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VALLEY OF IRICIA by Myke Edwards
 
 
Something fell from the sky. Something big, screeching through the air. It crashed into the middle of the lake, a plume of water erupting. Ingo's eyes followed, his mouth agape at the strange sight. Already on his way to the lake at the western end of the valley for his weekly bath, he could be there in mere minutes at a run.
The lake smoldered, angry and confused. Water churned and hissed, waves surging past the shoreline of sand and pebbles, drawing nearer to the few circling trees. Axe in one hand and teeth gritted, Ingo stopped short of the trees, careful not to get too close. He knew danger when he saw it.
"What manner of sorcery is this?" he asked aloud. With no one else in the valley, Ingo often voiced his wonderment.
He gripped his massive, double-headed axe with a sigh as he glared at the freshly sharpened blades.
"No use to me today, old friend."
Once the lake calmed down, however, he could swim to the center and find whatever had fallen from the sky.
He sat cross-legged on the shorter grass nearer the water, waiting for the torment to calm. The hissing and fizzing lessened, the waves came smaller, and the heat cooled. Still not cool enough to dive right in, however.
In the sky, only one of the moons, Opu, was visible. Ao, smaller but brighter, would appear after dark. Tanasia, the twin planet to his own, sat far in the back, very faint, but bigger than half the sky.
"Could this have come from one of you?" he asked the celestial bodies.
Before leaving his village, several of the elders had spoken of the moons and planets, named for gods and legendary characters. Ingo wanted to explore his own world, rather than learn about things outside of it. No one had ever left the village before, nestled between two mountains far to the north.
In the distance, a family of deer ate berries from a bush. He glanced down at his leather pants, worn and thin. That buck would make an excellent replacement. Perhaps later, but definitely before leaving.
Climbing through the rough, slippery mountains paths surrounding Iricia would be rough. He would have to make an extra pair, just in case. His vest would last for a while, and the single tuft of long, pale hair atop of his head stayed out of his eyes, so Ingo had no other major upkeep to worry about before heading off.
Not like he would be going home any time soon.
He had left shortly after celebrating his second decade. Taller and stronger than his fellow villagers, Ingo knew that remaining at home would keep him from his destiny…whatever that may be. With his massive battle axe, a satchel full of salted meat, and some newly cobbled boots, he set forth to find it.
Several weeks later, he had discovered this valley, devoid of people, and filled with plants and animals. At a walk, it would take two days from one long end of the valley to reach the other. Ingo loved every inch of the place, but knew he couldn't stay forever. Peaceful as it was, the rest of Turunia awaited, and Ingo needed to see more.
He stood and walked in a slow circle, seeing all of Iricia. Warm, light breezes brought the sweet and spicy scents of flowers and plants, while small animals darted amongst the trees, bushes, and soft grasses. Even after two months of living in the valley, the grasses never grew higher than Ingo's knees, and he had never seen the sky look as clear as it did today.
Cold, overcast weather had dominated most of his life. The valley, named for his father, may he live on, boasted warm air and blue skies. Freckled with small wisps of clouds, it caught the colors of the sunset, often reflected in the serenity of the lake.
On this afternoon, however, the lake was anything but serene.
The frothing and hissing finally settled. Dead center of the water, something rose. Something big and white, shaped like an egg with wings.
Ingo watched the thing, made of what he guessed to be a type of metal and bigger than his family's hut, rise from the water. Something like ice, clear and reflective, sat curved on the front of the structure, but he knew ice would melt in this climate. Some sort of clear metal, perhaps? He had never seen anything like it.
Ingo gripped his axe handle, his knuckles pulsing white. Double-headed, both blades were so heavy that no other man in his village could lift it. It weighed so much that the blacksmith threw out his back while forging it. A point, longer and sharper than a typical spearhead, jutted out from the tip of the handle between the two blades. It could stab through a fully grown man, while the blades would barely touch his skin.
An animal behind him snapped a twig. The whirring that followed did not come from anything natural, however. Ingo crouched, ready to strike. Out on the lake, the clear material lifted away from the floating egg. A body, covered top to bottom in strange red clothing, sat inside.
Ingo had come to Iricia while exploring the world. Would this thing be here for the same purpose?
Little bumps prickled all down his neck and shoulders. Something skimmed over his shoulder from behind, fast as lightning, and brighter than fire. Eyes wide and mouth shut, Ingo spun around.
Closing in, four men garbed like the man in the lake held spears pointed at him. More like long tubes, without a sharp end. Covered by black and white helmets, their faces remained a mystery, their clothes matching their helmets.
Several strides stood between them. Ingo glared at them, and then back over his shoulder to the man in the middle of the lake. He lifted the axe, ready if he needed it, but made no move to attack.
His father had taught him to give everyone—everything—a fair chance at life.
"Who are you? And what brings you to my valley?"
One of them lifted the front of his helmet. Green, scaly flesh surrounded one large, oily eye. Beaded lips separated in a serrated grin. Ingo's breath caught at the sight.
The man pointed toward the lake. "We are here for him. Step aside, and let us alone."
"You speak my tongue." Ingo grunted. "Yet you look so different."
"Never mind that, simpleton. Let us pass."
Ingo twisted at the waist. The man inside the egg removed his helmet. Ingo looked back to the four close to him. After a quick glance up at the barely visible celestial bodies, he smiled.
"He came here for a reason, as have I. Nothing will keep me from my destiny." He squeezed his fingers a bit tighter. "Nothing will keep him from his."
"Out of the way! This doesn't concern you."
"This is my valley," Ingo said. "I protect what needs to be protected."
"He has something that belongs to us," the green man said. "If you wish to fulfill your destiny, move along."
"But who is the rightful owner?" Ingo asked. When no one answered, he laughed.
They all held their tubes straighter, still trained on Ingo.
At the movement, Ingo crouched down. Before he could take a breath, he pushed down with his toes. Warm air kissed his face, sailing forward. His forehead slammed the man with the exposed face.
They tumbled to the ground, arms flailing. Ingo slammed the haft of his axe into the man's nose. Green blood, darker than his flesh, sprayed as his face exploded.
Scorching fire pelted Ingo's back. His free clasped just above his waist. Tender and raw, droplets of blood clung to his fingers. Ingo looked up.
Another man pointed his tube at Ingo. With a grunt, Ingo pulled the fallen green-face upright in front of himself. Two bolts of fire struck the body, a final breath wheezing out. Ingo hopped up, the carcass slumping to the grass. The other two turned and ran as the shooter redirected his tube at Ingo.
In one savage movement, Ingo raised his axe and sliced through the man's neck. With a rush of blood, both head and body fell to the grass. Ingo took off after the others.
One of the runners turned at the waist. Hot lightning blasted from his tube. Ingo darted to the right, but felt a scorch on his shoulder. He maintained his speed, despite the lingering burn.
The gap between him and the shooter closed. Ingo swung his axe around, slicing through the air. The massive blade sliced through the man's waist, like water in a stream. Ingo burst through both halves of the carcass, never losing his stride.
The final man stopped at the edge of the trees. Raising his tube, he aimed at Ingo, at least fifty running strides between them.
A bolt of fire shot forth. Still running, Ingo ducked down. Another came as he rose, slamming into his left shoulder. Worse than fire, his arm ceased to work. At the same time, he felt nothing, his body powered on its own. This man needed to be removed from Iricia.
Still running, Ingo rammed the spear tip of his axe through the man's neck. Pathetic, gurgling obscenities oozed forth. Green blood sprayed, gushing down the axe handle at the same time.
Ingo dug his heels into the ground, skidding to a halt. Momentum carried the carcass through the air, green blood raining over the grass and dirt.
His chest heaving, Ingo turned. Motionless and stunned, the first man stood where Ingo had dropped him. Still alive, blood trickling down his face and standing on quivering legs, the man lifted his tube. With a toothy smile, Ingo resumed his charge. The man fired repeated blasts.
Red flashes bounced off of an axe head. A growl built in Ingo's throat. Another bolt bit into his thigh, but Ingo didn't care. The distance between them minimal, Ingo shrieked a full on war cry. It wasn't enough.
Ingo slashed down. The axe dug into the man's torso, starting at the right shoulder and ending at the opposite hip. Digging his fingers into the man's suit, Ingo yanked the body apart. Blood covered him head to toe, the man's fluids and entrails piling at his feet. Ingo bellowed one last time, echoes spreading across the valley.
Hands relaxed, his axe falling to the ground. The intruders in his valley no longer a problem, the tight ball in his stomach abated. Ingo's destiny would continue.
Eyes on the bloody grass, Ingo whispered: "Bless these taken lives, and bless me in future learnings."
Viscous green blood covered him head to toe. That buck would make a fine new set of pants and vest after all. His long tuft of hair remained, but a gash had opened on his scalp. Like every other wound he had received in and on the way to Iricia, it would heal eventually. Shoulders, knees, arms and legs all burned and ached, but the time for pain would come in time.
Ingo looked to the middle of the lake. Like those other men, the man in the egg lay completely still. Ingo ran over the beach, diving into the water.
The unusual warmth of the typically cool lake, as well as his stinging gash and myriad scrapes and burns meant nothing. Ingo powered through the water. His head popped up next to the egg, inhaling a mighty breath. With a good grip on one of the wings, he lifted himself out of the water.
Unmoving and unblinking, the man inside stared at Ingo. Thick scales a shade darker than his skin color covered his scalp instead of hair. The others, all crazed and ready to kill, looked nothing like this one, slumped in his chair, life fading fast.
"They came for you," Ingo said.
The man nodded. "They followed me." His voice struggled to get out, like Ingo's father after that boar's tusk ripped through his midsection. "You stopped them."
"This is my valley. I protect what needs to be protected."
"I wish you could have protected me…before I came." The man clutched at his side, practically digging in.
Green blood oozed out of a slash in the red suit. Much like with his father, Ingo had to let the man be at peace, and do nothing else.
The man in red swallowed hard. His other hand disappeared into his suit. Seconds later, he offered Ingo a blue gem. "They won't stop…until they get it."
Pure explicit beauty, the size of his fist and perfectly round and smooth, Ingo could see the man's red-clad hand through the stone.
"A true treasure! Surely all of Turunia will come for it."
"They weren't from here." A trembling finger pointed to the barely-visible Tanasia. "There. They won't stop…"
Ingo's eyebrows shot up. "From…Tanasia?" He understood, though. This planet boasted nothing like this giant metal thing, or men with green skin and weapons unlike any he had ever seen. But why so much trouble for a rock, regardless of its splendor?
"Take it…from me." The man swallowed hard. "Don't stay. You need to leave…keep this…safe. Never…" He swallowed again, eyelid fluttering. "Never let them…"
Ingo let out a massive breath. He whispered his prayer, the same one he did anytime someone or something died, whether by his hand or not. With a last look at the man's lifeless form, he grabbed the precious stone, blue as the summer sky.
"Why do they want this?" That didn't matter—this was something important and precious. "A gem from the sky… Now mine to protect." He slipped it into his vest pocket and turned around.
Before he could dive into the water to return to shore, he froze.
More men in black and white suits and helmets had entered the valley. Off in the eastern distance, they moved quicker than any person Ingo had ever seen. To the north, even more filed in through a mountain pass. To the south and west, the same.
Ingo nodded, patting the blue gem in his pocket.
"I am Ingo, protector of the Valley of Iricia," he said. "I am the guardian of the Sky Gem, and champion of my people."
He took a deep breath, swelling his chest. His heart pumped heavy with every beat. Those men filing into his valley would never live to see Ao rise with the dusk. This valley named for his father would always be there, but Ingo knew he might not, especially if he stayed. He dove into the water.
Emerging onto the rocky shore, Ingo lifted his axe and gripped it tight. The men in helmets all came his way. He laughed, low and guttural. They didn't stand a chance.
 
THE END.
 



THE SAND DANCER by Andrew Knighton
 
 
Fadiyah crept through the darkened streets, her heart pounding in her chest, the wooden box with its cargo of freedom clutched tightly in her hand. The first glow of dawn was appearing above the city walls, a glow red as the blood that stained the streets. Soon day would break and the imams would call the people to prayer. How many would answer, she wondered. How many could bring themselves to believe in a god in the face of man's cruelty? But then, how many would dare to break the bonds of custom, to risk standing out?
Something was moving in an alleyway. She paused, huddling nervously in the shadows of a doorway, the mudbrick wall rough against her skin. There was a purr and a cat prowled out, something limp and bloody dangling from its jaws. She sighed in relief and started moving again, hurrying to be gone before the city woke.
Fadiyah felt like that limp, bloody thing the cat carried, trapped in the teeth of a fierce and terrible predator. With each year at court its grip had tightened, squeezing the life from her even as she sought a way out, for her and all her kin. Now that way had appeared. The time for watching and waiting was over. It was time to go home, to gather the strength her kin had hidden for so long, so at last they might end the tyranny.
The gates were still guarded by men, not the Sultan's fearsome machines. Fadiyah approached the youth on the east portal, his ill-fitting helmet slipping down his forehead. He leaned against the city's towering wall, spear cradled to him, watching the streets with sleepy eyes. The guard stiffened as Fadiyah approached, lowered the tip of the spear warily. He was barely more than a child, and his presence should have caused her no fear. But all he had to do was shout and a dozen more would come running, men and machines.
She let her hips sway, putting the dance into her stride. Her coin belt jangled a little, more noise than she would have liked, but a necessary risk. It was the first true dance she had learned, the dance of meeting, so close to mundane the magic barely showed. Powered by the rhythm of the dancer's own footsteps, it was not powerful, only magnifying the dancer's own beauty. For her that was enough.
The youth's stance softened. He raised his spear and a smile spread across his face. And Fadiyah herself smiled to know that she could still have that effect.
'Halt there please,' the guard said.
'But I need to leave,' Fadiyah said, still swaying as she came close, voice low so he would lean in towards her. 'I have to go and visit my sister. She is fat with child and needs my care.'
The youth gazed down at Fadiyah's loose harem silks. He licked his lips. 'I'm sorry,' he said, 'but no-one can pass.'
Already doubt was tinging his voice. Fadiyah swayed around him, her hands flickering to the beat of her footfalls.
'Please,' she whispered. 'Just me.'
'I... yes.' The guard set aside his spear, unbarred the smaller gate and held it open for her. He was smiling, his gaze lost in the distance. 'Yes.'
Guilt wormed its way through Fadiyah's mind as she stepped past him. He was an innocent, too young to have played a part in the Sultan's early atrocities, too human to be part of those works now. When they pursued her, and she knew they would, they would find him like this. He would be punished. He might be killed. But he had made his choice, and the people whose blood stained the streets, whose bones had been ground to build these strong walls, who lay in pain in the Sultan's dungeons, they had no choices.
Fadiyah would change that.
She stepped past him, out into the desert and the rising dawn.
 
When Fadiyah first heard her pursuer she thought it might not be real. The clicking drifted across the sands, faint as the chirping of insects. She had grown up in the desert, she knew its dangers, the tricks your mind could play when you were alone and thirsty in the noonday sun. The ghostly stream over the next rise. The voices of friends long dead. The palaces that rose in splendor just before a man fell flat and gave in to death.
For a moment the thought crossed her mind that this could be an illusion, as much from hope as from doubt. But the self-deception didn’t last. A cloud of sand rose a mile behind her, kicked up by the jittery progress of metal feet.
Fadiyah kept moving, heading east towards the bandit oasis and the hope of shelter. But her pursuer moved faster than her, and its swift approach made a fight unavoidable.
She found a place at the top of a dune, with a wide expanse of soft sand beneath her and the sun to her back. She put the box away in a silk pouch, adjusted her coin belt, and prepared herself, running through the steps of the dance in her head. She knew it by instinct, knew her body would follow the old familiar shapes her mother had taught her. But any dance was about planning and care as well as instinct, and this was a dance she could not afford to get wrong.
Her pursuer appeared over the opposite dune, the sun gleaming off its carapace, six metal legs jerking up and down. It slid and scurried down the long slope, a brass beetle the size of a horse, bladed antennae flashing out before it.
Fadiyah clapped her hands, once, twice, again, beating out a rhythm. Slow at first but growing faster as she moved her feet, the sand flowing between her toes. It was a weak rhythm, just the tapping of her own flesh, no drum to drive her on, no drummer to lend her their power. But it was a beat, and it was all she had.
The beetle reached the base of the dune, scurrying across flat sand. She could see the twinkle of emeralds in its eyes, see the blades scythe back and forth as it rushed towards her, a hard, heartless machine of death.
She felt the rhythm pulse through her, flowing up her arms, across her chest and down through her belly, a rush of pleasure and power woven together to make a spell that ran down to the desert floor, like a snake sliding into the world. It was the sand dance, and every grain felt it.
The beetle had reached her dune, its progress slowing as it scrambled uphill. But it kept coming, grinding implacably onwards, the light reflecting blindingly bright off its shell.
Fadiyah raised her hands, clapped harder, stamped her feet, the rhythm growing faster and more furious, her heart pounding in dread at the spinning swords that rushed towards her. She swept low and the sands moved around her, flowing with her movements. A wave of golden grains rose in front of her and rushed down the slope, smashing against the beetle, breaking against its metal body.
She swept round again and another wave flowed out, higher, stronger. This time, the machine raised its forward legs and rode up the front of the wave, leaping off its crest to land ten feet from Fadiyah, limbs waving as it regained its footing.
For a third time she swept low, her whole body swaying in a long, graceful arc that broke on the beat, throwing all the energy she had into one final wave. The beetle reached out for her with its razor arms, a blade flashed inches from her face.
But the desert lifted the machine up, flinging it through the air and smashing it to the ground. Something cracked as it landed, gears grinding horribly as they jolted out of place. The machine lay on its back, legs flailing without rhythm or reason, its shell buckled and cracked.
With a few last steps, and a final tapping of her hands, Fadiyah buried the beast.
 
By late afternoon, Fadiyah was deep in the desert, where only bandits roamed. She licked cracked lips, wishing she had brought another water skin. The one she had was small and empty. Her flight from the palace had been hurried, long anticipated but little prepared, and the fight with the beetle had left her tired, slowing her progress to the next oasis.
The sand here was flat, an open space across which spiders scurried. There would be wide-eared foxes and startled mice after dark, but for now there was only her and the spiders. 
Up ahead, she could see a cluster of trees. An oasis.
By the time she reached the oasis the sun was brushing the horizon, turning the world a glorious orange. Fadiyah knelt in the long shadows of the palms, mud caking her silks as she scooped up handfuls of water and greedily gulped them down. It tasted like dirt and the grit clung to her teeth, but it was the most delicious thing she had drunk in weeks. 
Her thirst was so great that at first she did not notice the sound, the clicking and rattling and hiss of sliding sand. She looked up in alarm, to see a pair of arms rising out of the sand. Another pair were emerging behind her and a third over to the left, stubby limbs that ended in shovels and squat bodies heaving themselves up from the desert.
She rose, backed away, found herself pressed up against a tree, the rough bark pressing against her skin. Short, ugly things with three stubby legs and faces on their silvery bellies, the machines hunted her with an unsteady gait.
Fadiyah glanced around, quickly judging her surroundings. The sand here would be no good against these creations. It was firm, packed, and there were no sloping dunes to use to her advantage. She knew no dances for trees or pools. Perhaps there was some distant paradise, a place of endless rains and green to every horizon, where a dancer might learn to master the plants and waters. But a desert dancer learned desert dances, of sand and skies and small fires, of camels and carpets and blades in the dark. So those were the things that she must use.
She pulled two knives from her belt. They were small and barely sharpened, knives for cutting food, all she had been able to stow away while in the palace. Only guards and cooks carried real blades in the Sultan's home, and the cooks only in the kitchen.
She stamped her feet, beating out the start of a rhythm against the packed dirt between the tree's roots. Her feet became the cadence, brutal, abrupt, without nuance or delicacy. A fighting rhythm. The dance of blades.
Keeping her steps to the beat, she emerged from beneath the tree, approaching the nearest machine. It raised its arms, settled back on its rear leg, a warrior ready to strike. Her footsteps grew faster as she jumped and twirled towards it, each movement flinging the rhythm through her body, out towards her hands, flashing through her fingers and tingling down the blades. They glittered in the dusk and grew, ghost blades spreading from their tips, sharper, stronger, fiercer than these tools of peasants and serving parasites. They arced around her as she spun and leapt, rushing towards the machine. Sweeping out to the left, she tried to dance out past its reach. But the machine moved too, with a speed that belied its bulk, twisting from one leg to the next. It reached to block her escape, while the others closed in from behind.
Fadiyah flung herself into the air and down, dodging a strike by that crude iron arm as her blades sang across its surface. Sparks flew and the air filled with the bitter taste of metal, but all she left were shallow scratches across its shell. It swung again and she somersaulted away, flicking out the knives, this time leaving a deep gouge on the shovel hand. But the machine pressed on unperturbed, lumbering towards her, limbs jerking and swinging. One caught her foot as she flipped back, and for a moment the rhythm was lost, the beat broken, the dance without power. She jerked away in panic, almost ran into the arms of the next machine. Even as she ducked beneath its cold embrace her feet were finding the pattern again, the beat hammering in her heart. But it was too weak. She hadn't the power to stop these machines, and even if she had the energy to flee she would soon falter, while they would keep pressing on, unbroken by exhaustion or the endless miles of sand.
In desperation she danced towards one, fended off its attack with her ghostly blades, leapt up and slid across its top, the tips of her knives running long scars down the seamless steel. But even as she landed on the sand beyond, it turned, its inner workings untouched, and knocked her flying into the pool.
She staggered upright, wet clothes clinging to her, slowing the flow of her movements. There was no solid ground beneath her feet, only mud and the squirming of grubs within it. There was no rhythm to be found in the muck. The glow of her blades flickered and faded. The machines closed in.
And then it came. A cry from across the desert, the beat of a distant drum, rushing to meet her. She closed her eyes and felt the rhythm, letting it lift her heart and her feet. The sluggish, ensnaring mud seemed to vanish, her limbs flowing to the cadence of a master drummer. Though distant it was strong and clear, a rhythm to lift the soul.
She swirled and spun through the water, up onto the bank, her knives now scimitars forged from dawn's light as the new rhythm powered her dance. Leaping and twirling, vaulting over the nearest machine, never missing a beat as her feet hit the floor behind. Spinning, her blades glowed like white hot flame as they hissed through steel. Gears tumbled onto the sands, springs uncoiled like snakes, and the machine froze. She rolled forward beneath its arm, rose up in front of the next one, sliced out its forelegs, left it to roll uselessly into the water. Its gears churned and gurgled as its arms twitched to a halt.
As the last one lumbered towards her she paused, arms raised, letting the rhythm rise, letting the power of the drum build to a crescendo. Then she pirouetted forward and sliced the brute in half.
 
The drummer's name was Hamed, and he had been sent from the bedouin camp to meet her. Fadiyah remembered him from before she had left the encampment. He had still been a youth then, twelve or thirteen, just growing into his gangling limbs. Now he was a man, with a rhythm to match his beauty, who looked on her in adoration with his big, soulful eyes. The heroic dancer, returning to the camp after so long suffering the city. It made her uncomfortable, but it made her proud as well.
Everyone in the camp wanted to see what Fadiyah had returned with. They crowded around as Hamed led her out of the desert, past lines of tents and braying camels to the elders sitting around the fire pit. Sparks flew into the dusk, and the scent of roasting goat made Fadiyah's mouth water.
People jostled and jabbered around her, wanting to know what had been gained from her years locked away in the Sultan's palace, waiting at his tables, sweeping his floors, dancing for his guests. Fadiyah herself had often wondered whether this would be worth the cost. Long years working for a man she could not stand, worming her way closer to him, dodging the wandering hands of his lackeys as she slid into the inner sanctum of palace life. When she had left she was still of marrying age. Now she was past thirty, her youth spent on a goal that had seemed always out of reach, a distant, shimmering mirage.
But as she opened the small wooden box, watching the faces of those around her shift from hope to uncertainty and on to elation, it was all worthwhile.
She lifted out a key and held it above her head, where it glinted in the firelight, another star twinkling against the void of night. The gem at its base sent red-gold shimmers across the sands.
'The master key,' she announced. 'To the Palace of Gears and the winding hearts of the Sultan's polished slaves.'
A cheer rose around the fire. Many of these people had seen the key as it hung glittering from the Sultan's neck, in the days before they escaped the city. The symbol of their pain and oppression.
Fadiyah looked to her left, where Hamed was beating applause out on his drum. Others' reactions were more muted.
'This is good,' her brother Ishbal said, gesturing for quiet. 'But is it enough to risk our lives on?'
While the young men had grown bolder, he had grown more cautious. He looked at her across the fire, and there was love in his eyes, but Fadiyah saw fear as well. You could not live among jackals without sensing the scents that drew them.
'The Sultan's soldiers come for us more and more,' Ishbal continued. 'Last moon they captured Isaac at the Well of Rye. Two moons back they chased us from our tents. My heart spills over with joy at Fadiyah's return, but we should not risk everything on some reckless act.'
Some around the fire grew silent. The older ones nodded, grey beards bobbing.
'You talk of struggle,' Fadiyah said. 'But if we do not act then we will struggle forever. Isn't it worth the risk to return to our homes, to comfort and trade and a life where we are not hunted?'
'Not all of us lived that life.' Aaliyah, a woman of forty years with a long scar down her face, glared through the flames. 'I was a bandit even before the Sultan's machines came. I have lived in the desert all my life. Why should I return to a city?'
'You do not have to,' Fadiyah said. 'But will you spend your whole life being hunted, or will you fight back?'
Aaliyah nodded, accepting Fadiyah's words, but many others still frowned.
'You have lived with danger for so long,' Ishbal said, 'Perhaps you have forgotten what there is to lose. Rest for a moon, then we will talk of action.'
'Perhaps you are right.' Fadiyah pressed down her anger. To have struggled this long, only to have to argue with the one man who should be on her side. 'But perhaps not. The Sultan has had little time to respond. Perhaps it would be better to act swiftly.'
She looked around. She was losing them. She had imagined this day so many times, coming back to lead them to glory. It had never occurred to her that it could end like this. It made her want to scream.
'Perhaps,' her brother said. 'But it is always best to sleep on a perhaps. To think about the -'
'Enough!' Young Hamed rose to his feet, glaring at Ishbal. There was a fierce beauty to his face in the firelight, a man's rough anger in his voice. 'All of you, listen. My whole life, I have listened to my elders whine about their oppression, and dream hollow dreams of freedom. Now we have a chance to seize those dreams. The talk should not be of whether we strike, it should be of how. I will not wait until I am old as Aaliyah before I see the city. Will you?'
Around the fire, young people rose to their feet, shouting and cheering and beating their drums, drawing their elders into a wild, exuberant dance. Hamed smiled at Fadiyah and she smiled back. He was so young. Too young, she thought. But her heart beat to the rhythm of his drum, and later that night, as the stars shifted through the sky, they danced the dance of passion.
 
