Xing felt a
thrill of nervous exhilaration as she switched
to manual control and the little craft responded
smoothly to her touch.

“Maybe not.” She pointed, and at her
incautious gesture the screen minimised to
reveal the anxious crowd huddled around the
vidscreens on the bridge. David tutted loudly as
he brought the image back up.

Against the dark of space, the Lumen
resembled a massive, dirty, running shoe, hump
backed and blunt nosed. She had been built in
space, never designed to land, and sleekness
and grace had been sacrificed for size and
stamina.

“It’s a net, and a net has holes. Here—” her
gesture was more careful this time. Between the
crackling green strings were pockets of calm.
“No use to us. I don’t know if you’ve noticed,
Commander Lawrence, but the Lumen’s a big old
lady.”
“True. She won’t get through there. But a
shuttle might. It’s my guess that field is being
generated somewhere on the planet... ”
“And if we can find it and take it out—”
David’s hand was already on the com. “Yi?
Send out a drone probe. See if you can steer it
between those lines. If it gets through, assemble

“Spacefaring old cow,” Mei-Xing muttered,
full of affection for the lumbering ship that
had carried her people so far. She lined up the
darting shuttle to face the neon grid, reluctant
to turn her back on the Lumen. She hoped it
wouldn’t be the last time she saw the ship.
“What was that, Commander?” Her co-pilot,
Jordan Chan, scanned the instrument panel, a
deep furrow between his brows.
“Nothing.” Behind her, Arabis and Yi, the
other two members of the crew, fidgeted in their

45

seats as the shuttle approached the web. There
were as nervous as she was, just as anxious
to slip through the net and into the pale blue
atmosphere that hung like a silken cloak over
Acamar. If they survived the crossing.

“We’re both fine back here.” Yi’s voice was
tremulous. Mei-Xing tried to turn and look at
him, but it was too painful to twist her neck.
“Where are we?”

Ahead, the web shimmered, vast and
mysterious. The neon green lines crackled with
energy, casting a hazy aura. Lined up precisely
with the nose of the shuttle was a ragged-edged
black square, a calm oasis amid the frenzied
energies.

“Right where we’re supposed to be, I think.”
Jordan flicked various switches on the console,
and gave it a hefty thump with his fist. The view
screen flickered, and lights flashed. The Tarrano
was as old as her mother ship, and responded to
similar repair methods.

“Everybody ready?” Without waiting for the
assent of her crew, Mei-Xing pushed the throttle
forward, feeling the acceleration press her back
into her seat like a firm hand against her chest.
Green flares lit up the forward view screen.
The light cut through her skull, but she didn’t
dare close her eyes, straining to focus on that
too-small patch of black, the bewildering curve
of the planet beyond. The surface of Acamar
seemed to twist and bulge, like words on a tablet
zooming in and out. It felt as if a great weight
pressed down on her frontal lobes. Mei-Xing’s
breath caught as, beside her, Jordan slumped
in his seat. It was only by instinct, strengthened
by years of experience, that her fumbling hand
slapped on the autopilot as she felt herself
blacking out...

He nodded at the com, as it crackled and spat
static. “Are you going to answer that?”
“Lumen to Tarrano, com check. For God’s sake,
Lawrence, where are you?”
“David?”
“Mother of Christ, Mei-Xing! Are you hurt?”
She had never heard him sound so relieved.
“We’re all fine here. We all passed out, I think,
going through the web.” The crew muttered their
confirmation of this.
“Blacked out? All of you?”

#
Someone was calling her name. Mei-Xing
didn’t want to open her eyes. It was wonderful to
sleep, after more than a month awake. She knew
there was something important she had been
doing, but she was sure it could wait just ten
more minutes...
“Shuttle Tarrano, com check. Commander
Lawrence, come in.”
Mei-Xing lifted her heavy head, wincing at
the stabbing pain in her skull. The view screen
ahead of her showed nothing but blackness.
Beside her, Jordan groaned.
“Chan? Are you hurt?”
Jordan cradled his head in both hands. “Feels
like I’ve been hit with a hammer, Commander!
What happened?”

“Yes. I think the web does something to the
brain. I felt it in my head, like the air just before
a thunderstorm. Then everything went black... ”
David’s voice was low. “I’m thinking the
Alouette hit the web, and the Tarazed struck
while her crew was unconscious. They must
have taken out our engines as well. I’d say we
have six hours left before we hit it, and all hell
breaks loose. I need you to take it down. We
can hear you, but we’ve lost visuals. You’re on
your own, Commander Lawrence. Think you can
handle it?”
“I’ll do my best, Captain.”
“Our lives depend on you. Don’t screw up,
Commander.”
Mei-Xing glared at the com. The faith you have
in me is astonishing, David.
“Commander Lawrence? You still there?”

“Yi? Arabis?”
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“I’m on it. Lawrence out.” She flicked the com
off and forced a smile at Jordan. “Pressure’s on
us, then! Where do you suggest we start?”

“Come on,” she said. “Let’s go for a walk.”

“There’s an unusual energy reading from the
north of the western continent,” Chan told her.
“I’m getting a lot of heat, and life signs. Think we
should head over there?”
“Seems as good a place as any. Take us down,
Jordan.”
Mei-Xing allowed herself to breathe out as the
shuttle descended, from the dark at the edge of
space, down through the upper atmosphere in
a fiery plume that made her eyes water. They
burst out over the ocean into breathtaking calm.
It didn’t seem possible they were still hurtling
along at over two thousand miles an hour.
Beside her, Jordan whistled. “Will you look at
that?”
Below their wings, Acamar was green and
turquoise, glimpsed through gaps in billowing
white cloud. The sea was restless, and as the
Tarrano swooped low over the continental shelf
she could see where it had taken great bites out
of the coastline, forming little beaches where no
human had ever walked. Beyond the shore, the
virgin forest undulated over the hills. A pristine
world, and it should be all theirs. But—
“Look there!” Arabis pointed. An ugly brown
scar marked a break in the forest. It could be
natural, but smoke rose from the forest floor,
and the sunlight glinted off something huge and
metallic.
“Better not fly over it, Jordan,” Mei-Xing
advised.
“I’ll put down over there.” Her co-pilot
indicated a mesa, a flat-topped protrusion of
rock rising from the trees, about four miles from
the scar. “It’ll be a hike. Do you think this is the
place we’re looking for, Commander?”
“I don’t think it’s natural, and that means we
need to check it out.” As Jordan manoeuvred
the shuttle into a smooth, vertical landing,
Mei-Xing checked her blaster and com link.
The Lumen was still there, floating invisible in
the sky above. David, everyone on board, they
were all still alive, relying on her to save them.
Her blaster was fully charged, and she slipped
it into the holster above her hip, patting it for
reassurance.

#
Gravity weighed on Mei-Xing’s shoulders as she
trudged through the forest, pressing her down.
The heat and the humidity made the trek through
the trees feel like walking through one of the
Lumen’s wetrooms with all the showers blasting
at the highest temperature setting. She felt the
loose strands of hair curling at her temples, and
tugged the collar of her flight suit to release the
sweat that made her neck itch.
Jordan cursed as he stumbled over a
protruding root. “Even my eyeballs are hot! Let’s
have a break, Commander.”
The sky was obscured by the thick canopy
overhead. Far above, at the whim of the faint tug
of gravity, the Lumen drifted helplessly into the
Tarazed trap.
“In a minute,” Mei-Xing said. Jordan glowered,
but said nothing, merely shifted his backpack
higher onto his shoulder, exposing a damp stripe
where the strap had been.
The forest was alive with sound. There were
rustles in the sparse undergrowth, and lizards
and insects scurried away from the intruders’
heavy tread. Ahead, the trees thinned, the light
shifting from underwater green to yellow. MeiXing drew her blaster, and her steps slowed. She
motioned for her crew to fall into step behind her
and keep quiet.
The clearing ahead was too uniformly
circular to be natural. The thick-bladed grass
was churned up to reveal the red-brown earth
beneath. Around the edges of the clearing,
wooden posts as tall as a man had been driven
deep into the ground at regular intervals. They
were elaborately carved, although Mei-Xing
couldn’t tell if the decoration was art or script.
“I’ve read about these,” Arabis said, with quiet
authority. “We might be the first humans to see
one. It’s a Tarazed mating circle.”
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“A what?”
The anthropologist explained. “The Tarazed
males gather here in the mating season, to fight
each other. The victors get to mate with the
most females. It’s a fascinating culture. I’ve been
studying them for years.”

industrious Tarazed moved in its shadow, slow
and lumbering. They seemed in no hurry, as if
they knew no threat.
From the centre of the town, a bell chimed,
loud and clear.

Yi sniggered, a schoolboy chuckle from a man
in his forties. Jordan shook his head, muttering
something about barbarism. Mei-Xing traced her
hand across the mysterious carvings on one of
the pillars, and a worrying thought occurred to
her.

The Tarazed on the streets froze, and as one
they turned to face the idol and bowed, until the
tips of their horns scraped the dirt. Three times
they bowed, rumbling a low chant, every throat at
one accord. The sound was chilling in its unison.

“Arabis, do they bring the women here? To see
the fights?”

The bell rang again, like the chime of crystal,
and the Tarazed resumed their business as if the
interruption had never occurred. Mei-Xing felt
Arabis beside her. The older woman twitched in
excitement, like a teenage girl. “What was all that
about?” she asked the anthropologist.

“I believe so. The Tarazed mating season is
quite short.”
“And the Tarazed females bear the children?
That’s their main duty in society?”
Mei-Xing didn’t wait for Arabis to confirm what
she already knew. There was a well-used track
leading away from the mating circle, and the
claw-footed, splayed footprints in the muddy path
were fresh. Some of them were no bigger than
her own feet. She slipped between the patches
of shadow that fell over the path, holding her
blaster aloft, finger resting lightly on the trigger.
As they approached the next clearing, she
dropped to her belly, and motioned for Jordan to
follow her. They lay on the edge of a deep, wide
depression in the ground, an ancient meteor
crater. There was a faint hum in the air, and from
below came the sound of voices, the industrious
clang of metal striking metal.
Arabis elbowed her way up beside them, and
peered over the ledge. “Fascinating! They’ve got a
whole town down there! Imagine what we could
learn... ”
“I’d like to find out why it’s here at all,” MeiXing muttered. “What are the Tarazed up to on
this planet?”
The houses were clustered together, like
upturned wine glasses with the stems snapped
off. Trampled paths weaved between them, and
in the middle of the settlement were larger,
rectangular buildings that Mei-Xing guessed
were administrative centres. An immense
golden statue loomed over the town, and the

“A primitive form of idol worship, like the kind
once practiced by some factions back on Old
Earth. I wish I could get down there and talk to
them!”
“They’d blast you before you could open your
mouth. Come on.” Mei-Xing nudged Arabis to
her feet. “I want a closer look at that statue. It’s
beaming something into the sky, and I think it
might be what we’re looking for.”
She led her party round the lip of the crater,
blasters held ready, keeping to the cover of the
trees. As they drew level with the statue, in its
dominant position at the western end of the
crater, Mei-Xing slowed. She could see the beam
now, hazy in the humid air. It emerged from a
small dish perched on the crown of the horned
statue’s gleaming skull. The idol was a Tarazed,
immensely fat and squat. Its folded arms bulged
with exaggerated muscle. Its feet were twice as
high as she was tall, and vines crept over them
as if anchoring the statue to the ground, the toes
sliced off flat. There was a great deal of activity
around the idol’s feet. Orderly coming and going,
like insects tending their queen.
Arabis took a step out of cover, and Yi caught
her by the arm. “I think that thing’s hollow!” she
said. “If only I could get in there—”
Mei-Xing nodded. “You’ll get your chance,
Arabis. Yi, Jordan, get back to the shuttle and fly
over to pick us up. I’m sure that beam is enabling
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the web, and I want to take it out, but I’ve got
a feeling we’ll need a quick exit if I do. Stay in
touch.”

from where she was, shielded by the bulk of the
statue, and no shout echoed up to tell her she
was discovered. She motioned for Arabis to follow
her, but to be quiet.