Fadiyah rose slowly from sleep, letting her mind lift from a soft darkness into Hamed's warm embrace. She curled protectively around him, brushed a curl of hair across his forehead as he started to stir. She could happily lie like this forever.
But not until the Sultan was done.
She reached out, found the hard edge of the key among the clothes scattered around the tent. Today they would plan how to enter the city, how to break the machines and hurl the Sultan from his throne. Tomorrow night they would strike, as fast and furious as the sandstorm, the desert people taking back what was theirs. The thought made her heart race with fear and excitement.
Hamed's lips brushed softly against her skin. She shuddered with pleasure. It had been a long time since she had taken a lover, someone she wanted, not someone she needed to take her closer to the Sultan's treasures. She pressed her lips against Hamed's, ran a finger down his spine, listened to the rising rhythm of his heart.
But another sound caught her attention, ripping her from her private world.
A scream.
She bolted upright, even as another cry ripped through the camp. There were shouts of panic and anger, and behind them a terrible rattling. She flung a sheet around her and rushed into the dawn light.
People were darting back and forth, grabbing armor and blades as they ran to fight, or snatching up their children as they rushed for shelter. But there was no safe place to run. From every side the Sultan's mechanical beasts were closing in, sunlight glinting from carapace and pincers alike. Fadiyah watched in horror as old Aaliyah was sliced in half, her sword tumbling dented and useless from her grasp.
Even before she could ask, Hamed had his drum out, fingers beating against the skins, a hard, angry rhythm, sharp beats for the clash of arms. Fadiyah swallowed her fear and let the cadence take her, the sheet flowing behind her as she spun across the sand. She took deep breaths, tasting the dry air, feeling it blow across her skin. She made that her dance, the dance of the wind, the rush of the sky itself coming to save her people. Her arms flew wide, taking in the whole of the air, the vast blue gazing down upon them from horizon to horizon, the wind that grew with her every step, rising from a breeze to a gale to a sandstorm.
The bedouin flung themselves to the ground, hands curled protectively over their heads as the raging desert scoured their skin and flung their homes about. A mechanical beetle rolled sideways and slammed into another, with a clang and crunch of gears. Smaller, lighter machines were lifted off their feet and flung into the dunes, weapons flailing uselessly.
Fadiyah felt the fury of the storm, felt her kinsmen's fear. The sandstorm was as dangerous as the machines, for it could strip a woman down to her bones. She had to control it, to tame the rhythm and bend its menace to her will. With each step of her dance the wind grew stronger, tighter, more focused, blowing past her friends and scattering her enemies. The beating of Hamed's drum rose through her, gave her power, gave her strength. It was the pounding of her heart. It was the blood flowing in her veins. It was the power that moved her soul that sheltered her friends and buried her foes. It was her all.
It stopped.
Hamed sat, staring in shock at the claw protruding from his chest, the blood running across his drum and into the sand. Behind him, emerald eyes gleamed from a great brass scarab. Fadiyah stared numbly as his young life seeped from his body, and with it her hope. Instinct flung her forwards, footsteps shifting to the dance of blades as she tried to drive the scarab back, to rescue Hamed from its grasp. But the monster dragged its blade upward, ripping his chest open. Blood poured across her skin, as hot and hopeless as her tears. No breath came from his lips. No spark glimmered in his eyes. All that remained was the beating of his drummer's heart, as it fell from between his ribs.
With a clatter and a clunk, the machines closed in.
 
Fadiyah stumbled with the other prisoners into the Sultan's echoing audience chamber, her legs heavy with chains, manacles weighing down her hands. Edges of cold, rough, metal bit into her skin. In here, past the ancient stone walls of the city and the painted grandeur of the palace, the guards were living, breathing men. They prodded and jostled the prisoners with their spears, showing a spitefulness beyond the capacity of clockwork.
The Sultan watched from his throne, one hand swirling wine around an ornate goblet, the other picking at the beaded hem of his tunic. He narrowed his eyes, lip rising in a sneer as he spied Fadiyah.
'And so the thief returns,' he crowed. 'Should I have your hand, do you think? Or something more...'
A shudder ran up Fadiyah's spine. She remembered that lascivious gaze, those fingers beating their sharp rhythm as he watched her dance. He had owned her as much with that gaze as with all his wealth and power. Her stomach knotted at the sight of him, her very soul curling inward, shriveled with loathing and fear. Fear not just for herself, but for the people of the desert, the people of the city, all those who fell within the Sultan's grasp.
She slid a hand inside the bloody sheet still wrapped around her. She felt the small, soft thing that lay within, close to her chest. It pulsed in the palm of her hand, somehow still warm to the touch.
A tear scorched her cheek.
The Sultan's laugh rasped like a torn drum skin.
'I could just kill you,' he said. 'That would be easier, and certainly more decisive. But it would be a waste to destroy such a thing of beauty.' He leaned forward, the goblet clinking against the golden arm of his throne. 'As long as it still is a thing of beauty.'
There was a long silence. Guards, prisoner, courtiers, all turned towards Fadiyah. She felt their eyes burning across her skin, the ripple of each expectation, willing her to suffer, to save them, to fail.
Fadiyah stepped forward, trembling, into the center of the hall, keeping her eyes downcast, her demeanor humble. Battered and heart-broken, a short life and a swift end seemed the only things that would keep her from her loneliness. But there was one chance left, one hope before they were cast into the lightless cells beneath the palace, sent to wait for the headsman's blade.
'Mighty Sultan.' Her voice almost betrayed her, stumbling over the words of obedience. 'Allow me to show you the beauty of my dance.'
The Sultan grinned. 'Of course.' His eyes narrowed, sparkling with a cunning as cold and hard as diamonds. 'But no drums. No clapping. I know what you are now, Fadiyah, and I will not be fooled again.'
At a nod from the Sultan a guard stepped forward and released her from her chains. She rose, eyes closed, clutching the small thing in her hand. Something so soft and so terrible. Something of loss and of power.
Hamed's heart pulsed, the rhythm of life and of love still beating in her hand.
She embraced the rhythm, let it guide her steps. It seemed to grow louder with every movement she made, and yet the Sultan and his court watched, oblivious, only seeing the sway of hips, the flow of her hands, the patter of her feet across the marble floor. The sheet fell away as the cadence built within her, power surging through every part of her body. Hamed's power. The power of what they had shared.
A single tear slid down her cheek.
She danced the dance of blood, the dance of living and loving, the dance that bound all men and women. The rhythm flowed from her in waves. It washed over the captives, her friends and allies, her love lifting them up. Their heads rose from the stoop of servitude, their chests swelled with pride. It swept over the guards and courtiers, weighing them down with the shame of their deeds, of watching this naked, blood-spattered woman dance for their pleasure.
Conflicting emotions warred in the Sultan's face. She could see the shame and sorrow. But that wily glint still flickered in his eye, and the sorrow turned to rage.
'What are you doing?' He staggered to his feet, clutching at his heart. 'This is your doing! I know it!'
She danced faster and faster, flowing towards him, riding the power. Her heart beat like the pistons of his terrible machines, hammering fast and strong, a beat that threatened to consume her, to burst her apart with its strength. A rhythm that flowed from her to the Sultan. Hamed's rhythm, the wild wonder of youth and freedom.
The Sultan clutched his chest, his face turning red.
'You... What have you...' He sputtered and fell, twitching, on the ground, the beat too much for his cold, shriveled heart to bear.
Fadiyah came to a stop. In her hand, Hamed's heart beat out its last and fell still, its passion burned out. Around the room, guards and courtiers watched in stunned silence as the captives, proud and powerful, took the keys from their jailers and cast off their shackles.
Someone took hold of Fadiyah's shoulders, guided her, shaking, out the door. She could hear the bedouin running through the palace, hear the pounding of the machine hall being broken open, and crashing and smashing as its works were overturned. She knew, in the distant echo of a thought, that she had won.
And inside her, still taking its lead from Hamed's rhythm, her heart danced the dance of blood. And it was good.
 
THE END.
 



THE LAST CURMUDGEON by James Jensen
 
 
I hate interstellar space travel. Of all the obscene follies humanity has perpetrated in the name of exploration and scientific progress, this might very well be the worst.
There, I said it—someone had to.
It’s not a popular opinion, not exactly an icebreaker at parties. And I’ve spoiled many polite gatherings because someone was foolish enough to get me going on the subject. Or I got myself going—a fifth of whiskey usually did the trick, though I never needed much excuse. Especially when surrounded by smug, overforunate fuckers like government officials and other assorted society types, in their formal finest, nursing half-finished champagnes, paying patient attention to me, to hear the Great Man’s thoughts on superluminal spaceflight, or appear as if they were, looking thoughtful, nodding at what they hoped were the right moments, pretending to give a shit, more for each other’s benefit than for mine.
That is until they surfaced from the swamp of their own narcissism and actually listened to what I was saying.
That’s when they’d audibly sigh, start to fidget, clearly wishing they were elsewhere. The few brave or tipsy enough to clear their throats and offer meek conjecture whenever I paused long enough for them to get a word in would be swiftly and aggressively shut down. This sent most of them packing, mumbling excuses, dwindling down to a handful who, given the clout I still had in the scientific community as a Great Mind of Our Age were still willing to give me some benefit of doubt. Less and less willing as time went by, especially when I became notorious for pulling stunts like this.
So I stopped being invited to parties. I didn’t care. I took my spleen elsewhere, to vent on anyone who had the misfortune to be in my immediate vicinity: on the street, on public transport, waiting in line at the supermarket, at the bank, or the bar. So many poor, unsuspecting souls just getting on with their days found themselves an unwilling audience for scabrous sermons on interstellar flight. People who recognised me fled when they saw me coming.
I can’t say I blamed them. My clothes were shabby and drink-stained, my beard so long I could just about tuck it into my pants. I certainly looked the part of a hysterical crank. My age and appearance had caught up with my temperament; I’d grown into my bitterness. Even total strangers—if the sight of me didn’t warn them off, a psychic whiff of the overpowering air of self-righteous indignation usually did.
The beard is gone now. I still feel a small shock whenever I feel the wind or my hand on my face. I feel vulnerable without it. I am wearing an inexpensive suit that doesn’t quite fit me right, but it’s neatly pressed and stain-free.
With a shaking hand, I touch the hearing aid in my right ear, as if I’m adjusting the volume or something—an unnecessary reassurance, but it calms me a little.
I check the time: forty-five minutes. Not long now.
I’m surrounded by people, but they needn’t fear harassment or random explosive diatribes, not from me. My ranting days are behind me. All the hot air has left these broken bellows; I’m all spleened out.
The crush of bodies presses on me, budging and barging me without relent. I voice no complaint.
The Observation Lounge is always like this. Commuters, well-wishers and onlookers all sardined half on top of one another. No one is looking where they’re going; there’s too much to distract the eye. Even for veteran travellers, at odd moments, something peripheral will snatch their attention from their phone screens, and they’ll look up in gaping, fish-eyed wonder . . .
This is the Scitech Central International Air and Space Terminal, and it’s every bit as ostentatiously impressive as it sounds: mainly composed of transparent domes, of metre-thick high-tensile polymer-glass, interconnected by curving tubes (also transparent), making it look, especially from the air, rather like a cartoon diagram of an atom. Or, more correctly, a planetary system, because it’s huge. The Observation Lounge occupies most of the centre dome, offering a 360° view of the airfield. Or it would if not for the clamouring clusterfuck of digital projection screens popping out of the walls. Flickering tables of flight and gate numbers, departure and arrival times, expected delays, weather conditions in other countries, other worlds, plus news updates, sports scores, celebrity gossip, and ads, ads and more ads.
As if this isn’t enough (the interior designers obviously thought so), a twenty-five metre hologram of a globe turns glacially just above our heads. Children and adults in equal number can’t help raising their hands to touch it, even knowing their fingers will pass right through, just to marvel at the technological miracle of it.
Which is the whole idea. The ‘state of the artness’ of it all is designed to lull us into an enraptured stupor. Look at what we’re capable of, it says. What can we not do?
Amid the announcements, advertisements, muzak and general cacophony of conversation, one of the larger screens reminds us why we’re here, replaying the year-old departure of a spacecraft. The P.A.’s subwoofers replicate the rumble and roar of its engines as it tears itself free of homeworld gravity to embark on another intrepid interstellar voyage. All eyes follow the bird-like ship, with not a few gasps, as it takes thunderous flight. Mine too, despite myself, pricked with tears, of both sorrow and shameful pride.
I’m the one. I broke the universal speed limit, cracking the unsolvable riddle, the secret of spanning the stars. 
That’s why it’s up to me to make sure the world knows the true horror of space travel, because I made it possible. It’s all my fault.
 
 
If only I’d known, I could say. But doesn’t everyone say that? Would it really have made any difference? The world was so full of problems, any solution, any decisive step forward, was a ray of hope to cling to, as if it would make everything better, instead of worse (which it did).
Just when it seemed things couldn’t get worse. You name it—street riots, civil wars, food shortages, pandemics, environmental disasters. Civilisation teetered interminably on the brink of collapse. Space travel was the last thing on anyone’s mind.
Except for us in the Space and Aeronautics division at Scitech. We had to fight for the meagre funding we had been barely scraping by on for decades. Then word came down from on high that the faculty was being “deprioritised in federal fiscal budgets for the foreseeable future”. In other words, we were being shut down. Voyaging to distant stars was a luxury humanity couldn’t afford, nor would it for some time, perhaps ever, the way things were going.
All our projects stalled, abandoned, unfinished. My colleagues spent their days slowly clearing their desks, boxing books, taking down gridworks of sticky notes and tiny models from beloved popular sci-fi franchises they’d used to personalise their workspace; or just staring out the window, biding their time until the budget ran out, wondering what they were going to do next, torn between career-suicidal leaps either into the private sector or vying for tenure at uninspiring academic positions for even less pay.
I drank and railed against the government, the world and humanity for allowing it to get into such a state as to make pursuing my life’s work no longer possible.
I could sink into defeat, but I couldn’t stay there, not even at the bottom of a whiskey bottle. I’m too stubborn—to my detriment, most would argue, but sometimes to my benefit.
In the end, I was the one that pulled us together for one last grasp at the golden ring.
I dragged everyone into a series of crisis meetings, into long, often heated discussions in cramped, fœtid boardrooms that continued at the pub afterwards, sometimes to the wee hours. I insisted we fight for our existence. Our days of quiet experimentation and data collation to publish papers that maybe a dozen people would read were over. We needed something big, public sensation-making.
“Like what?” one of them slurred. Then came the sighs and groans from the others, knowing what I was going to say before I said it.
It was, after all, as I pointed out, only the whole reason any of us subsisted on three hours of sleep a night for seven years to obtain our astrophysics degrees: to go to the stars.
To put the faculty’s name up in lights, we needed to outrun light itself.
299,792.458 kilometres/second is no joke. Even if we could propel manned spacecraft to anything close to that, it still made journeys to even the closest stars, tens of trillions of kilometres away, a matter of years.
We had reached the nearby planets in our solar system by then. Hot hellholes or icy wastes whose public novelty had worn off decades ago and were now of negligible interest to non-scientists. We needed a new frontier and we needed it to be accessible. This meant breaking the universal speed limit, travelling faster than light, the challenge that had thus-far confounded us since we looked up at the night sky and dreamed of other worlds, and we needed it in a near-light speed timeframe.
This was far from the first time I’d proposed this. Superluminal spaceflight was my ‘thing’, my special obsession, to the point where I bored and irritated people with it, even fellow astrophysicists, which is no small feat.
So picture the uproar, the scoffs and shaken heads. This was the worst time, they insisted, to hurl ourselves and our fast-dwindling funding into such a psychotically ambitious project. I said it was the best time. They called me a stubborn prick, a drunk and a rancid egomaniac. While I couldn’t argue with that, I did argue that the worse the situation for our world became, the more imperative it was we find other ones. They were out there, we just had to figure out how to get to them. It elevated the project from a matter of national pride to international emergency.
Some seemed keen, but were outnumbered by the detractors. The demise of the faculty was humiliating enough, why compound it by killing ourselves chasing an impossible goal? Finding work after this would be difficult enough without the stain of such a hubristic (and surely inevitable) failure on their résumés?
“We’ve failed already if we never even try!” I shouted. Then everyone else started shouting, mocking the cliché, and me, all over top of one another. A couple of times, we almost came to blows.
The popular image of a typical scientist is cold and emotionally-stunted. But you will never find a crazier, more passionate group of people. Wild temperaments, explosive egos.
After an hour or so name-calling and almost-fisticuffs, I stormed out.
If they wouldn’t listen to me, I knew who would.
I still had a couple of contacts in the government: fellow drunks and windbags with overinflated senses of self-importance. I knew to pitch this project in victory-against-the-odds, legacy-defining language to appeal to their already monstrous vanity.
They weren’t completely convinced, but admired my gumption enough to garner the faculty a little more financial leeway on the agreement that we could give them some viable results within a wildly unreasonable deadline. I took the deal anyway. Who knows? It just might be the pressure we needed to achieve the impossible. Or so I rationalised it to myself, as I knew I’d have to to the others.
My supporters hated me and my detractors hated me even more for going over their heads, but even they changed their tune when the money started to trickle in again. They raised their hands, however begrudgingly, when the vote when around.
And that was how, in a world full of seemingly unresolvable problems, we attacked the most unresolvable problem in scientific history.
We dispersed into teams to pursue our own theories, liase with experimentalists to conduct tests; trying, failing, trying again, reconvening to verify results or discuss other options. There were endless discussions, many escalating into arguments.
At night, I tossed on sweat-stained bedsheets in my dank one-bedroom apartment. Numbers and algebraic symbols swam against the backs of my eyelids, refusing to cohere into comprehendible patterns. I mentally swatted at them like insects, but they swirled out of my grasp.
When I knew sleep was impossible, I took to wandering the streets, surly drunk and muttering to myself.
Some ungodly hour would find me under a bridge, in a park or on the beach, sprawled on freezing sand, much as I did in my university days, staring up at the stars wheeling sickeningly in my booze-blurred vision. Once bright, pregnant with promise of things I’d achieve, now cold and distant, their light crossing trillions of kilometres of space to beam their derision on me.
I thought seriously about giving up. Let the project, and my career, go to shit, slump into some dead-end teaching job, privately tweaking scientifically esoteric, largely-unread theses.
Then one day, in a typical hungover haze, squinting at the unforgiving sunlight blazing through the window (300,000ish km/second), I croaked aloud, “Why can’t we just make the fucking speed of light faster?”
The universe responded with customarily aloof and inscrutable silence.
I laughed, a self-pitying chortle at first. Then kept laughing, with giddy, cracked glee, rolling out of bed, collapsing on the floor, in such hysterics I could barely breathe.
I’d suddenly remembered an obscure paper about strains of exotic metaparticles (because I refuse to use the word ‘tachyons’) that supposedly crossed the light barrier . . . in a manner of speaking.
Originally theorised as a potential solution to the long-running ‘dark matter’ quandary, they exist in extradimensional phase spaces, twisted and folded in upon themselves, all around us, permeating everything, overlapping spacetime as we know it. Massless, invisible, impossible to detect, even with the most powerful and sophisticated colliders, because, in a sense, they aren’t in the same universe as us. If you can imagine . . .
You probably can’t (neither can I), but stay with me.
How this works is not so important as what it means: because they’re so knotted up, the distances are shorter. Extradimensional phase spaces are (in a manner of speaking) ‘smaller’. Though the speed of light is the same there, even massive particles, moving a fraction of that speed, in relation to our universe, are actually travelling faster. Many, many times faster.
I wasn’t yet sure how this facilitated feasible interstellar travel, but the implications alone excited me more than anything had in years.
A Grid search gave me the name of the author and the university where he briefly held tenure. The guy had died some years ago, so when I called, I was transferred from one department to the next until I finally got hold of someone who remembered the paper in question and could email it to me. After a few hours anxiously pacing the floor, my inbox chimed and I spent the next day or so poring over it.
It was rough, but the germ of a decent theory was there. It needed a lot of refinement, which is what I spent the next few weeks doing, scribbling train-length equations, until my fingers were blistered and cramped into aching claws. It was necessary before presenting it to Scitech. Given how most of my former colleagues still regarded me, they’d tear it to pieces if it wasn’t watertight.
I went back to them, hat in hand. Dubious, but intrigued, they humoured me. After subjecting my equations to even more rigorous mathematical and computer-simulation testing, some of them were willing to concede that I might be on to something.
We can’t perceive superdimensional phase spaces directly, we can only infer their existence through quantum parity. Regular particles can’t exist in SDPSs, just as metaparticles can’t exist in our spacetime. So, while it isn’t possible to transport physical objects (like astronauts) through that space, they could become quantum-entangled. In place of conventional fuel, exotic materials, stored in the spacecraft, would create a field around the ship composed of particles that become entangled with superdimensional metaparticles. Even propelled at a fraction of the speed of light in the SDPS, the ship would (hypothetically) zoom through our spacetime at several times the speed of light.
Even this convoluted explanation makes it sound simpler than it is. Most of the team remained sceptical, but they said, by all means, give it a try. At least we had something to show for months of sweating. It wasn’t as if we had anything to lose (or they had any better ideas, I thought, but kept to it myself).
The ones most sympathetic to my idea helped me draft a paper to submit.
Then we waited. Weeks went by; we heard nothing. 
Every time I tried to reconnect with my contacts in the government, I was told they were busy but they would get back to me at the earliest available opportunity. They rarely did, and even then, only to apologise for not getting back to me sooner, regretfully informing me that they hadn’t had a chance to run it by all the relevant counsellors yet and blah blah.
I showed up at their offices only to be barred by security and kept waiting in spacious lobbies on vague promises that I would get some face time when there was a gap in their schedule, soon after which I usually left in frustration and disgust.
To an extent, this was understandable. The world’s situation had not improved in the time I’d been absorbed in the all-consuming superluminal space travel problem. The environment, the economy, the fabric of society itself hovered in a limbo of near-chaos. Not quite utter disaster, but a shambles nonetheless. My colleagues made a point of reminding me of this, to reassure me.
To no avail. I was convinced they’d never even read the thing.
Until weeks later, out of the blue, they called to schedule a meeting. They’d had a cancellation—could we meet tomorrow? We were hoping for more time to prepare a proper presentation, but there was no telling when another opportunity would be available, the world being in a near-constant protracted state of crisis and all.
Knowing we had no choice, we bit the bullet, went in with hastily scrawled palm cards and a few diagrams we could project on to the wall. As it was my theory, I did most of the talking, trying to summarise complex concepts into simple language with passion and gusto while a row of stony-faced government officials, dressed to the nines, just sat there, a copy of our paper before them on their glass table, which occasionally one of them would make a show of flicking through now and then with furrowed brows, before returning their attention to me babbling, dancing on the spot and waving my arms like an orang-utan.
After maybe an hour, I was stopped, mid-sentence with a hand held up, thanked for coming in on such short notice, promised that our proposal would be given to an independent review board who’d compile a report for a senior official to review who in turn . . . you get the idea.
Convinced I’d fucked the whole thing up, I took the rest of the day off to annihilate myself with whiskey, fling myself around my cluttered apartment, howling and punching holes in the walls.
Imagine our collective pleasant surprise when they agreed to extend our budget, the bare minimum to keep the department alive, and everyone off the already overcrowded unemployment lines.
We were placated for a while. They wouldn’t throw us this bone if they weren’t going to go through with it, right? The war wasn’t over, but I hoped beyond hope that we’d won a key, decisive battle.
I was champing at the bit to start supervising the development of the technology, which would be challenging and time-consuming. Space missions take years to plan, and this was the most ambitious space mission in human history.
As the weeks turned to months, and years, the nightly news spelled further doom for our project. More disasters at every corner of the globe, ever more frightening than before, whole pockets of civilisation decimated by freak natural phenomena that no one could satisfactorily explain, communities torn apart. Disease, starvation and all the worst aspects of wide-spread human desperation were rife.
We made plans, agonised over lists: the ideal engineers for the project (and who we’d settle for if we couldn’t get them), all the equipment and facilities we’d need, with necessary allowances for the safety and security. Even if it wasn’t quite All Systems Go, we could waste no time when the real funding came through.
Besides, it gave us something to do apart from sit idly by and watch the world fall apart.
We drew up what we considered to be a very conservative budget, submitted it through the proper channels to the appropriate authorities, and waited.
And waited.
The mood at Scitech slumped to pre-shutdown levels. I did my best to maintain morale, but was unable to deny that, after everything we’d been through, this damn project might not get off the ground after all.
I started drinking again, quit, restarted, on and off all through that terrible, drawn-out time.
Just when it seemed things couldn’t get any worse, our efforts were finally rewarded . . .
With a slap in the face.
 
The Peregrin Falcon, they called it, of all things.
And we had to find out about it on the news, along with the rest of the world. From all corners of the globe, people looked up from whatever crisis they were enduring to see our leaders announce that ‘they’ had solved the riddle of space. ‘Their’ faster-than-light spaceship heralded a bold, new era of intrepid exploration. Smug-looking people in suits with bad haircuts gestured nobly at the sky and proclaimed, “We are going to the stars!”
They already had a date for the maiden voyage: only six weeks from the day! They had a crew—faces and names none of us at Scitech recognised, but soon would, all too well, during the countdown to blast-off. Every arm of the media was saturated with interviews and biographic profiles. Where they came from, their childhood dreams, their favourite sci-fi programs growing up, the sports teams they supported, their favourite food, favourite music, favourite colour . . . until I was sick to fuck of the sight of their brave, smiling faces. All evenly gender and ethnically diverse—the Young Hopeful, the Old Veteran, the Serious One, the Goofy One, the Quiet One, the Cute Nerdy One, the Nerdy Nerdy One, the Gay One, and so on. Like they were a pop group or something.
Amid all this nonsense, they’d occasionally have the gall to thank the “brilliant and dedicated Space and Aeronautics team at Scitech for making all this possible.” On TV or the Grid, mind you. Never in writing, or heaven forbid, to our faces.
One of my colleagues murmured, “Well, that’s something, I suppose.”
I threw a chair across the room.
When we tried to talk to the authorities, they were apologetic and congratulatory, but gave us the usual runaround.
Odd nights of the week, I’d brood in dive bars, drinking whiskey with whiskey chasers to sodden my mind into unthinking numbness, to give myself a break from being angry at them and wondering what they were up to.
Some of us wanted to go to the media, but were stopped by the others, terrified of the shitstorm they—meaning I—would start. It’d give the authorities further excuse to shut us out, making a bad situation worse.
As if the media would’ve listened. Knowing the public was sick of crisis and catastrophe stories, they leapt on the hope and self-congratulation bandwagon (or were instructed to by government departments who probably had key media tycoons on their payroll).
We tried to boycott all news of the mission—it was too painful to watch—but, of course, couldn’t keep our eyes off it.
So picture us all on Launch Day, huddled around a screen, our faces blank, watching the live-stream of the ceremony.
The Falcon, the ship they wouldn’t let any of us near, was graceful and streamlined, not unlike a bird, as if such æsthetically pleasant aerodynamics mattered in space where there was no atmospheric resistance. But who cared, right?
Not our heroes who were all smiles, posing with fake humility, flags waving behind them.
They filed into that ridiculously avian-looking spaceship, the countdown dropped to double digits, the exhaust jets flared into life and steam clouds consumed the launch pad.
As it took off, I’m ashamed to admit, my scowl softened. Glancing sidelong at my colleagues, I saw the same conflicted tears standing in their eyes, unable to help, along with the rest of the world, to be caught up in the moment.
We watched it until it shrank to a white dot against the blue sky, the vapour trail holding its shape for a long time before starting to dissipate.
Once out of orbit, the satellite feed showed the Falcon zooming through space at supersonic speed, but looking glacial in the void. Commentators were no doubt giving the viewing public a blow-by-blow of the flight’s every stage, but, knowing damn well what was happening, we had the sound turned down. Somewhere around the halfway point between this planet and the next, the ‘warp drive’ (as the media insisted on calling it, to our collective chagrin) kicked in. The ship was enveloped with particle/metaparticle plasma, glowing brighter and brighter until, for a few seconds, it burned like a tiny sun, leaving an afterglow on all our retinas after it vanished.
 
Someone, one of the theoretical conservatives in the lab whom I couldn’t win over with my ‘wild and fanciful’ mathematics, said, “Well, they’re all dead” in dour, I-told-you-so tones, certain that the Falcon and its crew would be torn apart in the entanglement process, their atoms scattered through the universe.
“Fuck ’em,” I muttered, but secretly hoped for its success, admittedly, less for the safety of all on board than proof that I was right all along.
 
Days later, official spokespersons were all smiles and thumbs up in the glare of a hundred camera flashes, assuring us that the monitors on board confirmed that the Falcon was a-OK and zooming through ‘warp space’ many times faster than the speed of light, prompting great cheers. The media ate it up.
We were on anxious tenterhooks until our illustrious leaders finally saw fit to get in touch with a woman in our team.
“They want to bring us on board,” she said.
“What? What are you fucking kidding?” we exploded.
She held her hands up in silent, don’t-shoot-the-messenger appeal, and another debate ensued. Some of us, myself included, wanted to tell them to shove it where the stars didn’t shine. But after the others calmed us down, it was decided that we should speak to them, at least to hear what they wanted from us before we threw it back in their faces.
We elected a small group to meet and possibly negotiate. I wasn’t one of them. I wanted to be, but was unanimously voted out by the others.
“Fine,” I harrumphed, greatly incensed, though in hindsight, it was sound reasoning on their part.
The meeting went for three days.
They were full of excuses, insisting nothing was really their fault. Parliament pressured them; they were already in hot water for extending Scitech’s budget without it being properly ratified. If they’d poured any more cash into an already unpopular department, the opposition would’ve had them for lunch. So, (allegedly) under protest, they were forced to take the manufacturing offshore.
Only now, the project being such an astounding success, winning so much public support, rendering the opposition powerless, could they finally bring us back in.
I didn’t even need to be there. I knew the kind of deal they’d offer: now that the mission was already up and running, they wanted us on board to help them with it. Take this morsel we’re tossing you. Play ball, be a part of it (the part we want you play) and you’ll have your names in the history books. Be difficult and . . . well.
Of course we said yes, just like they knew we would. The opportunity was too good to pass up—both parties knew that.
When the vote went around, all hands, with varying degrees of begrudgingness, went up, even mine. As much as I wanted to tell them all to go fuck themselves, this was the kind of project I’d waited my whole life to be a part of.
So be it.
 
The next few years were a whirlwind. We worked day and night to keep up with the deluge of unprecedented data. Revolutionary discoveries, a mere one or two of which would have previously made and immortalised careers, now inundated us. In twelve months, our staff had tripled, our funding quadrupled. We were so busy, we often forgot how we’d been exploited.
They went to great lengths to help us forget. They wined and dined us, held conferences and lush ceremonies in our honour, publicly sang our praises, splashed our faces and names all over the media—the men and women who made this wonder all possible, the true geniuses of our age.
Public fascination in the sciences soared to unprecedented heights. Enrolment in physics, chemistry, engineering, aeronautics and astronomy (pardon the pun) skyrocketed. Universities cranked out wide-eyed young hopefuls itching to be a part of the great historic leap forward in record numbers. They looked up to me, claimed I was their ‘hero’ and ‘an inspiration’. I shook their hands, jokingly chastised them to study hard. I even signed autographs.
The press called me ‘Mr. Warp Drive’. At first I was ashamed of it, then I got used to it.
Now I am ashamed of it again.
 
 
I snap out of reverie. Shit, the time . . .
Twenty-four minutes. It feels like hours have gone by.
I’m suddenly aware of all the people around me again: young professionals, striding briskly, talking fast into cordless sets, puffy-eyed women struggling to herd trains of luggage and bickering children. Some catch my eye, smile sympathetically when they see my hearing aid.
I’m amazed at the number of old people, or perhaps I just notice them more. Shuffling, slow and stooped, in a quiet fluster, squinting at the televisual overload, looking lost . . .
Poor schmucks, rushing about, like it will matter in less than half-an-hour.
 
 
I did my fair share of rushing about when I was ‘famous’, meeting the governor of this, the president of that, squint-smiling behind podiums under a barrage of camera flashes. Breathless undergraduates introduced me with flowering praise and watched in enraptured silence as I pontificated, hinting at incoming data that, as I spoke, was making all their textbooks obsolete, with a fair dose of my own flowery bullshit about what this meant for the future for Scitech and for humanity, which was easier to do when I still sort of believed it.
But it wasn’t long before doubts set in. We kept finding irreconcilable anomalies in the numbers. We wracked our brains, argued, posed theory after theory, but just couldn’t put our finger on it. When we expressed these concerns to our now-overly-generous benefactors, they told us, with disturbing nonchalance, not to worry. They had absolute faith we would sort it out. It was nothing compared to the even greater discoveries yet to come.
When we somewhat jokingly asked if they knew something we didn’t, they just smiled.
 
The knowing smiles and cryptic clues were all too theatrical for my liking. Far too keen to see the looks on our faces when they finally herded us, under tight security, into a private viewing room to glimpse video footage of something potentially explosive that hadn’t been made public yet.
The astronauts had come into contact with Others. Yes, intelligent life on another world.
It’s safe to say we were unanimously gobsmacked.
What were they like? A century or two of bad science fiction had skewed our expectations. They were not little green or grey men with forbidding insect eyes, nor purple squid people with tentacles for arms, nothing particularly ‘imaginative’.
They were more or less human-like, with differences, some marked, some subtle. That alone was enough for a kind of immediate interplanetary kinship, for them, however many light years removed, to seem strangely close to us.
And their civilisation, too, was in a shambles. The very crust of the planet had been gouged, as if by the hands of some tantrum-prone giant, and thrown up into the air, creating a great accretion of debris swirling in low orbit. We’d never seen anything like it. Even weirder, in places, were twisted cone-shaped elevations of earth, like clusters of warped, mini-mountains, pockmarking the surface like the world itself had some sort of infection. And they looked recent.
Of course, we asked if the astronauts had had time to do even a rudimentary geological study of the phenomena, or if they’d had any luck communicating with the natives. Anything? All we got were variations of “We don’t know” or “We’re not at liberty to divulge that information yet” before being shown the door.
We were still debating why they’d given us this information first and what we were to do with it when the news suddenly went public, kicking the media storm into a higher cyclone category. Nothing would be the same again.
We weren’t alone in the universe after all—a culture-changing revelation in itself. If they’d been stranger-looking and/or more technologically advanced, we might’ve been threatened by them. But the fact that they were so similar to us (well, similar enough), and their world was in an even sorrier state than ours, further helped us overlook own problems, and not just in a Schadenfreude way.
The eyes that stared up at the astronauts’ cameras were alien, but the forlornness, the shattering loss in them was unmistakably akin to our own.
The outpouring of hearts and flowers was global. Charity foundations sprang into existence almost immediately. It was quite touching to see, in spite of still having so many issues at home, how widely and fervently people wanted to give aid. Save E.T. funds multiplied to the hundreds over the ensuing months and they did a roaring trade.
But for many, it wasn’t enough to give money. They wanted to go; they wanted to help in person. They set up more fundraiser campaigns; they nominated the most eligible applicants.
Government spokespersons formally thanked them for their interest and compassion and charitable largesse, but, with the technology still being relatively new, so many dangers were still a factor and they had no plans to send civilian volunteers on missions just yet, but they would take their proposals into consideration, and . . . you get the idea.
It was virtually identical to the message we got. We had been harassing them for months to permit a high-ranking Scitech member to accompany a follow up mission (I’d cut down on my drinking and began behaving myself especially admirably in public—hint hint) and we’d been given the same runaround.
Of course, not everyone was so enthusiastically altruistic. Their rhetoric was nothing new: why are we spending so many precious resources on interstellar foreigners when we still had so many problems at home? How do we know they’re as harmless as they seem? Blah blah.
Then there was the foil-hatted wingnut brigade: nameless newsgroupers, infesting the Grid like worms, who saw conspiracies everywhere, insisting the whole thing was a hoax. The Falcon was a prop; there were no aliens. They posted poorly-edited ‘documentaries’ that exposed supposed inconsistencies in the (limited) footage transmitted from the missions: false shadows, similar-looking locations used to fabricate the alien world, the aliens themselves actors obviously digitally-enhanced, if you looked closely, pixel by pixel, at key freeze frames. All set to ominous, sinister music lifted from spy thrillers or video games and such. Some even had interviews with ‘Scitech whistleblowers’ whose faces and voice tones had been scrambled to ‘protect their identity’.
Truth is, we were about as in the dark as everyone else. There were gaps in the incoming data we were desperate to fill, but the authorities balked our nagging requests, claiming that the Falcon’s capabilities to communicate with us, using the same ‘warp’ technology that had flung them to far reaches of space, was still limited, and the information they’d given us was all they had access to at this time. Well, let us work on the technology, we said. We could come up with better solutions if we put our collective brains together on the problem. As usual, they said they’d get back to us, but never did.
 
The Falcon’s return was as triumphant as you’d expect. Every news service live-streamed the landing, disembarking from the ship and the whole tickertape parade, our heroes waving at the traffic-blocking droves of fans like visiting royalty.
We made a point of boycotting the coverage, mercilessly teasing anyone that didn’t, guessing the kinds of insipid questions the reports would ask.
We campaigned heartily to interview them ourselves, but after the initial press conferences, conducted via video feed from quarantine, access to them was extremely difficult. They were subjected to a long regimen of tests—how their bodies coped with the entanglement process, the alien world’s gravity, among other things—that they couldn’t seem to find time away from to speak to us. They wouldn’t even let us in on the testing, claiming we would “inadvertently influence the data”, thus hedging the findings in favour of our theories. The studies needed to be conducted ‘impartially for accuracy and experimental integrity’.
I only ever met one of the astronauts in person, much later, at some boring back-scratching schmooze staged by some senator or other. The Cute Nerdy One, I think (though it could’ve been the Nerdy Nerdy One—they all looked too damn cute to me), with whom I was permitted a few minutes of small talk before he was whisked away by a phalanx of sinister-looking officials.
“Oh, nice talking to you,” I called out loudly and passive-aggressively enough for some of the other partygoers to look up from their hors d’oeuvres to cast me reproving glares. “You play table tennis? We must catch up for a game some time.”
In the meantime, we had to swallow the insult and be content with the scraps they deemed to toss our way.
All the faculties involved put on a front of benevolent cooperation while being quietly competitive with one another, hoarding their data. So many ground-breaking discoveries were being made, we suspected a secret tally was being kept. The greater the number, the bigger your grant for the next fiscal turn. So info-sharing was hesitant due to widespread fear that other divisions would steal the glory and you’d get stiffed for funding. Far from bringing the sciences together, as I and many others hoped, we were divided by paranoia and fierce rivalry.
I killed myself for months working on a means of operating the SDPS-entanglement (i.e. ‘warp jump’ mechanism) by remote control from base command should the crew be incapacitated, but my funding was abruptly cut with little explanation and I was moved to another project. I had no say in which one.
There was no point complaining, not to my colleagues who, with the field expanding at such exponential rates, were up to their eyeballs in their own work; nor to our illustrious benefactors and leaders whom you could never get a straight answer out of for anything anyway.
I started venting my frustrations online. The messageboards had no pretensions to being polite gatherings and were a safe haven for my bilious screeds. I could get hammered and pick as many fights as I liked under the relative anonymity of my username LastCurmudgeon.
I knew I shouldn’t, but the online punks were such easy pickings. Their flimsy conspiracy theories were so many fish in a tiny barrel that I could blast away at with ferocious glee.
There’s an art to a good flame war. Just barraging your opponents with reams of opinionated bile was for amateurs. I picked my prey. Not necessarily the loudest and most abusive—arguing with them was like shouting at a toddler, or a clump of fungus (or anywhere in-between, they ran the gamut of mental ineptitude). They were no threat, hence no challenge, easily ignored. I focused on the self-appointed voices of reason, amateur science boffins with no credentials who fancied they knew better than the experts. I’d set them up, prod them, draw them out, get them nice and high on their own self-righteousness before tearing them to pieces. It was wicked fun.
Too much so. Once you get really good at it, it becomes addictive. No matter how celebrated I was in the ‘real world’, I felt like a functionary, a stooge, a prop to hold dinners for, a clammy hand to thrust meaningless awards into, kept in the dark and fed bullshit. But in the gloomy halls of the Deep Grid, I was master of my domain, utterly in my element. No one fucked with the LastCurmudgeon. I could manage several debates at once, taking on all comers and destroying them with aplomb.
Sometimes I’d get so embroiled, I’d miss work. Time flies when you’re sozzled and tearing some random punk a new arsehole.
Even at work, toiling away at some problem I didn’t really care about, my mind would be continuing the arguments. I was in a near-constant pugilistic simmer, a hair-trigger bomb waiting to detonate over the pettiest things: theories, tests, whoever took my pen and neglected to give it back, and so on. I’d fight tooth and nail until the other party was exhausted and/or reduced to tears. My colleagues started hoping I wouldn’t show and avoided me when I did.
So did everyone else. I was bitter at the program, where it was going and I was not shy about letting people know, be they random people on the street or dignitaries at fancy public functions. The more polite and prestigious the event, the worse my behaviour. There was nothing I hated more than a ballroom full of well-dressed idiots, falling over themselves to express their admiration for me and everything I had done for the space project.
This made me increasingly unpopular, which made me feel increasingly betrayed and more liable to make a fool of myself at the worst possible times.
It wasn’t long before a getting-nowhere uselessness started to pervade my online battles. The same subjects kept coming up no matter how many times I shut its uninformed perpetrators down.
There was continual speculation about the cargo the Falcon brought back: a lot of artefacts from the alien civilisation (most of which you can view in museums now), some exotic materials, significantly less rare on their planet than on ours, which were of little interest to anyone but chemists and planetologists, but still the source of much wacky online speculation. Like crystallised ‘dark matter’ (I know, right?), or toxic plants or bacteria that the aliens were immune to but could wipe out all human life with which the government would hold the world to ransom—you name it.
But by far the most persistent myth was that they’d brought back some of the natives who were now languishing in security-sealed bunkers kilometres below ground. The women impregnated with human semen; the men subjected to all manner of sadistic experiments, trying to find what made them tick.
‘Concerned citizens’ picketed Scitech’s offices, admonishing us to keep our damned scalpels off their intergalactic brothers and sisters. and so forth. You can imagine what this did for our collective mood, and my alcohol intake.
Despite many impassioned, remorseful promises, most of my colleagues knew I was still drinking. No one brought it up with me anymore, knowing the good it’d done in the past.
As often as I (sometimes vocally) wished a freight truck might casually plough into the picketlines, I found myself sympathising with their cynicism of the government, their scepticism toward the information it fed them. They just couldn’t realise that, in many ways, we were as in the dark as they were.
Being a senior member of Scitech’s aeronautics team once seemed to have some public clout, even if it turned out to be illusory. I missed feeling as if I mattered.
My online anonymity started to chafe at me. Humiliating boneheads online wasn’t as fun anymore. I got bored with the endless arguing, or just impatient, but I couldn’t seem to stop. I’d swear off it for a few days, then a frustrating day at work would send me back again, replicating the same battle I’d had with drink for decades. Just one won’t hurt. Let some faceless troll have it for an hour or two, you’ll feel better.
But I never did. Uncountable hours and whiskeys into the night, knowing I should be getting rest for another testicle-crusher of a day on the morrow, I’d still be at it. Why was I doing this?
I went through the motions, hating myself, but doing it anyway.
I got into a particularly ugly altercation with one shitwit who claimed he was an astrophysics student, which, if true, meant that the education system was in an even sorrier state than I suspected. Poor sod couldn’t pour piss out of a shoe with instructions on the heel. When I pointed as much out to him, he immediately exploded into all-caps abuse and name calling. Just a barking junkyard dog, the type I’d normally brush off. But I couldn’t resist. Out of spite or drunken boredom, I baited and baited him.
He actually went to the trouble of posting his scanned student ID, as proof of his ‘authority’ on scientific matters, thinking it would shut me up.
I used to tell myself that I should’ve known that was the time to cry off, but the awful truth is, I did know, and I retaliated anyway. How much I hated and wanted to humiliate this kid embarrasses me to this day.
So, yes, I posted my name, the department I worked for, even my security badge with my glum mug on it.
I’m not sure how he took it. Next thing I remembered was waking, bleary-eyed with a dry mouth and a skull-splitting headache, croaking something like, “Fuck of a dream—” before retreating under the bedsheets for the rest of the day, skipping work.
When I finally dragged myself into the office, I was greeted by the frosty silence I’d become accustomed to by then, but this was worse than usual.
“What, did I take a shit in the containment lab again?” No one laughed.
A new team member—a woman in her 30s who, upon arrival, breathlessly confessed to me she was a “huge fan” and jabbered with nervous excitement whenever in my presence—with shining eyes, silently handed me her Grid tablet, opened to a news page bearing the block-lettered headline: MR WARP DRIVE: HISTORY OF ONLINE ABUSE AND HARASSMENT.
I didn’t make excuses. None of my co-workers would’ve listened anyway. I’d used up all the leeway my contributions to the faculty and the program had afforded me. For them, this was the last straw.
They told me they’d give me until the end of the month; I said I’d be out by the end of the day.
 
Now unburdened by the demands of spearheading a bold new age of science and exploration, I was free to devote all my time to online abuse and harassment. The username LastCurmudgeon had been blocked, as had my IP address, but I found a pirate proxy and changed usernames every few hours. Not that I needed to bother. My notoriety had already been shanghaied by other users: LastCurmudgeon01, LastCurmudgeon02, and so on; occasionally a RealLastCurmudgeon. There always seemed to be a LastCurmudgeon69 floating around. I had no way of knowing if it was the same guy every time.
I rarely got into arguments; I didn’t even post half the time. I just passively scrolled through the avalanche of obnoxious opining.
Until I chanced upon a single kernel of wheat amongst the multitudinous chaff: a for-your-eyes-only government memo. It was long, much of it boring administrative blah except, towards the end, there was a reference to the Falcon’s discovery of the alien world, how the ship exiting ‘warp space’ in such close proximity to the planet had the “unexpected effect of effectively pacifying the recipient region”.
“Pacifying”? My blood ran cold.
I left the messageboards, got on the main Grid to review videos of the landing. I watched the crew walking through the disaster-struck extraterrestrial environment, interacting with the shocked, shattered natives, frightened and quite hostile at first until the beneficent, good-looking spacepeople, after having materialised out of nowhere and descended upon their decimated world like gods from the sky, dazzled them with their gadgets and coaxed them into a kind of cautious trust. Was this what they meant by “pacifying”?
I watched every clip with eye-strain risking closeness and repetition.
There they were, accepting offerings from what looked to be tribal leaders, thanking them in awkward sign language, even helping our interstellar brothers and sisters reërect their relatively primitive homes and bury their greatly-numbered dead. Every so often, the camera panned over giant ragged ravines cracking the planet’s crust, and in the background, those weird, twisted cone-like mini-mountains.
Exiting warp space in close proximity . . . “pacifying” . . . holy fuck!
I recoiled from the screen as if slapped, so hard and fast I almost pitched backwards out of my chair.
The bastards, the fucking pigs, they did this!
And our illustrious leaders knew. THEY FUCKING KNEW!
Damn them all to . . .
 
At first, I went into sceptical denial, playing Devil’s Advocate with myself, trying to disprove what I already knew deep in my bones to be so awfully, painfully true. I filled my whiteboard with equations, erased it in a fury, refilled it, over and over, but the maths kept throwing the same horrible conclusion back at me.
No wonder they stoked infighting between the faculties: they didn’t want us cooperating, pooling our data, fearing we’d eventually stumble on to the terrible truth.
People lie, as do their ideologies, but science doesn’t. The numbers don’t lie, even (and especially) when they violate your precious previously conceived notions. Even if they make you bitter.
I was already so bitter, but still naïve enough to think the rest of the world would be as willing to see the bitter, intractable truth as I was.
 
 
The paper I wrote is still out there somewhere, taken up and discussed by a contingent of ‘free thinkers’ (as they call themselves). I believe the thread is still active on the Grid, but to the world at large, indistinguishable from the squillion other conspiracy theories festering in cyberoblivion. If I’d published it earlier in my career, it might’ve got more credence. Now beardless, newly sober, troubled with shaky health much of time, it was hard not to entertain paranoid fantasies of stern, silent men in suits with dark glasses and earpieces showing up to my apartment. But they never did; they knew they didn’t need to. My name already so mud-caked, it was easy for them—the government, the press, Scitech—to dismiss me. It only further cemented my status as a pariah, a crank, a raving drunk, an embarrassment to himself and anyone foolish enough to listen to him, best forgotten.
Let them think what they want. That’s the most banally and profoundly intractable truth of all: people will think what they want to think. Equations only make sense to people like me. To accept something, you need incontrovertible proof. Something big, sensation-making, even (and especially) if it shatters your world.
I look at the time: three minutes.
Here, we begin our countdown: T-minus two fifty-nine, two fifty-eight . . .
I unhook the hearing aid from my ear, look around. No one is paying attention to me. All eyes are glued to the big monitor, waiting for the triumphant return of another spacecraft, one of the many based on the original Falcon design, overflowing with cargo fleeced from the unsuspecting alien world.
As it approaches, satellites will detect spacetime disturbances in the outer solar system, normally signalling the ship to dematerialise out of ‘warp space’ at a safe distance from our planet.
But not today.
With unsteady fingers, I carefully unscrew the ear bulb, revealing transistor wiring and a tiny switch that, when thrown, will jam that signal.
And then?
Well, from here I’m speculating, but if I’m right (and I always am) . . .
There will be a shadowy ripple in the sky. The globe hologram will fizzle and shimmer with bands of horizontal static before it vanishes with an audible pop. All the screens will wink out, and there will be darkness. And silence, punctuated by gasps and confused murmurs, quickly mounting in panic. Then sudden violent fluctuations in gravity throw us into the air. The carpeted floor beneath us undulates like an ocean. Shrieks of alarm all around, drowned out by groaning metal as load-bearing pylons over our heads bend and sway like trees in a cyclone. Then the domes shatter, showering everything in powdered polymer-glass, a cloud of lacerating rain, too fast for everyone to hold their breaths or cover their eyes in time.
Outside, still a clear sky. No one will realise (anymore than the aliens did) that the ship is already here, but still travelling faster than light, the effects of its arrival are experienced before it’s seen.
Minuscule black-holes, like anti-stars, flicker in and out of existence, within scant hundredths of a second apiece, but plenty long enough to split the planet’s crust like a eggshell, to suck cone-like spires of material up into the air, leaving behind those strange twisted conical mounds for aghast onlookers from afar to puzzle upon, wondering why they look so familiar . . .
If we live long enough, we will eventually see, up above, a blinding flare of particle/metaparticle plasma—just what our transplanetary brothers and sisters would’ve seen, from which the avian-looking spacecraft would emerge, in the nick of time, just after the planet-shattering catastrophe, weirdly, magically, as if by some cosmic miracle.
By then it’ll be too late for us in the disaster zone, but in other parts of the world, on moon bases and space stations orbiting the other planets, at a safe enough distance to observe not just what happened, but why, remembering where they’d seen this phenomena before.
The media will be all over it. They’ll want someone to blame, to pin their slurs on (‘madman’, ‘terrorist’). Maybe my name will emerge, to be dragged through the rhetorical mud all over again, but I, along with everyone else in what remains of this once ostentatiously impressive airport, will be beyond caring by then. What remains of ’Mr Warp Drive’s reputation is worth sacrificing. If my life along with the lives of hundreds of ignorant, blind believers in our intergalactic benevolence must also be sacrificed to make everyone finally wake up and see the truth, so be it. The time for comforting lies is over.
I started this mess; I must finish it.
My quivering thumb rests on the switch. Out of Hell’s heart, I stab . . .
One minute . . . fifty-nine . . . fifty-eight . . .
The big monitor shows nothing but a star-filled void, but I feel the ship’s approach, closing the million-kilometre gap at beyond-blinding speed, yet every second is an eternity.
When the countdown finally drops to single digits, people push forward, crushing and crowding, their enraptured eyes up, beaming, hopeful.
Nine . . . eight . . . seven . . .
Brisk professionals, puffy-eyed women, lost-looking old people . . . the faces all fog, begin to blur into one another.
I am trying not to cry.
I can’t see the numbers anymore.
I want to wipe my eyes, but I can’t move my hand.
I can’t feel the switch; I don’t know if I’m still holding it. Have I thrown it already?
I feel strange. Does the SDPS-disentanglement have an unforeseen effect on human biology? I look up, searching the sky. The ship could be here already and I won’t know for . . . I’m not sure how long. It might already be too late.
I think it’s causing electrical shortages. I can smell something burning.
The switch falls from my limp hand and the world reels as I suddenly topple backwards.
The carpeted floor slams against my back.
And there is darkness. And silence.
 