“Will do.” Jordan tapped his com. “Be careful.”
“Always am!” Mei-Xing lied, with a cheeriness
she did not feel. She waited until the rustle of
their feet had died away before she turned to
Arabis. “You know about things like this. Lead
the way!”

Arabis landed cat-like, on toes and fingertips,
more lithe than her commander. She perched on
the statue’s sloping shoulder and tugged her gel
pack out of her belt pouch, ripping it open with
her teeth. Mei-Xing did the same, spitting out
the paper and slapping the cold, damp gel onto
her hands and boot soles. It smelled of alcohol,
and the clammy sensation made her gut heave.
She tested it, peeling her boots free of the metal
with a soft slurping sound, one after the other,
and feeling them squelch back down and cling
like tacky glue. It didn’t feel as secure as she
would like, but it was either that, or find their
way through the passages and chambers inside
the statue, with the Tarazed around every corner,
and that felt a whole lot less secure.

Arabis’s hands shook on her blaster, but she
couldn’t conceal the broad grin on her face. “This
is what I live for,” she confessed. “I was so bored
on the ship!”
“You might find boredom preferable to
excitement if this goes wrong,” Mei-Xing told
her, but she couldn’t help feeling a little quiver
in her own belly, as they picked their way down
the sloping crater wall directly behind the idol,
looking for a way in, or onto the smooth surface.
Arabis tugged at the vines that flowed down the
wall of the crater. Semi-sentient, they twisted in
her grip like snakes. “Can we use these to swing
across onto the shoulder? Do we have gel kits?”

She climbed, hand over hand, up the curving
rear of the statue’s bulbous skull, Arabis
breathing hard at her heels. Hanging almost
upside down, held only by the gel coating
her hands and feet, Mei-Xing felt dizzy and
sick. Behind her, there was a rustle, and the
anthropologist cursed.

“To climb up the outside?” Mei-Xing groaned.
She hated the feel of the gel gloves on her hands.
“Do you think it will work? It seems safer than
trying to get in through the feet.” Arabis sighed.
“I’d love to know what they’re doing in there! This
is a great chance to improve our knowledge—”

“Dropped my com! Sorry, Commander!”

“If the Lumen flies into that web and we’re
stranded here with only the Tarazed for company,
you could learn a whole lot more than you want
to know!”
Arabis nodded reluctantly, twisting two of
the thick vines together to form a squirming
rope. Mei-Xing followed her example. They felt
like the polyvinyl flooring in her quarters, cold
and rippling, resisting her hands as she bound
them together, and formed a loop in the end that
she could swing over a protrusion on the idol’s
shoulder. She tugged the makeshift rope, and it
held firm.
“Here we go, then!” Mei-Xing swung across the
gap between the crater wall and the statue. Her
boots clanged against the cold smooth bronze
and her breath caught in her throat, fearful of
the noise. She couldn’t see the Tarazed below

In her inverted world, Mei-Xing watched the
com unit bounce and shatter against the wall of
the crater far below, and wondered if her bones
would break in the same way if she slipped and
fell. She shook her head to try and clear the
vision, and carried on, more aware than ever of
the fragility of the gel, and the depth of the drop
below. It was a relief to squeeze through the
narrow gap between the back of the statue’s head
and the crater wall, and start crawling upright
again, although Mei-Xing had a constant itch
between her shoulder blades now her exposed
back was towards the forest. At any moment
a Tarazed bolt could come whizzing out of the
trees and kill not only her, but everyone on board
the Lumen. “No pressure, then,” she muttered,
through tightly gritted teeth.
But no bolt came as they reached the gently
curving crown of the idol’s head. The dish
beaming a pale green ray out into the atmosphere
lay only meters away, and Mei-Xing paused
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to rest a moment in the shadow of one of the
statue’s horns. With her gelled hands she
couldn’t wipe the sweat from her brow, and
her face was streaming. Arabis was furiously
recording everything she saw on her pocket cam,
cheeks flushed with heat and excitement.
Mei-Xing’s com spluttered, and she snatched
at it to conceal the sound, plastering it in
translucent goo. David’s voice was tense.
“Lawrence, what’s happening? That web is
getting mighty close!”
She could hear it, crackling like menacing
static in the background. Soon the unconscious
bodies would start falling, and the ship would be
helpless.
“David, listen to me. I don’t have much time—”
“You don’t have time?”
“There’s a Tarazed city down here!”
“Damn!” His voice fell away into a long moment
of silence. When he spoke again, he sounded
as if he was being strangled. “Get that web
down. Then get out of the city, right out. Do you
understand me, Mei-Xing?”
“David, what are you—?” But the connection
was dead. Mei-Xing glared at her commlink,
feeling sick.
“What does our glorious leader say?” Arabis
asked.
“Nothing comforting. Get on to Jordan and see
where he is. I’m going to take a look at that dish.”
The dish was made of the same gold-hued
metal as the statue. It stood on three robust
legs, and she climbed up onto the parabola,
hand over sticky hand. She could feel her hair
prickling from the static crackle, and as she took
an unsteady step towards the antenna her knees
sagged, a great wave of exhaustion washing over
her. All she wanted to do was curl up on the
warm metal surface and sleep, forget about the
Lumen...
“Commander!” Arabis’s voice reached her
ears an instant before she heard the shouts
from below, the faint urgent clang of the bells,
calling out alarm where before they had called for
worship.

With a supreme effort, Mei-Xing forced her legs
onwards. It was like wading through honey, gluey
hands fumbling at her belt for the small explosive
charges she carried. She pulled a pin out with
her teeth and hurled one towards the antenna,
watching in slow motion as it tumbled end over
end. She tried to back away, but her legs were
weak and numb, and she stumbled over her own
feet and half-slid, half-rolled down the sloping
curve of the dish and off the edge, to land with a
crash on the statue’s unforgiving skull.
Arabis hauled her to her feet, as a blaster bolt
scored the metal to her left. She was shouting
something, but her words were lost under the
blast of the explosion from the dish above. The
statue trembled, and scalding sparks showered
down on the two women. The green beam fizzled,
spluttered, and then winked out of existence.
The Lumen was safe, even if Mei-Xing and
Arabis weren’t. Another blaster bolt flashed past
Mei-Xing’s hip as she ducked down behind one of
the horns of the statue.
“Now what do we do?” the anthropologist
demanded. “Where the hell is Jordan?”
“He’ll be here.” Mei-Xing fumbled with her
sticky com link. “Captain? Is the web down?”
“It’s down! Well done, Commander!”
Mei-Xing sighed in relief. “What about the
engines?”
“Engines are back up, but the weapons are
completely dead – what was that noise?”
“Arabis and I are coming under some Tarazed
fire. Nothing we can’t handle—”
“The lizards are shooting at you? Dammit,
Lawrence, get out of there!”
“Easier said than done. Jordan’s bringing the
shuttle back to pick us up.”
She could hear David’s frustration in the
silence, see him drumming his fingers on the arm
of his chair. “This isn’t happening, Mei-Xing.” She
heard him call for another weapons check, which
came back negative.

50

“I can assure you,” she ducked as another
blaster bolt whizzed overhead, “it’s happening
down here!”

in, Arabis only a few steps behind her. The two
women, locked together in their straps, were
winched slowly up from the top of the statue.
Twisting slowing in the air, straps digging into
her thighs and armpits, she could see the whole
of the crater, swarming like an ant farm, and
beyond it the jungles, and a bright dot moving
across a patch of blue sky, high up, leaving a
white trail behind it. It vanished behind the
cloud and was lost for a moment, only to emerge
brighter, closer. The Lumen was coming in.

“No.” David’s voice was steely. “Acamar is ours.
It was promised to us, to our people. The Tarazed
have no right—”
“David? Are you even listening to me?”
“Hang on, Mei-Xing. I’m going to make the
planet secure, for all of us.”
“And the Tarazed?” No reply. She shook the
com, but it was dead. Mei-Xing sat back on her
heels, biting her lip. “I think we’re in trouble,
Arabis.”

In the cockpit, Yi flicked controls with an air
of desperation, and Jordan was cursing into the
com. He barely looked up as Mei-Xing threw
herself into her seat. “What’s going on, Chan?”

“You don’t, do you?” The older woman ducked
out of hiding to fire off a quick round of blaster
bolts, and pulled her head in just as quickly. “I
would never have guessed!”

“I can’t raise the Captain! The Lumen’s coming
in too fast, and too steep. The instruments must
be screwed up... ”

“Not from the Tarazed. From David. I think he’s
about to do something heroically stupid.”
“Wouldn’t be the first time. Is that Jordan?”

“Keep trying. Yi, what’s her trajectory?”

The low throb of an approaching shuttle could
be heard above the whine of blaster bolts. MeiXing’s com crackled. “Commander? You ladies
okay down there?”

Yi’s skin was ashen. “If she stays on this
course, at this velocity, she’s going to crash...
right here. In the crater. On the city.”
There was a moment of sick silence. Arabis
shook her head. “He wouldn’t... ”

“We’re coming under heavy fire. Get us out of
here!”
“No worries!”
The Tarrano emerged through the rain
clouds, her sub-orbital engines lighting up their
undersides like boiling fire in the heavens. The
hatch in her belly was open, spooling ropes and
harness as she slowed and banked sharply to the
right, unleashing a blast from her lower cannon
that caught one of the Tarazed houses full on and
blew it to shreds.
The firing aimed at the statue stopped abruptly,
and over the crunch of falling debris came
Tarazed cries of fear. The bottom of the long rope
with its double harness slapped down on the
bronze head of the statue as the Tarrano fired
again, a crisp blot sizzling out to punch a gaping
hole in one of the larger buildings.
Mei-Xing had no time to watch the fleeing
aliens. She ran for the rope and strapped herself

“If he doesn’t know... ” Mei-Xing pressed her
hands to her aching skull. “What about the
Tarazed? They have children down there!”
“We need to get them out. Herd them out of the
crater, into the jungle.” Arabis pushed into the
space between the front seats, kneeling before the
control panel. “Yi, open me a loud hailer. I’ll try
and talk to them. If they won’t listen—”
“I’m on it,” Jordan assured her, twisting the
controls so the Tarrano swept low over the basin,
driving the terrified Tarazed before the nose of
the shuttle. The strangled, guttural tones of the
Tarazed sounded strange coming from Arabis’s
delicate throat, and Mei-Xing wondered how
much, if anything, of what she was saying was
even audible over the roar of the engines.
Some of it must be, even if it was punctuated
with Yi’s sporadic firing at unoccupied patches
of ground to encourage the Tarazed to run
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the right way, up the walls of the crater with
their possessions and infants clutched in their
muscular arms. Large swathes of the city were
on the move, the surrounding jungles swaying to
their passage, the tramp of heavy Tarazed feet.

death. He steadied her, blinking hard, rubbing
his eyes with his sleeve.
Mei-Xing could see nothing but spots, hear
nothing but roaring in her ears. She massaged
her own stinging eyes. An impossible mushroom
of smoke billowed out of the crater, stretching a
mile into the sky, reaching out to drop white-hot
ash over the trees, over the fleeing Tarazed.

“Five minutes to impact, Commander,” Jordan
said. “I’m taking us out of the crash zone. You
have the com.”
He steered the Tarrano in a sharp incline,
pressing Mei-Xing back in her seat. In her
crouching position, Arabis hung onto the edges
of the chairs, fingers digging into the upholstery
until her knuckles were white.

Automatically, Mei-Xing flicked the comm.
Nothing but static. Yi let out a tiny whimper.

Mei-Xing hailed the Lumen, not expecting a
reply.

“What do we do now?” Arabis spoke for all of
them. “Commander?”

“Lawrence? Is the Tarrano away from the
Tarazed settlement?”

“Let’s find somewhere to land.” Practical
considerations damped the horror. There would
be time to mourn when they were safe. As safe
as she could make them. “We need to conserve
shuttle fuel. Take her down, Chan.”

“David! Thank God! Listen, your instruments
are faulty. You’ve coming in too fast and steep.
You need to pull up fifteen degrees or you’ll
crash. Can you still hear me?”

“Yes, Captain.”