I open my eyes to find I’m not dead, to my disappointment.
The fog coheres into concerned faces surrounding me. One has a stethoscope around his neck, holding my hands, asking me to squeeze them. I can’t.
There is talk. I catch words I think I once knew the meaning of: “cerebrovascular accident . . . atrial fibrillation . . . probably from long-term alcohol abuse . . .”
I too once had clever-sounding things to say, to desperately want to tell the world, but all that comes from my mouth are spastic moans.
They’re not really paying attention, or even pretending to, for my benefit or anyone else’s. But what does it matter? They wouldn’t listen anyway; they never do, to me or anyone telling them what they don’t want to hear.
The fuckers. The poor, smug, overfortunate fuckers. They’ll never know how fortunate they really are because they’ll never know how right I was about everything.
 
 
THE END.
 



ARRDUM’S PROMISE by Shane Porteous
 
 
There were no twists in the trees; each stood like an impaled arrow upon the back of some giant dead beast. Each leaf seemed like a Fletcher, perfectly placed instead of grown. Snow and ice covered the landscape, there was a not a patch of dirt that could be seen anywhere. It was cold here, always chilled, always freezing, there was never a summer, autumn or spring, only winter. Snow hadn’t fallen in this place for thousands of years, the snow and ice here were ancient and far from fresh. Nothing ever thawed, the landscape remained constantly frozen. It was as if the gods of this world, whoever they maybe, were terrified of this place and so froze it in time, hoping that one day the world would forget this landscape. It was a terrain that rejected life, insulted that anything breathing would ever dare walk amongst its eerie forests. 
There was at least one being who didn’t mind insulting the terrain, a lone figure that showed no fear of the eternal woods. Furs covered his body; the hides of animals that couldn’t be found anywhere else but in this morbid cold. Though beardless the hard frame of his face hadn’t suffered the red marks that chill often loved to provide. His breathing, calm and near silent, left his body like exhaled smoke from a tobacco pipe. The cold did affect him, but long gone were the days where it bothered him. His stomach was empty, it wasn’t growling yet, but by the hour’s end it would be sounding like a beast roaring. 
He didn’t have to worry about snow blindness, but that didn’t mean the landscape didn’t play other tricks. He couldn’t rely on the path of the trees, they were seemingly endless with no real distinction between one tree to the next. Thus he kept his eyes closed, knowing his other senses were harder to trick. Through smell, sound or even touch he would find his meal. He enjoyed meat, but what man his size and strength didn’t? It was a real rarity here, the few birds and deer that lived here were hard to kill, cowards and weaklings simply couldn’t survive in Shillvii. A name that supposedly meant, ‘the underworld made from ice.’ The only thing it was under on this night was a full moon with no accompanying stars. Shillvii wasn’t the afterlife, although there was undoubtedly something otherworldly about it. 
The figure tilted his head as he listened well, knowing he had to be patient. On this night his hopes were far too high, not only did he want to catch a deer or a bird, he wanted to cook it. Fires were almost impossible to start in Shillvii and half the time they were started the flames would often freeze before the meat could be singed. But the man kept his hope, he didn’t like being hungry, which was far from ideal in this wasteland of ice and snow. He had never quite gotten use to it. What he had gotten use to though was the near constant silence. He had trained his ears to always alert him to any sound, no matter how faint. 
The sound he then heard was anything but faint, it was loud, monstrous and booming. It was a roar, a vile sound of malice and might that could be heard all throughout the eternal woods. The man knew such a sound, it was as horrid as it was unique, only a dragon could make that kind of noise. Strangely he didn’t panic he kept his eyes closed and listened on. He heard the sound of enormous wings and felt the powerful wind they created as the dragon flew overhead. 
The moment passed and the wind grew weaker, the sound more distant. The dragon wasn’t hunting him. Even with only the faintest sound of the wings in the distance his mind wasn’t at ease. His hearing was great enough that he knew the exact direction the dragon was flying. He also knew where that direction led, which meant he had every reason to be concerned. He heard another roar from the dragon, even from such a distance it was a powerful sound. Dragons only roared when they were hungry and the man knew what their favorite meal was. 
 
The city was dull, the giant stone walls weren’t fine architecture, they were simple constructions forged from repetitive labor, the houses were much the same, though they were small insignificant dwellings. Even the house of lords wasn’t particular well built, it was nothing more than a practical place for the politicians and so called ruling class to squabble about insignificant things. The only real thing the city had going for it was the number of soldiers and guards it possessed. Men and women, well trained, forged by the harsh environment this city was built on. Beyond the final walls was the snow-covered wasteland of Shillvii and on the other side was the Grand Blue Road. Such an unimaginative name, it was forged from morm stones, each an ugly blue. The city functioned on the edge of a knife, there was never a time where food was plentiful or gold coin was numerous. It constantly was in a state of desperation and this night wasn’t any different. 
The market place had been forced to reopen once more, all the shop keepers with their meager offerings had opened their stores and carts. None of them were particularly hopeful for a good sale; it was hard to sell trinkets and tools when people were struggling just to keep themselves fed. The shopkeepers knew this, the soldiers knew this, the townsfolk knew this and most of all the entire ruling class knew this. In truth the lords weren’t malicious people, but they were desperate and desperation often led to selfishness and cruelty. Being so isolated this city relied too heavily on the yearly tributes of the wealthy nations far away in the south. The nations that were constantly at war with the confederation of the north and needed the city to rest their weary armies once or twice a year. But the constant wars were coming to an end and thus there was less and less need for this city in the middle of nowhere. Without the tributes the city’s economy was collapsing like a horse that had been ridden too hard for far too long. Taxes had steadily increased as the months went by, those who didn’t pay or rather couldn’t pay were often beaten and made an example of. It didn’t make any difference, most people weren’t hiding coins, they simply didn’t have any money. Most of the shopkeepers had to rely on trade all year around, they would trade tools for services and other such things. The ruling class, who seemed to live in a full state of denial, didn’t acknowledge these realities. 
It was mandatory that every citizen appear at the markets. They didn’t have to buy anything, they just had to pay the entrance tax. Thievery and crime had been rife the last couple of weeks, desperate town folks that didn’t want another beating had stolen any coin they found. The soldiers of the city knew that most of the coins collected had been stolen, but they didn’t say anything about it. The entire city was living in a delusional ignorance. Mindlessly most of the town folks moved from stall to stall, pretending they were interested in what the keepers had to offer. Very rarely something was brought and it always was something insignificant. 
But out of all the shopkeepers there was one who was almost sure she wouldn’t sell anything regardless of its significance. She was rather quite young, especially amongst the other shopkeepers. Her hair fell like black silk, perfectly framing her pale face. She was also the only shopkeeper that appeared well washed, hygiene was a luxury in a city of necessity. She was no fool and knew this quite well, but it would be impossible to sell her soaps if she was covered in dirt and filth. She had to appear like she was making a real effort to sell her trade especially with all the guards around. Like most of the city, she too had relied on the travelling armies to fill her pockets. The great southern knights, who took great pride in how they looked, before going into battle, welcomed her soaps. 
She glanced over to the next stall, where a slightly older than her man stood, just as aware that he was offering luxury as well. She knew him as Telom the polisher, he too relied on the vanity of the southern knights by polishing their armor for them. The guards and soldiers of the city, sadly weren’t as vain, they were the most practical people one could ever meet. 
“Can we go home now please?” She looked down upon the face of her son, he was a mirror image of his father at that age, save for his eyes, they were green and enchanting, his eyes were those of his mother. 
“I wish we could Herial,” she said, speaking her son’s name softly. “But we have to stay here until we are told we can leave.” 
“Elheria!” a voice said sharply. 
Upon hearing her name she turned and met the gaze of Telom. 
“Lower your voice when speaking about such things.” Tolem wasn’t rude, in fact he was being helpful, desperate times made many fickle. There was no exact way of telling how the guards might interpret her words. She knelt down, ensuring she could look her son directly in the eyes. 
“Hopefully it won’t be too much longer Herial.” 
The boy trusted his mother as much as he loved her, her tone was enough to tell him not to harp on about the matter. 
“Shop Keeper Elheria?” a commanding voice asked. 
Before she even looked she knew it was a guard, only guards spoke in such tones.
“Yes?” she asked, standing and facing the guard, ensuring proper respect was shown. 
“You may return to your home if you so wish.” 
Elheria didn’t respond, Tolem had been right to warn her. She couldn’t tell if the guard was amongst the more desperate of the city. 
“You were the first that opened your stall tonight, therefore you have the first right to leave.” 
“Thank you I shall,” she responded, realizing that the guard meant her no harm.
Though none would speak of it, the real truth was the guards had collected as much taxes as they believed they would on this night. But it was all part of the elaborate show of control, the dedication to routine that the ruling class and the guards who relied on their coin were so use to. Elheria had come to the marketplace with only ten soaps and she left with ten soaps. She held no expectations for selling anything on this night anyway, she was simply glad to be returning home. She could feel her son grasping her hand as they walked through the streets. 
It would only be a few moments until others were allowed to leave the marketplace but for now the street was theirs to walk down alone, hand in hand. 
“That was a waste of time!” Herial said. 
Elheria welcomed the smile that grew on her face, her son certainly had inherited her stubbornness. 
“I agree,” she said keeping her smile. 
“Why did we do it then?” Herial asked. 
“Because we have a responsibility to this city, the guards and soldiers keep us safe. The fisherman and gatherers keep us fed. The tailors keep us warm….” 
“And we keep people clean?” Herial asked, he never enjoyed bathing, what did he care if he smelled of dirt? The city was a dirty place. He failed to see how keeping someone clean was a responsibility, seemed more like a punishment to him. 
“I suppose we do,” Elheria said, knowing it was far more complicated than that. But children often saw the world simply, so that was that, their responsibility was to keep people clean. 
“When I am a man, I shall be a warrior,” Herial said. 
“Really?” Elheria asked, keeping her smile, not caring that she had heard this claim a thousand times from her child. 
“Oh yes the greatest warrior of the city, I shall fight in battles and defeat my enemies. I shall become so great that I won’t have to bathe!” 
Elheria chuckled, her laugh sounding like music to the ear of her son. Children really did have a unique view of the world. 
Her smile then faded as a sound plucked at the air, a heavy sound that didn’t seem quite right. Before she had even turned around she could hear screaming, a whole pack of frightened men and women were running down the street towards her. Her gaze only had to ascend slightly to see what they were running away from. When she saw it she too possessed the same mask of terror as she looked upon the dragon that now sat on the outer wall of the city. 
It was enormous, blocking out the light of the moon even without its wings spread. Even in the darkness of night its skin, purple and consumed by scale, was clearly seen by all in the city. Two sets of spikes, each large and wider than any sword Elheria had ever seen ran from the top of its head right down to its tail, where a collection of dozens of larger spikes had grown. The spikes glowed white as if brimming with some ancient power within this beast. Its jaw was longer than the height of five tall men combined and filled with thousands and thousands of perfect ivory blades. But it was the creature’s eyes that were the most terrifying, they were twin spheres of malice, globes consumed by an eternal blackness. 
The dragon began its search of the city, those black eyes peering down upon the many that ran from its sight. Elheria couldn’t accept this, she knew dragons existed, she had even seen one before. But nothing living was supposed to come from Shillvii, it was a place where all manner of beast went to die. It took the scream of her terrified son to force her to accept the dragon as reality. She wrenched him up, carrying him within her arms tightly as she joined the other townsfolk in running for their lives. She could feel her son trembling in her arms, hating the fact that he was so afraid. It was rare that her embrace wasn’t enough to keep him safe. 
Over the shoulder of his mother Herial watched as the dragon descended. Brick and mortar were no match for the weight and strength of the dragon as structures snapped like twigs under its enormous feet. He witnessed as the dragon reached out its long neck, snapping up a poor woman who didn’t run fast enough. He had heard of dragons but had never seen one before, it was more terrifying and hideous than he ever imagined. He watched as another poor soul was plucked from the city, the man’s body cut to bloody ribbons before the dragon devoured him. Herial didn’t want to watch, but he couldn’t look away. It was only when after devouring a dozen more townsfolk and the dragon roared that Herial could close his eyes. 
It was the sound the dragon made, a sound that sliced through his ears with better precision than any sword. Elheria heard the sound as well and her ears were no better for it either. But she didn’t look back, looking back wouldn’t save her or her child. She had to get home, somewhere behind a wall, somewhere where she wouldn’t have to look into those large black eyes. 
“Get to your homes!” a commanding voice said. 
The voice was enough to make Herial open his eyes once more, allowing him a chance to see the soldiers that were running towards the dragon, spears, swords and axes in hands. His mother had been right, it was their responsibility to keep the city safe. Elheria was glad to see the soldiers rushing past her as she ran. In spite of how desperate her city had become, she never questioned the bravery of these men and women. She didn’t see any fear in their eyes, only intense concern, that their weapons would not be enough to slay the dragon. She hoped they would prove themselves wrong. 
Even with the panic in the streets she was able to move through the crowd at a quick enough pace as her son continued to tremble in fear. She could see her house, in spite of the fact it looked the same as just about any other house in this city, she could always pick it out. She could hear a loud crashing sound in the distance just as she got to her front door. She feared the dragon was on the move. Once inside she slammed the door shut behind her, refusing to let go of her child. She wanted to tell him that it would be alright, she wanted him to stop shaking. But she couldn’t bring herself to say such a thing, it was lie that couldn’t be swallowed. 
As she moved through the house, looking for the best place to hide, her son grabbed a rag doll off the shelf, one he held close. She found the best spot at the back of her home, where she normally made her soap. She knew the dragon was looking for food and the meager crumbs of bread and dried fruit she owned were on the other side of the house. She placed herself in the far corner, still clutching and cradling her son tightly in her arms. She knew that the stones that made up her house were no match for the dragon’s strength but there wasn’t anything else she could do. 
“Are we going to be safe?” her son couldn’t be blamed for asking, although she hated hearing that question. She still couldn’t bring herself to such a lie and answered truthfully. 
“I don’t know Herial,” she said softly and quickly, hoping in doing so it would weaken the impact of her doubt. It didn’t as her son continued to tremble. Not knowing what else to do, she stroked his hair, hoping that her touch would comfort him. It did, but he still trembled. 
She found herself looking down at the doll he held so tightly. It had been stitched by her mother, Herial’s grandmother, quite some time ago. There was a part of her that was annoyed by the button eyes of the doll, it was as useful as her soaps would be in defense against the dragon if it came to her house. She silently scorned herself for thinking in such a way. When she was Herial’s age she would often hug a doll of her own, hoping it would keep her safe from whatever monsters lurked in the night. 
It wasn’t just any doll either, it was a Mull Man, Mull Men were supposedly rock men of great strength who enjoyed attacking and defeating monsters. It was a story she was often told as a child, it was the reason why she once possessed a Mull Man doll of her own, which was also why her son owned one now. She glanced up, fighting back a tear, realizing that her own mind was trying to convince her the story was true, that somehow the doll really would keep her and her child safe. 
As she heard another loud crashing sound in the distance, she imagined the dragon killing and devouring any soldier that dared to stand against it. 
“Tell me a story!” Herial pleaded, his head half buried into her chest. She knew it was fear, not rudeness that guided his tone, which weakened greatly when he added, “Please.” She thought about telling him the Mull Man story again, she had told it to him a thousand times before and even with fear consuming her it wouldn’t be a problem reciting it one more time. But she stopped herself, knowing her son would ask why the Mull Men weren’t coming to save them. Because the Mull Men weren’t real, they were stories that made children feel safe of the empty darkness. But tonight the darkness wasn’t empty and no story would keep them safe. She held him tighter but didn’t say anything. She could hear distant screams, both of slaughtered townsfolk and defeated soldiers. The one sound she wanted to hear, cheering, that the dragon had been slain, never came. 
“I wish I was brave,” Herial pleaded, Elheria wanted to tell her son, that she too wished to be brave. But she needed to be strong at least compared to her child. 
“Like the soldiers,” he added. Elheria knew the soldiers were brave, she only hoped they would be victorious as well. 
“But little boys like me are never brave,” Herial sobbed. 
His words invoked something within her, not another false story, but rather a true memory, one she hadn’t thought about in a very long time. 
“That isn’t true,” she said, surprised by the strength in her voice. “I once knew a boy who was very brave.” 
“I already know that you know me,” Herial said. 
His mother wasn’t sure if he was trying to fight his fear with humor or simply was trying to convince himself that he really was brave, even if he was holding onto his mother tightly. 
“A part from you,” she said, she felt a smile try to form, but her own fear wouldn’t allow it. “When I was about your age, I once knew a boy called Arrdum.” She began, speaking slowly and softly. “And he was extremely brave.” 
“Did he kill a dragon?” Herial asked, wanting to hear the story, but still horribly aware of the dangers that lurked outside the house. 
“No,” Eleria said, the word momentarily stuck in her throat. “He didn’t kill things but he was very brave in another way.” 
“How?” her son asked, and she was glad he was slowly accepting the distraction of the story. 
“He was brave because no matter what promise he made he always kept it.” 
“How is that brave?” Herial asked, his face still half buried in her chest. 
 
Another loud crash could be heard in the distance, the dragon still on its rampage. 
“Do you know the old well on the East Side of town, the one that has run dry?”
“Yes.” 
“Well there was a story going around that at the bottom of that well there were magical stones. Apparently hidden there by a famous wizard, it was a very popular story back then, the children of the city were fascinated by it. Every one of us wanted to know what these stones looked like and how their magic was performed. But of course no one wanted to enter the well, for it was dark and smelled badly. When Arrdum saw how desperate we all were to know what the stones looked like he made the promise of going to the well and retrieving a single stone.” 
“And did he?” her son asked, now clearly interested, although still frightened.
“Oh yes he did, he climbed down into that well and retrieved one of the stones.” 
“Was it a magical stone?” Herial asked, keeping his face close to her chest. 
“No, the stone wasn’t magical that part was just a story. But it proved just how brave he was.” 
“Oh yes he must have been,” the child replied. “That well is dangerous it could collapse at any moment.” 
Elheria wanted to smile, word for word her son had repeated the same warning she had given him about that well. The warning her own parents had given her when she was a child. She could hear another pattern of screams and the bellowing echoes of destruction. The dragon was still alive. She did her best to focus back on the memory, it would allow both her and her son to escape reality, if only for a few more moments.
“What other brave acts did he do?” Herial asked, liking the idea of a boy his age being so brave. 
“Plenty of others,” his mother began. “But there was one time in particular that showed how brave and honest he was. Do you remember the Night of Songs? The festival that the southern travelers bring to this city every five years?” 
“Yes,” Herial replied. 
She wasn’t sure if he truly remembered or simply wanted to ensure that he heard the rest of the story. Herial was only three years old when the last Night of Songs had occurred. At such an age memories were not easily formed. But the sounds of screaming and destruction outside were louder now, as if the dragon was getting closer. 
Elheria needed the distraction of the memory as much as her son did. 
“During the Night of Songs when the fireworks begin there is always a first explosion into the air, now according to the southern travelers the first explosion is only meant to cleanse the air, so the other fireworks can be seen more clearly. We were always told by our parents never to look at the first explosion, otherwise we might’ve gone blind. But many of us just thought that our parents were telling a story, that actually the first explosion was the greatest of the display and the parents just wanted to keep the sight of the explosions amongst themselves.” 
“Is that true?” Herial asked. Maybe he did remember his first Night of Songs, after all. 
“No, our parents were telling the truth. But at the time none of us believed them. The problem was we were all afraid that we might really go blind if we looked, but not Arrdum. He promised each of us that when the first explosion occurred he would look right at it, without so much as blinking.” She stopped speaking suddenly, there was a large smashing sound that seemed much closer than all the others. She did her best to ignore it as she continued. “He did it, he looked right at the first explosion.” 
“Did he go blind?” Herial asked, clearly concerned, clearly caring about Arrdum. 
“For a week yes,” his mother replied. “But after the week he could see again, however because of the explosion his eyes had turned a very bright pink.” 
“Pink? That isn’t a very brave colour, it wouldn’t look very good,” Herial said, clearly having no fondness for such a colour. He buried his head again when another series of smashing sounds were heard outside. 
Elheria heard the sounds as well, but all she could think about was how wrong her son was on both accounts. Arrdum’s pink eyes were mesmerizing, eyes that saw the world completely different to any other human being in the world. 
“Pink was a brave colour,” she said, holding her son a little bit tighter. “His pink eyes became a reminder to everyone in the city that if Arrdum made a promise, no matter how dangerous or difficult he would keep it.” 
“Is he still in the city?” Herial asked, half-afraid, half-curious. 
“No,” Elheria answered and her son easily noticed the sadness in her eyes. “When I was about ten years old he left the city, joining one of the southern armies who was travelling north.” 
“You mean like father did? Arrdum went to fight against the northern enemies?”
His words struck her deep, this was one lie that she had always told her child. The boy’s father had left the city, disguising himself as one of many servants of a knight. Of course he had had no intention of fighting in any wars, he just wanted to escape this dreary domain. His desire was so great that he didn’t care that he left his wife and child behind. No, there was nothing brave or selfless about the boy’s father. But that was one truth she wouldn’t share with him until he was old enough to truly bare it. Children didn’t need that kind of hatred in their soul. 
She remembered the day Arrdum had left as well, it was the day she saw her first dragon. An enormous orange beast that flew so close to the city that the flap of its wings was like hurricane wind, causing many structures to be destroyed and much to become lost. It seemed that even one as brave as Arrdum couldn’t stand the idea of living somewhere where dragons were about and so he left the city. In that moment she found herself missing him greatly, she always felt safe when Arrdum was around. He had a way about him that even as a child was respected by just about everyone in the city. 
“Yes that’s right,” she said somberly. “Just like your father he went to fight in the north,” she said not liking how the lie tasted in her mouth. In truth she had no idea where Arrdum went, only that it was somewhere far away. 
“Wow he really was brave,” Herial said. 
Before his mother could reply another horrid roar filled the air. She gasped, knowing that the roar sounded very close, like the dragon was just at the end of the street. She listened in silence hoping that it was her fear that made the sound so loud, that the dragon was actually on the other side of the city. She didn’t know what to make of the silence that filled the air, a terribly heavy and intense loss of sound. The silence felt like it lasted a year. 
When the era of silence came to an end her fear multiplied. Her eyes accepted it a second or so before her ears did. The massive claws of the dragon ripped through the front of her house, proving that indeed stone bricks were no protection against its wrath. She heard herself gasping, knowing that she was too afraid to even scream. She could see the dragon now, it was standing as tall as a mountain before her half destroyed house. There was no false hope now, the dragon was staring right at the mother and her son. She didn’t bother to wish that the dragon’s stomach was full. She glanced at its eyes, she had never seen eyes so dark before. As it opened its mouth slightly, she felt as if it was smiling. But the dragon would bring her no joy. She did the only thing that she could, she turned away from the dragon using her own body as a last line of defense to protect her son. Her only hope now was that she would suffer the pain of the dragon’s bite, that if her son were to die than it would be a painless death. She closed her eyes and held her son close, wishing that she had taken her chances with the southern armies, her and her son would still have been in danger, travelling the roads, but the dangers of the road would’ve been worth it to escape this city. 
Herial had never been held so tightly by his mother before, he was surprised by how strong she truly was. The taste of her dress filled his mouth as from over her shoulder he watched the dragon. He wanted to close his eyes, he knew what was about to happen. But they remained opened, a part of him had to see the dragon’s mouth open wide, its teeth like a legion of swords. 
The Dragon began its descent, seemingly planning on taking the mother and child together. Long before the descent could be finished Herial saw a figure leaping from the corner of his vision. The figure with a strong hand leveled a long handled hammer into the dragon’s snout. The blow didn’t just cause the dragon to fall, it caused it to be hurled through the air, its massive frame crashing through a series of houses before striking the inner wall of the city. The blow itself didn’t mesmerize the child, nor did the dozen or so other weapons upon the figure’s back. It was the figure’s eyes that grasped his attention, pink and powerful eyes that shone in the blackness of night. 
The figure landed flawlessly on his feet, standing between the broken house and the fallen dragon. Somehow Herial managed to free his mouth of his mother’s dress.
“Arrdum! It is Arrdum!” he said breathlessly. 
His words were enough to get his mother to look over her shoulder, ensuring that her body still acted as a last line of defense to protect her son. She was so afraid, she was sure she had heard the loud crash, but thought the sound of the dragon yelping in pain was imaginary. She didn’t know if Arrdum had truly returned, for the man had his back to her, but she could see him clearly. She took great notice that he wasn’t trembling, not from fear or the cold, even when the dragon picked itself up and began staring right at him. He was large and powerful looking, but compared to the dragon that now stood over him he appeared small and insignificant. Yet he was the only thing now standing between the dragon and the mother and child. 
The dragon peered down upon the man, its black eyes filled with anger. How dare this man interrupt its rampage! The man could see the blood trickling from the dragon’s nose, he was sure it wasn’t use to smelling its own blood. He stood silently, his eyes unflinching even against the tremendous stare of the serpent. To him it seemed only fair that the dragon make the next move. The dragon opened its mouth, but unlike Herial its sword like teeth didn’t intimidate the man. Neither did the dragon’s roar, in fact he was annoyed by it. The roar drowned out the sound of the dragon’s blood that was now dripping from his hammer. Unimpressed that the man didn’t show expected fear at the roar the dragon ensured its next movement was far deadlier. From its mouth a flame was formed, quickly turning into an inferno that sprang forth, consuming the man entirely. Elheria and her son both felt the intense heat of the flame, whose light was strong enough to sting their eyes. The only thing Elheria could think of was why didn’t the man go on the attack? Why didn’t he throw his hammer? Why didn’t he even try to move out of the flame’s path? The flames didn’t spread, this attack was only meant to destroy the man, not anything else. 
The inferno eventually burned itself out, fire replaced by a foul smelling smoke that stood like a storm cloud briefly where the man was standing. But then the smoke began to rise and what remained caused both the mother and child to gasp loudly. The man was still standing, the fur that once covered his torso had been burned away but his skin wasn’t scorched in the slightest. In fact the only real change was the man now appeared to be covered in water, as if he had just stepped out of a cold deep lake he had spent the day swimming in. 
Herial and his mother weren’t the only ones awash in confusion, the dragon’s eyes seemed filled with bewilderment as well. No doubt it had burned ten thousand men to death with its flame and couldn’t understand why this man was not amongst them. Water drops falling from the hammer had replaced the faint sound of the dragon’s blood dripping from the weapon he held. The dragon’s own blood hadn’t survived the inferno, but the weapon that spilt it had. It remained a faint sound, but everything else seemed silent, like the entire world was watching to see what would happen next. 
The man then threw the hammer, not at the dragon but away from himself like he was throwing away an insignificant item. Even in such a swift motion, there was a skill to his act, the hammer bounced only once before landing on its head. Confusion was as thick as fog in the air as the man took another weapon from upon his back and threw it away as well. Every movement he made seemed very calculated like he was in complete control of this entire situation. As he continued to throw away weapons he spoke. 
“Do you think I am a fool dragon?” His voice was like his actions, powerful, swift and controlled. “I saw the warriors of this city try to slay you with their own axes and spears, but none could pierce your hide isn’t that right dragon?” 
The dragon continued to simply stare at the man, but it was clearly concerned by his actions. 
“Would it not be arrogant of me to expect that I could pierce your hide with the same kinds of weapons dragon?” 
He continued throwing the weapons away as if they were no more useful to him than vegetables were to a carnivore. 
“You are confused aren’t you dragon?” he asked throwing away the last of his weapons. “You are not use to your flames failing you are you dragon?” His words remained very calculated, he seemed to be taunting the creature. The way he ended every question or statement with the word dragon, seemed very deliberate, ritualistic even, like he was casting a wicked spell of unknown power. It was subtle but definite, with every statement he made his voice grew louder and more intense. 
The man slowly raised an open hand towards the dragon, as if he was offering something invisible as a tribute. His hand began to change color, becoming a faint pale blue. It was a very slow metamorphous, like the first few days of fall after spring. 
“I won’t make you ponder any more dragon! I shall explain it for you dragon!” 
The blue of his hand became fuller, the color no longer so faint. It wasn’t just his hand that seemed to change, the pink of his eyes was becoming more intense and for the first time in its life the dragon narrowed its own eyes in concern. 
“I have spent the last 15 years of my life wandering Shillvii, you know what a harsh place Shillvii is don’t you dragon? Even your kind doesn’t stay there for too long. I understand this, I have seen the frozen corpse of every kind of species out there dragon!” His voice seemed on the brink of turning into an all-out bellow, increasing in volume with every syllable he spoke. 
“But the one species that has escaped the collection is your kind dragon! You would never freeze out there would you dragon?” He now seemed almost to be smiling, his teeth appearing sharper and more menacing than any normal man. “Your fire sacks keep you from freezing don’t they dragon? I know they do because they are what has kept me from freezing dragon!” He now formed a blue covered fist and even this simple action appeared intense and intended. 
“But the Shillvii ice is what really keeps me alive, it is what prevents the dragon sacks I devour from burning me from the inside while the fire sack prevents the ice from freezing me from the outside dragon!” 
Now he was definitely smiling, a gesture that could only be described as monstrous. “You see Shillvii ice and dragon flame wage a constant war within me! A war that neither can win! A war that I benefit from greatly dragon!” The dragon didn’t need it spelled out, this combination of special ice and fire had given the man unique powers, making him an extremely dangerous foe. 
“But you see dragon!” the man continued, his voice still half-yelling. “The war within is filled with costly battles, troops constantly need to be replaced! Shillvii ice is easy to come by, but dragon flame is so rare!” The man opened his mouth wider, taking a long breath as if savoring a meal that was about to come. “Which means that I cannot let you live dragon! Because I need your fire sack and only know of one way to get it dragon!” 
As he pulled his fist back the dragon roared, but the sound was completely drowned out by the bellow that came from the man. It was a sound loud enough to be heard all throughout the city. The man drove his fist forward, moving with the velocity of an arrow. He bypassed the defending claws of the dragon effortlessly. Like the bolt of a ballistae his fist pierced through the neck of the dragon as easily as an arrow through parchment. Blood, sinew and bone poured forth like violent vomit from the mouth of a plague victim. It was a grizzly act that lasted only for a moment. But the image was beyond shocking, lasting much longer than that in the eyes of those who had witnessed it. 
A heavy crashing noise than occurred sounding severely distant compared to the man’s bellow that continued to be heard long after the man had stopped yelling, echoing through the city. 
When silence finally came upon the city it was heavier than any snowfall the city had ever suffered. Like an injured spider sound slowly started to crawl back into the city in the form of hurried footfall. Soldiers from other parts of the city were rushing to the street in order to see what had happened. Elheria understood their gasps and shocked faces, because she had seen the entire act unfold and her mind was still struggling to comprehend what had just happened. The dragon was dead, no one doubted that, the real problem was accepting how it died. 
“He decapitated the dragon…simply by punching it?” asked a soldier, so consumed by shock that his tone sounded otherworldly. Like puppets operated by a single string the soldiers looked to the man, his arm was still raised, his fist still clenched, it was hard to tell if the skin was still blue because his entire arm was covered in the thick dark blood of his victim. But more disturbing than the act itself was the fact the man was smiling, his eyes burning with satisfaction for what he had done. 
The puppet soldiers continued to be pulled by that single string as they looked over to the severed head and neck of the dragon. Blood still spat forth from where the neck had been severed, it rested a good 100 feet from the rest of the corpse. The act had been undeniably brutal but Elheria wasn’t sickened, she was grateful, this man had saved her and more importantly her child from being devoured. His back was still turned from her, so she didn’t know if it was Arrdum. She wouldn’t care if it weren’t; she just needed to see the face of the man who had saved her son. She tried to stand but her legs felt frozen, her body seemed too shocked by it all to move. 
The man had finished admiring his own accomplish, taking several steps towards the dragon’s body in order to claim his prize. He had taken three steps when a haunting sound came from the giant corpse. It was a strange sound that was daunting to listen to. It sounded like pounding, although it was a far more powerful noise. 
Something then burst through from the chest of the corpse, a horrific sight that caused another choir of gasps to fill the street. What it was, was difficult to describe although there wasn’t a single person that didn’t find the image offensive. It stood on two legs and was vaguely shaped like a man, but there was nothing human about it. It dripped in blood, sinew and entrails, the blood seemingly boiling like pan water upon its skin. The appearance of it slew the smile right off the man’s face as panic filled his pink eyes. Now he joined the others in a state of disbelief, this was bad, worse than a thousand enemy armies. 
The man had seen one of these things once before in the lands beyond Shillvii. A dragon that had been slumbering under the shadow of a mountain had been crushed by a tremendous rockslide. A creature identical to this one had burst out of that dragon’s chest as well. He remembered how the creature had looked at him, a being from the darkest corner of a twisted god’s mind. That was one of the few times the man had ever been terrified. That creature hadn’t attacked him, it moved on without incident as if the man couldn’t possibly be a threat to it. Three days later he saw a dragon soaring overhead. He had killed enough dragons to know that no two were exactly alike. But the dragon he saw on that day was identical to the one who had been killed by the rockslide. 
The lands beyond Shillvii were unknown to most of the world, but the stories about those lands were dark and terrifying. If the stories were to be believed this creature was actually the heart of a Luloc dragon, the oldest of their kind. A breed of dragon so powerful that even gods could be burned by their flame. It was said that even if the body was eviscerated as long as the heart remained intact it would regenerate a new body. This dragon had taken the time to cross Shillvii just so it could taste human flesh. Which meant in three days it would have a new body and would be terrorizing this city once more, unless someone was able to destroy the dragon heart, because that was what this creature was. 
The man didn’t wait to volunteer he rushed into action, driving his fist directly into the creature’s face. The blow that had so easily decapitated the dragon moment’s ago now seemed far less impressive. The sound of the impact was loud and mighty but the effect was anything but. The punch that had easily decapitated the dragon didn’t even cause this creature’s knees to buckle, let alone draw blood. 
A silence strangled the city, disbelief infecting all senses. A sound like a whistle then slowly rose into the air, the sound was bizarre but an accompanying smell quickly revealed its source. The sound was actually the man’s skin burning, the blood that covered his arm was now bubbling like overcooked stew. Even with his powers the heat of the dragon heart was overwhelming. 
The man barely had time to gasp before the creature had seized him by the throat. A bellow escaped from his lips, but unlike its past brethren it wasn’t powerful, it was pain filled as agony consumed him. With disturbing violence the creature picked the man off of his feet, hurling him through the air like he weighed no more than a pebble. The stone wall of a house stopped the man’s flight. Suffering such an impact, the house collapsed upon the man, burying him from sight. 
With the man dispatched the creature turned towards Elheria and her son. Instantly she shielded her son’s eyes away from this abomination. It was more disturbing to look upon than any nightmare she had ever suffered. Terror ran through her like ten armies of hostile warriors, cutting into every part of her mind, body and soul. The dragon had been about to devour the two of them before the man interrupted its meal, now it seemed this creature was going to finish the feast. 
The once brave soldiers did nothing to stop it, the burden of knowledge was a powerful thing. They had seen just how easily the creature had dispatched the man and no amount of training could overcome their fears. Elheria and her son had escaped death once this night, hoping to do so again felt too much to ask for. The creature took its time, its step slow and deliberate. It wanted to savor this moment. This time Elheria didn’t look away, she wouldn’t give this monster a second satisfaction of fear. As it reached its hand out towards them she held her son tighter, willing the moment to be over. 
A large piece of stone came into her line of sight, smacking into the creature’s head with a great deal of violence. She didn’t look away from it as it sharply turned in the direction the stone had been thrown from. It was the man, bloodied and injured, but back on his feet. His hand, the one that had thrown the stone was covered in blisters, scorched with pain. But he looked at the creature’s face with unflinching eyes. 
It was hard to tell if the dragon heart had any specific features, there were too many entrails and boiling blood to know for certain. But it seemed the creature was staring at him with unseen eyes, eyes that wanted to rip him limb from limb. He quickly picked up another piece of the house, this one larger than his head. The sheer speed the piece of rubble moved with through the air proved there was still a lot strength in his body. The sound of impact was loud yet the creature seemingly was unscathed. 
Though concerned the man didn’t waste a moment, claiming another piece of the rubble. This time the creature rushed towards him, sick and tired of this man who distributed its meal. He threw the third piece and again his aim was on target, yet the creature didn’t break its step. The man grabbed another piece but this time held on to it, driving it hard and fast into the creature’s face. It was only enough to make the dragon heart briefly flinch before it went on the attack. He could feel its hands as it seized his shoulders. 4 of his 5 senses were being violated, this thing was hideous, it smelled awful, its touch burnt his skin and the soft whistle it emitted sliced at his ears. He was sure that it would have tasted like manure if he were to bite into it. 
The defense of the rubble was ineffective, no matter how many times he drove it into the creature’s face it did not release him from its grip. He could feel himself being taken off his feet and thrown once again. The creature seemed more interested in simply getting him out of the way instead of killing him. The man landed on his feet, having now gotten use to the feeling of being thrown. Pain exploded in his shoulders where the creature had grabbed him. Even the rubble he still held onto felt like it had been warmed within the sun itself. He went on the attack, using the rubble as both a shield and a weapon. This time he swung the rubble like a true weapon, proving his burnt hands hadn’t lost their skill. The creature avoided his wild swing of an attack, countering with a strike of its own. Jerking his body sideways he was able to avoid its limb of boiling blood. 
He swung again, the rubble scraping along enemy’s shoulder. The blow did little to weaken the creature who now grabbed onto his hands. Its touch remained excoriating, but the man didn’t surrender his weapon. Instead he drove it forward into the creature’s stomach. But that part of its anatomy was just as dense as its disgusting head. In retaliation for his attack the dragon heart struck him deep in the stomach, using its own leg like a twisted spear. The man couldn’t stand his ground as a burning sensation filled his gut. It was as nauseating as it was powerful and finally his grasp upon the stone was broken as he was thrown by the kick.  
The cold hard ground offered him no quarter as he slid across it, pain filling every inch of him. He had gotten to one knee before the creature had thrown the rubble back to him, clearly it didn’t need such a weapon. The rubble was now burning as if coal taken out of a large fire. The man didn’t catch it so much as he guided the rubble downward bringing his boot up to meet it. His feet were just as skilled as his hands, sending the rubble squarely into the face of the dragon heart. This blow had more power to it than his other strikes and it showed. Upon impact the dragon heart stumbled back, shaking its head in both pain and confusion. But it was far from incapacitated and as it ran towards him it became obvious that it hadn’t sustained any real injury. 
The man held his ground waiting for it, a bellow exploded from his mouth, sounding more like one of power than pain. He struck his foot out with more skill than any soldier’s weapon, striking his foe directly in the chest. The blow was powerful but not enough to stop the creature’s charge. It pushed him backwards driving his body through the air again. He couldn’t manage to land on his feet this time but was sure to get to one knee quickly. 
He could smell it before he saw it, the momentary impact with the dragon heart had set his boot on fire. He worked quickly to put it out, a painful task but fortunately a successful one. He looked at his hands, they were red with blisters and burns, making it difficult for him to summon the ice under the skin. He realized now that if it hadn’t been for the unique way he had trained his body he would be nothing more than ashes. But even his powers weren’t enough to defeat the dragon heart, not in this city anyway. His attempts so far had been fruitless, when the heart was inside the dragon it had been like a diamond wrapped in cloth. The cloth had been easy to rip through, but the diamond was practically indestructible. 
His eyes were drawn back to the creature, it was no longer searching for a meal, it was staring right at him. He was the only thing that could stop it from setting the entire city ablaze, he couldn’t turn and run, even if he wanted to. The people of the city were innocent, they didn’t deserve the deaths the creature would bring. Strength alone wouldn’t win this fight, tactics were needed and the man could think of only one thing that might work. He stood up with his arms out to either side, challenging the dragon heart. The creature didn’t hesitate, it accepted his challenge head on. In defiance of its charge the man bellowed once more, sending out the sound of his strength all throughout the city. 
As the creature reached him he acted quickly, wrapping his arms around its torso with all the power within him. Instantly his arms began to burn with a great agony as the creature wailed around trying to free itself from his grasp. In dealing with the pain he clenched his teeth hard enough that he could taste his own blood, a sensation he wasn’t use to. The burning pain the creature’s skin filled him with weakened him greatly as he struggled to lift it off the ground. He knew that the anguish was too crippling for him to get the elevation he needed to ascend the city wall. If he couldn’t jump over it he would smash through it and the body of the dragon heart would be his battering ram. The creature continued to struggle in his grip, but he knew the toll holding it was taking on him. He couldn’t allow his grip to weaken even in the slightest, because that’s all the creature would need to free itself. 
He ran towards the wall ensuring that the dragon heart’s head and shoulders took the brunt of the impact. It was an impressive first strike, it was enough to momentarily make the creature stop jerking around. But the wall’s face remained without blemish and so the man struck again. This time the impact resounded all throughout the wall, creating a sound like the grumbling of an awakened angry giant. But the face remained without a crack while his arms continued to burn. Just so he could breathe easier he spat the blood out of his mouth, watching as it fell upon the creature and instantly became steam. A third run at the wall finally created a crack. It wasn’t much but it was enough to help the man fight through the pain. The forth collision with the wall caused debris to descend. But it was like a trickle of rain and the man wanted an all-out storm of destruction. 
His tactic wasn’t complicated but it was proving effective, the blunt force was taking its toll on the creature. But even still the man was getting the worst of the pain. He tried three more times in quick succession, doing his best to ignore the agony that plagued his arms. Of the three times he noticed the cracks getting both bigger and deeper. He just had to hold on and not loosen his grip. His body was now demanding that he let go of the creature, the pain had become too much to take. Knowing his body might give out on him he made sure he got a better run up to the wall this time around. Just before impact he bellowed again as if the sound was a way to summon more strength from within. His tactic worked, the thick wall finally gave way to his battering ram. He could feel a rainstorm of debris fall around him but luckily not on him. The hole was wide enough for him to force the creature through it but small enough that the entire wall didn’t collapse, something he was grateful for. 
On the other side of the wall he could instantly feel the change in climate. Feeling that his arms were about to give out on him the man threw the creature as hard as he could. It didn’t fall far, which was disturbing, his once great strength had lessened greatly. Looking down at his arms he could see the damage that had been done, the red of blisters had been replaced by the blackest scorches he had ever seen. His skin looked like a pig that had been roasted to the point of breaking into ash. It was the price he had to pay to get the dragon heart out of the city. It was here, in the unforgiven cold of Shillvii, that he had the best chance of slaying it. 
Without the high walls of the city for protection the low winds of Shillvii danced upon his scorched skin easing the burning sensation. He hoped that they would do the same to the creature, that its eternal heat would be cooled. He could tell that the ice and wind was affecting the dragon heart as it began rolling around on the ground, trying to get away from the cold. A turn of its head focused it back upon the man, the one who had brought it to this miserable place. As it stood up the man glanced at his hands once more wondering if the sacrifice had been too great. He doubted that even in Shillvii such damaged weapons would be effective on their own. 
Ensuring the dragon heart always stayed in the corner of his vision, he quickly looked for something, anything that could be used as an effective weapon. Finding not so much as a good-sized stone his eyes fell back upon the creature. It was staring right at him, the blood that covered it was clearly still quite hot, but it was beginning to simmer in place of boil. The cold was weakening the creature but not at a fast enough rate. He had to keep it in Shillvii, if it got back to the city there was no way he could force it back into the underworld made of ice. It moved towards him, one way or another this struggle was coming to an end. 
Frustration filled him, he had the perfect battlefield to slay this creature but no weapon to complete the task. Desperation spurred him on, with nothing left to lose he drove both of his fists down into the ice. Using his own body weight for extra leverage he had taken to one knee as the ice froze over his hands, trapping them into the ground. This was a dangerous tactic, it had taken him many moons to train his body to deal with both Shillvii ice as well as dragon flame. It was always a very delicate balance between the two warring sides, but his actions now had plunged them both into an all-out melee. The effects made all of his senses fall into chaos, he could smell flowers he could see cows in the sky, he could taste honey milk, he could hear the ocean, he could feel leaves. His body was struggling to deal with the change from extreme hot to freezing cold. 
He kept his eyes focused on the dragon heart, urging his senses to normalize, to remind them of why he needed to survive, why he needed to have control of them. The creature now had begun to deal with the cold better, its steps becoming focused and graceful once more. He still could see the cows in the sky and the smell of flowers still filled his nostrils. But he had to claim control over his body once more and he had to do it now, otherwise he was nothing more than a defenseless target. 
His fingers no longer felt like they were grabbing grass, they were numb, this was good but time was proving a bigger enemy than the dragon heart. The creature moved its hand into a fist appearing as if it was going to return the favor of decapitation. One by one the cows disappeared, but he could still see a few of them grazing on invisible grass in the night sky. He opened his mouth and summoned a bellow, it was loud and powerful, at least his throat was under his control. Soon the taste of honey milk was replaced by the taste of blood. His own vein water had never tasted so good before. 
Finally the sounds of the ocean gave way to cracking ice with only a few feet between the two foes. Some of the ice broke away from the ground, remaining frozen around each of his hands. It looked like a pair of hungry boulders sucking upon his fists. At the last moment possible he thrust his fist forward, meeting the strike of his enemy straight on. It was a violent encounter but what encounter on this night hadn’t been? Shillvii ice and pure dragon flame collided, with the ice getting the better of it. The dragon heart stumbled back, the high whistle it made momentarily becoming a screech. The sound was like freshly spilled blood to the man, who then became like a hungry wolf. 
Standing up he drove his ice-covered fist into the dragon heart, once again enjoying the sound of its screech. He looked like a boxer who had lost the last 11 rounds and with only one round left had decided to try an all or nothing victory. With each powerful blow the dragon heart stumbled but the man also noticed that the ice boulders were shrinking. The sheer heat of the creature was still overwhelming, his newly created weapons wouldn’t last forever. He had to make every strike count, knowing he wouldn’t have the strength to forge more weapons. Much like he had done to get through the wall he was relying on blunt force, hoping it would be enough to destroy the creature once and for all. He kept up the attack, ensuring that each blow was in quick succession, he had to keep it dazed, he couldn’t allow it a single counter attack. 
The blows were hurting the dragon heart but its outer shell still didn’t break while the boulders were getting smaller. He had struck it two dozen times but it continued to stand, its screeching still filled with life. Demanding of his body to find the strength necessary he landed a particularly powerful blow, finally sending the creature off of its feet. He didn’t let up, if he couldn’t send this creature to the underworld the traditional way he would literally pound it so deep into the ground the underworld would open up before him. 
The ice boulders now looked more like large stones around his fists as the heat of the creature was starting to effect him. Even surrounded by powerful ice he could feel sweat stinging at his eyes. But he refused to even blink, worried if he let his guard down the creature would go on the offensive. Slowly the blows were driving the creature into the ground, inch by hard won inch. Violent groans like the growls of a beast escaped his lips, his whole body working to discover more strength. Pain was devouring the numbness in his hands, as the layer of ice was becoming thinner with each blow. The creature continued to screech and stubbornly its outer shell remained intact. Yet the man continued on, doing his best to ignore the pain. He had driven the creature a good 7 feet into the ground and still its heat fended off the ice. 
Amongst the attack he heard the sound of ice cracking, the layer of it around his fists was weakening. His growls began to merge into one returning to an all mighty bellow. As he raised his right hand he could feel the ice beginning to slip away from it. This attack would be the last, his final chance to destroy the dragon heart once and for all. His body seemed to understand this, taking every piece of power it could and sending it to his right arm. Continuing the all mighty bellow he drove his fist down, the impact so great that all of Shillvii shook for a moment. The bellow was carried by the quake, echoing a thousand times through the land of ice. 
He could feel the intense heat attack his fist as a new legion of pain surged through his arm. But the pain was worth it, the strike not only broke the outer shell it exploded the creature’s head, like a hammer to an egg. Finally there was silence, the sweet soundlessness of victory. The dragon heart was finally slain. The screech of the creature was gone and soft heavy breaths had replaced his own bellow. He watched as the Shillvii ice finally claimed the corpse of the dragon heart, its heat no longer able to keep the ice at bay. The man forced himself out of the small crater of his own making, not wanting to suffer the fate of the corpse. 
The victory had cost him more than just injury, he could feel the cold infecting him. He had used too much energy and strength, the dragon flame inside of him was on the brink of utter defeat. He had to get back to the dragon’s corpse, he had to claim the fire sack and return his body to its delicate balance. He did his best to ignore how stiff his limbs were getting, how hard they were becoming to move. 
When he walked back through the hole in the wall he was met with another choir of gasps. The soldiers had stood in a stunned silence watching his struggle with the dragon heart in its entirety. He could feel the tension in the air, no doubt the soldiers were very weary of what he might do. They had nothing to worry about, he hadn’t saved the city just so he could destroy it himself. In truth the soldiers were grateful, they were silent not because of fear but because of awe. They couldn’t have saved the city, but he did and it was something they would never forget.  
He moved to the dragon corpse, specifically where the neck had been severed. It was the ideal place to claim the fire sack from. What normally would’ve taken him a few seconds, took a few minutes, there wasn’t much strength left in his body. But he was sure the fire sack would change that. Finally he felt it give way, it was covered in blood and entrails, sickeningly reminding him of a new born baby plucked from the pelvis of a corpse. He didn’t bother to wipe the blood off, the fire sack didn’t have to be clean to serve its purpose.  
To the soldiers of the city the fire sack actually didn’t look that much different to the giant leather sacks the shop keeps used to carry their goods in. The man didn’t devour it right away, the act was ghastly and frankly the people of the city had seen enough atrocities on this night. He slung it over his shoulder and could already feel its immense warmth. 
“Hear me,” he said loudly, turning to face the city. “Feast….”Feast upon the dragon, for its flesh is delicious when cooked right. That is what he was going to say until he saw something that brought him to silence. A mother and a young child standing hand in hand only about ten feet before him. 
“Arrdum,” Elheria said somberly. She hadn’t seen him in 15 years, she hadn’t ever wanted his warmth, children never needed that kind of warmth, but she had always valued his company. She never would have thought that the friendly fresh face boy of her memories would become such an extraordinary example of manhood. 
“Elheria,” he replied, his own tone just as somber. 
The power of memory shocked him as well, she had become a striking woman, the kind that would turn the head of any man and certain women. 
She didn’t know what to make of it, this man had decapitated a dragon and driven the creature into an icy grave but seemed perplexed in her presence. 
“Is that your son?” he asked, his voice far more vulnerable than normal. 
“Yes,” she said, feeling a little perplexed herself. “This is Herial.” 
He looked down at the boy, noticing that he was now holding his mother’s hand tighter. 
“Hello Herial,” Arrdum said, trying to make his voice as soft and welcoming as possible. 
Herial didn’t know what to do, a part of him wanted to go over and hug this man for killing the dragon and saving his mother and him. But another part couldn’t shake the image of how this man had killed the dragon and slew the creature that sprang from it.
“Hello,” Herial managed to say with diverted eyes. 
“Is that your Mull Man Elheria?” Arrdum asked, pointing to the doll that Herial held tightly. Elheria needed a moment to register the question, the entire conversation felt quite surreal. 
“No, that is his,” she said, after having not seen Arrdum for 15 years the question felt a little strange. 
“I see,” he replied as he stared at the tiny rag doll. His eyes wandered back to Elheria’s embracing the vision of them for a long moment. 
“Take care,” he said before turning back to the dragon’s corpse. Using his bare hand he ripped off a juicy piece of meat from the dragon’s corpse, his stomach was hungry for more than just dragon flame. 
He had reached the hole in the wall when Elheria’s words stopped him. 
“Arrdum wait!” she said frantically. 
He did what was asked of him turning to face her. 
She had so many questions in her mind that it was difficult to listen to any of them clearly. One thought soon did become clear, the fact that Arrdum had saved Herial and her lives. 
“Thank you for saving us,” she said. 
“You’re most welcome, be sure not to let the dragon meat go to waste, there is enough meat there to feed the entire city.” 
He smiled and she found herself smiling back, until he turned away from her. 
“Arrdum please wait,” she said, her tone still frantic. 
Patiently he turned back around to face her. She was so confused, the memory of the day Arrdum had left played out in her mind. She had thought he had left because he was scared of the dragon that had flown overhead. But now that didn’t seem likely considering his immense strength. Or maybe that was the reason why he had become so strong, because he was ashamed that he had fled from the dragon all those years ago and had dedicated his life to hunting them down. 
“Why did you leave 15 years ago?” She could have been more tactful, but ultimately that was the biggest question she wanted answered. 
“Do you remember what happened that day when the dragon flew overhead?” he asked simply. 
Of course she did, that was a day she would never forget. 
“Do you remember what you lost that day?” he asked when she hadn’t answered him. 
She thought carefully trying to play out the memory in her mind as clearly as she could.
“Do you remember the promise I made to you?” he asked. 
A gasp fled from her lips as the revelation fell upon her like a collapsed mountain. Herial looked up into his mother’s eyes worried by the astonishment in them, as he could feel her hand go limp in his. 
“You have spent the last fifteen years in Shillvii looking for my Mull Man?” her voice was incredibly weak, the idea that Arrdum had spent so many years in the underworld made of ice because of a lost doll made her knees tremble. But there was no other explanation, on that day fifteen years ago the wind of the dragon’s wings had taken the doll from her arms, carrying it into the depths of Shillvii. She now remembered that Arrdum had made her that promise, that he would return the doll to her. It had almost become lost to memory, she was so frightened on that day that until right then the dragon had dominated her remembrance. 
It took her a moment to realize that Arrdum was nodding, the confirmation that that was the truth sent her mind into another haze of surrealism. He had only just begun to turn when she gained enough of herself to say, “You don’t need to keep that promise!”
On one hand it was a terrible thing to say, he had spent 15 years in that wasteland for her. But it didn’t feel right to let him go back to suffer in Shillvii for a moment longer all because of a doll. 
When he looked back to her there was a smile on his face. “I know we haven’t seen each other in 15 years but have you forgotten who I am?” he asked. 
“You are Arrdum and you always keep your promises,” she said as if speaking from a dream, remembering the taste of those words in her mouth. As a child she had said similar words to so many, often defending Arrdum’s actions, putting himself in all sorts of danger just so he could keep whatever promise he made. 
“I can’t ask you to keep that promise Arrdum,” Elheria said as softly. She had seen him leave once before, assuming he had fled because of the dragon, she had been right about that but not because of the reason she had always thought. She thought about Herial’s father, the man who claimed to have once loved her. The man who had fled this city under his own selfish desires. Now a man was standing before her, a man that had left the city for completely selfless reasons. 
“You never asked Elheria,” Arrdum said, his smile widening. “I was the one to make that promise and I intend to keep it.” 
In that moment he sounded exactly like the child from her memory, the brave boy who always kept his word. 
“It doesn’t matter if you promise someone to cook them dinner or promise to conquer a kingdom, a promise is a promise.” 
She remembered these words so very well, the same words Arrdum had used in so many of her childhood memories. She knew that it was pointless to say anything but, “Goodbye Arrdum, I hope that we will see each other again.” 
He waited until she smiled back before he said, “I promise we will.” 
He could see the sadness in her eyes, he understood it as well, there was a part of him that would’ve loved to stay within the city. But he knew he wouldn’t find the doll here and so he walked through the hole, back into the slicing wind of Shillvii. He had a Mull Man to find.         
 