She thought his chuckle was nervous. “The
instruments look fine to me. You worry too much,
Mei-Xing.”
“David, you will crash! The colonists—”
“The colonists will be safe. I trust them to you,
Commander. Lumen out.”
“David? David!” Silence. No words spitting
from the black box. The Tarrano hung in the air
over the jungle, ten miles from the crater. No one
spoke. Jordan gripped the controls in a fierce
grasp, ready to throw them out of the way. Every
eye was on the forward view screen, every ear on
the comm that hung limp in Mei-Xing’s hand.
With a roar, the clouds ripped open. The
Lumen, all fire and light, too bright to look at.
Brighter than the sun, beautiful for the first
time in her life, tearing towards the Tarazed city.
Terrible, unstoppable. She slammed into the
crater with a blinding flash.
“Jordan!”
The shock wave hit, air slamming into the
shuttle with the force of a thunderclap. Jordan
wrestled with the controls as the little ship was
tossed wildly on the wave of her mother’s fiery

As Jordan swung the shuttle round and
pointed her to clearer skies, Arabis tapped MeiXing on the shoulder, and pointed. “What’s
that? In the clouds, can you see it? Look, there’s
another one!”
Mei-Xing stared. “Yi? Can you magnify?”
Drifting down from the sky, sometimes lost
against the clouds, was a white parachute, being
drawn gently to the surface of the planet by a
long grey box, the size and shape of a coffin.
Behind it, above and to the left, was another, and
another.
“My God!” Arabis breathed. “There’s hundreds
of them!”

“Three thousand, one hundred and seventyfive, I’m guessing.” The whole sky was full of
parachutes, floating down like seeds from a
dandelion. Every one supported a grey coffin.
Not a coffin, but a sleep pod, each carrying a
crew member or colonist to land with a gentle
thump, in the jungles and on the mesas, the
surface of their new world.
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The Promise
of
a Battered
Books
to check
out
Moon
by Jack Teng
A planet-killer asteroid is hurtling
to Earth and everyone is freaking
out. But not Manon Fontaine. She
knows what the asteroid really is and
it’s hers. Once she controls it, she’ll
revive the world’s post-war economy
and also her mother’s mining company.
But first, she needs to navigate family
betrayals and kidnapping attempts
before she can finally determine her own
fate.
Meanwhile, Ann Wilson, an
augmented Union super-soldier,
has been having problems
(beyond the mental strains of
indiscriminate killing): her last targets
were blown up with fractional deuterium
devices, and made things very messy.
Ann hates messes. What she hates
more is a commanding officer who
jerks her around and then sends her,
of all places, to Luna City. Little does she know she’s conducting illegal missions to gain control
of the asteroid.
In the middle of it all, is Eric Lin, a Union-born-Chinese thruster mechanic. Because of the war
with the PPA, he’s been ostracized and forced off-planet to Luna City and the orbital colonies. All
he wants is to be accepted and left in peace. This apparently is too much to ask, as both the Union
and the PPA send soldiers to drag him away for the-hell-knows what. The reason is in fact that he
holds the key to controlling the asteroid.
Amidst traitorous double-agents and assassinations, Manon, Ann and Eric’s paths collide,
leaving a wake of destroyed orbital stations and rampaging mobs, ultimately leading them
into a confrontation on the moon.
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Anachronism
by Jennifer Lee Rossman
It’s the same old story: Time traveler
meets girl, time traveler tells girl she’s
the future president, time traveler and
girl go on a road trip to prevent a war...

Petra Vincent is at the end of her rope
- or rather, the edge of a bridge. Her
world is falling apart around her and
she sees no way out of the meaningless
existence the future has in store. But
when stranded time traveler Moses
Morgan tells her that she will one day
lead the country out of the rubble
of a nuclear civil war as President of
the United States, she’s intrigued – and
when another time traveler starts trying
to pre-emptively assassinate her, she realises that maybe Moses is telling the truth...

Anachronism is a time-traveling, adventure-filled novella with a whole bagful of danger, twists,
and snarky banter.
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Scylla & Charybdis
by Lindsay Duncan

Anaea Carlisle, raised on an isolated
space station populated solely by
women, believes the rest of the universe
has been plunged into anarchy and ruin
by an alien-engineered disease known
as Y-Poisoning. On a salvage mission,
she helps rescue a hypermental named
Gwydion who challenges everything she
thought she knew.

Forced to flee the station with
Gwydion, Anaea finds herself in an inexplicable, often hostile world, permanently divided between
the Galactic Collective and the Pinnacle Empire. She longs for some place to call home, but first,
she’ll have to survive…
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Another Place
by Richard Bendall, Gary
Budgen, Mike Evis,
MM Lewis, MJ Rodda,
Harry Manners,
Julie Owen, Peter Sutton,
W. Freedreamer Tinkanesh,
Nathan J. Bezzina

This science fiction anthology from
both established and emerging writers
explores the experiences of children,
refugees and migrants as they navigate
unfamiliar and often hostile worlds in
search of sanctuary. A child in a dusty
old bookshop is captivated by a picture
book that leads him far from home. On
a newly discovered planet, a group of
soldiers escort a group of mysterious
children across the desert. A man carries out a macabre sentence on the grimy Lunar regolith, not
knowing if he will ever be forgiven for his crime. And in an alternate-universe Japan, a boy unravels
a deeper mystery while searching for the girl he loves. The anthology raises money for child refugees
and all profits will be donated to the Alf Dubs Children’s Fund via Safe Passage.
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The Hotwells Horror &
Other stories

This volume pays tribute to the memory and talent of David J Rodger, presenting a number of his
short stories alongside new stories by friends and admirers; tales we believe would have raised a
crooked smile.
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Scifaiku - Wendy Van Camp

Scifaiku
Art by Valery Riddle

Wendy Van Camp

Life on Mars will be hard. New forms of energy will be needed on the New World.

Sojourner
lonely sojourner
battles martian god finger
photovoltaic death
Velocity Farm
tapped kinetic energy
fluid velocity set in rows
dust devils tamed
Whirligig
whirligig follows the dawn
photovoltaic cells dutiful recharge
drone delivers sunlight
Dust Storm
morning pop of hatch reveals
rusty dust on solar cells
fetch a broom
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Stainless Part 2 - Robert Eggleton

Stainless
PART 2
Robert Eggleton
Faith waited in the reception area used for
admissions and discharges at the children’s
mental health institution. It had been three
hours since her Medicaid eligibility period had
expired. The administrator of the facility had
shown up every fifteen minutes to see if she had
been picked up yet because he could no longer
bill for services. The aspiring LeBron James
look-alike staff member who kept watch on
her during the discharge process occasionally
opened his eyes ashe snoozed.
Two hours later, the security glass in front of
the facility’s telephone operator slid open. “Your
father called, Faith. He said that the truck broke
down. He’ll be here as soon as he finds a new
fuel pump.” The glass slid shut.
“Can I go talk to Shelly while I wait?” Faith
asked her half-awake guard.
“No, you’re discharged,” he yawned, sipped
a coffee that had gone cold, and shut his eyes
again.
An hour later, a pickup truck driven by Faith’s
twelve-year-old sister parked in front of the
mental health institution. Her father staggered
in. Faith stood. He smacked her on the butt,
and went to the counter to sign a form that
the receptionist held out on a clipboard. Faith
was officially discharged from the state mental
health system with a guarded prognosis. Despite
all other members of Faith’s family being
Caucasian, the receptionist hadn’t asked for
an I.D. because the family, and that Faith had
been an indiscretion by the father during one of
his visits to the Big City, abandoned after birth

by the biological mother, was well-known to the
System and the rest of the small community.
“Shotgun!” Faith yelled before they’d taken the
first step out of the facility.
It didn’t work. Faith climbed into the middle.
The truck had bucket seats, but there was a
storage compartment with a plywood lid between
them. Her father flopped in and patted Faith’s
knee several times before he fell asleep. Faith’s
older sister smiled approval, and put her father’s
dirty hand in his lap where it stayed until, an
hour later, the truck turned onto the hollow
road.
The county had asphalted to the bottom of
Faith’s hollow, the last school bus stop. When
her daddy’s truck hit the gravel and potholes
beyond the paved road, the bounce was too
much for sleep. Faith’s father awakened. There
was one chug of warm beer left in the last
forty, so he downed it. He almost barfed out
the window, but he didn’t roll it down quickly
enough. The glug spurted all over the truck cab.
It smelled like a brewery.
“Daddy, that’s gross!” Faith’s older sister
said. She hit a big pothole on purpose. With her
bare hand she wiped the inside of the windshield
to clear the wet smear.
The gravel road turned to dirt, then mud.
When the truck got stuck, its occupants walked
the quarter-mile home. It was late spring.
There was bright green everyplace, except for
the brown that stuck to their shoes and that
made them so heavy. Faith’s mother paced on
the front porch faster as she saw her family
approach. She’d been there for hours.
“I know what I told you. I said that I’d help
you kill him this time, but… ” Faith’s mother
whispered to her, and pulled off one of Faith’s
tennis shoes so that mud wouldn’t be tracked
into the house. Wearing a slightly too big printed
dress, the mother pulled a handkerchief from a
pocket of her plaid apron, spat on it to wipe the
sweat from her forehead, put on a fresh coat of
bright red lipstick, tightened the tie around the
pony tail that held her prematurely gray hair in
place, and kissed Faith on the cheek.
“Just like last time,” Faith accused. “Why do
you put up with daddy?”
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Faith lugged her suitcases, two plastic garbage
bags, to the small bedroom that she shared
with her sisters and came back downstairs to
redundantly confront her mother.
I knew you wouldn’t help this time, just like all
the other times before when we’d planned to kill
him. I don’t even know why I bothered to tell you
about what he did. You don’t care, not really.
The next morning, Faith went to visit Lacy
Dawn, who lived down the hollow a ways. They
talked in the outhouse so that nobody could see
them.
“Be cool,” Lacy Dawn said to calm Faith. “The
solution is not in your own mental health. No
child should be expected to just accept it. But
I’m impressed that your therapist gave you a
bunch more pills to kill him this time. It shows
that there are good people in this world.”
Everything around Lacy Dawn was greener
than green. Through an increasingly bright aura
as she aged, she exuded survival. Although
he switched her real good at least once a
day, Dwayne, her father, had never actually
physically abused her, not in his eyes. It was
just regular discipline like he had been raised
up: spare the rod and spoil the child.
If Lacy Dawn had felt maltreated, her magic
would have made daddy instantly deader than
dead – not even a soul left in the Afterlife to
file an appeal. And, her indigence if abused
might have exploded Earth and taken a bunch
of innocent people with it. She wasn’t close
to her peak in the maturity of power, but one
wrong touch would have had catastrophic
consequences.
In that outhouse on that important day,
Faith’s first day of freedom in several weeks,
Lacy Dawn acknowledged her own lack of
maturity: “I’m still growing up, too.” With
stringy brown hair, bony knees exposed by the
same pair of shorts that she’d worn all week and
that she scratched almost constantly because
of mosquito bites, and no apparent muscles
showing on any parts of her body, Lacy Dawn
appeared to be just another skinny girl awaiting
and praying for adolescence to blossom into
womanhood.
“Yeah, but you’ve got a good mommy,” Faith
retorted.

Lacy Dawn’s mother would have helped nail
the coffin shut given perceived victimization of
her child – not a bit like Faith’s mother, who
used other’s pain as the best means to reduce
her own – spare the rod, spoil the child.
“Your magic is getting stronger,” Faith said.
“You’ve never even been in a mental hygiene
proceeding. I can’t hear it, but I can tell that
nature talks back to you. Maybe it’s God, I
don’t know, but you go places without walking
or getting mud on your shoes. You made that
bruise on my face go away before the teacher
called welfare or the cops that time. And you’re
getting pretty, a little bit. I wish that I could do
that.”
“I’ve got a boyfriend!” Lacy Dawn announced.
“Did you let him kiss you on the cheek?”
“No, not yet, but I am getting stronger. I’ll
make it happen if I decide to.”
“Why does he like you then?”
“He says that he needs me to help fix things.
I don’t know. Boys always need something, but
the main thing is that you’re home, and that we
figure out a way to kill your daddy. My boyfriend
says that he’s the meanest and toughest human
that he’s ever heard about.”
“Yes, the main thing is that you grow strong
enough to help me kill daddy,” Faith agreed. “I
need a plan.”
“Get two beer bottles, the kind that he can’t
afford but buys when he’s drunk. Steal a little
beer, here and there, and pour it into the empty
bottles until they’re almost full. Keep the bottles
in the cellar with the lids on so that they stay
cool.”
“That’s what I tried last time,” Faith
complained.
“I ain’t finished yet,” Lacy Dawn said. “Put in
a bunch of pills and close the lids on the bottles
real tight.”
“Is this instant replay?” Faith persisted with
complaint.
“I told you that I ain’t finished,” Lacy Dawn
continued.
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“Okay, but today is Tuesday and daddy’s
friends come over on Saturday nights,” Faith
said. “You know what that means – a bunch of
drunks.”

you told me that I had to come up with my own
plan to help Faith. Now, you’re telling me to try
the exact same plan as last time: save up stale
beer and put in a bunch pills.”

“We’ll be ready by then,” Lacy Dawn said. “Go
home. I’ve got stuff to figure out.”

She gave him a dirty look.
“Faith said that the last time we tried this
same plan, her daddy told her that it was some
really good beer that she had brought him. It
sure didn’t kill him. I told Faith that we’ll get
him good this time because I’ve got a Consultant
—YOU,” Lacy Dawn yelled. “This meeting ain’t
finished. I’ll be back in an hour. I’ve got to go
meet Faith. You’ve got some thinking to do!”

Faith obeyed – conditioned by governmental
systems that had trained her to avoid
disobedience.
Lacy Dawn schemed. Nobody else in the
hollow knew about the android that lived in a
cave up her path. He was programmed not to
harm humans, so getting him to help out in a
murder conspiracy might have been tricky, but
was very accomplishable with a flash of her
smile. She had spent countless hours for over
three years in his spaceship and plugged into
educational tutorials.

“I’m working on Buddy. I figure by the time
I’m eleven I’ll have him wrapped around my little
finger,” Lacy Dawn, afraid to yell, said directly
into the outhouse’s stink hole on her way home.
“Some savior you are – too slow,” Faith said to
Lacy Dawn when she showed up a few minutes
later to check on whether Lacy Dawn had come
up with a good plan.

What’s one more info set even if it will be about
chainsaw injuries?
Lacy Dawn’s training was delivered through
a port that had been placed in her upper spine
behind her longhair. The android was on Earth
to train and recruit her to save the universe.
She hadn’t been told what that meant yet, but
she knew that the android owed her something,
maybe everything. Her magic was powerful
enough to sense his desperation. She visited
the spaceship that was hidden in a cave after
doing dinner dishes.

“If you stab him like you want to, it’s bound
to be a bad scene with all that blood to clean up
and stuff.” Lacy Dawnsaid and looked around to
make sure that nobody else had heard her.

“Ain’t nothin’ free in this world, Lacy Dawn,”
the nameless, naked android with no private
parts negotiated when Lacy Dawn asked him to
help hatch a murder plot by teaching her about
chainsaws accidents.
The android had Laws that governed his
actions in relationship to organic beings. He also
had an assignment to recruit Lacy Dawn into
voluntary servitude. Since the android’s real
name sounded so weird to her, she had named
him Buddy, after a distant cousin. This meeting
represented a balancing of right and wrong by
Buddy and Lacy Dawn, even though there was
little disagreement among all informed parties
that Faith’s father was the most worthless
human being that had ever existed in the history
of mankind.
“Wait just a minute,” Lacy Dawn demanded in
reaction to the android’s hesitancy. “Last time,

Lacy Dawn’s mother, Jenny, was standing
in the back doorway watching the girls argue.
Still beautiful despite rotting teeth, she had
also experienced a childhood of horror. Such
did not make her a champion of survivors, but
she was an ignorer of best laid plans. Jenny did
not intervene. She turned up the volume on the
music playing on the radio in the kitchen and
opened the window, then went back to washing
dishes in the sink with a faucet that always
dripped.
After washing breakfast dishes the next day
to avoid a switching by her daddy – it was her
turn, Lacy Dawn went up the path to visit the
Buddy again. His ship was always the cleanest
place that she’d ever been, but she’d gotten used
to it even though it was not natural to be that
organized. Lean, square jawed, and human-like
for the Earth assignment, Buddy wore clothing
that Lacy Dawn had bought him as a Christmas
present from Goodwill a year before.
“C’mon, Dude. I know that this ain’t got
nothing to do with saving the universe, but
I’ve got to do something to help Faith before
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Saturday,” Lacy Dawn argued. “Her father
invited those guys over again. You know, the
ones who never take a bath and always want to
mess with her. If you ain’t gonna help me now, I
ain’t gonna help you later.”

the project’s official title, was regarded by
management as highly promising. The android
was assigned to begin the final assessment and
training. Other matters, such as the survival
of Earth, were regarded by management as
inconsequential.

“What’s a bath?” the android teased and
plugged her into an algebra tutorial. Lacy Dawn
yanked the cable out of her spine and chanted
to glide herself home. “Yes,” Buddy texted Lacy
Dawn a few minutes later by telepathy. Her
magic was not strong enough yet to receive
longer messages and she didn’t own a cell
phone.

The economic foundation of the universe
was in imminent danger. Lacy Dawn was the
only probable contributor to the solution after
thousands of years of failed strategies. Under the
circumstances, and despite the prime directive
implanted in all androids, management had
afforded broad latitude for him to carry out the
mission. The android was free to educate her on
any topic. Within ten minutes, Lacy Dawn had
absorbed all the information available about
chainsaws and the prospective accidents caused
by their use that had been published by anybody
and everybody on her tiny planet, and the
several other planets whose languages she had
also learned. Following a two minute discussion,
the Buddy handed Lacy Dawn a small laser.

Faith and Lacy Dawn met for another
planning session in the outhouse three hours
before the weekend party. Since nobody
had the internet in the Hollow, the visit was
unannounced but timed perfectly.
“Here,” Lacy Dawn said and handed Faith a
diagram of a chainsaw. It had an arrow that
pointed to the bar’s lock-down screw. “Go home
and study. I’ve got more convincing to do. I’ve
got to make Buddy help us to kill a human. He
ain’t one.”

“I’ll see you a little later. Are you sure this tool
works?” Lacy Dawn asked and unplugged herself
from the computer cable in her spine.

“Your boyfriend ain’t human?”

“Yes. An application will disable the lockdown bolt on the chainsaw bar by reducing its
diameter ninety-five percent. A slight pressure
will cause the chain to disengage. Other than
that, I cannot predict the consequences,” he
answered.

“Not really, just go home and come back in an
hour.”
Faith left and Lacy Dawn walked, not glided,
to the spaceship. “What’s a good way to kill a
man?” she asked a walnut tree beside the path.

“It’s a done deal,” Lacy Dawn said to the
walnut tree on her way home. She exposed the
miniature laser. “I don’t need to even find a
screwdriver.”

“With a saw,” the tree answered and Lacy
Dawn nodded agreement. “I’ve heard that
somewhere before,” she said.
“It’s me,” Lacy Dawn said at the cave’s
entrance and entered the door that opened to
the ship. Buddy sat in front of his monitors.
Without looking up, he started a calculus
lesson. She plugged herself into the cable. “I
want to learn everything there is about chainsaw
injuries that humans experience and real
quick.”
He switched lesson plans.
Lacy Dawn carried a genetic implant that
had been placed and tracked by the universal
management structure for many generations.
It enhanced her propensity for the development
of savior attributes. This version of Lacy Dawn,

“Humans often get tense when they are
screwed,” the tree agreed. “Your boyfriend is
smart.”
“He ain’t my boyfriend yet, not really,” Lacy
Dawn almost cussed.
An hour later, the girls met for the final time
in the outhouse. They then went to Faith’s
house where Lacy Dawn’s back was slapped
by Faith’s drunken father. Faith found the
chainsaw leaned against the kitchen stove and
took it to the back yard. After using the laser on
the lock-down bolt, Lacy Dawn gave Faith a hug
and started to leave. A couple of guys that had
arrived at the party with twelve packs whistled
at her.
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“Daddy, since your friends are coming
over, how about a barbecue – at least a hot
dog roast?” Faith asked. “But we ain’t got no
firewood.”

minutes later, to the disappointment of all family
members except his wife who had no reasonable
option if her husband had died, except for being
alone, Faith’s father was still alive. The mother
gave up one quarter to put in the payphone and
complained when it required a second.

“Cool idea,” Faith’s father said.
A few minutes later, he staggered up the
hill with the chainsaw. On the way down, he
squirted blood from the arm that used to be
connected and dripped spray from above his
eyebrows. He collapsed on the back porch.
Family members and friends gathered to discuss
the situation.

“A husband is only worth so much,” Faith’s
mother said.

“Mommy, you said that you would help me
kill him,” Faith whispered as the tourniquet was
tied.

“Are you sure that you want us to hurry?”
the 911 dispatcher asked. He had attended
parties in the hollow before more recently getting
baptized at church.

“I fell in love with him when we were in junior
high. He was a football star. No matter what
he does to you, I have to save my reputation,”
Faith’s mother said. “Besides, if he hadn’t hurt
you, somebody else would have, and it wouldn’t
have even been in the family like it’s supposed
to be – grow up. He wasn’t so bad until after that
damn war, you’re too young to remember, but
one of the explosions in the road, an IUD like
they give out for free at the Health Department,
or something like that, I don’t know, but it looks
like he’s waking up… ”
“Where’s the rest of my arm?” Faith’s father
asked after he regained consciousness.
They, all the daughters – he didn’t father boys
– picked him up and pushed him into the bed
of the pickup. The oldest girl was sixteen going
on twenty-five. She pop-started the truck and
checked the gas gauge.
“That brown dog carried your arm up into
the woods. Do you want us to look for it or take
you to a telephone to call an ambulance, you
turkey?” Faith asked him and climbed into the
bed.
Faith’s assertiveness skills were learned
through mental health treatment, but weak in
application. She squeezed the arm to curb her
father’s blood flow. She was wearing her best
jeans that became soaked. Blood dripped from
the truck’s bed onto the ground as they climbed
the dirt road out of the hollow. The blood drew
dogs away from their farm assignments. The
dogs followed the truck up the road, licking
blood from rock tops every few yards. Twenty

Faith gave up the other quarter to make the
call. It was one of the few pay phones left in the
county and there wasn’t enough gas in the truck
to make it much farther.

The family waited and the ambulance arrived.
The dogs followed them home. Two weeks later,
the family visited the hospital.
“I can have a lot of fun with this,” Faith’s
father said, and held up stainless-steel pinchers
not yet attached to his body. “I am going to miss
all the tattoos that I had on my missing arm.”
Faith winced. The other family members
grinned.
“We’re sending him to the VA Hospital,” one of
the doctors that had joined them in the hospital
room said. “When finished, his prosthetic
arm will be covered with flesh-like plastic.
Surgeons attached his severed nerves to healthy
ones. Brain impulses will be picked up by a
transmitter, which will send signals through the
arm and to the hand. When his brain tells his
arm what to do, the arm will be responsive, and
he will have pseudo-feeling through the bionics,”
another doctor continued to report medical
progress to the family members. “But, there’s a
lot more work to do, and since he’s a Vet, it will
all be covered by insurance.”
“But, can they fix his brain? That’s been the
problem all along! Daddy has brain damage!”
Faith screamed.
Her mother handed Faith a half-full can of
warm soda so that she could take her next pill.
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Poetry - Richard Stevenson

Poetry by Richard Stevenson
Bessie

Bloop!

Bessie, Lake Erie’s crypto queen,

The military is listening.

can do the watery watusi, the frug,

Oh yeah, got its scopes

and boogaloo. That’s a lot of hinky kinkin’

and listening post sonar

with a twenty to forty foot tube to move.

scanning the ocean…

Captain of the sloop Felicity can attest

Gonna pick up any

to her serpentine groove. Says she could

Russian subs, zoom

show James Brown a move or two.

right in on any atomic

The crew of many a schooner since have all
agreed.

threat right away, eh?
Remember: it’s the sixties.