THE END.
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Orem spun round at the warning shout. He tossed what he had been holding aside, instinctively freeing his hand and reaching for his sword. It flashed out just in time to deflect the first thrust. His wrist swung in anticipation, blocking a second lunge.
The attacker wore a dark brown burnoose, making him almost invisible in the murky alleyway. But the man’s eyes gleamed with desperate courage and something in them told Orem to be ready for the sweeping arc designed to take his head off with a flourish. 
Orem blocked this blow easily and immediately countered with a short, economical slash. It was not artful, but it proved effective and the attacker yelped.
The grey-clad would-be killer jumped sideways, dropped his sword and clawed in vague surprise at his suddenly gaping neck. He fell in the gutter with a sickening gurgle. It took him three full minutes to bleed out.
But Orem did not pause for even three seconds to consider his work. Instead, he completed a spin on the balls of one leather-wrapped foot. His sword was poised in front of and across his chest, ready for the next attacker to dive at him from the darkness.
There was a second warrior, also in a brown burnoose and no more than fifteen seconds behind his partner. His opening lunge was hesitant, reflecting his astonishment at Orem’s quick moves. Oren deflected the blow, suffering a minor cut above the wrist but giving his opponent the same in return. 
The grey-clad man backed a step then broke and ran.
Orem did not pursue. Di’Sun was not his city. Its twisted, narrow, unfamiliar avenues would give a fleeing native the advantage—and very possibly encourage ambush.
He shook his head, peered at several figures dimly illuminated at the alley’s lip by light from the nearby tavern’s open door and windows. Some of the place’s patrons had stopped to witness the attack, but only one had called out in warning.
“Who do I owe a mug of ale?” Orem asked, cleaning his sword with a handy rag. When no one spoke up, h frowned and glanced about him in the murk. One of the city’s half-wild dogs had already claimed his hard-cooked egg, but the salt packet was worth retrieving if still intact. It was, and Orem warded off the dogs with the side of the foot then stood upon the packet to be sure they respected his claim.
Yipping as if offended, the ill-kept mongrels slunk around to lick the dead man’s blood from the gutter.
Orem watched the onlookers begin to drift away, most returning to the tavern. Not one claimed the offered reward.
“Yes,” he told himself. “No doubting it. I’m in the right city—on the right trail, at last!”
Now only one figure remained at the alley’s fringe, half-in and half-out of view. Orem frowned, recognizing him without wanting to—and feeling the bond, the innate mental connection. Was it possible that this so-familiar stranger felt it too?
“Minstrel,” Orem called out.
The man took a step backward, but halted when Orem raised his hand. 
“You helped me when others would not.”
“I only called out by reflex,” the man answered. His voice was totally different, his accent that of native Di’Sunni. Yet the cadences and emotional undertones, the very essences of how he spoke and thought and expressed himself—these were just what Orem would’ve expected. 
“More than others did,” he pointed out, sheathing his weapon. He turned to the lifelessness sprawled beside him. “Could you bring me a lamp?”
The minstrel hesitated, and Orem nodded understanding. His attackers served a master strong enough to cause normal folk to quiver fearfully. He understood that: Like his native Paenelle, Di’Sun was a City of the Magic Sciences. 
But at last the minstrel stepped into the tavern and emerged with a glowing oil lamp. He came down the alley slowly, his face pinched.
It was a new face—but one drawn tight in the same way when facing potential danger.
Orem ached inside, made himself busy turning over and examining the corpse. The clothing beneath the hooded cloak was stitched in a distinctive manner, multi-colored symbols positioned at key points. “The soldier of a High Wizard,” he muttered. “Which one?”
The minstrel, known as Boyce, closed his eyes and took a breath. “I cannot say.”
Orem bit back a curse. “You are from here. Surely you know each High Wizard’s pattern by heart. Or do you mean it to be of foreign origin? A High Wizard of another city?”
He knew full well this was not the case. But it was a ploy to test this so-familiar stranger and perhaps gain fresh insight into the coming confrontation.
Boyce frowned. “I feel conflicting loyalties,’ he admitted. “Yet I cannot understand why! You are a stranger to me. I don’t even know where you’re from. Though your accent and foot-wrappings—oh, yes. You are of Paenelle—to the north?”
“Correct.” Orem could not withhold his smile. He offered Boyce his name then the light press of his fingertips to the minstrel’s forehead. 
Boyce responded in kind then frowned once more.
“We are strangers, indeed. Yet I feel drawn to you. In the tavern, when you watched me play. And when you departed, I felt the urge to follow. And then—”
“You had to give warning?”
Boyce nodded. “Like a compulsion. Are you a sorcerer yourself, Orem? Or do you have one in your employ?”
Orem snorted. “No to the first; to the second, yes and no.” He gestured when the minstrel rocked back, ready to withdraw. “That’s not what draws you to me, though—nor I to you. I bought a certain Wise Woman’s help before leaving Paenelle, it’s true. But only to protect me against dark magics.”
“Then what is this bond I feel? It cannot be quite natural.”
Orem pursed his lips. “You speak of conflicting loyalty. You are more than fearful. You are indebted to a certain High Wizard in some way?”
Boyce straightened his back, swallowed slowly. “I am not free to discuss it.”
Orem thought about how like Drov he was—and why not? They were two different men, with different memories and lives. But now, the soul of one—the very essence of him!—was encased in the other.
“You were ill,” Orem stated more calmly than he would’ve predicted. “Seriously so. About three months ago, yes?”
Boyce stared at him, made no reply.
‘You were in the sleep that never ends?” Orem persisted. “Your soul was missing, huh? It had wandered in your sleeping dreams, the way all souls do. But it met with some misfortune and could not return. Admit it, Boyce—admit it!”
“Yes,” Boyce whispered. “Yes, that’s true. I would’ve died—”
“But you did not.” Orem took the minstrel’s chin in his cupped hand, shook the tears away. “Someone—your family, perhaps?—brought in a High Wizard. This sorcerer set a magical snare, trapped a new soul. A compatible one. Not yours, but not so different. And this High Wizard took this wandering soul and gave it to you?”
“For a price,” Boyce murmured. “And such a price! My family—we were wealthy merchants. It took all our savings, all our resources. But it saved me.” 
“So now you work as a minstrel in a tavern.”
“It seemed worth it. It is worth it to live! But you—”
Orem let his hand drop from the minstrel’s chin. “He was my brother. He faded as you would have. Nine days and nights unwaking, without his soul—then he died.”
Boyce trembled. “They say I’ve changed. Natural, I suppose, with a new soul inside me. But my parents—they merely loved me enough to save me. And my life—I am sorry for your loss, Orem! But I want to live, as I am.”
Orem nodded. “You shall, Boyce. I thought perhaps I’d kill you, too—or at least your family. But I cannot. You—you are too much like him, too much of him! But this high Wizard is another matter.”
“Revenge.” Boyce touched Orem’s elbow. “It is not something I would wish my brother to pursue, if I had one.”
Their eyes met.
“This is justice,” Orem said. “A crime has been done. More than property, Boyce—a man’s inner essence has been stolen, his life ended! Such an offense must be punished.”
Boyce swallowed hard then drew himself rigid once more. “The High Wizard is known as Rand. I will show you his Great House. But—your Wise Woman’s magic had better be quite potent. He is protected by many soldiers and his powers put him almost above the Law.”
“Even the Law of other sorcerers,” Orem muttered. “Yes, my Wise Woman warned me that might be true. Or else he would never feel free to employ such dark power!”
“Come,” Boyce said slowly.
Orem shook his head. “I must go to my room first. I have something to confound Rand’s powers and disable his guards without doing them lasting harm. If possible, I shall spill only one more man’s blood tonight—the criminal who dares call himself a High Wizard!”
Boyce grinned, embarrassed and conflicted, but also admiring the other man’s courage.
They passed the tavern and walked two blocks to a shabby inn. Orem’s room was on the second floor. 
Boyce stared at the array of charms that dangled from the four corner-points of the straw pallet and at the rectangle of candles arranged beyond.
“The charms keep my soul from going far in my sleep,” Orem explained. “I wasn’t about to risk him sensing my purpose somehow and doing what he did to Drov.”
“And the candles?” 
“Very special. They fog men’s minds and scramble complex magics almost as effectively as an Eastlander’s Sacred Talisman.”
“Alder Catkins,” Boyce whispered the mild oath without shame. “You left these candles burning, as you slept on a straw bed?”
Orem nodded. “A risk, yes. But worth it, should I succeed.”
“I owe this man,” Boyce pointed out. “And know his powers well enough to fear him, too.”
“I don’t expect you to do more than point me in the right direction.” Orem gathered up the longest of the candles and his fire-starting flint.
“Not my point,” Boyce stepped into Orem’s path, met his gaze straight-on. “I could betray you. Easily.”
Orem sighed. “I feel the soul-bond, same as you do. I believe and trust you.”
Boyce shrugged, let Orem to the southeast quarter of Di’Sun, to a huge Great House surrounded by jagged walls and a garden such as only wizardry could maintain on the very fringe of the Howling Desert.
“He knows you’re coming,” Boyce remarked.
I must’ve been too indiscreet in my earlier inquiries. Or else my magical precautions caught his notice and he put it together that way.”
Orem knelt with his flint, drew a spark and nursed the candle’s flame. “Stay back,” he warned. “I’ve been rendered immune to its effects, but your wits would be scrambled for some hours, if—”
With matching shouts, three swordsmen in dark brown burnooses jumped from the shadows. Their swords were drawn.
Fighting one-handed, Orem held off two until the wispy smoke reached them. They sniffed the sweet scent involuntarily and stumbled backward. Blinking and unsteady, they dropped their weapons and began stumbling about.
Boyce had neither a magic candle nor a sword. But he had had a dagger hidden somewhere, it seemed. Orem turned to him, saw the third man dead and Boyce bleeding only mildly from a pair of superficial wounds.
They embraced then touched fingertips to foreheads.
“Even if you cripple his guards and magic,’ Boyce warned before the candle fumes left him senseless, “Rand is dangerous. He knows the sword, perhaps as well as you!”
Orem nodded, started to urge Boyce to bind his wounds. But then the man’s eyes clouded and Orem knew it was no use to say more. The injuries were quite minor, in any case, so Orem left him outside the Great House’s gateway.
Eight more of Rand’s sword-wielding soldiers met him—another trio just inside the gate, two pairs at various points in the garden and a solitary guard outside Rand’s bed chamber.  All ended their night in a stupor, shambling blindly about. 
For his trouble, Orem found himself bleeding from a dozen minor wounds. He was still able to fight, but his left arm was so weakened he could barely hold the flickering candle.
He pushed into the room nonetheless and found the High Wizard naked on a vast mound of luxuriant silk pillows. He was in the company of three lovely courtesans, also nude.
The women retreated to a distant corner in fright, but Rand smirked as if unsurprised. He reached into the mass of silk to draw out a long and slightly curved sword. The wizard paused, careless of his nudity but gesturing in the air. He spoke strange words as he gained his feet and Orem recognized them.
Rand had used the moment to give himself the same immunity to the candle smoke that the Wise Woman had imparted on Orem. The sorcerer brandished his fine weapon and inched closer.
“You could’ve made your men proof against the smoke,” Orem said, eyes narrowed as he found a safe place to site the candle holder. 
“I thought it would be more amusing to see how far you got with that advantage,” the High Wizard replied. “I’ve been waiting just for you. Or did you think those sluts enough to hold my interest this late into the evening?”
Orem’s eyes narrowed again. He had occasionally enjoyed the attentions of Paenelle’s courtesans when he was between lovers and found them as a class far more worthy of respect than the powerful criminal now before him. He said as much then added a gallant nod in the unclothed women’s direction.
“Do it,” Rand taunted.
Orem bit his lower lip then lunged forward in measured attack.
Rand parried and struck back like a master. Blow followed blow and the well-rested sorcerer inflicted more small wounds on Orem than the reverse. The faint sweetness of the magic candle’s smoke took a while to waft through the vast bed chamber, but upon reaching the courtesans they were reduced to a giggling pile of flesh in their distant corner. 
The men fought on, until Rand backed his tiring opponent into the pile of pillows. Orem fell backward and the High Wizard lunged to finish it.
Oren turned aside, taking a deep slice along his side. Desperation sent him sprawling, sliding across the polished tile of the floor. A bloody trail marked his passage.
Impatient and angry, the Wizard rushed him again.
At the last instant, Orem seized the sputtering candle. Its magic wick was all but exhausted and the fumes were of no use beyond limiting Rand to the sword.
But the candleholder was moderately heavy metal. Thrown hard against the charging man’s face, it put Rand’s thrust just off target enough to let Orem spring free with yet another minor wound.
The young man clamped both fists around Rand’s extended arm and wrenched the sorcerer’s wrist sideways. Orem doubled his enemy over, used Rand’s momentum and the last of his own strength to force the High Wizard forward, impaling the man on his own blade. 
Orem stayed conscious long enough to watch his brother’s killer die. Then he slumped into what he thought might be his own never-ending sleep. His soul wandered and for the first time in three months he dreamed with complete, unguarded freedom.
He was pleasantly surprised to wake the following afternoon atop his straw pallet with a lovely young woman bent over him. Boyce was in the background, two other women nestled against his sides and a smile on his face. Orem recognized the three courtesans almost immediately. 
“Ah, Boyce said. “So you shall live, after all?”
“Very possibly.” Orem gestured greetings for all. “But what of the Wizard’s Council? How much trouble am I in?”
“For killing one of their own, you mean?” Boyce stroked a soft, provocatively bared arm. “In brief, none. Once I pointed out the scandal that would result if Rand’s illegal actions became widely known, they grew quite reasonable. Officially, High Wizard Rand has died of Misadventure of His Own Cause. Or I think that’s what they’re calling it. My family will even get its property back, since it was extorted from them by way of a forbidden form of magic.”
“I’m free to go?”
“Soon as you’re strong enough to travel.”
“And till then?”
All three courtesans winked, less than horrified by their former master’s fate.
Boyce laughed. “Well, until then I’ll share the attentions of these very pleasant young women with you—if you don’t mind?”
Orem blinked, leaned back on the straw. The man before him was indeed a stranger. Yet Boyce’s essence was entirely familiar and comfortable.
 
THE END.
 



CLOSE CALL by Shawn P. Madison
 
 
Vinny Testosa hung up the payphone and took one more look at the ugly little thing in the trunk of his caddy before slamming the trunk closed. A small cloud of sand settled around him and he wiped his forehead with the right sleeve of his shirt to clear the sweat from his eyes. 
It must have been one-hundred degrees out here in the desert and the heat rising off the pavement made it seem about twenty degrees higher. The small one-pump gas station looked deserted. He had poked around inside the office and found no one before going back outside to use the phone. The sun beat down on him relentlessly, there were no clouds at all to provide any shade and it was only 8:00am.
Damn, but the thing was ugly, Vinny thought to himself and leaned against the rear driver-side door of his car. This lonely stretch of road leading out of Las Vegas and into California was a bad place to have to stop for any reason. Thank God he hadn’t hit whatever it was he had hit out here any harder. As it was, he had just about ruined the right front fender of his ‘68 powder-blue Caddy. He had moved the two suitcases containing large quantities of cash from the trunk to the back seat in order to fit that stinking, big-headed thing in the trunk. He knew it was a risk to have the suitcases out in the open like that but he was damned if he was going to ride with the creepy little sucker sitting behind him as he drove.
Any minute now, he thought and took in a deep breath. What a close call...Vinny laughed out loud and felt good that he could laugh about it now. Four hours ago when this had all started he hadn’t been laughing. Hell, half-an-hour ago, he never even thought of laughing. But the shock of it was beginning to fade and Vinny felt much looser now that he was in control.
A deep yawn came over him suddenly and he mentally commanded himself to stay alert. No sleep after driving through the night on a two-lane blacktop that went nowhere but straight was enough to make anybody drowsy. But now was not the time to let his guard down, who knew how many more of these little bastards were running around loose out here?
Vinny pulled a pack of Marlboros out of the pocket of his shirt, fished one out and lit it, sucking in a deep lungful of the unfiltered smoke. Several seconds later he breathed it out in a blue cloud and immediately felt better. What in the hell was that thing anyway?
He walked back around to the rear of the vehicle, slipped the key into the lock and opened the trunk. The overwhelming stench of the thing almost suffocated him and he had to turn his head to cough. This little guy smells awful, he thought to himself and almost began to chuckle. 
“You’re losing it, Vinny,” he said out loud and choked down the laughter. “Jesus, but you are ugly,” he told the thing as it squirmed against the duct tape he had applied to its wrists, ankles and mouth. The large black eyes seemed to bore into his own and he slammed the trunk closed again. “What in the world is that thing?” he said as he unconsciously clutched the small golden cross that hung from his thin necklace.
What were all of those things, he thought and shook his head to clear the memories of just a few hours ago. He had been driving down this same road about two-hundred miles back when he had almost fallen asleep at the wheel and had left the road to the right by about ten feet. When he had popped awake with adrenaline pumping through his body, flooding his muscles and causing him to overreact, he had jerked the wheel to the left and crossed the entire road all the way to the other side. The wheels had once again left the pavement and he tried to apply brakes, keep control of the steering wheel and watch what he was doing in the almost pitch black of the desert night all at the same time. He had just about regained the road when his vision went blurry and the sand showing through his headlights seemed to shimmer as if from a reflection. That was when he’d smashed into whatever it was he had hit. He still didn’t know what it was because he never actually saw the thing. But it was big and it was metal and it chewed up his right front fender pretty good. The three year old Cadillac was made of stern stuff though and seemed to bounce right off the thing. By the time he stopped skidding he was back on the road.
Vinny had gotten out of his car, chambered a round into his forty-five automatic and headed back on to the sand, his oversized flashlight shining off of something that was too blurry to see. When he got close enough to where the so-called “accident” had occurred his jaw had dropped open with shock. The first one had clearly died when his Caddy plowed into it doing about sixty. From the looks of it, he had probably clipped one or two others with the car also but they weren’t dead yet when he had approached. A high-pitched twittering noise had filled his head and the stench which wafted over him almost made him retch but the sight of the small creatures writhing in pain on the desert sand held him transfixed. The one which had died on impact was bleeding profusely into the sand, the thick dark liquid showed no color even when he shone the flashlight directly on it. Something very large which was close by was still reflecting the light of his flashlight and no matter how hard he had stared at it he could not get a clear picture of just what it was.
That was when one of the injured ones shrieked in pain. The shock of that horrible sound almost made him drop to the sand, his ears pounded with the intense shrieking that came from the thing’s small mouth. He had lifted his head enough to stare at the creature and noticed that it was pointing something at him with its one remaining hand. Vinny acted on instinct and shot the thing right in the center of its huge head three times. Instantly the shrieking had stopped but was instantly replaced by fearful bleats that seemed to bounce within his skull. The sharp terrified cries seemed to come from everywhere and Vinny couldn’t think of any other way to stop that awful noise but to shoot at each of the writhing things. When the gun came up empty, the sound was gone and there was only one of them left alive.
Vinny had sat in the sand then, probably for close to half-an-hour, while the lone survivor tried to drag itself toward where his vision stayed blurry. Once he’d regained his senses, he’d walked quickly back to his car, reached into the glove compartment, replaced the empty clip of his gun with a fresh one and grabbed the roll of duct tape.  
Now it was four hours later and he could hardly believe that he had even touched the thing let alone carried it back to his car. He had a nagging suspicion of what it might be but he wasn’t ready yet to believe in little green men, or in this case, little gray men. Although the proof was seemingly there before his eyes, he needed more. He needed confirmation.
That was why he had called that FBI guy who had contacted him just several months ago.  The bureau was on to him and the role he’d been playing in the Sanzano family, the agent had told him. Vinny laughed at the memory, those FBI guys always tried to play hard-ass, always tried to make it look like they knew more than they did. The truth was he never would have walked away from that original meeting if the Bureau had anything solid on him. Either that, or they were letting him know they had made him just to keep him on his toes. Vinny had been extra alert over the past month or so, looking real hard for tails, checking the usual places for bugs or hidden cameras. He had yet to find any evidence that the FBI was looking closely at him. They had to know that he was nothing but a pawn in the overall scheme of things. There were bigger fish to fry between Las Vegas and L.A. than Vinny Testosa. 
It’s funny the things you remember in situations such as these, he thought to himself. Although he had not given it a second thought back then, he had remembered while driving through the desert with that thing in his trunk that the FBI guy had given him his card. A business card of all things. What amazed Vinny even more was that he had held on to the thing, had slipped it into a small pocket in his wallet. Which is just where he’d found it after he pulled into the old gas station.
Out of nowhere, the distant whump-whump of chopper blades became barely audible. Vinny dropped the cigarette butt and crushed it with his toe. He checked absentmindedly for the automatic stuck into his belt, now hidden by the button down which was no longer tucked into his jeans. The feel of cold gun-metal always made him feel better, more secure. He had to be careful with these FBI guys, he knew.   Never trust a G-Man, old man Sanzano was always telling all of his boys that. The government could promise you all it wanted to but you were a fool to believe any of it, another of his favorites.
The shape of the helicopter grew closer, mostly in shadow with the sun behind it. Must have flown out of Nellis, he thought at first, then realized how much ground it would have had to cover in such a short time. Hell, he had hung up the phone barely five minutes ago.
Vinny could feel himself tense up. He never liked to put himself at a disadvantage. Now he was cursing himself for doing just that. But what was he supposed to do with the thing squirming around in his trunk? Other than putting a bullet in its oversized brain too, the only other answer had been to contact the government. He thought for a fleeting instant that he might be able to gain something out of this, then realized that the U.S. Government would never let him breathe a word of something this huge for the rest of his life. He also realized that he had to come clean about the others and whatever it was he had smashed into on the road back in Nevada. Maybe there would be some type of reward for handing something like this over to the Feds, maybe a substantial cash incentive to keep his mouth shut. A smile began to creep over Vinny’s face as the chopper hovered over the empty gas station and slowly lowered itself to the ground.  
A side door opened on the helicopter and he could just make out three men, rather large men, drop to the asphalt amid the swirling sand and begin to approach him. Vinny remained leaning against the trunk of his Caddy and watched through squinted eyes as the three men approached. Although all three wore sunglasses and suits he recognized Agent Adams immediately.
For several seconds the four men stood in silence as the wind being kicked up by the chopper blades blew through their clothes, creating the illusion of movement where there wasn’t any. Vinny noticed that the chopper blades weren’t slowing down and that the engines had not yet been turned off. It meant that these agents weren’t planning on staying long. This was fine with him, the sooner they were out of here with his unwanted extra passenger the better.
“Mr. Testosa,” Adams said as he pulled off his sunglasses. “You told me that you had something important to show me.”
“Yeah,” Vinny said and slowly got out his car keys. “It’s in the trunk, boys.”
“Could we move this along please?” one of the other men added.
Vinny fixed him with a glare and shook his head in amazement. “Try to help somebody...” he muttered and turned the key in the lock. The trunk popped open and Vinny stood aside to let the men have their view.
Adams leaned in close and stared hard at the small gray thing for several seconds before looking at each of the other two men and nodding in approval. The FBI Agent took Vinny lightly by the left arm and led him several steps away as the other two leaned into his trunk. “I have more to tell you about how I found that thing,” Vinny offered and Adams smiled at him. 
“I bet you do, Mr. Testosa,” he said and in one fluid motion cleared a large black weapon from beneath his suit jacket and fired five quick rounds into Vinny’s chest.
 
Ted Adams watched as Testosa hit the gas station parking lot hard. The small time hood was pretty good, he had almost gotten to the butt of his gun before the first shot went off. Nevertheless, he was dead before he hit the ground. “Fool,” Adams muttered and walked back over to his fellow agents.
The small gray creature had been freed of his duct tape bonds by Keller and Green and was still rubbing its very small mouth with impossibly thin fingers when Adams approached. “I deeply regret this entire incident, Ambassador Taosila,” Adams said and could see the flush of anger on the face of the four foot tall humanoid. “It is with our deepest apologies that we did not get to you sooner after your ship malfunctioned.”
Taosila mumbled incoherently in a high whiny tone for several seconds before remembering that these beings could not understand his native tongue. Switching to his minimal grasp of English he said, “Insanity this human, murder crew, destroy ship with machine! Amazing I survive!”
Adams turned his head momentarily from the stench of the little figure and then bowed in a formal show of respect. “Please accept the humble regrets of myself and my government for this unfortunate incident but let us remember that it was your ship that came down unexpectedly in this vast desert area. If not for that malfunction, all would be well and none of this would have happened.”
“Save politics for President,” Taosila said and shooed his frail hand at Adams before heading off to the chopper. 
Adams hurried to catch up and got up the nerve to ask the alien Ambassador one more question. “Is there any hope for your crew?”
Taosila came to an instant stop and swore an oath to his ancestors in order to control his raging emotions. “Family all crew, dead all crew, ship damaged, no repair, you retrieve!”
“Yes, Ambassador,” Adams replied quickly and bowed again as the small gray being easily lofted itself through the open side door of the chopper. Adams climbed into the machine as well and yelled toward the other two agents, “You know what to do! When you’re done, send a signal and we’ll pick you up!”
The other two agents were nodding at him as the chopper lifted off and headed quickly for Nellis Air Force Base. Adams watched as they lifted Testosa’s body into the trunk of the Cadillac and then climbed into the vehicle. Turning toward his fellow passenger he tried to smile but the stench made it look more like a grimace. “President Nixon is looking forward to this sixth Great Meeting between your people and ours,” he said. “We hope in all good faith that this little incident will not jeopardize our otherwise healthy relationship.”
Taosila turned slowly to look deep into Adams’ eyes. “Easy call family murder little incident?”
“Absolutely not, Ambassador,” Adams stammered. “It was just a figure of speech, I deeply apologize...”
“STOP!” the high whining voice slammed into Adams’ head, making him wince. “Get meeting President over quickly. Talk Soviets next time likely. Maybe better security other side Earth.”
Adams knew when to stop talking and the rest of the way was flown in silence. He would have an awful lot of explaining to do once he got back to base and briefed the President on what had happened to the Ambassador’s ship and crew. He stole a glance at Taosila and saw the small alien staring intently out the window of the helicopter, doing its best to ignore his gaze. Great, he thought, just when my career was beginning to take off. The President was going to have a fit...
 
THE END.
 



ESCAPEMENT, OR THE CONTEMPORARY COPPELIUS by Judith Field
 
London, November 1888
 
Two days after Uncle Eric’s funeral, there was another murder in Whitechapel. I am ashamed to admit that I felt relief at the knowledge that he could not have been the Ripper. I had hardly dared consider it, but I had been forced to ask myself why he would never allow me to accompany him when he went to his workshop, in a cellar somewhere in east London. 
I sat in the parlor, reading aloud from The London Daily Post to my mother. ‘...and Her Majesty has urged the police to do all they can to protect these unfortunate women.’ I spared her the stomach-turning description of the butchery. At least the poor victims were strangled first. 
The doorbell rang. Mother grasped the arms of her wheelchair and pushed herself upright. ‘No more flowers, I hope, Euphemia!’ She dabbed her eyes with a black-edged handkerchief. ‘Everyone has been most kind, but the house resembles The Royal Botanic Gardens.’ I patted her hand and proceeded to answer the door. 
I caught movement on the stairs in the corner of my eye. It was my silver tabby, Loki. Mother had named him after a mischief-making character in some opera. He wound himself round my legs, his tail swishing against the skirt of my black dress. I felt my shoulders droop. Never again would Uncle Eric lean over the banister and call me to see his latest construction. He had come to live with us ten years ago, after the carriage accident that killed my father and crippled my mother. He was a watchmaker but his delight was constructing musical automatons; a piano-playing bear, a dancing clown. His had been working on a fluttering, singing bird, the voice created by a tiny bellows, but during his peregrinations to find feathers for it, he caught typhoid and died. 
I opened the door. Two men heaved a wooden crate, about six feet long, off a cart and banged it onto the pavement next to a Saratoga trunk. One of them took an envelope out of his trouser pocket. ‘Miss Thorniwork?’ I nodded. He took off his bowler hat and fanned his face with it. ‘Sign here.’ He shoved the envelope, a scrap of crumpled paper and a pencil stub into my hand. With much sweating and puffing, the men deposited the trunk and the crate in the hall. I gave them the few coins I had in my reticule and shut the door.
Mother wheeled herself into the hall.
I opened the envelope. ‘This appears to be a letter from Uncle Eric. “Dear Pheemie”-’  
‘Must you ask people to call you that... housemaid’s name?’ Mother said. 
‘Would you prefer Effie?’ I said. ‘“If you are reading this, I must be dead. Consequently, my gift to you wears a black hatband for form’s sake. In the trunk are my notes, they will show how I constructed the gift and the alloy from which the trunk is made. I am sure you will find a way to unlock it. In the crate is a toy that may amuse you. Once a week be sure to wind, until you feel the spring come to a stop.”’ I looked up. ‘There’s a bit for you, here, Mother. ‘“Agnes – remember Coppelia?” Who is she?’
‘Really, you are an uncultured girl. Coppelia is a ballet, about Doctor Coppelius, who created a life-size dancing doll. In his youth, poor Uncle Eric was quite the balletomane and I think Coppelia sparked his interest in automatons.’
‘I find beauty and music in numbers,’ I said. That was the end of the letter. 
The trunk was made of dark unpolished metal, bound with thick iron bands. The lid closed with a lock, the combination of which comprised four letters. 
‘Uncle Eric did not give us the code,’ Mother said. ‘How will we open it? There must be hundreds of combinations!’
‘There are 456,976,’ I said. ‘If you allow for repetitions of letters.’
‘Show off your mathematical skills to me, if you must, but do take care not to do it in front of young gentlemen. They will take you for a bluestocking and they do not like a wife more intelligent than they. Do you wish to remain a spinster all your life?’
I felt my throat tighten. ‘I am but nineteen years old, not yet an old maid. And, unless a man crept around the door whilst I was taking delivery, there is none here to observe my mental calculations.’
‘Not since your poor Uncle...’ Mother sniffed and dabbed at her eyes. I squeezed her arm.
‘I regret my insensitivity. I miss him too.’ I kissed the top of her head. ‘Let us leave the trunk for now, I will undo the crate.’
I forced the top upwards with the poker. The nails came away and it opened, revealing an object the shape of a man, apparently constructed of bronze. It was dressed like a country gentleman. Its fingers, interconnected metal cylinders, were riveted to the hands. A cord round its neck carried a front door key and a crank-style grandfather clock winder.
The face felt cold to the touch. It was clean-shaven, with engraved curlicues above the eyes imitating eyebrows. Blue enameled eyes stared at nothing. On its head was a flat cap, with a black band. I removed it, and the short black wig underneath it came away in my hand. Next to a panel in the top of the head was a button, about one-eighth of an inch wide. I pushed it and the panel popped open, revealing a clock-like mechanism. 
I put the crank key onto the winding peg inside and gave it a turn. The box vibrated as mechanisms activated somewhere within the body. Inside the head, a ticking began as a cog turned one tooth at a time, restricted by the rocking anchor-shaped escapement that kept the apparatus running regularly. I closed the door and replaced the wig and the hat. The eyes moved from side to side.
With a whirr of gears and a creak of wood against metal, the automaton sat up and raised its cap. ‘My name is Arbuthnot, at your service’. Its mouth did not move. The voice was like that of a man, but with a metallic edge and an air of distortion, like one of Mr. Edison’s recordings. It climbed out of the crate and stood up. It was about five feet eight inches, as tall as me. ‘I am glad to make your acquaintance.’ 
‘And I yours.’ 
‘Now, what about a nice cup of tea?’ he said. ‘You need only show me once. I learn.’
 
Arbuthnot joined us in the parlor. ‘So refreshing.’ Mother put her cup down. ‘Euphemia must teach you to cook.’ She turned to me. ‘I wish to lie down.’
I pushed the wheelchair to the foot of the stairs and, gripping the handles, went up backwards jerking the chair upwards one step at a time. Mother winced.
‘Allow me!’ Arbuthnot brought the chair back downstairs. He bent and lifted Mother, one arm under her legs, the other supporting her back, and carried her upstairs.
‘I will bring the chair up presently,’ he said. ‘I trust I deliver a satisfactory vehicular experience. Which is your bedroom, Mrs. Thorniwork?’
‘That one,’ I heard Mother say.’ And...do call me Agnes.’
 
‘I shall go and ask the locksmith to call,’ I said three days later. After countless cups of Arbuthnot-made tea I had still not opened the trunk. 
‘Do be careful.’ Mother wheeled herself out into the hall. ‘The Ripper.’
I patted her hand. ‘It is quite safe. Broad daylight.’
She put her Daily Post down. ‘Nevertheless, take care. They think,’ she tapped the paper with her finger, ‘that there is a connection between his vile crimes and the recent increase in house fires.’
‘Really, Mother. How can they say that on the basis of five cases?’
‘An insufficient sample size,’ Arbuthnot said.
‘Yes, mere coincidence,’ I said. 
‘Not statistically significant,’ Arbuthnot and I said together.
‘Arbuthnot,’ I said, I think that you and I are going to be good friends.’ 
 
I showed the locksmith out of the house and went into the parlor, where Mother was teaching Arbuthnot to play Halma. Loki sat on a third chair at the table, as though umpiring the game. 
‘He broke two saws and a drill, and still it will not open,’ I said. ‘I must go to Uncle Eric’s workshop and see if he left a record of the code.’
‘But, you cannot go alone,’ Mother said. ‘And, anyway, we do not know where it is.’
‘I have the key.’ Arbuthnot pointed at the cord round his neck. 
I clapped my hands. ‘And the address?’
With a sound of clicking cogwheels, he shrugged his shoulders. ‘I am afraid I do not know. I was created in the workshop, I did not go outside. My spring wound down and when I awoke, I was here.’ 
I clenched my fists. ‘Then all is lost. I cannot try the key in every cellar door in the East End.’
Loki jumped onto the table and skidded across the Halma board, scattering pieces across the floor. I bent to pick them up.
‘Allow me.’ Arbuthnot crawled under the table and his hair flopped forward, exposing the top of his head. He withdrew and stood up.  Holding the pieces in one hand, he raised the other to replace his hair. I noticed something I had not seen before.
‘Leave it,’ I said, my voice rising in pitch. ‘Come here at once, and let me see the top of your head.’ 
He bent forward. To one side of the panel covering the cogs and the escapement, I saw a knurled brass knob the size of my little finger nail, set into a dial with two marks, ‘home’ and ‘travel’ engraved above them in copperplate script. At the edge of the knob was a matching mark, turned towards ‘travel’. I turned it towards ‘home’. With a sound of gears engaging, Arbuthnot raised his head and replaced the hair.
‘I believe I could lead you there, now,’ he said. ‘I will sense the way, if we walk. It should take 30 minutes and 9 seconds, if our way is not impeded.’
‘Then we go as soon as it is dark. Nobody need notice your construction, if you wrap a muffler around your lower face.’ 
Mother opened her mouth to speak. I raised my palm. ‘It is the only way. Arbuthnot will keep me secure.’
 
We stood in Dorset Street in Spitalfields. Chimney pots belched coal smoke and a layer of soot had settled on the ground and the wretched tenement buildings. This, and the manure that the crossing sweepers had missed, caused a smell that made me gag. Feeble gas lamps illuminated the entrance to a low archway leading to an alley running between two buildings.  Millers Court, according to the sign above the arch. 
‘It is too narrow for us to enter side by side,’ Arbuthnot said. ‘I will go first.’ 
I followed, clutching the back of his coat. The alley led to an unlit terrace of six buildings, each with its own front door. The building at the end of the terrace had two doors, and I tried the key in the lock of the one on the right hand side. It opened, revealing a stone staircase leading down into darkness. I took a box of matches from my pocket and struck one.
‘Allow me.’ Arbuthnot took the match from me. ‘I will feel no pain as it burns down.’ He strode down the stairs and I tiptoed down behind him.
At the bottom, I caught a glimpse of a dark cellar that appeared to have been carved out of rock. Arbuthnot’s match went out and I struck another. Patches of mold made strange shapes on the walls. To my left stood an inverted tea chest on which stood an oil lamp, half full. I lit it and jumped back with a shriek as a rat skittered across the floor. The cellar was empty save for a desk in the center, with three drawers. There was nothing in them but watchmaker’s tools. I held the lamp closer. Ants ran across the bottom into a corner of the lowest drawer. 
I shut it. ‘No papers, nothing in which he might have written the combination. We shall have to go home. If we try every combination of four letters, we will get there eventually.’ I tried not to calculate how long that would take.
‘Remember, Euphemia, that I do not sleep,’ Arbuthnot said. ‘I will start as soon as we return. I will be able to tackle a considerable number before I need to be rewound.’
We stepped out onto the pavement and I locked the door. ‘Come, let us look for a cab,’ I said. ‘We have no time to lose.’ I changed Arbuthnot’s setting to ‘travel’. 
It began to rain as we walked back to Dorset Street. It was deserted, save for a few passersby. On the other side of the road stood a man wearing a long dark coat and a bowler hat. In his hand he held an oil lamp similar to the one in the workshop. He put it on the pavement, took out matches and lit it. He picked it up and hurled it through the nearest window. Flames shot up the curtains. A woman screamed and the few people out in the street ran towards the house.
‘I must help,’ Arbuthnot said. 
‘No, wait for the Fire Brigade, someone will see you-’ 
But he was gone.
The man who had thrown the lamp walked across the road towards me. He came near and stared into my face. I looked into eyes that were as dead as the catch on the fishmonger’s slab and recoiled. My heart gave a jump and I felt my skin tighten and the hair raise at the back of my neck. He darted behind me, grabbing my arm and hauling it towards my shoulders. I tried to scream. It came out as a squeak.
‘Now, pretty one.’ Hot breath in my ear, carrying the stench of rotting fish. His other arm tightened around my throat. I felt my windpipe crushed and all grew dark around me. I heard ringing in my head. I fumbled for his hand, trying to bend his little finger back, but my hands had grown weak. I scraped the heel of my boot against his shin. He cursed and the stranglehold loosened enough for me to let out a cry.
‘Pheemie!’  
I heard a crunch of grinding cogwheels as Arbuthnot set off a run, his shoes thudding across the cobbles. He seized the man’s arm and bent it back. I heard a crack and the man bellowed with pain. I was free. My legs buckled and I dropped to my knees. The man tried to run, but Arbuthnot held him fast. The man stuck out his foot and Arbuthnot slipped on the wet cobbles, dragging them both down into the road where they rolled and wrestled, the attacker lashing out at Arbuthnot without effect. A butcher’s knife fell out of the man’s pocket, a stray kick from Arbuthnot knocked it down a drain.
The ringing grew louder. It was real. Like a monster, steam shooting out of a valve at the top of its boiler, smoke pouring out of a chimney, a fire engine rounded the corner, hauled by a team of four galloping horses, their hooves striking sparks on the cobblestones. The driver started in surprise and pulled back on the reins. Arbuthnot forced the attacker to the ground and looked up. The engine thundered on. The driver stood up and pulled again. The horses slowed and reared. Arbuthnot, and the attacker, lay broken under the iron-rimmed wheels. 
 
Accounts of my escape from strangulation warranted a few lines on page ten of the Post, soon overtaken by coverage of the calls for tighter control of safety of fire appliances. After all, people said, a man had been killed. ‘Gentleman’s outfitter crushed under wheels of fire. Dummy, modelling the latest rugged outdoor costume, also ruined’, read one headline. There were no more murders. 
Mother insisted I stay in bed, to recover from my ordeal and rest my throat. I crept downstairs. I had to try to construct another Arbuthnot. I knelt, trying random combinations of letters. Nothing. The cat scratched at the trunk. 
‘Stop it, Loki,’ I croaked. He ignored me and continued to clean his claws. ‘LOKI!’ 
With shaking hands I scrabbled at the lock: L-O-K-I. It clicked open. I heaved up the lid. Inside, piles of notebooks and loose papers gave off a dank, musty smell. I picked up a wad of foolscap, the corners had been eaten away. Mice, or maybe ants, had managed to get in where humans could not. I pulled at a bundle of papers and the edge came away in my hand, scraps of paper flying up like a shower of confetti. I reached underneath it and felt paper give, soft as mold under my fingers.
 
This is my vow. I will make sense of Uncle Eric’s notes. I will find a young man to work with me.  He will value intelligence, it will be a meeting of minds. And he will call me Pheemie. In a hundred years’ time, I am certain that nobody will have heard of Jack the Ripper. But, I am equally certain that every home will have its own Arbuthnot.
 
THE END.
 



THE HUNTRESS by Amanda Jourdan
 
My movements were small and carefully controlled as I moved backward through the damp street.  I would not show fear, though my heart pounded relentlessly in my ears and I knew my pursuers could hear it as clearly as thunder.  The tension in my muscles screamed at me that my body was ready to run for safety, but my mind knew that I could not escape these two.  I knew enough about vampires to understand that they were not easily evaded.  
They edged toward me, their characteristic grace precluded by their desire to wait for my move.  Their steps were small and their distance travelled short because mine were.  They were stalking me as wild animals might stalk their next meal, and I knew that was exactly what I was to them.  The man and woman who moved steadily nearer with feral eyes and animalistic postures did not care that I was Artemis Johanssen, the last living heir to a prestigious bloodline of vampire-hunting witches.  They did not care that the honor of my family would die with me.  Why should they? For all of recorded history, vampires had killed witches for blood or for sport, leaving a trail of carnage in their wake that would make the most hardened hunter shiver.  
“You should have known better, huntress.” The hiss of the last syllable uttered by the female vampire hung ominously in the air long after she spoke.  Even in the darkness, her crimson eyes flashed.  Her name was Elisabeta, and she was feared nearly as much by my kind as by the humans she drained of life.  Her hair was long and dirty blonde, and her ruffle-sleeved dress was of a deep burgundy.  
Elisabeta was my intended target.  Unfortunately, I had made a severe miscalculation in my attack: I had neglected to consider her mate, Lysander.   
“You were foolish enough to enter my territory,” said Elisabeta now, “but to come alone? Are you witches yet so uncivilized that you lack both training and common sense?” 
At this insult to myself and my kind, I found my voice.  “I had enough training to kill Jacques.” 
I knew I had touched a nerve.  
Jacques was my First Kill.  I had driven my blade through his heart when I was only fifteen, though due to my upbringing, by that age I already was well-educated in my trade.  Within the bloodlines of witches, it was common knowledge that a witch was promised immortality after her First Kill.  To me, Jacques was the granter of my future as an immortal witch.  Unfortunately, to Elisabeta, his death held no glory.  He had, after all, been her brother. 
“And for that,” Elisabeta snarled, “I will rip you apart.” 
She made a swift grab for my arm, which I wrenched away from her and drew to my waist.  I withdrew my knife from its sheath and brandished it protectively in front of me as my eyes flicked from one of them to the other and back again.  
“If you let me leave here, I will not return for you.” As soon as the words had left my mouth, I regretted them.  It was not becoming of a witch to allow her prey to escape or to depart for the preservation of her own life.  There was much more honor in dying in the hunt.  However, as much as I tried to convince myself that I was accustomed to pain, I did not welcome it.  Moreover, I knew that I would cease to age when my mortal life ended, becoming immeasurably more powerful upon my resurrection by the magical forces that enabled me.  My mind knew these things, but my heart knew that I was nineteen years old and deeply afraid to die.  My heart was irrational.  It filled my mind with doubts.  What if something went wrong? What if I stayed dead? What, then, had my life meant? 
“We do not trust the words of your kind,” said Lysander.  His blood-tinted eyes narrowed as he mirrored his mate’s move toward me.  
I reacted reflexively, slashing my blade across his palm.  He cried out in what sounded more like anger than pain, and the pretense of cat-and-mouse was rent away.  All formality was instantly erased upon the drawing of first blood, and the vampires lunged.  I flipped backward, my skirts landing rather unceremoniously at my feet on my return to the ground.  I had successfully placed at least a yard between us, and I slid into a defensive stance, blade at the ready as adrenaline coursed through me. 
They hesitated only for a beat.  Then, Lysander ran forward, teeth like daggers glinting in the sparse light of the gas lamps.  I raised my free hand toward him and willed him to freeze.  He halted suddenly, mid-stride.  His eyes were alarmed as he stood immobile on one leg.  
“None of your games!” Elisabeta rushed past him, her hand with its talon-like fingernails drawn back and ready to claw at me.  I remained perfectly still until she reached the perfect distance and brought my knife swiftly upward at an angle, tracing a sharp line across her stomach.  Though I expected her to recoil, she charged on with an enraged shout, gripping my knife hand and ripping away my weapon, which she tossed down the street into a storm drain.  She then tossed me easily backward, sending me hurtling onto the cobblestones where I landed on one arm with a sickening crack.  
My head whipped upward to find that in my moment of lost concentration, I had inadvertently freed Lysander.  He had retaken his place beside Elisabeta, and the two started again toward me, this time in no hurry.  What easy prey I must have seemed to them.  
In a blur of brown hair and blue brocade, a woman appeared in front of me.  
“You need to get out of here.  Now.”  
Her face was worried but kind-looking, and she glanced from my obviously-broken arm to the vampires drawing ever closer.  
“I’ll hold them off,” she assured me.  “Just go, while you can.” 
A million questions flooded my mind, wrestling with one another to be the thought expressed.  At last, I managed to ask her, “Who are you?” 
“My name is Lena, and I am strong enough to stop them.  That is all you need to know.  Now, stand.” She reached down and took the hand adjoined to my uninjured arm, pulling me swiftly to my feet.  “There is a storm drain a few paces behind you.  Follow it downward and then take the tunnels.  I will buy you as much time as I can.” 
I remained immobile, stunned and unable to take a single step.  “Why are you helping me?” 
“You do not deserve to die like this.” 
“I owe you a life-debt, Lena.” 
“Perhaps you will one day be given a chance to repay it.  But you will not unless you go, now.” 
I nodded and began to move steadily backward, watching as Elisabeta and Lysander encroached on our location.  My fall had broken the skin of my arm, and the scent of my blood was heavy in the air.  If they had been determined before, now their resolve was unshakable.  My greatest hope was that Lena could manage to buy me time. 
I felt the ground beneath my left foot disappear, and I glanced quickly downward.   I had reached the storm drain, and I knew I would find my knife at the bottom.  I glanced up then to Lena, who had taken several steps toward the vampires.  
She seemed to sense my gaze had fallen on her.  “Go!” she commanded. 
Unnerved despite my training and trembling, I lowered myself into the drain by means of the metal ladder within, watching my protector as she stepped between me and my attackers.  Lena raised both of her hands toward them.  
“Enough,” she commanded.  “Leave her.”  Her tone was forceful and confident, but it did not halt the advancing vampires.  She let out a heavy sigh and shifted her posture, slipping into a low crouch strongly reminiscent of those she sought to stop.  A low growl rumbled from within her. 
I lost my footing, startled by this display from the woman who was attempting to save me.  A sharp gasp escaped my lips, and Lena’s head whipped toward me as I tightened my grip on the slippery rungs of the ladder, using my broken arm as sparingly as I could manage.  
“Get out of here!” she cried.  I nodded unsteadily and began my descent.  
As Lena turned to face Elisabeta and Lysander once again, she opened her mouth and breathed a long hiss through her sharp, elongated teeth.  
              
THE END 
 



RHAPSODY by Joseph Cusumano
 
 
I
 
Jag Blake, age twenty-nine, used the mirror above his bathroom sink to stare into his own dilated pupils. His first experimentation with the small purple mushrooms used by the natives of this planet had begun shortly after dinner. Captain Wilson and Ensign Cruz, occupied in another part of the ship, wouldn’t interrupt what was about to unfold unless something urgent came up.
Although they had divided the planet’s day into twenty-four equal length segments which they called hours, each hour had only fifty-three standard minutes. Jag had chewed the mushrooms at 1830 hours and left himself a written note to this effect since he had no idea of how the mushrooms would alter his perception of time or how long the psychoactive compounds would remain in his blood.
His quarters were fairly spacious for those in a jump ship, and they had been furnished according to his preferences. These included a rather ordinary six foot by two foot rectangular glass coffee table on which lay several unread antique books, the kind with hard covers and paper pages. Shortly after he had ingested the fungi, the edges of the table began acting like prisms, throwing off sectors of color. The colors gradually combined above the table to create a rainbow which grew more brilliant with each passing moment. As Jag gazed at it with unblinking eyes, the colors composing the rainbow took rhythmic cues from Ravel’s most beloved composition and began rotating around one another. By then, he was unsure if the hypnotic themes of Bolero were emanating from his wall speakers or from his own temporal lobes.
As an alternative to hallucinogenic botanicals, all manner of legal and illegal electronic cerebral implants were available, but these held little attraction for Jag, who regarded them as unnatural. He couldn’t have afforded one anyway. 
The rainbow rotating above his glass table straightened itself and then curled around its long axis to form a tube. When Jag peered into one end of it, he saw Melanie, his lady love. She suddenly turned to face him. Her initial confusion gave way to pure joy, and the green eyes he worshiped sparkled with a new intensity. Jag was tempted to climb into the tube to join Melanie but was interrupted by a knock at his door. When he opened it, Captain Wilson, the mission’s no-nonsense commanding officer, was standing in the hallway. Jag noticed the two sharply pointed horns that had erupted from her forehead since dinner, but he said nothing. He had long since learned that the trick to safely enjoying hallucinogens was to remember that he had ingested them. 
Wilson’s voice seemed to ricochet off the inner surfaces of his skull when she spoke, and what she said was the last thing he wanted to hear at that moment. “We’re going back out. Be ready in ten.” 
“But…it’s getting dark, isn’t it?”
“Yeah. Cruz thinks they’re going to begin an important religious ceremony on top of the pyramid. Bring your recording equipment.”
 