Bessie’s best at butterfly, backstroke,

The Cold War is still on.

and the crawl. Her picture should be

We aren’t listening to any

on every teenage cryptid’s bedroom wall.

Ruskie prog rock or blues.

She’s just a little shy, ain’t competitive is all.

SOSUS, the sound surveillance system

Mussie, Igo, and Ogopogo

Repeats Bloop! from a source

should invite her on a tear,

recorded 5,000 miles away!

get her out in the sun more

You tend to salute –

to have some fun and frolic.

or pull three yards of cotton

She’s getting’ on, after all,

as they say. Clench sweaty

Should be showin’ the kids

butt cheeks against the Naugahyde

more flipper and fin. How to

of an air-conditioned dream…

do the swim. How to catch dinner

1997. Is that an iceberg calving,

on the fly. She can still bestow

its deep matriarchal moan

a sense of wonder in all children.

picked up on the old equipment

Pay it forward like a line cast
in her lake. Come on, baby, shimmy, shake.

on the Deep Sound Channel?
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Megalodon

Bloop! Maybe a giant squid,
some cryptid critter big as a whale,
ain’t playin’ new age orca jazz,

Megalodon Carchadon. He’s a shark

tradin’ fours with Paul Horn. Bloop!

big as a bus, Gus. You wanna fish for him,
yer gonna need a line as fat and strong

Maybe it’s dinner time and Bloop

as the Trans-Atlantic cable. I kid you not!

as he’s now affectionately known,
is salivating like Cthulu

The Smithsonian or some museum somewhere

in the Skookumchuck. Blooooop!

has a set of jaws five guys could stand up in!
He’s got a bite that could easily crush

Maybe Bloop’s making underwater
smoke rings from the Naughgehyde

a Great White’s skull, any porpoise with a
purpose.

in his robe and slippers. Pouting
fresh lips around zero after zero.

Even a whale or a bus, come to that.

Oh, look! Damn, it’s 2017!

ever lived or haunted the seas. Bring

He’s the most monstrous critter that
any fisherman to his knees – in prayer.

Bloop’s got wattles, has a face
like a bull dog’s or Edward G. Robinson’s
on a good day. Heh! He ain’t complainin’.

Scientists claim he’s extinct. But show me

Bloop! – what else is there

longer than any fishin’ boat I’ve been on!

but the pleasure of a belch
or good fish fart off the hardwood.

a Great White sixty feet long! He’s
Probably haunts the depths of the Mariana
Trench.

Bloop! A trail of bubbles big as basketballs …
Maybe Bloop was just a dinosaur fart
trapped in ice – a methane one-cheek sneak

Hell, it’s miles wide and miles deep enough.
Ain’t no shortage of prey – even Great Whites.
All those globster remains that foul our
beaches?
Breakfast, lunch, dinner, I have a hunch.

finally allowed to escape
the deep gastric rumble of the ages… Bloooop!

No. We ain’t done discoverin’ ocean cryptids.
If the coelacanth, long thought extinct,
exists, why not Megalodon Carchadon?
Why not several species of sea serpent as well?
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The Montauk Monster

alien aquaman from planet Zenon.
Sorry, just my racoon remains, dude.

Just my skeletonized remains;

Didn’t mean to cop an attitude

ain’t no alien/hybrid experiment

with a malevolent grin. Just rottin’

from Plum Island, dude – just

on a sand dune, dude. Rottin’ on a dune.

missin’ some incisors, a molar or two.

Grinnin’ at eternity sans a few teeth,

Ain’t no shell-less sea turtle

moon a grape just out of reach.

or denture-less Myrtle sans wig.
Ain’t a big deal to check my dentition.
You just go on wishin’ I were some
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Trouble at the Docks - Jim King

Trouble at the Docks
Jim King
Chapter Twenty Six
With the constable gone and the door safely
locked the Arab returned to the study and asked
if the young lady wanted anything else. She did
not answer and after a few seconds he turned to
leave the room. Then her voice stopped him.
“Abdul.” The girl’s voice was quiet but clear in
the still of the reading room. “Why are you here,
why do you serve me?”
The Arab stared at the slip of a girl who sat
deep within the high-backed chair.
“It was the order of the General that I serve
you.”

“Are you happy to do so? Does it please you or
anger you to serve someone, someone like me?”
The man thought of an answer to that
question, he considered all that he knew of the
girl and all that he had seen as he walked a path
within the darkness of the world.
“You are not one of God’s children, but you
are not evil. I do as God commands and he
commanded me to serve the General. The
general commanded me to serve you. It was his
last order before he found the book. To leave him
and to travel to this city, to serve you until you
no longer wished my service. He sent me away in
the light of day and he died that night.”

The young woman’s pale lips tightened. “The
General is dead. Do you still serve his orders,
knowing who, what I am?”

“My grandfather gave his life to protect the
book.” For a second a trace of sorrow touched
the young face. “He risked his soul to get it
here. I will not let his sacrifice be in vain.”

The man’s face was hard, only in his eyes did
a trace of emotion show. “I served the General,
now I serve you.”

“The book is evil! It must be destroyed.” The
Arabs voice held steel. “God commands it.”
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Again, the trace of a smile, swiftly gone
from the young face. “We will Rashid, we will.
Tomorrow morning, I will make arrangements for
you to do just that. There is a metal smelter less
than an hour’s ride from here that should be hot
enough.”

with policing a city the size of Bristol and the
strange sighting of the Arabella would become
nothing more than another unexplained and
half-forgotten event in the Sergeant’s long and
unusual career.
Half-forgotten for a few weeks anyway.

“They tried to burn it, the priests tried.”

#

“I doubt those priests had access to a modern
smelting plant and one with a forced draft as
well. Metal cannot survive those temperatures
Rashid, you will throw this book into the flames
tomorrow.”

The summer was coming to its end, the
evenings were beginning to draw in earlier
and the sunsets were changing; there was the
hint of autumn on the wind. The great and
the good who possessed country estates were
returning to the city from a summer spent in the
countryside and the city’s subdued social scene
was springing back to life after the months-long
seasonal quiet.

“If it does not burn?”
Abigail Summerby frowned. “Then we will
try something else. We will destroy this, thing,
and until we do we will keep it safe, do you
understand?”
The man nodded, the lamp light in the dark
room casting shadows across the planes of his
face. As he reached the open door the girl’s voice
stopped him again.
“What happens if your god commands you to
destroy me?”
The man stood like a statue, he did not turn
and he did not answer. Long seconds passed.
“Do you want anything else Miss Summerby?”
“No that will be all thank you.”
The Arab shut the door behind him and left
the girl to return to the book. Both man and girl
knew the answer to that final question, neither
needed to speak the answer out loud, both knew
that the Arab would obey his god’s command
and both knew he would die trying.
Alone again Abigail Summerby peered closely
at the page before her, her delicate lips moving
as she tried to read and speak the words written
on the strange parchment before her, she may
have spoken aloud but her whispers were
swallowed by the wind that suddenly buffeted
the house and rattled the windows.
#
Sergeant Peck took his leave of the young
woman and the old house and walked the half
mile to his station. Another night shift would
bring all of the usual problems that came

Theatres that had been performing minor
plays once a week for the entertainment of those
who lived in the city year round were putting
on the first performances of the autumn season
that would stretch through till they began the
Christmas performances. Colston hall was
featuring The Princess by W S Gilbert; his latest
play only released in London that year and
being performed in Bristol for the first time.
The performers had used the summer recess to
learn their roles and every review said it was an
evening well spent.
A steady stream of private carriages or cabs
had been pulling up outside the theatre for an
hour now, well-dressed ladies and gentlemen
alighting on the pavement and walking under
the arches that made up the portico of this new
and modern building.
One-horse drawn carriage that pulled up
outside the theatre was no different to the
hundreds of others that plied the streets of
Bristol. But the way the coachman climbed
down and helped the lovely young lady to step
down to the pavement was unusual. As was
the way that she then helped a well-dressed
gentleman to carefully climb out of the cab and
down to the walkway.
The theatre’s doorman noticed this and
wondered to himself what this was about, not
unusual for some of the elderly gentlemen that
came here to be treated like that; perhaps the
girl was a granddaughter. But from the back the
man looked too young; he stood straight without
sign of weakness or age.
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The well-dressed gentleman steadied himself
with his walking stick and paid the carriage
driver then transferred his walking stick to his
right hand and turned toward the theatre doors.
At that point the doorman could see the man’s
face and everything became clear.

ride home, and I decided that I had had enough.
My knee was beginning to be more than just
an ache. I had glanced across at Elizabeth to
raise the point when she simply smiled and said
she would be happy to return home as she was
feeling a little fatigued.

Inspector Thorn or ex-Inspector Thorn
depending on which rumours you listened to
was known by sight to many in the city. After all,
how many men had their faces on the front page
of the London Times and just about every Bristol
broadsheet and newspaper.

So, we were crossing the lobby, no more than
a few steps from the door and the cool night
air of the city when Elizabeth tugged my arm.
“Arthur. Isn’t that your old sergeant?”

The young lady was Elizabeth Constance
Fitz’warren, only child of Captain and Mrs
Fitz’warren and according to gossip a very good
bet for the future Mrs Inspector Thorn.

We walked closer then stepped to one side to
allow others to pass us.

The Fitz’warren family had no townhouse in
Bristol so Elizabeth was a guest at the house of
Colonel and Mrs Thorn, the Inspector’s parents.
Mrs Thorn having bought the young lady to the
city two months ago then after no more than
a week she returned to the country saying she
didn’t want to be in the way and would leave
Elizabeth in the care of her son.

“Sergeant Peck, good evening. Is there a
problem?”

Over the last two months the pair had been
seen together almost every afternoon and
evening, wherever the Bristol gentry would
gather there they were, the man walking slowly
with his walking stick, the lady with her hand on
his left arm. The very picture of a happy couple.
The doorman opened the heavy theatre door
and saluted as they walked in, in return he
received a thank you from the gentleman and
a smile that warmed his heart from the young
lady. Something to tell the wife about, the thank
you from Inspector Thorn that is, no need to
mention lovely young ladies smiling at him.
#
The evening was drawing to a close, the
play had been most enjoyable and there had
been many old friends to talk to in the lounge
afterwards. My companion Miss Fitz’warren may
have been new to Bristol high society but her
natural charm and personality meant she had
quickly become a favoured guest with the ladies
of the city and she had found herself among
friends this evening.
Still the evening was coming to an end and
people were drifting away, to seek a carriage

I glanced at her then in the direction she was
looking. Standing by the main theatre door was
the uniformed doorman and beside him a short
figure in an ill-fitting police sergeant’s jacket.

Peck saluted me. “Sorry to bother you sir but
the chief constable sent me specially. Something
happened, sir.” He glanced at the young lady
on my arm. “Erm, something happened at the
City Morgue, the chief constable said it was
something he wanted you to... ” He glanced
at Elizabeth a second time and seemed to be
choosing his words with care.
“Something he wanted you to know about, sir.”
My status with the Bristol Constabulary was
uncertain. I was officially on medical leave but
my mother had been back in the city for several
weeks talking to people about what I was going
to be doing now I was retired from policing. Still
at present I was officially an Inspector.
“What happened sergeant?”
“Not sure sir, some sort of break in and theft
of a body. One of the staff was killed.”
“What! Who? Is Professor Carlyle alright, was
he hurt?” My voice was rough with worry.
“Not him sir, he was at the hospital at the time
but it was one of the orderlies that was killed,
the professors hurt, don’t know how badly.”
“Damn it to hell. Breaking into the city morgue
and hurting a kindly old man, what sort of scum
would?”
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The words died on my lips as I suddenly
remembered that I had faced all too many who
would do such a thing and only most of them
were human. Not that I could say that, not here,
not in front of Elizabeth.

“Thank you for being so understanding. I will
see you later.”
She smiled again walked to the line of waiting
carriages, the sergeant went with her gesturing
one of the constables follow them at the same
time and shouting to attract the attention of
the closest carriage driver. I followed more
slowly and gave the driver the address, orders
to drop Miss Fitz’warren at the house then drop
the constable back at the police station and
sufficient funds to silence any query he may
have had.