II
 
Nearly everyone making a jump to a distant part of the Milky Way finds the process terrifying, especially the first time. Not so with Jag, who in his own mind credited his relative composure to his experiences with peyote cactus and psilocybin mushrooms. Even though the jump occurs instantaneously and without relativistic effects, trained members of the American Interplanetary Corp (AIC) and colonists alike reported the bizarre feeling that “time was moving sideways.”
When the jump was completed, Wilson and Cruz had determined their precise location within the new solar system and began to search for the best route to the fourth planet. For the AIC, the best route was not necessarily the most efficient route suggested by the ship’s computers. Wilson and Cruz were expected to modify the route to obtain information about any unexpected phenomena present at the time of their mission, and their intuition or gut feelings were not to be ignored in assessing potential hazards.
The trajectory of Jag’s life was also not the most efficient route to wherever he was headed, but after serving eight years as a model inmate at Leavenworth for selling recreational plant extracts, a rare opportunity was presented to him. A pressing need had arisen for a replacement botanist on a mission that could be not be delayed without introducing major changes into the general colonization schedule -  a schedule which had taken on a new urgency in recent months as conditions on Earth continued to rapidly deteriorate.
If Jag were to satisfactorily complete a hazardous duty mission in the AIC, he would be granted parole on his return. Jag, completely alienated within the prison population and sometimes fearing for his safety, didn’t think twice. And Melanie, who had rescued him from despair, was all for it. They could marry when he was paroled and start a new life together, maybe on one of the many colonies.
“Hazardous duty” often meant the final phase of evaluation of a planet for possible colonization. Jumper probes could be sent to obtain most of the data for a planet that had been identified as promising by deep space telescopes, but additional information was still needed for compliance with the international standards governing colonization. And for that, a special section of the corps was deployed. Jump technology, created and unleashed on mankind long before its predicted arrival, had produced earth’s first undisputed trillionaire along with major economic and social dislocations in the second half of the twenty-first century. As a result, strict international regulations had evolved, including those related to colonization. Of course, rogue states had a way of ignoring these international standards, and uncovering these violations constituted the remainder of the corps’ hazardous duty work.
After Ensign Cruz had given final navigation instructions to the ship’s main computer, the Captain called a meeting in the wardroom, an area specially designed for relaxation in comfortable surroundings. Walls covered with light brown fabric and thick carpeting provided excellent sound insulation from the various electrical and mechanical devices spread throughout the remainder of the ship, and the ceiling was elevated an extra ten inches to lessen the claustrophobic effects of ship life. When Jag arrived, the two officers were already seated in deep leather armchairs around a polished mahogany table.  
But any sense of comfort or relaxation the room had created for Jag quickly dissipated when Cruz greeted him. “Well how’s our jailbird today?” Since Cruz had not taunted him in this manner before, Jag gathered that Wilson must have waited until now to inform Cruz of his past. In any case, Jag was caught off guard and didn’t know how to respond. 
“Crewman, you’ve been asked a question,” Wilson said. “Has your training prepared you for what you’ve seen so far?”
“Considering how little time was available to train for the mission, I believe I'm doing well, Captain. The equipment in the botanical lab is excellent. Everything I’ll need is there, including a genomic sequencer and a massive database of organisms from earth and various colonies.”  Wilson nodded. She knew that Jag had been released from prison under the terms of a special arrangement, that he was a competent botanist, and that there was a fiancé waiting for him back on Earth. In Wilson's mind, these were all pluses, and her superiors on Earth must also have believed that Jag could handle his assigned duties. If the mission was completed on schedule, another promotion would be likely in the captain's rapidly advancing career. But she had also been informed that the Chinese were aware of the opportunities here and may have already prepared an exploratory team to establish their own colonies. There could be no delays or snafus on her part. On Earth, almost the entire African continent had come under Chinese dominion, leaving no doubt about the Chinese government’s intentions or competence in this regard.
“Did you study the download from the jumper probe?” Cruz asked. Jag again wondered if Cruz was challenging him, but responded in calm, even tones.
“Most of it. The planet exhibits so many earth-like qualities that I expect we’ll find many plants and animals, maybe even intelligent hominids, which will seem familiar to us.”
“Well, that’s one of the things we wanted to talk to you about,” Cruz replied. “The probe data showed no evidence of industrial activity, but Captain Wilson and I have to determine if there are intelligent species here and what role they might play in the colonization of this planet.”
“How would that affect us?”  
“If we were to find a primitive civilization, we would need to evaluate their culture and eventually place it into one of several categories,” Cruz said.
“These would be categories that have already been created by the AIC?”
“Yes,” Wilson said, “the most desirable being category A, in which the indigenous people are judged to be no threat to our colonization and may even have the potential to integrate into the colony. Category A societies are not hard to recognize as such. More than half are matriarchal, and it’s not uncommon for our colonists to eventually adopt some of the native culture. Type B includes those societies whose members are not a threat to colonization, but who are unable to form substantial ties to the colony for whatever reason. They’re the co-existers, and so far, they’re the most commonly encountered type.”
“Is there a category C?”  Jag asked. Cruz glanced at the captain before answering.
“Definitely. As you might guess, they’re hostile and implacable. They can’t integrate into our civilization and they resist any human attempt to establish an outpost. They become masters of asymmetric warfare and, in some cases, learn to use our own technology against us. In many aspects, their actions have the markings of a religious war, a defense of sacred territory against invasion by outsiders. There can also be a Darwinian process in which the most brutal and intolerant groups eventually eradicate their more peaceful and tolerant brothers. Sound familiar?”  
 
III
 
Three females and three males emerged from the dense foliage into the small clearing where Jag had stood only moments before. He had been examining a six foot by two foot patch of soil containing small mushrooms with purple caps when he heard the sound of a flute or similar instrument. Taking cover behind a large rock formation, he watched as a small procession of human-like natives entered the clearing and encircled the small rectangular patch of ground he had been studying.
The females, slightly taller than the males, wore long white robes and gilded tiaras, and their slow deliberate motion suggested to Jag that this was a religious ceremony. The males, thickly muscled underneath sun darkened skin, wore nothing except loincloths. 
Jag could have regarded them as human except for a single grotesque facial characteristic. Their eyes were widely separated, giving them a freakish, amphibian appearance. On Earth, this feature would have been attributed to a deforming chromosomal condition. Had the natives not been so humanoid in all other aspects, Jag might not have found them so repugnant. Instead, he saw them as disfigured humans rather than as a species that had evolved naturally in its own environment far from Earth. 
Five of the natives knelt, leaving the oldest appearing female standing at one end of the small patch of land in which the purple mushrooms grew, and all began to chant in unison. Jag quickly activated his audiovisual recorder. 
When the chanting ended, one of the kneeling females plucked two of the mushrooms growing directly in front of her, and all rose as she brought them to the older female whom Jag took to be their priestess or queen. The older female accepted the mushrooms with reverence, murmured a short prayer, and placed them, one at a time, into her mouth. These she chewed and swallowed. When she finished, all of them left the clearing in single file as they had entered, one of the males again playing the flute-like instrument. But now the queen was not at the front of the procession. She had been placed in the middle, as if under the protection of the group.
When he was certain they had departed and would not return, Jag reentered the clearing and considered harvesting a few of the mushrooms. He could perform a variety of analyses on them and possibly discover why the natives treasured them. He wondered if they contained various tryptamines that might induce religious visions, but if these mushrooms were sacred to the natives, the absence of even a few from a patch this small might be noticeable. Then Jag reminded himself that the only reason he was part of this mission was to function as a botanist. And with that rationalization, he plucked several, being careful to remove them from separate portions of the plot to minimize the possibility that their absence would be noticeable.
 
IV
 
 “What about the mineral content of the soil?” Wilson asked at morning report. The three of them had finished breakfast, pushed dishes to the side, and were sipping coffee in the ship’s wardroom.
“Not a problem. The ratios of nitrogen, phosphorus and potassium are favorable for Earth crops, and with some variations in different geographic locales, the levels of trace minerals are also good.”
“And your sampling radius?” 
“With the aircycle, I’ve been up to a hundred and twenty miles from the ship.”
“Find anything unusual?” 
“Not really, just the two other villages you told me about.”
“You kept your distance?”
“Absolutely.”
“What about your plant cultivation?” Cruz said
“With one exception, very successful. I’ve had no trouble getting Earth plants to take root in the native soil or getting native plants to grow in Earth soil on board the ship.”
“And what was the exception?” Cruz asked.
“Well, it’s an oddity. It’s a mushroom with a purple cap, but I can’t cultivate it in Earth or native organic matter. It’s the one the natives were using in that recording I showed you. I sequenced its genome, and it has far more DNA base-pairs than mushrooms and fungi found on Earth. But the patterns of the base-pairs are strange.”
“And what does that mean?” Wilson said.
“Well, I’m still puzzling over it. Maybe we’ll eventually decide that in spite of its morphology, it’s not really a fungus at all. Its nuclei contain over a million base-pairs which don’t fit patterns of any fungus in our database. This suggests that the organism makes enzymes for chemical reactions not used by Earth fungi.”
“But you don’t know what purpose the enzymes serve or why the natives ingest it.”
“Right.” This was a partial lie, but Jag knew better than to tell her everything he had discovered about the purple mushrooms. 
After a pause, he asked, “Any news from Earth?” Cruz gave Wilson an inquisitive glance, and when she nodded, he shared the information obtained from a messenger probe that had made the jump from Earth the previous day.
“More of the same - millions dying of starvation overseas, constant military confrontations over fresh water, flooding in coastal regions, record-breaking heat, and more species declared extinct. The evacuation of Australia was completed, but levels of ultraviolet radiation around the world are now approaching those measured down under just a few months ago. Skin cancers and retinal diseases are skyrocketing in spite of all the warnings and precautions.”
“Nothing catastrophic in Kansas?”
“There’s no mention of that. Your fiancé should be okay for now. But the U.S. economy is slowly collapsing. All trading on the stock exchanges has been frozen at the prevailing prices from a week ago, and they won’t let you withdraw more than a hundred dollars per day from your own bank account.” Jag figured that Melanie would get by somehow but knew that it would be a struggle for her to care for her elderly parents under these conditions.
 
When morning report ended, Jag began packing the aircycle with a variety of specimen containers and enough food and water for the day’s work. He planned to cover an area that was flatter and less rocky than their immediate surroundings, believing it might be ideal for crop cultivation when the first colony was established. In addition to the usual plugs of soil, he planned to return with water samples and specimens of fish from multiple streams and lakes. He would also evaluate the ultraviolet intensity over a period of hours in multiple locations to confirm the safe levels measured by instruments on board the ship.
After reaching an elevation of five hundred feet, Jag activated the aircycle’s autopilot and took in the view of what for him was the new Eden. What a beautiful, pristine place this is. Melanie will love it, if I can ever pry her away from her parents and sisters in Kansas. He anticipated earning an honorable service designation from the AIC, which would give him and his immediate family relative priority in the emigration schedule. Although he currently had little in the way of immediate family, he and Melanie hoped to marry soon. All he had to do was complete his role in the mission. So far, every aspect was going well except for his recreational use of the purple mushrooms. If he were caught, all bets were off. 
Spotting an unusual area on the ground off to his left, Jag took manual control of the aircycle and headed toward it. He was still several miles from his first planned destination point, but there was plenty of time for a slight diversion. Jag slowly descended, saw that it couldn’t be a village, but wondered if it was a natural formation of some type. It was several hundred feet long, ellipsoid, and reflected sunlight. Then he recognized it and felt like a complete fool. It’s your own damn ship! Can’t you even program an aircycle?
But there was something odd. Some of the edges of the ship near the ground were obscured by trees and shrubs, and tree branches blown free by a storm were scattered over the upper surface of its hull. Jag had witnessed no storm since their arrival, and they hadn’t been here long enough for the semi-tropical forest to encroach upon the ship’s periphery in this manner.
He set the aircycle on hover and lowered himself to the ground on a winch. When he approached the ship’s main hatch, its panel slid open immediately, and Jag stepped inside. He sniffed the air several times and relaxed a little. It smelled clean and felt cooler and less humid than the outside air. Still, he wished Wilson and Cruz hadn’t refused his request for a sidearm.
He called out to both of his shipmates as he searched inside, but all was silent other than the hum of machines. His suspicion of something amiss was confirmed when he queried the main computer.
“Computer, what is the current location of Captain Wilson and Lieutenant Cruz.”
“I have no record of either of those individuals,” it stated in a flat masculine tone.
“That’s impossible,” Jag responded. “When did you last perform auto diagnostics?”
“Auto diagnostics were completed at 0812 hours this morning. All functions were within acceptable limits.”
“Computer, what is the current location of crewman Jag Blake?”
“I have no record of crewman Jag Blake.”
“If there is no crewman by that name, why are you speaking to me and responding to my questions?” Jag had some familiarity with the security systems, enough to know that the computer shouldn’t respond at all if it had no record of him as a crewmember.
“The transponder you are wearing reacted appropriately to my initial interrogatory signal and could only have been issued by the Interplanetary Corp. Now identify yourself.” Jag answered quickly.
“I’m Jag Blake, the lowest ranking crewmember on this ship. Three of us arrived on this planet as a scouting patrol for possible colonization. This is day fifteen of the mission. We left Earth on September 20, 2065.”
“Your information is incorrect. This ship left Earth on May 15, 2065 with two crew members, Captain William Higgins and Ensign Carla Rodriguez.”
 
V
 
About to begin shaving on the morning of day sixteen of the mission, Jag glanced at himself in the mirror above his sink and dropped his razor. The normally white sclera of his eyes were tinted light purple. He leaned into the mirror and pulled down the lower eyelid of his right eye and then his left. Everything else about his eyes looked normal; he could still make out the tiny blood vessels in his sclera in spite of the purple coloration.
He remembered from his teenage years that when his father had become seriously ill from alcoholic liver failure, his sclera and skin turned light yellow. Liver transplantation was out of the question for someone who had no desire to live without a bottle, and his father barely made it to his forty-fifth birthday. 
Jag carefully examined his own skin, but it appeared normal. When he arrived for morning report in the wardroom, he wore tinted UV glasses to deflect unwanted inquiries until he could run some diagnostics on himself in the medical bay.
“Good morning, Jag,” the captain greeted him from her usual seat at the head of the wardroom table. “Would you bring the coffee over?” She had set the table with only two placemats.
“Certainly, Captain. Where’s Ensign Cruz?”
“He left early to work on the survey. I told him I wanted it completed soon so that we could return to Earth two days from now, on schedule. Your sampling process is nearly complete, right?”
“Yes, Captain. In, fact, I expect to finish by late this afternoon.”  When Wilson asked him if he’d had any luck cultivating the purple capped mushrooms he’d mentioned previously, Jag had a moment of panic, suspecting she could see right through the tinted lenses. “No, Captain,” he said, keeping his voice steady. “I’ve tried a variety of growing media, temperatures, and humidity levels. They simply won’t germinate. The natives must have some specific techniques of cultivation. There’s no other way to explain the perfectly small rectangular patch I found growing dead center in that clearing.” Captain Wilson appeared to accept his explanation.
 
Jag had spent much of the previous day mulling over his discovery of the other ship. As he saw it, Wilson and Cruz must have been informed of the prior unsuccessful mission before the three of them had left Earth, yet they had kept him in the dark. It meant that the current mission was decidedly more dangerous than he’d been led to believe. And if the two crewmen of the first mission had met their demise at the hands of a category C native population, sending him out daily with no weapon for protection suggested that he was regarded as expendable. The fact that Jag had almost no family members to call for an investigation if he became a mission casualty also lent credibility to this line of thought. 
He was a convicted felon in an overcrowded prison system that an imploding economy could ill afford. It was clear that the mission planners, didn’t want him capable of any violence, even in self-defense. Use of a weapon might elicit reprisals from the native population. Why trust a felon with a weapon in any case? If all this were true, there wasn’t much point in discussing his discovery of the other ship with the captain. He simply wasn’t a trusted and valued member of the crew. And the unwillingness of Wilson and Cruz to share their classification of the native population seemed to confirm this.
On the other hand, what if I’m wrong? What if Wilson and Cruz don’t know about the failed first mission?  By revealing his discovery of the other ship, Jag knew he would earn the good will of his superior officers. Both Wilson and Cruz should be grateful for the information if additional precautions were deemed necessary. And any factor that increased the likelihood of a successful mission was to the good for all concerned. 
Jag was on the verge of sharing his discovery with the captain when the masculine voice of the ship’s computer interrupted morning report. “Attention Captain Wilson and Crewman Jag Blake. I’ve just received a signal from Ensign Cruz’s transponder. The ensign’s vital signs have dropped to critical and unsustainable levels. He requires immediate assistance. It will take eighteen minutes to arrive at his coordinates by aircycle.”
“What is the cause of his condition?” Wilson asked.
“Unknown. Only vital sign monitoring was active. Be prepared to treat for injury, poisoning, or anaphylaxis.” The possibility of an injury severe enough to suppress vital signs meant that Wilson and Jag would have to carry a considerable amount of equipment. While they hurriedly packed the aircycles, Wilson cursed as she realized they might be jumping back to Earth just before all the mission objectives could be achieved. Cruz was probably going to need an ICU and a medical team to survive, assuming she and Jag could keep him alive that long.
 
VI
 
Ten minutes into their dash atop the aircycles and with the pyramid near the large village coming into sight above the forest canopy, Wilson received a second message from the ship’s computer. “Attention Captain Wilson: Ensign Cruz’s vital signs have ceased.” She eased her speed, and Jag, also hearing this transmission on his radio helmet, did the same. 
Reaching the general area of Cruz’s transponder several minutes later, they circled at a height of a hundred feet and located a clearing large enough to land the aircycles. After walking in a pattern of widening circles for several minutes, Wilson and Jag located Cruz’s body. He had fallen flat onto his back but appeared to have no major injury or bloodstains on his clothing. Then, going down on one knee for a closer inspection, Jag found the cause of his death.
“Captain, there’s a dart in the side of his neck!” Wilson quickly came to the side of the body where Jag knelt and saw a short thin wooden shaft embedded in Cruz’s neck. She took hold of the shaft and tugged, but it wouldn’t come free. Wilson stood and made a quick visual sweep of their surroundings, all senses on high alert, her right hand grasping her sidearm.
Well, that makes three Jag was saying to himself when something flew by his left ear. Still on one knee, he turned to look around, but saw nothing to explain it. “Captain, I….” He stopped in midsentence when he saw Wilson. A thick wooden arrow was embedded in her upper abdomen. Wilson sagged to her knees and then fell to the ground.
Jag threw himself on the ground next to her, searching his surroundings in full-blown panic. Can I make it back to one of the aircycles? In moments, he had his answer. They were approaching him from multiple directions, carrying clubs and axes.
Jag frantically climbed over Wilson to find her gun, not knowing if she was dead or alive. Finding and taking hold of the gun, he discarded his tinted glasses, picked out one of the oncoming males, and took aim at the wide space between its eyes. Even without weapons training, Jag knew he should aim for the chest or abdomen, but his visceral reaction toward a charging opponent with the face of a frog buried all rational thought.
He pulled on the trigger, but it wouldn’t budge. He cursed and pulled harder, but the gun was programmed to fire only when Wilson held it. And then they were upon him. 
A blow to the side of his head knocked him to the ground. Then two of the males pulled him to his knees. Their strength of their grip was as inhuman as their visage. A third male approached and lifted his axe high into the air, preparing to bury the blade into Jag’s skull. Jag stared at his executioner in wild-eyed terror, and waited for the inevitable. But sometimes, even the inevitable doesn’t happen.
His would-be executioner lowered the axe and stared back at him, slightly shifting his head from right to left, using one eye to confirm what the other eye saw. Another member of the group, an older male, was called over to examine Jag, and in moments, an argument erupted between the two.
Finally coming to a decision, they bound his wrists behind his back, cut off his uniform, and removed his boots. Placing Jag in the middle of the group, they began a trek in the general direction of the pyramid. Even in Leavenworth, Jag had never felt so alone, abandoned and helpless. 
 
VII 
 
It wasn’t until day four of his captivity that Jag had any insight as to why he was still alive. He awoke just as he had the previous mornings, strapped flat on his back atop a stone altar, able to see little more than the hemisphere of sky above and around him. His captors had taken care to place something soft under his head, back, and legs, and they periodically gave him food and water. He could lift his head, but nothing more. At dawn and dusk, small curious lizards climbed onto his chest and abdomen, got comfortable, and stayed to soak up his body heat. They did no harm, and after a while, Jag lost his fear of them. If anything, they kept the insects off for part of the day. At sunset, a young female came to bathe him but this may have been as much ritual as necessity since there was no canopy to shelter him from rain or sun.
Upon first arriving at the base of the pyramid several hours following his capture, his feet bruised and bloodied, he had been prodded up the steps to the structure’s truncated top. Over two hundred feet tall, the pyramid resembled those built by the Aztecs, and Jag wondered if it was used for human sacrifice. His worst fears seemed to be confirmed when he saw the small stone temple and outdoor altar on the flat terrace at the top of the pyramid.
Shortly after sunset on the first night of his captivity, his first bath just completed, he found himself surrounded by three females. Each carried a wooden bowl, but Jag, tied flat on his back on the altar, couldn’t see the contents of these. After murmuring a prayer, one of the three withdrew a gleaming metal dagger from the bowl she held, and Jag began to plead with them, the entreating tone of his voice conveying everything his spoken words could not. The tip of the dagger pricked the skin of his right shoulder and was then slowly pushed in to make a small incision, causing Jag to wince and clench his teeth. The second female reached into the bowl she carried, and withdrew a tiny object with the tips of her thumb and index finger. This she placed into the small incision. The third member of the trio used a small silver spoon to transfer a thick yellow gel from her bowl into the incision. Jag had observed a variety of hymenoptera during his explorations, and he wondered if this gel was similar to honey. If so, it might prevent the incisions from becoming infected.
Concluding that they hadn’t come to kill him, he was able to unclench his teeth and hands somewhat, even with the pain of the incision. Then he felt the dagger piercing the front of his left ankle, and the rest of the bizarre ritual ensued.
By the time the trio had finished with him, well over twenty spots on the anterior surface of his arms, legs, abdomen and chest had been incised and treated the same way. He was moaning and writhing, feeling as if they had set his skin afire.
The female who had used the dagger removed another object from her bowl and approached the head of the altar. Only when she held it directly in front of his eyes could Jag determine that it was a narrow flask. She removed its stopper, gently propped up his head so he could drink from it, and brought it to his lips. Because he sensed that this was being offered rather than forced upon him, Jag drank from the flask. Within minutes, his pain began to subside. Shortly afterward, he fell asleep.
 
The next three days passed uneventfully. He was allowed several sips of the elixir at intervals of about four hours, and it continued to suppress his pain and restlessness. But on the morning of day four, he had an unexpected visitor.
The queen or high priestess wore a long purple robe, and she approached him closely. Bending over him and shifting her head from side to side to let each of her eyes examine his, she couldn’t conceal her fascination. And Jag was fascinated to see the purple tint in her eyes. 
This is why they didn’t kill me! But what does it mean? Do they think I’m the fulfillment of something in their scriptures or legends? Do they expect me to become her consort? Maybe they regard me as a sacred object, knowing that I must have ingested enough of their sacramental mushrooms to give me this purple jaundice. Other than the high priestess, all of the natives have white sclera. That means only she experiences the visions.
When night descended, a new wave of pain swept over Jag. It started on the front of his left thigh, piercing him like the point of an icepick. By the time the moon reached its zenith, the entire surface of his body that was bathed in its light was on fire again. The female caring for him that evening coaxed him to swallow much more of the opiate-like elixir, and this allowed him to doze intermittently. When he awakened at dawn, Jag lifted his head to examine himself. Small purple stems had sprouted from his incisions.
 
VIII
 
On the morning of the sixth day of his captivity, his pain and despair gave way to a gathering euphoria. More important was a new sense of purpose that gripped him, experienced not as a burden, but as a relief. Yet he did not wonder of this. It seemed entirely fitting and long in coming, as if summoned by fate. Jag believed it was the reason he had been brought to this new Eden. 
When the female guardian who had comforted him during the night saw the transformation in him, she called others to the top of the pyramid. Jag was transferred onto an ornamental stretcher and was gently carried to ground level. He was then placed at the front of a procession, alongside the high priestess, and they carried him into the forest. The flutist began a bright and spirited melody.
The members of the entourage, hearing his vocalizations, knew him to be in communion with the gods who ruled their world, for by now, even his skin had a subtle purple tone. But as the implanted organisms flooded his nervous system with a profusion of neurotransmitters, it was Melanie with whom he conversed.
“Jag, they’re preparing another ship, and it’s going to be packed with marines who will unleash holy hell on these savages. Just hang on a little longer. It’s all going to end soon, and we’ll be together here on Earth.” But Jag saw it all very differently.
“Melanie, they aren’t trying to hurt me. I’ve become a venerated member of their tribe.” He told her of his botanical explorations, his discovery of the previous ship, the deaths of Cruz and Wilson, his captivity, and the nature of the mysterious organisms that were taking hold of him. “All those nucleotides it contains that I couldn’t account for… they allow the organism to germinate in living flesh. Fully grown, it has the appearance of a mushroom, but it’s an obligate parasite, and the natives who live here provide it with the host it requires. In turn, the high priestess consumes the mushrooms and experiences the visions she needs to guide her people. I have been selected to play an exalted role in all of this, one that I could never have played on Earth. Tell the marines they must not come. This planet must be allowed to flourish in peace.”
Melanie poured out her love and devotion to him, telling him she could never be happy without him. But Jag’s surging euphoria and sense of purpose overwhelmed any love or compassion he might have felt. Can she not see that I am the central figure in something much greater than the two of us?
By the time the procession reached the small sacred clearing where he had first observed the queen, Jag had entered the most towering state of ecstasy that the sprouting organisms could elicit in a human nervous system. The calamitous state of Earth was of no consequence. Melanie was barely a distant memory. He no longer had the desire or ability to communicate with anyone but the gods, and these he experienced not as individuals, but as overlapping waves of aimless joy. 
Adjacent to where one of the crewmembers of the prior mission had lain, the natives dug a new, very shallow, rectangular grave. They gently placed Jag into it, and took care that none of the soil they laid upon him should cover the purple stems.   
 
THE END.
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