“I’m terribly sorry Elizabeth but I need to look
into this.”
“Yes of course Arthur, is the professor an old
friend?”
“Very old, since I was a baby in fact, he has
been the family doctor and friend of my parents
for decades. “

Chapter Twenty Seven

I limped outside followed by Elizabeth and the
sergeant. A police wagon was pulled up outside
the theatre, managing to block the line of horse
drawn carriages that were waiting to pick up the
gentry leaving after an evening’s entertainment.
A pair of constables stood by the wagon glaring
at the carriage drivers who kept trying to push
past the police wagon to pick up customers.

Once the carriage had pulled out into the light
evening traffic I turned to Peck and waved him
toward the police wagon, he walked over and I
limped behind him. If I was going to be on my
feet for long periods of time, I used the brace
but an evening in the theatre should have been
mostly sitting so I hadn’t worn the awkward
device. Now I was regretting my decision and
wishing I had perhaps taken slightly more of the
opiate before coming out.

“Sergeant, would you be kind enough to hail
a carriage and detail one of those constables to
escort Miss Fitz’warren to my parents’ house. I’ll
come with you in the wagon.”

Professor Carlyle had found out how much of
the powder I was using and insisted I cut back,
he had provided me with a small silver spoon to
measure the doses he wanted. I must confess
I had been finding it difficult and I took two of
his little spoonfuls as many times as I took one.
This evening I had just taken one and now I was
deeply regretting the fact.

I turned to offer my apologies again but found
a wry smile on her lips and a knowing look in
her eyes. “Go Arthur, I’m sure I can get home
alone with just a police escort. Go and check on
your friend.”
She started to turn away then paused and
turned back to me. “You can tell me all about it
when you have finished, I’ll have someone ready
your old room at your parents’ house. Then
we can have a final drink and you can tell me
everything.”

I climbed into the back of the police wagon,
both the constable and Sergeant Peck started
to help me but both stopped and stepped back,
I pretended not to notice, I appreciated the
thought but I was not yet an invalid.

The look in her eyes had changed, she was
still smiling but there was a hint of steel there
now and something else, something. No that was
nonsense, she could not possibly know about
the things I had seen or done and I would most
assuredly not be telling such tales to any lady.
No, I was imagining it.
I reached out and gently took her hand, lifted
it to my lips and placed the lightest kiss on her
fingers.

They climbed in after me and Peck banged on
the roof to alert the driver we were in, the driver
quickly cracked his whip and pulled straight
out. A chorus of insults followed us from the
carriage drivers queued up behind.
I noticed we were making some speed and
looked at Sergeant Peck with a question on my
lips.
“Sorry sir, orders. The chief constable wants
you there as fast as possible.”
I glanced at the constable sitting with us.
“Anything you can tell me, sergeant?”
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“Sorry sir, orders. You need to be there.” He
paused for a few seconds. “I’m sorry Inspector
but the chief constable talked to me personal
and all. I heard what they were saying at the
hospital sir; reckon it’s one of them cases.”
One of ‘those cases.’ Something I had become
a specialist in over the last few years. In fact I
would suggest that I have seen more of ‘those
cases’ than any man in the city, county or
the whole of the south west. Well aside from
Sergeant Peck who had been at my side for every
one of them. ‘Those cases,’ the ones that were
never to be spoken of, but always were.
Unholy, impossible, unbelievable, unnatural,
another one of ‘those cases’ that had somehow
become my responsibility.
Chief Inspector McCollum as he was, Chief
Constable McCollum now due to his promotion
that came just after the conclusion of the case
on the docks a few months ago. Probably his
reward for keeping it secret. He had decided that
I was the man to deal with ‘those cases’ which
meant more often than not facing death, losing
constables to some unnatural horror and then
having to keep quiet about it afterwards.
If McCollum wasn’t even telling the constables
or Sergeant Peck what was going on, then this
one was going to be bad, bad for the city, bad
for one Chief Constable McCollum’s career and
probably fatal for any other poor bugger that
was caught up in it.
I was on sick leave, detached duty on medical
grounds. I could hardly walk without pain.
I could refuse to take this one and just go
home. But that would leave Peck alone, I knew
McCollum wouldn’t assign anyone else and I
most certainly did not want the sergeant’s death
on my hands. Besides, if the professor had been
hurt, then this one was personal.
#
With the horses at a canter we made good
speed and the next thing I knew my train of
thought was broken by the squeal of brakes and
the sound of horseshoes sliding on cobbles as
the wagon arrived outside the hospital.
I waited till the other two had climbed out
then took my time clambering down. There was
another police wagon parked here already and

no less than three constables already waiting
outside the hospital.
Limping through the doors into the hospital
reception, I found three more constables and
one of the night shift sergeants along with a
scattering of hospital staff. Peck led the way
past the reception desk and along the pale blue
painted corridors to the stairs that led down to
the lowest level of the hospital and the morgue.
Another pair of constables were on guard at
the top of the stairs, both of them facing down.
They glanced at Peck as he reached them then
turned back to watching down the stair case.
Something very bad had happened here,
the fact that I had been called in combined
with the way the constables were standing so
nervously. Very bad indeed. That was one of
the problems over the last few years, as soon
as I was assigned to a case every man in the
constabulary knew it was a weird one. Sadly
over the last five years fully half the constables
who had died in the entire city had fallen while
working on one of my weird cases. Nothing I was
happy with but something all too well known
among the rank and file.
I took my time going down the stairs, keeping
my left hand on the rail as I went step by step.
Sergeant Peck was waiting for me at the bottom
and he led the way to the morgue corridor. Half
way down the corridor we passed the door to the
mechanically powered lift and I made a mental
note to go back up that way when I was done
here.
Just outside the door to the morgue there was
a large blood stain, puddled by the door but also
dragged some distance down the corridor away
from me in a series of streaks and lines. There
were bloody foot prints continuing further down
the corridor which became fainter and then
vanished completely as the blood was wiped off.
The problem was the bloody prints were those
of bare feet, not boots or shoes. Who, or perhaps
I should be asking what, would be walking
around down here barefoot.
Sergeant Peck carefully stepped over the
nearly dry puddle of blood and pushed the door
open. From inside the room I could see another
pair of constables facing the door, truncheons
in hand. From somewhere inside I could also
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hear Professor Carlyle telling someone off for
something being too tight.

“Arthur my boy. Good to see you. How is that
knee of yours doing?”

I tried to step over the puddle but found my
left knee would not bear my full weight and
my foot just hit the edge of the mess. I stepped
into morgue, my breath turning to mist in front
of me to remind me this room was as cold as I
remembered. Glancing around I found a doctor
I didn’t know standing by the desk where the
professor kept some of his note books, Carlyle
himself was seated there and the two were
fussing over a bandage that was wrapped
around the professor’s right forearm. His shirt
was torn and bloody from the elbow down.

“Well enough professor, well enough.”
He looked at me for several seconds and I knew
he had heard the lie in my voice.
“Hummm. Well I’ll have a look before you leave.
Now have you caught him yet? I want to know
what happened, in my own room of all places. I
know there have been a lot of strange things that
you have dealt with over the years Arthur but I
don’t want them happening in my mortuary.”
Sergeant Peck spoke up. “I’ll just check for you
professor.” He then turned and stepped back into
the corridor.

There was a body on one of the slabs, to my
amateur but all too experienced eyes the cause
of death was blood loss from a truly savage
throat wound. The man was wearing one of the
white overcoats the orderlies wore but from the
neck down to the waist this one was stained
black with blood.
Blood still drying on the floor, a doctor treating
wounds. It must have taken the better part of
half an hour to send the sergeant to find me
and for me to arrive here but this looked to have
happened an hour ago if that.
“Sergeant how long ago did this happen?”
“‘Bout forty minutes was when the chief
constable spoke to me Inspector. I got the word
to get down here sharpish and found the chief
already here. Best check with the professor as
to when it happened, I was at the station when
a runner arrived with the message to get here
and that was less than an hour ago. Most of
these lads were here when I arrived, from the
downtown nick, not our lot.”
I hadn’t recognised any of the constables but
then I could hardly claim to have known every
constable in the city, to be honest I could name
no more than a score or so from my own station.
Still the speed that this was developing told me
something important. This one was another case
that never happened. The chief constable being
at a crime scene was so rare that it happening
here was a clear sign to indicate just how
important this was, or how badly it would hurt
the city or the chief if it went public.
Professor Carlyle must have noticed my entry
as he waved the doctor away and stood up.

As I watched him leave my gaze fell on the
two constables who were standing guard. Both
seemed nervous, almost afraid. But oddly they
seemed to be spending as much time looking at
the body of the orderly as they did guarding the
door.
“Arthur, come over here and sit down. Let me
take a look at that knee of yours.”
I did as he asked, grateful for the chance
to take the weight off my left knee. As much
as I did not want to admit it things were not
getting better, my walking stick was a constant
companion unless I wore the knee brace and I
sorely missed a full dose of my medicinal tonight.
Carlyle looked at my face then walked across to
his cupboard and vanished inside. He returned
with another old battered tin, he took a teacup
from the desk and tipped in a heaped spoonful
from the tin then looked at me. “Do you have
your hip flask Arthur, I know you prefer your
own scotch, or I have some Bourbon I can mix it
with.”
“Bourbon. Perish the thought.” I slid my hip
flask out of my pocket and handed it over.
Bourbon. The man was a heathen, a damn fine
doctor but still. Bourbon! Good lord.
He mixed in a good dash of my fine scotch and
handed me the teacup which I drank in a single
long swallow. Within seconds the pain of my knee
began to cool from a raging fire towards a warm
ache and I sighed.
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“Better?”

“No Arthur, they need to bring him back here.
No point arresting him. Besides I have to work on
him again.”

“Indeed yes professor. Much better.”
“Not wearing the brace tonight?”
I shook my head. “No, I was going to the theatre
and was expecting to be seated all evening. I
wasn’t anticipating a case.”
“Never mind. That should help with the pain
and you can sit here while the good sergeant
finds out what is going on. Wait a moment, I have
another brace in my cupboard somewhere, give
me a moment to search for it.”

“Yes they are, far too dangerous to grab him
another way. Oh, has no one told you Arthur?”
My suspicions were now full blown and forming
into a storm. “Told me what, this was reported to
me as a body snatching?”
“Oh, of course, that fool of a chief constable
didn’t tell your sergeant, did he?”
I glanced at Sergeant Peck, he glanced at me,
then we both looked at the professor.

Properly dressed again I sat back down and
my old friend sat in his chair. “Now tell me
about that charming young lady you seem to be
everywhere with. Your mother is all but booking a
wedding venue you know.”

“The lads have him sirs, got him locked in
a storeroom at the end of the corridor. Their
sergeant says they’re waiting for some nets and
one of them new galvatic truncheons before
they go in after him.” The sergeant looked at the
body of the orderly laid out on the examination
slab. “On account of him being too dangerous
to go in after with just the issue truncheons.
Which given he bit that poor bloke’s throat out I
can understand. One more thing professor, not
sure why but they also asked if you wanted him
bought back here?”
I interrupted. “Here, sergeant, why would a
prisoner be bought here? Arrested for murder
and down the station fast as you can.”

“I will be wanting to do another autopsy to find
out why he did what he did.”
“Another autopsy, I’m sorry professor, did you
just say another autopsy. As in you have done
one already. I thought they were using nets to
capture the killer?” Clouds of suspicious ideas
began to form around me.

He vanished into the depths of the cupboard
and the sound of things being moved around
came into the main room then after no more than
a minute he emerged with a leather leg brace, the
same sort that I had been fitted with in this very
hospital though I had long since had one custom
made. He gestured to my belt and trousers and
with a glance at the two constables who were
busy looking out into the corridor I undid my
belt and slid my trousers down far enough so
that I could take the brace from the Professor
and carefully put it around my knee. The straps
pulled tight and with the thick leather taking
some of the strain I was able to stand without
pain, though that could have been the medicinal
as well.

We spoke for a few minutes until Sergeant Peck
returned.

I must have looked puzzled as the professor
smiled slightly.

“The dead body wasn’t stolen. I was stitching
it up after performing my autopsy for Chief
Constable McCollum. He had bought the body in
himself. Along with several constables he turned
up out of the blue and dropped a dead body
on one of my slabs demanding an immediate
autopsy. He was here during the examination
then left while I was finishing off. That’s when the
body sat up and clawed at me. Nails like a cat,
cut my shirt to ribbons.”
He gestured to the door. “I had called an
orderly to move the body when I was finished, he
was by the door. I fell over and he came into the
room and grabbed at the body. They fought and
grappled across the room and to the door then
both fell over in the corridor. The poor man had
his throat ripped out while the body dragged itself
to its feet and staggered off down the corridor.”
He absentmindedly rubbed the bandage on his
forearm.
“No one stole my dead body Arthur; it got up
and escaped on its own.”
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Hitch

Hitch - Laura Solomon

Laura Solomon
My mother always told me not to pick up
hitchhikers. She said they were dangerous. She
said you never knew who you could be taking into
your car. She always said I was too trusting, too
naive and that other people would take advantage
of me and exploit me throughout my life. Perhaps
she was right.
Hello my name is Cindy and I was jilted
by my boyfriend while heavily pregnant. The
trauma caused a miscarriage at 6 months. Blood
everywhere. Never forget it. I had thought that
the two of us would be an item for life; I was not
expecting to be dumped. There was no doubt that
the baby was his – I am not a tart, I do not sleep
around. I don’t know why he ditched me; he didn’t
give a reason. Maybe I got on his nerves or he
thought I was too much of a bimbo. I don’t have a
glamorous job, I’m just a secretary at P&S Legal, a
dull job by anybody’s standards, a job that 85% of
the population could do with their eyes closed.

He put the sky rocket down on the floor in front of
him, but took out a Swiss army knife from his bag
and flicked it open. I nervously cleared my throat.
“Excuse me, would you mind putting that away
while I’m driving?”
“Look love,” he said threateningly. “I need to get
to Nelson tonight. I had a shitty sleep last night in
The Pines and I’m feeling real grumpy. I’m not one
to be messed with.”
I didn’t like the way he was talking to me. It
reminded me of the way my ex-boyfriend used to
speak after he’d had a few drinks. I drove a little
further and pulled down a side road under the
pretence of needing to go to the toilet. Luckily for
me it was a secluded area with trees providing
shade and shelter. The perfect setting. I told him to
get out of the car and fortunately for me he obeyed.
I did not want to make a mess of my vehicle. I
karate chopped my victim in the throat, then,
while he was still numb with shock wrestled his
pen knife off him and stabbed him in the jugular.
Blood spurted everywhere. I dragged the body from
the car and left it under the trees. I picked up his
backpack, looking for money and was pleased to
find ten thousand dollars in cash. Our boy was
cash rich! A haul for me. I drove away feeling
satisfaction at a job well done.

After being unceremoniously dumped I went
through a stage of reading numerous self-help
books, searching for answers to the riddle of life.
Then I decided that it was all about treats. Life
could only be borne if you had regular treats. One
of my treats was taking routine trips to Hamner
Springs to soak in the hot pools and rest my
tired bones. Getting out of Christchurch after the
earthquakes was good. The earthquakes had taken
a toll on the regional psyche – there were nervous
breakdowns, more crime and dissatisfied hypersensitive youth galore.

The money I took later to an orphanage – it’s
what I always do with the cash.

It was on one of these trips that I decided to
pick up the hitchhiker. He looked down and out,
and was standing on the side of the road with his
thumb extended. It was just opposite The Pines
beach. I pulled over, leaned across, wound down
the window and asked him where he was headed.
He replied that he was travelling up North to
Nelson. I said I could take him as far as the turnoff
to Hamner. The date was November the 9th; we had
just celebrated Guy Fawkes. After he had been
in the car for about ten minutes, he withdrew a
lighter and a sky rocket from his back pack and
began to fiddle around with them, flicking the
lighter on and off near the fuse of the rocket. This
made me uneasy to say the least and I told him so.

“Escaped convict Daniel O’Brady has been
found dead en route to Hamner Springs. Mr
O’Brady was known for theft of over 30 vehicles
in the Christchurch region and had escaped from
Christchurch men’s prison last Wednesday. The
killer has been found but not prosecuted as police
say she murdered in self-defence.”

They came looking for me. Some nosey parker
had noted down my license plate number when
they saw me parked ‘suspiciously’ amongst the
trees. I got away with it. Said I murdered in selfdefence. Said that he attacked me. The cops
bought the line.
Later that week, when I was back at home I saw
the report on the six o’clock news.

Thankfully there was no picture of me on the
news. That would have interrupted my modus
operandi. This mission was not a one off. With
every hit I was honing my skills. I intended to kill
again.
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Fear the Fever - Stacy Broadbent excerpt
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What would you do, if your whole world was
turned upside down? If all around you, people were
dropping like flies... and coming back to take you
down with them.

One of the supplements they had been working
on, was for women who were pregnant. Their aim
was for it to increase the babies’ absorption of
nutrients without further depleting the mothers.
They were hoping that it would lower the risks of
allergies and skin conditions that had become so
prevalent in today’s society.

In the small town of Worthington, that’s exactly
what happened. All peace was shattered when
a terrible fever spread, taking down anyone and
everyone in its path. The authorities have left them
for dead. There is no hope in sight.

Having grown up with a severe nut allergy
himself, Caleb was rather excited about this one.
This could actually make a difference. If he could
save other children from having to go through life
with the constant fear of consuming something
that could, in theory, kill them, then he would
have at least redeemed himself morally. That’s
what he kept telling himself anyway. Every time
he discovered one of their pregnant mice hadn’t
made it through the night, it got harder to remind
himself of the big picture.

Chad and Zuckerman won’t go down without a
fight. Together, they convince a group of strangers
to help them search for answers. When they find
their only real lead, disaster strikes, and it becomes
a race against time to find a cure...

Caleb

He adjusted his white lab coat as he stepped
through the automated doors. He had been in a
rush this morning; sleeping through his alarm,
and then realising he had forgotten to turn on
the washing machine and having to hunt for
something acceptable to wear to work. By some
miracle he had managed to arrive on time – with
one minute to spare, no less.

Caleb held his ID card up to the scanner.
Security was strict in the lab, and you had to have
clearance to enter most offices. Some of the rooms
in this building contained some potent chemicals
and equipment that could be dangerous if they fell
into the wrong hands.

Punctuality was of the utmost importance to his
employers; not that they were ever around much.
Murphy would have it though, that the one day he
slept in, was the day that the big wigs decided to
grace him with their presence.

The place where Caleb spent the majority of his
time, was the animal testing lab. It was a relatively
small lab, where the walls were lined with cages of
mice, rats and rabbits. Each one had been exposed
to at least one supplement trial or another, and
part of his job was to document any side effects.

Running his hand through his sandy blond hair
and pushing his glasses back up on to the bridge
of his nose, he couldn’t understand why he was
so nervous. He was the top in his field, that’s why
they’d hired him. It’s not like they could do his job.
In fact, he didn’t think they even understood what
his job actually entailed. All they really cared about
was the dollar signs; and that this could generate a
lot of it – if it was successful. His job was to make
sure that it was. No pressure.

When he had first started out in this field, he
had had grand intentions of discovering cures
for fatal diseases. How naïve he had been. The
chances of him actually cracking a life-saving
cure, was slim to none. Needing the income,
he had found himself taking the job here at
Farrelly Pharmaceuticals, in charge of poking and
prodding rodents to see if their particular brand of
supplements were potentially harmful to humans.
Living the dream!
There was a part of him that saw how inhumane
it was to subject these poor creatures to this
torture, especially when things didn’t go to plan, as
they so often didn’t. The scientist in him couldn’t
help but be curious to see the results though, and
was forever hopeful that one day, it might be ‘the
next big break through.’

He glanced up at them through the window while
he rubbed the sanitiser into his hands. All three of
them stood there, clipboards in hand, pretending
to know what they were doing. Why they needed to
watch him complete the testing instead of reading
his report afterwards, was perplexing, to say the
least. Did they not trust his word?
One by one, he methodically checked each of the
cages. Lucky for him, there were no casualties this
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morning. At least that would look good. Nothing
like a dead mouse to ruin your chances of further
funding.
“Subject K has been exposed to the supplement
for one week now.” He spoke both to the spectators
and the digital voice recorder. “Showing no visible
signs of effects. I am now taking samples of
droppings and will do an amniotic test.” Caleb held
up a syringe, and after bracing the mouse with one
hand, slowly pulled the plunger back, drawing the
amniotic fluid into the chamber. He labelled it, and
stowed it in a holder, ready for testing.
Subject K was replaced in her cage and put
back on the shelf with the other waiting mice. He
grabbed the next cage and returned to his desk.
“Subject L has also been exposed to the
supplement for one week. A little more timid
than K, however, no other visible signs of effects.
Faecal matter does look a little dry.” He scooped
the droppings up into a tray for examining, setting
it aside with the other samples. “Now for the
amniotic test.” He reached in to secure L. She
cowered away from his hand. “Come on girl, it’s
not so bad,” he coaxed, inching closer to her.
Subject L darted away from his hand again.
She was panting and looking around the cage
frantically. He tried again to grab hold of her,
only this time, she struck out and bit his finger.
“Ow!” He cried out, knocking the cage as he did.
“Bloody mouse,” he hissed under his breath as he
inspected the bite mark, seeing that she had in
fact broken through his glove and made his finger
bleed. He held his hand up to the window.
“Subject L appears to be hostile. She has just
bitten me,” he said to those watching. He walked
over to the sink, throwing his gloves in the bin and
lathering his hands in soap. “That went well,” he
muttered under his breath. He sanitised, and then
selected another pair of gloves.
Walking back over to his desk, he noticed
the cage was tilted over the edge. His chair had
stopped it from falling completely to the floor,
but the cage was empty. Subject L was nowhere
to be seen. He had been so distracted by the bite
that he hadn’t secured the lid properly and now it
appeared she had escaped.
“Damn it!” He looked up at the window. “Ah,
subject L seems to have gotten away. I will
endeavour to hunt her out.” He put the cage back

on the shelf, silently berating himself for being so
careless.
As he began to search around the other cages,
he heard the voice of one of the ‘powers that be’
over the intercom.
“Forget about her. It’s just one mouse. She’ll
come out of hiding when she gets hungry. Perhaps
you could test the amniotic sample while we are
here?”
“Right. Of course.” Caleb returned to his desk
and proceeded with his testing, subject L pushed
to the back of his mind.

Zeke
Blinking his eyes open at the sound of his alarm,
Zeke scanned the dark room, adjusting to the
blackness. He swung his legs over the side of his
bed, giving a little shiver. It was always so cold
on these early mornings. Rummaging through his
bedside drawer he found a thick pair of thermal
socks and a singlet to pull on. His jeans were still
on the chair beside his bed, where he had left them
the night before. Pulling the cold material over his
legs, he stumbled to his closet to retrieve a flannel
shirt and jersey. He found a beanie to cover his
bed hair and stifling a yawn, made his way down
to the kitchen.
Derek was already up, a pot of coffee brewing.
He nodded at Zeke as he sat at the table.
“Morning, son,” he said, as his eyes scanned the
paper.
“Morning.”
“Coffee’s nearly done, have yourself some
breakfast then we’ll head out.” Zeke stood up and
ambled over to put some bread in the toaster.
Early starts were the norm out here. As much as
Zeke liked to sleep, he actually didn’t mind getting
up at the crack of dawn to work on the farm. It was
so peaceful and the air seemed so much cleaner
first thing in the morning.
Starting early had other benefits too – it meant
he had the afternoons to himself. There was a
creek that bordered on the neighbouring farm,
where he would spend his time daydreaming and
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writing. It was there, that he first saw her. Millie.
The girl with the strawberry blonde hair and
freckles over her nose. He had been captivated as
he’d watched her dance about the fields, picking
daisies to make into a chain for her hair. She had
been singing a sweet melody, with a voice sent
straight from heaven.
When she had glanced up and seen him
watching, she had just smiled and waved. Not a
hint of embarrassment. She was unlike anyone he
knew.
It soon became the favourite part of his day;
waiting in the fields for the sound of her melodic
voice ringing through the air. She always sang. No
matter what the day had brought, she would still
sing her way to him. And whenever their eyes met,
she would smile that beautiful smile that crinkled
her eyes and wrinkled her nose. He would do
anything to see that smile. It was so infectious that
he couldn’t help but beam back at her.
The way she looked at the world was full of
a child-like wonder, as if she had never known
pain. She could find the good in everything and
everyone. And for some strange reason, this
magnificent creature of beauty, seemed to love
him; a simple farm-hand. He couldn’t quite
understand it, but he didn’t dare question it.
Millie made him feel like he was more than
just a farmer’s son. Like he could and should, be
anything he wanted to be. She made him want to
be a better person.
So yeah, he was more than happy to get up
before any sane person normally would, if it meant
he could spend just one moment in her presence.
“Zeke?”
“Huh?” he mumbled, coming back to reality.
“Your toast popped up. Where’s your head
today?”
“Ah, sorry, guess I’m not quite awake yet.
Coffee’ll fix that.” He hastily spread his toast with
butter and jam before pouring himself a cup of hot
coffee. “What’s the plan for today then?” he asked,
as he joined his father at the table.
“Tend your rows like normal. I’m going to be
doing a spray tonight, so they need to be well
watered, and drained. I’ll get you to check the
fence by the wheat fields too. I dare say the wind

from last night would have put a lot of pressure on
the rickety old thing.”
“Righto.”
Shoving his feet into his boots and lacing them
tight, he pulled his beanie down over his ears and
grabbed his jacket from the coat hook. He zipped
it up and stepped outside into the darkness. He
could see the sun attempting to rise over the
horizon. Breathing the cool morning air in through
his nose, he trotted down the steps and over to the
barn to start on his chores.
He jumped on his quad bike and made his way
out to his assigned rows of soybeans. He and his
father, Derek, worked half the field each. Money
had been tight of late, so they’d had to let their
other farm-hands go. There had been unseasonal
rains and low temperatures that had decimated
their last crop, and Derek just couldn’t justify
spending the last of their money on extra workers.
When it was time to harvest the wheat however,
they would likely have to bite the bullet and hire
a few bodies to help out. There was no way just
the two of them could harvest as well as tend their
soybean crops. For now though, they would just
have to make do.
Zeke spent two hours checking over his crops
before heading to the wheat fields to see to the
fence. The winds had wreaked havoc on both the
fields and the old wooden fence. It had certainly
seen better days, that’s for sure, but it was an easy
fix. A few of the rails had snapped, and some had
fallen on one side. Not as bad as he’d expected.
Lucky for them, it was a lot calmer today. They
were doing a pesticide spray over the fields tonight
and wind was not a friend of crop dusting.
After inspecting the fence, he could see that he
needed to grab some things from the barn to repair
it. He jumped back on his quad bike, and sped off.
“How’s the fence look?” Derek asked, as he
sauntered out of the barn.
“There’s just a few rails that need work.
Shouldn’t take long to fix,” Zeke said.
“Righto. I’ve just mixed up the pesticide in there,
so be careful not to knock it over.”
“No worries.”
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Derek

“I’ll head on over to look at the wheat. Hopefully
we can salvage some of it.”
“It didn’t look too bad from what I could see.”

“Good morning darling, you’re up early.” Derek
kissed his wife on the cheek, patting her bottom as
he did so.

“Good-o.”
Derek left on his bike and Zeke made his way
into the barn. He grabbed his toolbox and some
timber that he found stacked against the wall in
the back. It wasn’t exactly what he needed, but he
could make it work.

“Morning,” she sang. “I’ve got the fundraiser
bake sale on tomorrow so I thought I’d better get
cracking on some muffins and cakes,” she said,
as she picked the bowl up from the bench and
proceeded to beat the eggs vigorously. “How did the
spray go last night?”

Stacking the timber on his quad, he realised he
had forgotten to grab some nails. He ran back into
the barn, over to the workbench to hunt them out.
“There must be something I can use,” he
mumbled to himself as he rummaged through the
clutter. “How does he find anything in here?” There
were tools, power cords, spare parts for the bikes,
paint pots, fertiliser bottles, and various sized
screws scattered across the bench. It would really
save time if this bench was sorted out. He had a
rather large toolbox sitting right in the centre of
this chaos, which could easily hold the majority of
the mess. Perhaps he would get onto that himself if
he had a spare moment before meeting Millie later.
“Ah ha!” he said, as he found a nail that would
work. He searched the nearby area for more.
Pushing things aside, he didn’t notice the bottle of
fertiliser balancing precariously on an old paint pot
near the edge of the bench. It didn’t take much for
that bottle to tip, just a slight nudge of his hand,
as he continued his hunt.
The fertiliser lid hadn’t been screwed back on
properly, so once it was tipped, it slowly began
to drip. As it happened, Derek had placed the
pesticide halfway under the workbench, right
underneath the edge where the fertiliser lay.
Because it was slowly dripping on the wooden
bench, Zeke never heard it. He never even saw that
he had knocked it over.
He found what he needed, and went back out to
his bike.
The fertiliser slowly pooled on the bench, getting
closer and closer to the edge.

“Yeah, good. Hopefully we’ll be rid of all the little
suckers now.” He poured himself a strong coffee.
“Zeke up yet?”
“Mmm hmm. I sent him over to the chook pen to
get me some more eggs.”
“Good-o.” He sat down at the table, opening the
morning paper. “I think we’ll just take it easy this
morning. Was a bit of a late one, so I’m in no hurry
to get out in those fields just yet.”
“Fair enough. You work too hard as it is.”
“I just do what needs to be done.” He looked up
at Mary with a smile. “I don’t suppose any of that
baking is going spare?”
Mary laughed. “I guess I can spare one.” She
offered him a plate with a selection of muffins.
“There’s blueberry, cinnamon and apple, or
banana chocolate chip.”
“Mmmm, they all smell delicious! I may just have
to sample one of each.” He grinned, selecting a
blueberry muffin from the top.
“Oh you!” Mary flicked a tea towel in his
direction, a smile playing across her face.
“Call it quality control.” He winked.
“My muffins are always quality,” she huffed,
turning back to her bowl.
“Of course, my love. That’s why I want to eat
them all!” Derek loved to tease her. She made the
best cakes, muffins and, well, everything! She was
never happier than when she was in her kitchen
cooking up a feast for her family and friends.
Hot apple pies – with homemade pastry and all,
blueberry strudel with hand-whipped cream,
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“My word, the chooks have been busy!” She
smiled. “I’ll be able to do plenty more baking with
these. Might even rustle up a batch of pancakes for
lunch if you like.”

scones, biscuits, cakes – you name it, she could
make it. It’s a wonder that Derek and Zeke weren’t
the size of a house with all the wonderful baking
she made!

“I wouldn’t say no to that.”

Derek got up and stood behind his wife,
wrapping his arms around her waist and nuzzling
his head into the crook of her neck.

“Well then, you might want to add maple syrup
to that list of yours too then, love.”

“Have I told you lately how much I love you?” he
whispered in her ear, giving her goose bumps.

“Got it. Anything else?” He drank back the last of
his coffee and placed his mug in the sink.

“Flattery, will get you everywhere.” She smiled,
turning her head to plant a kiss on his nose. “Go
on then.” She nodded at the plate on the bench.
“Have another one.”

“Actually.” Mary said, looking at her flour bag.
“I think I might need another bag of flour from the
barn. Could you be a dear and grab one for me
please?”

“Well, if you insist,” he said, helping himself to a
cinnamon and apple muffin this time.

“Of course.” He kissed her on the cheek once
more. “Zeke, could you run and feed the pigs? You
can have the rest of the morning free after that. It
looks like it may rain later, so we probably won’t
need to water the crops this morning.”

Mary dusted her floury hands on her apron
before rummaging through the cupboard for more
ingredients.

“Sure, Dad.”

“Oh shoot. I don’t suppose you’d be up for a trip
to town?”

Derek made his way to the barn. The kitchen
in the house was cosy, but not really big enough
to store all the baking goods that Mary required.
Derek had built a pantry of sorts in the barn,
where she could store all her bulk bags of flour
and sugar and any preserves she had made.

“Anything for you, my love. What do you need?”
“Vanilla, chocolate chips and icing sugar. I’ll
need a big bag of that.” She wrote it down on a
piece of paper for him. “Get the good vanilla, you
know, the one with the seeds in it.”

The door to the pantry was slightly ajar when
he walked in. Zeke mustn’t have closed it properly
when he was loading the shelves with the chutneys
that had been made the day before.

“Yes ma’am. I’ll go as soon as I’m finished my
coffee.”
“Thank you, darling.”
The door flew open and Zeke walked through,
holding an arm load of eggs.
“Oh heavens! You gave me a fright.” Mary held
her hand to her chest. “What’re you doing throwing
the door open like that?”
“Sorry Ma, I forgot to take a basket with me and
I didn’t wanna break ‘em. I had to kick the door
open.” He motioned to his armful. “No free hands.”
“Silly boy.” Mary tutted. “Well, bring them here
then.”
Zeke made his way over to his mother, stepping
gingerly so as not to drop any eggs on the floor.
Mary grabbed them one by one, out of his arms.

“Bloody hell,” he muttered, when he saw the
hole in the side of one of the flour bags. “Must be
mice in here. Where are ya, ya little beggar?” He
scanned the shelves, noting that the flour was
the only thing that seemed to have been touched
so far. He grabbed it down from the shelf. He was
sure he’d heard a faint hissing sound before he
felt a sharp claw drag its way down the back of his
neck.
“Ah! Jesus Christ!” he yelled out, instinctively
touching the scratch and spinning around to find
the culprit. A tiny baby mouse was lying dazed
on the dirt. Without hesitation, Derek lifted his
foot and planted it firmly on top of the tiny body,
twisting his heel to make sure it didn’t survive.
“Let that be a lesson to y’all,” he said to the empty
shelves.

83

Pulling a handkerchief out of his pocket, he
dabbed at the scratch on his neck. There was a
surprising amount of blood for such a small thing.

“A baby did this?” She sounded surprised.
“Yep. Saw it lying on the ground after it fell off
me. Squashed it good and proper.”

He hoisted the sack of flour onto his shoulder
and went back to the house.

“Oh Derek, that’s disgusting.”
“What would you have me do?” He circled his
arms around her middle.

“We’ve got mice!” he announced, as he flopped
the sack on the table, a puff of flour floating out.

She sighed. “I don’t know. It just doesn’t sound
nice.” She pursed her lips. “I’ll get Zeke to hunt out
the traps after he’s finished with the pigs.”

“What?”
“Bloody mice! One of the little buggars jumped
on me, would you believe? Scratched me too, the
little shit.”
“Come here, let me have a look.” She beckoned
him to her. She pushed his shoulders to make him
sit so she could see better. “Ooh that’s actually
quite nasty. It looks almost like a bite mark.” She
ran to get the first aid kit from the bathroom.
“Here, we’d better put some tea tree oil on it, don’t
want you getting an infection now, do we?” She wet
a cotton ball and dabbed at the wound to clean it
before applying the oil.
“We might have to move the stuff in the pantry. I
don’t think anything else has been got at yet, but if
that one was in there, then you can be sure there’ll
be more. It was only a baby and that means the
mother has to be around somewhere.”

“Yes, you’re right. Snapping their necks is a
much nicer way to go,” he teased, pulling her
in tight. “I’ll go fetch those things you wanted
now, love.” He stood and brushed her lips with
his before grabbing his coat and hat. “Be sure to
tell Zeke to set the traps in the pantry as well as
around the barn.”
“Yes. Got it covered, don’t worry.” She walked
him to the door. “Drive safely.”
“I always do,” he said, jingling his keys and
whistling as he sauntered towards his Chevy
truck. He gave a small wave before taking off down
the gravel drive.

84

